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The Slamming Door is a true story. 

In September of 2008, Clarisse N. Rénard was asked to move in with a man who had just been diagnosed with bone cancer...by his daughter, Berta, who knew that she was a writer and available. Berta had to work in an office, so she couldn’t be her father’s caregiver.

The man was her husband’s older cousin, Bryn, a Harvard-educated, retired New York City social worker, and Clarisse and her husband Damon had stayed with him many times. He was also one of her best friends after eight years of visits, a confidante, and like another dad to her.

Damon, a scientist, was often away, struggling to make a success of his career as a Ph.D. immunologist, which took him to rural Connecticut, Iraqi Kurdistan, Kuwait, and Hungary.

Clarisse was unhappy in Connecticut, where she was staying with her parents, who didn’t want her husband in their house anymore. Both Clarisse and Damon had Asperger’s, but their understanding and tolerance was limited to their daughter.

The request, which was also an invitation of sorts, felt like an escape to Clarisse.

It also felt like a chance to pay her cousin-in-law back for all of the emotional and other support he had given to Clarisse and Damon.

She didn’t know Berta very well, but had been excited to find that her marriage came with a female cousin her own age (plus another – Berta’s first cousin). Clarisse looked forward to getting to know her better.

When he realized that he couldn’t stay home alone while terminally ill, Bryn wanted Clarisse with him and told her so the evening that she arrived. However, he warned her that Berta and her older half-sister were very jealous of the fact that she was there with him.

Despite this, Clarisse’s time in Manhattan was great...for a while.

But gradually it changed.

Berta resented Clarisse in many ways, and gradually revealed her true self: a bully.

With her father’s time drawing to a close, Berta demanded Clarisse’s departure, on the pretext that she was angry when Clarisse had done her a favor by cleaning a closet. Clarisse had been anxious and scared, with no one to talk to, alone and silently watching Bryn decline late at night. She had been very careful to preserve everything in that closet.

A week and a half later, Clarisse’s parents drove her home to Connecticut, and made her feel welcome and wanted. Bryn died four days after that.

But that wasn’t the end of it.

Clarisse wrote something to honor Bryn with at the memorial service, but was blocked by Berta.

Read on to find out how an articulate and meticulous Aspie dealt with all of these problems and situations, and how she viewed it all.

People with Asperger’s are not broken; their brain patterns merely differ from those of the majority of the population. Aspies have produced great novels, scientific discoveries, and the foundations of the best legal system on the planet, namely The Declaration of Independence.

Asserting oneself, knowing that no good deed will be judged with appreciation by a bully, is an act of courage and defiance, but also a necessary one.

Find out how an Aspie who has learned social skills by rote, one who has earned respectable academic credentials but does not function well in many work environments, navigates a labyrinth of death, dying and loss, and how she copes with anxiety induced by travel and changes in her environment, and how she slowly, painstakingly comes to recognize the signs of hostility around her while making no apology for who she is.

There is nothing wrong with those who are different.

The problem is those who won’t accept or respect them.
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This book is dedicated to social workers.

They are secular saints.

And to caregivers.

They are everywhere.

This is a true story.
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If you ever take care of someone who is dying, someone who has other people besides you in the picture, at least some of those people will find fault with your efforts, and insist that they could have done a better job.
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But those people were not there; you were.

Don’t let those who second-guess you later make you regret your efforts after the fact.

Just do your best for your charge as long as it is yours to keep.
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Chapter 1
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A Travesty of Luck

Only nice people get cancer – and the most painful form of it at that. Watch the first person who bothers to research this prove me wrong, but for once I have no interest in the idea of historical or histological research.

I’m just angry. 

In August of 2008, Damon’s cousin Bryn, the nicest member of my family of in-laws, was diagnosed with bone cancer – the most painful kind that there is, called osteosarcoma. I found out about this in mid-September. 

We often called Bryn the family saint, because he was always such a sympathetic listener and friend. He let us stay with him for months in 2005 when we came home from a six-month stay in Kuwait and found that a deal that Damon had worked on for years, one that would have marketed a nutraceutical treatment and generated a permanent, continuous income for us, had fallen through thanks to some dishonesty by the corporation involved.

As the daughter of a prostate cancer nurse, I had known what cancer is for years: it is a mutated parasite, with each cell part-mutated and part whatever organ it has latched onto. Once formed, like a computer virus, it reproduces exponentially in the host’s body, consuming it.

Damon – my husband – had scared me long ago by saying that if he ever got cancer, he would just kill himself rather than endure it. He wouldn’t take that statement back, either. I was left with the ominous foreboding sense that someday he would abruptly abandon me forever.

I had been seriously unhappy – depressed – for quite some time. The previous August, my husband and I had had to separate against our wills due to financial and logistical circumstances. I was a writer-editor, so I could work wherever there is a computer, but Damon was a Ph.D. immunologist with no paying position at any particular university. Aside from that kind of income, scientists subsist on grant money. Damon had had grant money, but that had run out, as had our lease at a beautiful university apartment in Connecticut.

Despite Damon’s constant efforts during our 8-month lease, plus some last-ditch ones, no chance of continuing at the apartment had materialized. We had been forced to move our household possessions into a storage unit – again – at the end of August 2007. I was despondent, and convinced that it would be at least 3 full years before we could live together again. By then, I would be 40 years old. Life was passing me and Damon by, while we could see other couples enjoying a calm sense of progress and togetherness.

Damon was 14 and a half years older than me, which scared me. I never want to live as a widow, and I felt a looming certainty that that was precisely what would eventually happen to me. (Damon wasn’t so sure: he kept pointing out one of his grandparents, who had lived into his 90s and only died because he fell off of a chair. Plus, he intended to tinker with his genetic makeup and slow down the aging process. I was skeptical about that, but let him enjoy the idea.)

When our lease ended, Damon went back on the road – to Maryland, where his business partner lived; to Iraqi Kurdistan, to work on bringing health care training to Kurdish nurses and EMTs; to Hungary, as a guest lecturer and part-time faculty member at a university near Romania; to Kuwait, to work with the doctor he met after the Kuwait War; and to the university in Connecticut, where he would sleep on the laboratory floor and do experiments aimed at eventually getting a product on the market, based on one of his many inventions.

He had yet to succeed at generating a continuous income from any of these projects.

