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“There is a mystery in all great writing and that mystery does not dissect out. It continues and is always valid.” 

—Ernest Hemingway

"There is an enduring tenderness in the love of a mother to a son that transcends all other affections of the heart."

—Washington Irving
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chapter one

“Read Me a Story”

“Read me a story,” my 99-year-old mother said, placing her withered hand on mine. We were in her cluttered bedroom in Madison’s All Saints Catholic Retirement community which could exist anywhere in apostolic America. She was resting on her pillow with the tiny bluebell flowers. I was seated on the only usable chair in the bedroom, a stiff, hardbacked one that usually sat buried beneath fabric and yarn in a corner next to her dresser. Which was across from her makeshift desk that harbored her old Singer sewing machine. Her voice sounded a little like her sewing machine. I knew we were in unchartered territory because no one enjoyed reading books more than my mom. I gently stroked her wrist, asking it the questions I was hesitant to raise with the person whose body it belonged to. For the first time in her life, Lucy Basile Bradley was starting to look her age. It was unnerving to say the least.

“Sure, Mom, okay,” I was sputtering a little. “What do you want me to read?”

“See that book on my nightstand,” she tried to point, but was having a hard time lifting her head and getting her finger to go in the direction she wanted. “The one on top of the pile…I think it’s called Devil’s Damnation…Yes, that one.”

“Devil’s Gambit,” I picked it up and stared at the cover, a painted tableau of menacing faces and circus clowns. “What’s it about?”

Momentarily, she wasn’t a frail, dying nonagenarian but a precocious schoolgirl trying to ace an exam. “There’s this guy who at one time was a spy.” Her weak voice lowered to a whisper as if one of the characters in the book would overhear our conversation. “Later, he was kidnapped by a bunch of Russians who brainwashed him. Or was it the Chinese? Any who, now he’s got a magic act in a modern-day circus...”

“Sounds weird to me,” I interrupted.

“No, it’s really not that weird. His magician role is his cover, because he’s actually back to being a spy, but there’s this other really nasty guy who’s on to him.”

“What other guy? Is he in the circus too?”

“No, no.” She seemed mildly annoyed, gently tapping my hand as if to communicate by Morse code. “The other guy, the bad one, is an honest-to-God villain. He kidnaps lots of people and tortures them, men and women he suspects might be spies or traitors.”

“Jesus, mom, do you really want to be reading this crap?”

“It’s not crap.” She raised her voice about as high as it could go, which wasn’t very high. It crackled a little too, as if there was something else trying to get out.

“I can’t read very well anymore,” she unhappily admitted. “I have trouble concentrating…I keep rereading the same lines.” She paused. “It happens sometimes when I’m talking too.” A longer pause, then a faraway look. “I keep wondering why I’m still here.”

★★★

Why Lucy was still here was the exact same question we’d all been asking, privately and publicly. I sure as hell wasn’t going to broach that inquiry with my dying mother whose current wish was to exit stage left as soon as possible. But talk about doing a 180. Ever since my dad passed away in 2009, my mom had been in high gear in the senior living fast lane, very feisty and extremely competitive. Up for just about anything and everything.

And then she turned 99. All of us—her family here, there, and everywhere—were thrilled that Lucy was on the on ramp to 100. What a celebration that would be. One hundred years of good living!

Not so fast. One bad fall on her April first birthday, followed by another in her kitchen a couple days later, landed my mom in the hospital for the requisite three-day Medicare stay before getting the boot to a nearby rehab facility. Lucy never acknowledged it, but I could tell she hated being in both those antiseptic spaces. Worse, she would miss our son Ian’s Arizona wedding which she had been looking forward to ever since her grandson had met Mary Rowley. Ian and his grandmother had a special bond, you could say a friendship, one that extended to his fiancée Mary whom my mom decided the very first time they’d met that Ian indeed should marry Mary. And be quick about it.

As with many things, Lucy’s instincts were spot on—the Ian-Mary nuptials were happening. And they had invited me to officiate at their wedding. But I was haunted by her absence, to the point where I blew a few of my lines and failed to bring the right amount of affection, humor, and charm to the festivities.

Undaunted, and a little broken-hearted, my mom kept her spirits up and worked like hell to “graduate” from the rehab facility as fast as she could, anxious to return to her tiny apartment and all those bad mystery novels she loved to read.

“Your mother is amazing,” one of the underpaid night nurses said to me one evening when I was leaving the rehab facility. “I can’t believe little Lucy is 99!”

Was there something about that number that bothered my mom? Its proximity to three digits, an entire century of living? She never said. Maybe the toll from all those years of taking care of somebody else—her elderly parents, then me, my older brother, and my dad, him for nearly 70 long years of marriage—and not tending to herself had caught up with her? Or did she miss her large, tight-knit Albanian-Italian family too much, anticipating, like all good Catholics, a reunion with her parents and ten siblings in heaven? I didn’t know, and I was too hesitant to ask.

But Lucy’s eventual return to her apartment at All Saints didn’t do the trick. Quite the opposite. Almost immediately, she came down with an unrelenting, blood curdling cough that kept her awake all night. The coughing jags were amplified by debilitating vomiting. I was spending all my time by her side, annoyed and troubled by the coughing and puking, weary of cleaning up after her. Pissed at my Arizona brother Ron for not being there beside me, beside her. After tons of doctor’s appointments and X-rays and blood tests and medications and hospice enrollment and hospice nurses and hired caregivers and more medications, Lucy, or “Lucia” as our friend Don liked to use her actual birthname, simply decided she’d had enough.

“I’m done,” she informed me on Mother’s Day, barely two weeks since she’d been back home. “I don’t want to be 100. This isn’t living.” That afternoon was the last time her voice possessed any strength.

The off-white walls in her tiny apartment seemed to dim as she told me this. Her bed—the new one my wife Pam and I had just bought for her so she didn’t have to use a stepstool to get into her old one—embraced all that was left of her. And the two old, brown, weathered nightstands, her wobbly desk with the heavy sewing machine, and her humongous dresser all heaved a sigh. Yet, her words weren’t registering. She couldn’t be telling me this…? But that determined look on her face was proof enough.

“Mom, what in the hell are you saying? Everything will be okay soon, and you’ll get better.” I gripped both her hands.

“No, it won’t.” She obviously knew something I didn’t. “I’ve had a good life, and it’s time.”

I couldn’t hold back my tears. “Mom, you c-c-c-can’t…you can’t do this. You can’t just give up and…”

“And die?” she finished my sentence. “I don’t want to be a burden on you and Pam. I’m ready to go.”

I gave what was left of her inside that light blue night gown a big hug. Jesus, I thought, my mother really wants to die?

She rubbed my back and comforted me as I sobbed uncontrollably into her empty shoulder. Had we made her think she was a burden? What kind of son was I?

“You’re a good son,” she said as she kept rubbing, reading my mind like always. “But I don’t want to live like this. Like I said, this isn’t living. Who cares about 100?”

“Forget 100,” I tried to challenge her, knowing how competitive she was. “You’re as young as you want to be. The hospice nurses and the other caregivers—hell, all the staff at the rehab place—they all said you were like 79, not 99.”

She smiled, an all too knowing smile. “They’re not me. They don’t know what I know. It’s my time
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