I had yet to make a steady income of any kind either. Moving constantly since our 2002 wedding hadn’t helped, but the travel certainly gave me plenty of notes for a book about Kuwait, plus a children’s book about our cat, Scheherazade, who had died in 2005 while we were staying with Bryn. Another project was co-authoring a memoir of an Iranian woman politician who had moved to the U.S. It was always moving in tiny fits and starts, thanks to the general instability of both ours situations. She was applying for a green card when I found out about Bryn’s illness.

So Damon and I had no retirement money, no stable place to live, and had stayed for at least half of our marriage with relatives. We were soul mates with no viable economic pattern to our lives. We were independent, we didn’t like authority, and we didn’t want children. We wanted a cat and a home together. And we liked to travel.

We couldn’t do that, except in a state of anxiety, traveling to earn an income that would only stop a short time later. I found it difficult to calm down enough to write anything substantial, which was what I needed to do in order to make a living at it.

What I wanted to do was almost impossible: become a published author of books sold in places like Barnes & Noble and Borders Books & Music. I was terrified of dying forgettable, unpublished and insignificant. I didn’t want kids – I wanted publications. That was how I wanted to leave a piece of myself behind. A literary agent – who died shortly after laughing as he told Damon the inside scoop – had confided that this was nearly impossible because the publishing world had become a closed club. Without an insider, forget it.

I had already gotten a taste of this from one publishing company. They kept my book about the cat for 3 and a half months, then told me that they wouldn’t publish it and sent the manuscript back. Seeking to learn from the experience, we called to ask why. The reply was that the book was a great story, well-organized, presented and written, perfectly good, and that the junior editors wanted it and pushed the sorely tempted senior editors to publish it. At long last, the senior editors said no, for one reason and one reason only: I was not already known, and therefore a poor economic risk.

Wonderful. Perhaps the political memoir would help me...if it ever happened.

Meanwhile, my parents decided, in the spring of 2008, that they wouldn’t let my husband in the house any more, and that’s where I stayed while Damon wasn’t around. They were angry with him for writing to them to say that he didn’t like them. He had done so after my father had put his finger in the frame of my door as I was getting out of the car and closing that car door. I was in the front seat; he was in the back, and my mother had driven. It was an accident, and it was his own stupid fault, but it hurt, so he had tried to punch me. My mother intervened by threatening to make my father move out, and said he could take our cat, Cookie, with him. Damon’s attempt at distraction had totally backfired; he just didn’t know how to help.

So I had nowhere to be with him after that. Granted, it wasn’t logistically feasible most of the time for him to be there – it was far away from the university, and I had no car after 2004. We were effectively stranded after the old car died, with no money for another one.

This left one place to meet and be together: Bryn’s apartment in Chelsea, Manhattan.

Bryn Warne Otterman was a cousin of Damon’s. He and his younger brother Albert had babysat Damon when he was 9 years old and living in Manhattan with his mother and 2 younger sisters, Vianne and Alena. Damon’s father was dead by then. Later, when Bryn was married and living in Oneonta, New York, Damon, his sisters, their mother, and their maternal grandparents had lived on the same street in the same town.

But for most of his life, Bryn lived in Manhattan. The exceptions were attending Harvard University, a summer interning as a social worker at the Institute of Living in Hartford, Connecticut, and those years in Oneonta. After his divorce, Bryn moved back. He lived in a few different apartments before settling into the one I knew him at, on West 21st Street between 8th and 9th Avenues. Damon said that Bryn would never leave, because he was addicted to the place.

Manhattan certainly is an addictive, endlessly fascinating place. I loved it, partly because I felt a sense of home and safety while staying at Bryn’s place, and partly because of the fun of walking around lower Manhattan to see historic sites, stores, people, monuments, and restaurants. Manhattan is a reasonably safe place for a lone woman to walk now – not as it was during the 1980s, when I used to go with my grandmother to visit a great-aunt in Stuyvesant Village. Aunt Sharon wouldn’t let us go out at night, so we would take a taxi home from the Metropolitan Ballet, which she considered to be a great but justified extravagance.

I have always had a deep dread of being alone – living alone, in particular. I won’t live with another girl in some apartment. She would just get married and either stick me with the entire cost of the rent, which I wouldn’t be able to afford, or expect me to move out. No – I held out for what I wanted: marriage. But that hadn’t worked. I didn’t have stability in my living situation – only in my emotional one. I had married my best friend, and I had him all to myself. He loved me and only me, and we both liked and disliked the same things: we loved cats and didn’t want kids. There were other similarities, but that’s the general idea.

Bryn was a quiet, friendly, bespectacled man in his early 60s when I met him. This was at Damon’s May 2001 graduation from the Ph.D. program in Connecticut, back when Damon and I were still in the friendship phase of our relationship. He and Albert came up from New York City for the day to attend the festivities. I liked them both, but barely remembered them at first, other than the fact that Bryn had tied Damon’s tie (a gift from me that depicted aliens in sunglasses). Damon had forgotten how to do that.

I didn’t see or hear of Bryn again until that December, by which time I had moved in with Damon; he had an apartment near the UConn Health Center. We went to Manhattan to see the relatives for the holidays. It was a Hanukkah visit; many of Damon’s relatives are Jewish. (The Otterman relatives, however, were Unitarians.) Damon had three Christian grandparents, and one Jewish grandfather, who was a founder of the New School for Social Research after Harvard ousted him for being an atheist. It was an interesting family history, which only served to further draw me and Damon together; I too, have an interesting family history.

We arrived by car – in my old grey Mercedes sedan. Damon didn’t drive, so we had a joke, thanks to my uncle, that he had just married me so that I could drive him around in that grey car of mine. We parked in front of Bryn’s building in a light snowstorm. It was across from an elementary school, overlooking the playground. The school, P.S. 11, has appeared in movies (including Miss Congeniality 2 and No Reservations). It was early evening when we arrived, and I asked Damon, as I pulled up, which one of his relatives we would stay with. Bryn, he said. Bryn? I felt some anxiety over the fact that we would be staying with a man.

[image: Chelsea District - Public School 11 Graffitti Art.JPG]

Damon pointed him out – all bundled up with a wool hat pulled down over his thick white hair, his glasses like round magnifying lenses, with eyes that seemed to squint; he was smiling cheerfully at us. I remembered him. “Oh!  He’s the one who tied your tie on you at graduation!” I said. When I saw him again, I had stopped worrying. It was going to okay, staying with him.

We went upstairs with our stuff to find an old, two-bedroom apartment, one flight up in a building with no elevator. The place had hardwood floors and a lot of beautiful wooden bookcases full of books, Art Deco furniture in the living room, diner signs in the kitchen, and a big bathtub in the bathroom. Our room was on the left, and the door had been painted to cover up glass panes, which covered most of the surface of the door, and which sat a full inch off of the floor. Our two windows looked out at the school playground, with a fire escape on the left.

I remained a bit standoffish from Bryn at first, but quickly took to him.

We went to the party, which was held at the apartment of one of Damon’s two “aunts” – his mother’s best friends – and saw Albert again, and met June, his wife, who was very quiet, both Aunt Summer and Aunt Johanna (the party was at her apartment) and some cousins, a couple named Nicola and Aaron who lived near Boston, with their new baby girl, and we saw Alena again, this time with her husband Josh, a cardiologist, and their daughter, 2-year-old Roselyn Elin, whom I had met the previous spring at Damon’s graduation.

There was also a 9-year-old girl named Hilda, Bryn’s goddaughter. She lived across the hall from him, and she was wearing a beautiful black dress with a gauze skirt. The gauze was folded in half and filled with a rainbow of glitter, then sewn onto the bodice of the dress. The girl had chin-length, wavy brown hair and brown eyes, and a large freckle in the center of her chin. She wanted to be involved in everything, including handing Roselyn her gifts from me, one by one. I was annoyed by this, and resisted the effort without being too obvious about it, but the kid was offended anyway. I didn’t care – I never do in such situations. I just try to get through them without a major incident, which I did this time. Damon later agreed; this kid was annoying.

The party went well enough, and we headed back. Soon I found myself chattering to Bryn about all sorts of things, relaxing around him. This continued the next time we visited him, and the next. We loved staying at Bryn’s place, going places with him and on our own, and I began to look forward to my next conversations with him.

Bryn had worked on a Ph.D. in sociology for many years and come away with a master’s degree and membership in the dirty little secret of Ph.D. programs: the ABD club. He had earned an All But Dissertation Ph.D., which happens to a lot of Ph.D. candidates. Damon had explained this to me, sounding sympathetic toward his cousin. As time went on, I learned more details: Bryn had been trying to do his dissertation while his marriage was failing, while he was teaching at Oneonta, while going through a divorce and driving a cab in Manhattan, and was ultimately unable to make it work. He had been too busy surviving, and was too upset.

I had cheered Damon on through his Ph.D., kept him from working too much by dragging him off to movies, coffee shops, and walks around the local mall, and I noticed that other than those trips out in the car with me, he really did little else. He was a single guy doing his Ph.D., and a workaholic. The work sometimes included something frowned on in U.S. academia: attempts to start business ventures with his inventions, and the publication of a journal article about one of them while still in graduate school, plus a trip to Iran to see the victims of mustard lung disease (from the chemicals the Iraqis used in the Iran-Iraq War, 1980-1988). This was of great interest to Damon because he had been a chemical weapons officer in the Kuwait War.

I had it relatively easy: I went through law school during those 6 years, completing that degree in 3 years, 2 years before Damon graduated. My J.D. dissertation was a 33-page paper on outer space law for a seminar, relatively painless, and fascinating to me. I knew early on in the program that I wouldn’t be practicing law. It just wasn’t something that I would be able to do without a mentor, and I hadn’t passed the bar exam. I didn’t test well. I think it was sheer determination that helped me score high enough on the LSAT to go to a top-tier law school.  

But I wasn’t surprised when halfway along, a professor of international law informed me, in a serious but not belittling tone, that he didn’t think I had the aptitude for work as a lawyer. I told him: “I’m not quitting.” I meant the degree, and he knew it. “I’m not suggesting that you do,” he replied. I think many of my professors liked me, and I enjoyed the program. But I graduated with nothing more than a sense of self-esteem...not a clear sense of career direction, and not a sense of how I would earn a living. It was frustrating, scary and lonely.

But back to Bryn; the next time I saw him, I barely spent any time with him. The reason was that he was one of many visitors from out of town who came to Connecticut to attend our wedding, which took place on the evening of the summer solstice in June of 2002. The wedding was absolutely perfect in every way that I could have wanted. There was lots of pink, there were bouquets and vases of pink roses and blue irises, great music and food, and everyone we wanted to see at the event was there (Except for my cousin Bradford, the artist; it was not his fault. His boss reneged at the last minute on a promise to let him off that evening.). It was a fairy tale.

Recently, however, I noticed something that really pleased me in our photos: Bryn was standing right behind me in a group family photo, taken in the garden just after the ceremony. There he is, with his thick, straight white hair, glasses, and big happy smile. He loved to have a good time, and would travel a considerable distance and stay in an unfamiliar place to enjoy a good time, with no sense of anxiety about being someplace new or far away. I couldn’t do that.

Several months passed before our next visit, which was in the spring of 2003. We had been staying in McLean, Virginia for a while, at the home of a urologist that Damon knew from graduate school, while Damon wrote a grant at George Washington University. We drove up to see Bryn again, and he showed us his haunts: McNulty’s Tea & Coffee Company, founded in 1895, in Greenwich Village, where he would buy his coffee (plus he showed me exactly what he always bought there: Mandeeling Sumatra blend, ½ regular and ½ decaf, fine ground), and the Henry George School of Social Science, where he taught classes in social economic theory.
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Both the coffee shop and the school became synonymous in my mind with Bryn and his life in New York City, even though by day he had a different job: he was a city social worker. To me, this meant that he was a secular saint. He had made a career of helping people for low pay: homeless people, drug addicts, AIDS patients, and non compos mentis types (insane or otherwise mentally unstable people). By the time I met him, he was doing a dull shadow of a social worker’s job, one that he called a retirement job: he would go to court on behalf of the city to make sure that no one was milking the system unfairly. The job was mostly paperwork.

It was the job he had had for a long stretch just before this one that he had truly loved: he was given a hotel room as an office, where he would see people who lived in the other rooms and help them with their problems. It was an AIDS hotel. The people there typically had a combination of the problems listed above – sick, homeless, crazy, etc. Bryn had a wonderful time just chatting with people and needing to do very little in the way of paperwork.

Before that, he was out in the field in other venues, visiting elderly residents in decaying neighborhoods. He would approach a group of drug dealers on a street corner before going to see a client: “Hi, my name is Bryn Otterman. I’m a social worker, and I’m here to see Mrs. McGillicuddy on the 4th floor over there.” They would take this information in, and then he would proceed through the dangerous area unmolested.

By then he had dealt with a problem with alcohol – his own – plus a divorce from his second wife, who was the mother of his adopted stepdaughter and their daughter, and met his girlfriend, whom he called the love of his life. Her name was Cassie, and she was engaged when they met at a bar in 1978. Her fiancé didn’t care if she had a boyfriend as well as a husband, and so the relationship continued for 30 years, with the guys as friends. Both Bryn and Cassie quit drinking, and Cassie, an artist and horse-lover, got a job in upstate New York as a social worker. She still lived there with her husband, a retired professor of English.

Bryn had photos of Cassie in his bedroom, which doubled as a place to chat. He would sit in the corner facing his little television and puffing on his pipe while the visitor sat down on the bed (as if it were a sofa) and chatted. This was his standard way of socializing at home, and I quickly got used to it. I would knock – he kept the door shut to contain the smoke, as Damon and I didn’t smoke – and he would invite me in to chat. The smoke smelled pleasant to me for some reason; probably because I could visit in it for a while and then walk away from it.

Bryn would invite us out with him, usually to the Greek diner nearby, a place with horridly bland, over-cooked food called the Chelsea Square Restaurant. It was a classic case of the familiar being comfortable, and he usually ate dinner there alone when he was working, in a tiny both away from the windows, he told us. When we were visiting, however, we sat by the windows at a table for four, watching people walk by on the sidewalk, on the other side of the glass. The staff included Greek guys (the owners) and Mexican guys (the waiters). The food was unhealthy – scant raw fruit or vegetables, and little variety or taste as the choice was between over-boiled/broiled and fried stuff. This was where Bryn usually ate, and he never ate in.

When he ate out, he would always get a beer or two, or a glass of wine or two, and offer to get us one as well. I usually declined; one drink knocks me out unless I have a meal with it. But Bryn seemed to have found a way to have his alcohol and not let it control him. I wondered how he did that, but never asked. Drinking tends to be a different experience for everyone, so I didn’t think that this mystery could be unraveled with one person’s analysis or data. One year for Christmas, I gave Bryn a book about the 6 drinks that humans have consumed throughout history, which include soda, beer, wine, “spirits” such as rum, tea, and coffee; he loved it.

At home, Bryn only ever ate breakfast; all other meals he ate out. What he really loved was his Mandeeling Sumatra coffee from McNulty’s. I bought some of the toasted praline blend, and pumpkin spice for Damon. But how was I supposed to make coffee without a machine? Bryn showed me how he did it: he had two plastic coffee sieves, one brown and one orange, and he would just boil water in an old pot, put a brown paper filter in one (usually the brown one), add a scoop of the fine-ground coffee, and then pour water from the pot slowly into the filter. It was so easy that it was fascinating; I made coffee that way every day whenever I was in his apartment.

Damon and I went back to see Bryn in 2004 before heading to Kuwait – with our cat – for nearly six months. Damon was being paid to do an asthma study there by a California company that, unfortunately, was involved with him solely to get his data and then make a product without compensating him for it. We got nothing of a financially lasting nature from them, and Damon had to watch as they put a couple of products on the market that he received no royalties from. Coming back in 2005 was both depressing and terrifying. I had a treasure trove of notes and photos, hopefully the makings of a travelogue, but was too upset to do much. (I have since written and copyrighted the travelogue, complete with my photos.)

We came back to my parents’ place in May of 2005, and from there took a bus – with our cat hidden in Damon’s army duffel bag – to Manhattan, where we stayed with Bryn for the next four and a half months. Damon was working with some of the ophthalmologists at the New York Eye and Ear Infirmary – and he still does. It was discouraging...they were millionaire businessmen with homes to share with their wives, and we were still broke and homeless. They knew how to make lots of money, and would allegedly include Damon in a deal when conditions were right. Of course, the conditions, in the form of a wealthy investor, were not yet right, and we weren’t getting any younger.

The summer of 2005 was the one that Al Gore pointed out in his famous PowerPoint presentation movie, An Inconvenient Truth, as being the hottest one on record since the Industrial Revolution, or some such frightening declaration. On Father’s Day, when Bryn was away at Cassie’s place, his daughter and her boyfriend had showed up to replace the old air conditioner in his room. That was the one cool room in the place during hot weather.

We sweated out that summer, seeking air conditioning like shelter from a firestorm, and watched our poor cat die of squamous cell carcinoma – cancer that ate a hole in the right side of her face and in her mouth. We had her put to sleep on the same day that Damon’s Uncle Rex, who lived in Florida, died, on August 11th. It was a bad summer. Bryn let us stay with him during that awful, hopeless time, and we were glad that he did. He never said anything severe or judgmental to us; only some concerned, worrying tones came through.
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Our Kuwaiti cat, asleep on a windowsill in our room in Bryn’s apartment. She had a runny right eye that turned out to have cancer growing just underneath it, behind her cheekbone.  We loved her.

Bryn had each of us lecture at the Henry George School, a free evening school for adults on East 30th Street that focused on land taxes, rent control, and social and political economic theories. Bryn was one of the professors there. Damon talked about mustard lung disease and its effects on the Kuwaiti population, and I described Kuwaiti life, art, culture and history with my collection of digital photographs. 

The students interrupted a lot with questions about the economics of the place, which left me clueless – all I could give them was a picture of what I had learned there, and I hadn’t gone with the idea of focusing on that particular topic. It didn’t seem to matter to Bryn; he was pleased with my effort, and he had known what sort of materials I had, and what his students might do. We had fun, and we ate at the restaurant near the school afterward. It was a nice, dark, modern, Italian place with good food called Zana’s, and the professors all got a discount there.

At one point, Bryn invited us to the Harvard Club with him during that summer. Damon and I dressed up, with me in a black linen sleeveless dress. When we got there, Bryn gave the entire family a grand tour of the library, the balcony overlooking the back reception room with Teddy Roosevelt’s African elephant head on the wall, and the painted portraits. I noticed that he was wearing a new shirt that I had bought for him a day earlier; it was just like the old one, with a white collar and white cuffs. I had bought it at Filene’s Basement when I saw that the collar on the old one was frayed. It had come back from the laundry like that, pressed and folded flat. His daughters weren’t around enough to take care of his wardrobe, so he just kept it clean. Men can be funny about such details, not noticing when an item has too many miles on it.

We went back to Connecticut after that, returned briefly in November, and then Damon began looking into a place for us to stay at the University of Connecticut, where he hoped to get funding for a grant to study mustard lung disease. We spent the next year limping along, with Damon working without pay and me unable to go anywhere without a ride, and unable to find work, even as a freelance editor/tutor. We got an apartment at the university, and Bryn lent us a month’s rent once. So Bryn took care of us in a rather significant and obvious way twice. We were elated when, after Damon’s pay from the grant began, we could pay Bryn back.

We visited some more over the next couple of years, staying for a week or so at a time. Bryn invited Damon to give another lecture, and he brought us to some special ones there, including one about the game of Monopoly, originally called The Landlord-Tenant Game.

During these years, Damon and I would discuss where we were willing to live and compare that with where we wanted to live. The biggest problem was the lack of funds to do anything one way or the other. The fact remained that we were living in the Great Recession, and this was affecting not only the United States, but also other countries around the planet.

When I went to Kuwait, I had had a massive anxiety attack. Any change of environment freaks me out. I knew I had to go and see the country and experience the culture, and I did go, bringing our cat, which was complicated. But I had a nervous breakdown over it the night before leaving. I had stayed behind for six weeks because of the cat’s vaccination papers, while Damon went on ahead first to Tehran, where he attended a scientific conference, and then to Kuwait.

My mother enjoyed having me around, but the night before I went, I had laid out my clothes and books and gifts to bring, and began to panic about actually packing them and going. How would they all fit neatly, what about the weight, etc.? I had never been very calm about packing. The hyperventilating starts, and it’s all downhill from there. I hated any change of environment, and I was about to make a huge one. I had gone through this every time I went back to college for another term. When I study for one term in London, England, the anxiety had manifested itself as a gray haze. Law school was easier: I lived with my parents and drove the 12 minutes each day. But I was determined to go to Kuwait.

My mother had ended up helping me pack, and my parents drove me to Newark Airport, where I took an Air France plane so that the cat could ride in the cabin with me. After I checked in, as we walked around the airport, my mother saw that the hyperventilation was not abating. She bought me an Archaeology magazine, offered to take me home, said I didn’t have to go, etc. That offer only made me more determined to face the anxiety and go on the trip.

To deal with anxiety, during law school and until shortly after I got married, my mother, a nurse, had sent me to first one psychiatrist and then another. Each one managed to fatten me up with pills, and the second one added the most weight. The maddening part of it is that she diagnosed me with Asperger’s Syndrome, told me nothing about the condition, and even said that our main agenda should be to treat my anxiety and depression. So she focused exclusively on that, without telling what Asperger’s was. The pills she prescribed just made me so relaxed that I was able to eat and eat and eat until I felt sick – overweight, with a tight, water-pressure feeling in my face, and wheezing up 6 steps. 

As if that wasn’t bad enough, I found that my thought processes were too slow and complacent for any writing efforts. I had become fat and useless. As Damon put it, I had lost my intensity while I was on those pills, and that was what he found so wonderful about my personality. So I stopped taking the pills, and promptly shrank back down to a reasonable size and shape over the ensuing summer of 2003. And I found that I could write again.

I have been asked by some very stupid people: “Wouldn’t you rather be fat and happy than thin and anxiety-ridden?” The answer is a definite and emphatic NO. I want to be beautiful – and when I am a normal weight, I look pretty good. Damon has called me his knockout. As for my thought processes, I won’t give up the ability to write. What am I supposed to do, dope myself up so that I fit in very nicely in an office job where I am fat, ugly, intellectually nullified, and utterly forgettable? No way. I wish there had been a book to read about Asperger’s then.

I was doing my best to stay calm and continue to write.

And I didn’t want to live in a foreign country, away from my culture, away from my own language, again. Kuwait was a brief adventure that generated enough data for a book. Living in an Islamic society was interesting, but I would not do it again. The Ayatollah Khomeini summed it up quite succinctly: “Islam is not fun.” I want fun. I have too little happiness in my life to surrender the last of it to a place where the men hissed at me and I couldn’t go where I wanted when I wanted.  There was nothing for me to do while I was away but observe and document, and feel alone. Occasionally I dragged Damon to a museum, but I hated it there.

Hungary, the other place where Damon went, was full of, blustering people who didn’t listen – and didn’t care to. I was willing to listen, but I needed listeners, too. I would not simply accompany Damon and just be there, hating it. I wouldn’t be able to pursue my own career if I did that. I needed to calm down and write.

But how would I calm down? Bryn could help me with that to some extent. My mother called the idea emotional intelligence, but didn’t really know how to teach it. She seemed to prefer using medication first, and then take the drugged effects from there to build on the calm and add social interaction skills. But that would leave me fat, placid, and intellectually nullified. It wasn’t a solution.

Talking to Bryn seemed to be the answer. Doing that was endlessly intriguing, because talking to him included taking questions about New York City to him and hearing the place and the culture explained. It was American culture, and I needed a seasoned New Yorker and social worker to help make any sense of some of the things that went on there. Reading homeless people was one thing he would talk to me about. Dealing with upsets about life in general was another. And since we were both inclined to study whatever fascinated us, we both read a lot and would discuss our fields with each other.

Whenever I came back to the apartment after meeting and talking with a homeless person somewhere on the streets of Manhattan, I would knock on Bryn’s door. He would be in there with his light on, reading, watching the economic news on television, and relaxing. “Yo!” he would call, and invite me in to chat, whereupon he would get his corncob pipe going, looking almost sleepy as he did so, with his small eyes almost squinted shut behind his huge eyeglass lenses, focused as they were on igniting the wad of tobacco he had just inserted in his pipe. I would settle onto his bed like it was a sofa, and start to tell the latest tale of why New York City and/or human nature had puzzled me. We repeated this ritual many times over the years.

Bryn was genuinely interested in whatever knowledge I had to either seek or share, even though I was over 30 years younger and female. This ceased to surprise me later, as I realized that he just really liked talking to women, especially intelligent, intellectually curious women. And I just loved talking to him and hanging out with him. He was like another dad to me.

My father was a very interesting, learned person – but not emotionally intelligent. He had anger management issues, and my mother once threw him out because he had hit me. He ended up living in a rented room for 10 months. He had had no good reason for hitting me. I was looking for a camera that he had put in some odd spot, and he had just fallen asleep. I tried to be quiet, but he woke up to ask what I was doing, so I told him. He jumped up, looked enraged, said venomously “You woke me up!” and pounded the sides of my head with his fists.

When he almost hit me again in the fall of 2007, it took him over a year to admit that he shouldn’t have put his finger there, and that he was responsible for his own fingers. By then Damon had written my mother that letter about her latest threat to make my father move out. My mother wouldn’t let him in the house, wouldn’t ever speak to him again, and wouldn’t even consider his point of view. So that ruined any holidays with my parents. 

The following April, they told me he couldn’t be in the house unless they were home, when I was in New York City with Damon and Bryn, just after Damon returned from Iraqi Kurdistan. They were also angry that Damon had not made a home for me yet – a permanent one. More hyperventilating and panic ensued. How would I cope with this new problem, I wondered?

It was during this visit that we noticed something ominous: Bryn was walking with a cane. He said that he had an orthopedic problem that had started when he put his right foot onto a chair to tie his shoe, and that the orthopedic surgeon had started him with the cane. He had been assured that it would get better after a while. We hoped so; Bryn had just retired and wanted to spend the next 10 years or so teaching at the Henry George School and volunteering with his land tax group at the United Nations. And – to be honest – he represented our calm, safe haven. It felt good not only because it was a place to go, but because it was his.

Life certainly gave me plenty of misery to cope with...and then I got accused of not being emotionally intelligent. To add insult to injury, some people who just didn’t understand me very well would suggest more medications. I was sick and tired of explaining my whole life to make them forget the idea, and completely unwilling to hear the suggestions in the first place.

It was starting to look to me as if the only calm place I had to go to was Bryn’s.

We visited him in the summer of 2008 again. It was our anniversary, and we had no better idea of where we might be together without breaking the bank...the nearly empty bank...and we wanted to see him. We hoped that he would be in better shape when we got there. We hoped that a little physical therapy would have helped him. It hadn’t.

Bryn was still using the cane in late June, when we arrived.  Still, the physical therapy was being touted as the solution, so we had a nice summer visit and didn’t worry. He chatted with me like usual, asking how things were (they were the same), and I promised myself not to call him too often when I got home again. I didn’t want him to think of me as the sort of person who was always crying or complaining on the phone.

I had his home and cell phone numbers, but he didn’t seem to like being on the phone. He would usually find some reason, shortly into any conversation, to end it. A favorite excuse would be the lousy reception, which was a source of frustration with most cell phone calls. If I called the land line, he would opt out for some other reason. So I wouldn’t bug him, I decided. It wasn’t not like he could fix things, anyway.

I went home after about a month with Damon, with the two of us reluctant to part as usual. I called Bryn a couple of times to tell him how I was, and then kept my promise to myself.

August came.

I knew that his daughter, Berta, had been considering a trip to Ireland with her boyfriend, Matt, who was from Ireland, to meet his relatives. We had corresponded by e-mail a few times, in addition to meeting occasionally at Bryn’s place and in some restaurants. I had also met Bryn’s older daughter, Dionne, and his niece Alissa. I had even met Dionne’s husband when they had just begun to date, but Damon and I were away for their wedding, so we had missed it.

I wondered about Berta’s trip to Ireland. She had worried, and so had the rest of us, about whether or not Matt’s Catholic, Irish family would like her, a Unitarian American who differed from them in religion and culture. But what could they expect, I thought? That Matt would somehow find himself another Irish Catholic after leaving Catholic Ireland? Not a guarantee...

September came.

I e-mailed Berta when I thought enough time had elapsed for her to go to and return from Ireland. Why not, I thought? Being interested in my in-laws’ lives seemed like a good thing, even though I hardly knew her. She e-mailed back 5 days later: 


Hi Clarisse!   



Ireland was amazing and I have a ton of photos to show. I haven't uploaded them yet, but I will get organized soon. I'll tell you all about it another time, but I wanted to suggest something to you.



I will call you in person either tomorrow or Thursday, but I wanted to see if you could think about coming down to stay with my father for a few weeks to take care of him. I hope by now that you have talked to him so you know that he definitely has cancer. We don't know what kind yet, as the biopsy was first inconclusive, so they did a second one yesterday and we are awaiting the results. He has had about 5 or 6 radiation treatments, but will start chemo soon. He is in a lot of pain and can't really walk. He was in the hospital for the past five days and came out today. I asked him over the weekend how he would feel if I asked if you could come down and he said that would be nice. I was with him tonight and brought up the idea again, and he said he thought it would be a very good idea if you could come down and stay for a couple of weeks and he said that would really like that. My sister is coming back to New York on October 1st, and I can come over every night, but I don't think he should be alone right now. I am worried that he might fall and he can't really cook or shop. My uncle bought him a Lazy Boy chair which seems to be the most comfortable place for him, and his new bed is being delivered on Saturday. I am also not doing well emotionally, and [incomplete sentence.]



So I am not sure what your schedule would be like, or how you would feel about coming down but would you give some thought to it? No pressure at all, and I would completely understand if you don't think you are up to it, but I'll pay for your train, pick you up at Grand Central, and he'll pay for all the groceries, etc. for anything you would need. I would come down every night after work of course, but I don't think he should be alone. So give some thought to the idea, and I'll call you either tomorrow or Thursday to chat with you in person.



Much Love,

Berta



I stared at that line about cancer in shock for a moment, and thought I HAVE TO GO TAKE CARE OF HIM!!!!!!! I thought this before I even read on and saw Berta’s request.

I could do that, I told myself. I had taken care of my grandmother through a cataract surgery, a broken wrist (a lengthy stay involving helping her bathe), another cataract surgery, and some random doctor visits. My other grandmother had died of lung cancer after I returned from my first term at college. With the exception of getting her some hot tea and a heating pad while still in high school, I hadn’t been able to do much for her. I took care of my father when he had a herniated disk in his lower spine (a shot of cortisone fixed it after an MRI). I had spent a winter break taking care of him, preparing food, running hot baths, and driving him to a meeting. I had even watched my Great-Aunt Susan when she had Alzheimer’s disease for 2 weeks, just before she went to an elder care facility. Yes, I could do that. 

But seemed perfect in an upsetting way: I was available to help, and all I needed to keep working was a computer, which Bryn had in the living room, complete with a printer that I had helped him choose, buy and install that summer. Damon had come with us to a Staples store in Union Square to carry it home. So this was lucky for both me and Bryn: he needed help, and I was available and totally willing.

Luck...what a travesty, considering that it put us together for a terrible reason. I realized that I loved Bryn. I forwarded Berta’s letter to my husband, along with the following:


DAMON!


I HAVE TO GO THERE!


Love,

Clarisse.

[image: http://mail.yimg.com/us.yimg.com/i/mesg/tsmileys2/17.gif][image: http://mail.yimg.com/us.yimg.com/i/mesg/tsmileys2/40.gif]



Then I called Damon, upset and unwilling to wait for him to check his e-mail, and told him what was going on. He was at the university laboratory, working. Go there and take care of him? What about paying for food? Let me talk to them and see about it, I said.

I e-mailed Berta back, then began to think about Bryn some more. He couldn’t walk, so it must be about his hip. What kind of cancer could it be? Probably bone cancer, I thought glumly, assuming the worst, and deciding that it made sense considering his orthopedic problems. But how did he get stuck with that? I wondered.

Next, I called Berta and said I had just seen her letter. She confirmed my suspicions: it was definitely bone cancer; an MRI scan in August had revealed that, and Bryn had spent some time – a couple of weeks, it seemed – at the Mount Sinai Hospital having radiation treatments. I could hardly wait to get there and help, was just worried about affording food, but otherwise it would be so easy to go there and help. I would just take a memory stick full of my data to Bryn’s computer and insert it there, then resume whatever I had been working on there.

This was perfect to her. She said, “Don’t worry; we’ll pay for your food.”

I called Damon back. I repeated the conversation, and suddenly he thought that this would just be the best thing for me – out of my parents’ place, where I never went out because I had no car, and off to New York City, where I could safely go anywhere and everywhere on foot. I hadn’t really thought about the city-as-a-playground aspect of the situation. Something wonderful was ending, and some serious misery was about to get underway as soon as a doctor could be appointed to direct it all.

Damon would send his secret recipe for ImmuneACCORD – his invention of a spice mixture – to help Bryn. Perhaps we could prolong Bryn’s life a bit while reducing inflammation, and therefore pain. Inflammation causes pain, the reasoning went, and Damon wrote to both me and Berta promising to give me the secret recipe.

Berta had said not to call Bryn until the next night – to let her tell him – which was fine with me. I started planning. I told her I would come down there on Saturday, when my parents weren’t working and could bring me to the bus station in Hartford. It was Wednesday evening, and I could take the two days to pack and organize whatever occurred to me.

We had just seen my mother’s former boss, Dr. Leonardi, at his house the previous Saturday for his annual apple-picking party. He had an orchard outside. We had lots of apples, and I planned to make 2 pies, one for my parents and one for my grandmother and uncle who lived 5 minutes away. Then I would make a loaf of whole wheat honey bread; I could worry about breakfast foods later on. This would keep me from obsessing about the upcoming change.

Packing didn’t feel too frantic this time. I felt like I was running away. I would just pack a few things and see how it went. I could arrange to get more of my clothes later...somehow. Meanwhile, I felt as though I were heading home.

I wanted to spend time with Bryn before the time was all gone, so I had to hurry up.

What an awful way to have to look at quality time with someone, on a timer, with an unknown setting for the alarm, with the remaining time looking like a great treasure.

A door had just been pulled back – and it had been pulled wide, to give a good swift swing to the entity that was about to slam it.
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Chapter 2
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Getting There

The evening after making these decisions, I called Bryn. He was glad to hear from me, and said that he wanted me to come and stay with him. Berta had spoken to him as planned, and he had agreed that he would need someone there with him. Until then, he hadn’t really thought that far ahead or realized that it would be necessary to have a companion. It was like he understood it in theory, and had agreed, but he had also agreed because he felt that if he could have me there with him, he wouldn’t mind. He liked living alone, and was rather set in his ways.

I too am set in my ways, so we would make good roommates. I liked to be on my own, I liked to read and learn and keep up with current events, and to have someone who cared about them to have conversations with. The difference was that I was a bit of a misanthrope – I didn’t like a lot of noise or people. I liked my in-laws, however, so I imagined that being among the New York relatives would be a pleasant experience.

Bryn asked me when I thought I would arrive, and I said Saturday afternoon or early evening, depending upon the bus schedule, but that I would take an afternoon bus. “Don’t make it too late,” he said, and I promised to get an early afternoon bus.

I had already begun to get ready to go; that afternoon I had made the pies and informed my father that I would need a ride to the bus station on Saturday afternoon, because Bryn had bone cancer and I was going to go take care of him. My father responded with his usual deadpan gravity: he listened, but did not look directly at me, and said almost nothing. I understood that he had taken in the information and would give me the ride, and most likely approved of my plan. That was it. My father was rather quiet when he wasn’t lecturing endlessly about whatever fascinated him or was going on in his life.

As I told my father about my plans, I was making the apple raisin pies, with my usual cut-out decorations on top. It felt different this time, like a last hurrah of baking. I most likely would not be doing any more serious baking for a very long time, as the family referred to Bryn’s kitchen as a bachelor’s kitchen. It had extremely limited space, few cook’s tools, a gas stove, and an oven that I didn’t know how to use. To top it all off, there was no way to know the temperature of said oven, as the dial was an ancient, crud-coated, blackish thing that lacked numbers. Apparently, no baking had happened in that kitchen for years...only cooking.

The next afternoon I made a loaf of whole wheat honey bread – one long loaf, which I wrapped up to take with me – and laid out some books to pack, including some on Iranian history and culture. 

I was involved in a project to write a memoir of a famous feminist’s career, but it felt almost like a rumor, as we hardly ever seemed to make progress on it. My co-author and the subject of the book was an Iranian woman politician, an outspoken activist who had served one term in the Majlis – Parliament – before being forbidden to run again by Iran’s mullahs. Human rights, women’s rights, students’ rights and freedom of speech are not popular causes in Iran. Her name was Massoumeh Parsi, Ph.D., and our project was on hold while she applied for her green card, along with her husband and little girl. I had taught myself, by reading, everything and anything I could about Iranian history and Iranian women’s studies, plus watching Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis. I was learning all about the culture so as to not waste Massoumeh’s time or mine. Perhaps we would do more work while I was in Manhattan.

I did not know how long I would be gone, so I laid out some recreational books also: French history, historical novels, etc. I really don’t remember precisely what I threw in; I was forcing myself not to get bogged down in an anxiety-ridden rut this time. The clothes were a problem, but I figured I would just bring what I needed for the current season and ask my mother to send others later if the visit stretched on...which I expected it to. This wasn’t really a visit, after all. I was going to Bryn’s place as a caregiver, though I had yet to hear this term.

My mother and her mother were nurses, so I realized that I must have it in me to take care of sick relatives properly. My mother was an office nurse who did triage (that means deciding what each patient needs in the immediate future and directing them on to that phase of treatment), which she handled mostly over the telephone.

My grandmother trained in Boston at the Brigham and Women’s Hospital in the 1930s. It was a 1-year course, and she had lived in a dormitory with a head nurse as the dorm mother and instructor. She worked there briefly before following a patient home to Hartford, Connecticut, where she was a home care nurse until the woman died. When the undertaker came to collect the corpse, it was my grandfather. I have always found this circumstance hilarious, as did the patient’s widower. He derived great pleasure and amusement from the whole thing, following the news of their relationship over the ensuing year of courtship until their wedding, when he gave them money for furniture. Nana’s subsequent nursing career, resumed when their children were a bit older, was ever after as a home care nurse.

I would be Bryn’s de facto home care nurse, I thought, though the term “caregiver” was really a more accurate title for the role I took on, and the definition of the role was revealed to me in detail as time went on. Whatever the title, it made me think of my grandmother on her first live-in home care nurse job often over the course of the time I spent with Bryn.

By this time, Bryn had known what was wrong with him for a month and a half.

He had been through some radiation and a hospital stay.

This meant that he was probably exhausted, demoralized, and sad.

Yet he had told me on the phone that he was still going out every day to buy himself a copy of The New York Times, something that he wanted to read every day. This meant that he had no energy for any other trips out of his apartment each day after getting the newspaper. He had a computer with an Internet connection, but he wasn’t very adept at using it, and was frankly a bit intimidated by the technology. I had given him a couple of lessons in August, but he had been so timid with the technology that he barely remembered what I had showed him.

Well, I could take care of that problem: I called the customer service people of The New York Times – that number was easy enough for me to find online – and ordered him a subscription. It would have his name on the delivery address and my name on the billing address. [I didn’t know it yet, but this would set a precedent for the way that we would operate my daily caregiving and acquisition of supplies for the duration of my stay with him. I would keep records, and he would reimburse me at the end of each month.] I called Bryn after placing the order, and told him that it would start before I arrived. He was delighted.

Berta told me that she was worried that he might fall in the shower, so I also ordered a shower seat (to be assembled after delivery) from Bed Bath & Beyond. It arrived the same day that I did, but Bryn didn’t need it until months later. Still, it was good to plan ahead and be prepared. I didn’t bother mentioning that right away.

I continued my preparations for departure, figuring that I would find out whatever else was needed after I got there.

The only thing I would miss at Bryn’s place, aside from being able to do any serious baking, would be seeing what became of Cookie, my black-and-white cat. He had some maddening, mysterious problem that was causing him to lick himself bloody and bald here and there all over...on his head, between his shoulder blades, etc. It was driving both me and him crazy; me because I could hear the relentless licking, knowing that he was just making it all worse, and him because he was endlessly uncomfortable with no end in sight.

My father was going to take him to a pet allergist that our neighbor had told us about. I hoped that would solve the mystery and begin a recovery, but it would have to be up to my parents to deal with that. I didn’t know everything about what it would be like to die of cancer, but I knew that it would be too difficult for Bryn to do all by himself. So I was leaving.

My mother ended up helping me a little bit with the packing after all – because she offered and I accepted. It felt better that way, and she said she would send on more stuff later somehow if necessary. That was a relief. It was also a relief to leave; I was out in rural Connecticut away from a bus line and beyond any reasonable walking distance for purposes of employment or recreation. 

I had been totally dependent upon my parents for transportation, and was unwilling to spend time trapped in a car with either of them in order to get rides on any routine basis. That meant no rides to work even if I had actually had a job. We had entered the Great Recession, though it was not yet being called by that term, and finding employment was a grim proposition at best. Being trapped in a moving vehicle with my mother making endless unsolicited suggestions on the days that she drove me to Curves – my only chance to go out most weeks, on Wednesdays, her day off – was stressful.

I had not been able to do much of anything at home – I had a beautiful new Windows Vista computer, but that was my only distraction aside from books, crime shows on CBS, and Bones on another channel. I wanted out, even if I hadn’t known where life would take me next.

I went through the usual routine of reminding my father yet again why I wanted to leave from Hartford rather than from Farmington (only one stop in New Haven, thus a shorter ride and only one time to watch and make sure that my bag didn’t get unloaded or stolen there).

On Saturday, September 20, 2008, I bought the ticket at Union Station in Hartford, and was off, cell phone ready and with a memory stick sewn into my pocket. Not much could go wrong on this run, I told myself. I now knew the ride to New York City well, having made the trip by bus often in the past 3 years: down Interstate-91 to 95, off to New Haven, back on, and on to Manhattan, entering through a northern point of the island.

I don’t remember calling Bryn during this ride – I was just thinking and daydreaming, which I do a lot of, and watching out the windows. I had a window seat, and no one sat next to me. I kept my carry-on bags there. Bryn called me as the bus entered northern Manhattan, though. He wanted to know when I thought I would arrive, so I told him where the bus was, and said he would have to know based on that, because I couldn’t explain it in minutes. What was out the windows? Triple-X night clubs with huge billboards, and seedy-looking brick buildings, I said. He knew that area too – so that meant I would arrive soon. This was good, he added, because everyone was there. He seemed satisfied with this, and sounded very cheerful.

We rang off and I watched as the bus moved southwards through Manhattan, passing through Haarlem and Morningside Heights, bypassing Central Park on the north by the northwest corner (wasn’t this the set of twin buildings where Alissa had an apartment, I wondered?), and then on down Columbus Avenue until it became 9th Avenue, into the underground parking area of the Port Authority Bus Station.

It was now quite familiar to me, thanks to countless trips here with Damon. It was easier and cheaper to come here this way; the costs and hassle of parking a car in Manhattan just aren’t worth it. One either parks in a garage and pays outrageous fees while being unable to go back and put in or take out anything (the garage people drive it up or down a level, put it on a rack, or otherwise make it inaccessible, thus ensuring receipt of the parking
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