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				One

				The meat loaf fooled me.

				I should have known it would. That’s what a meat loaf is meant to do: make you believe the world is so forgiving a place that even an array of bits and pieces, all smashed up, can still find meaning as an eloquent whole. The duplicity is integral to the dish, if you make it well. And mine was perfect. Maybe not to you, or to someone else with opinions, someone named, say, Hungrydog4, who would tell you he’s eaten plenty of meat loaf in his day and a meat loaf without ground pork is not a meat loaf at all. But when I made my mother’s meat loaf for the first time, I could practically hear the garage door open, the car pull in. Mommy was home.

				I used to watch her make the meat loaf. This was not a romantic endeavor. She never gloried in the squish of it—the part when you run your fingers through the cool ground meat just for fun. She is not a girl who has ever played with her food. Making dinner for her husband and four children was an obligation. It was also the center of the day, its organizing principle. We would leave the house each morning knowing what was for dinner because she would start it before she left to teach.

				For meat loaf, she’d defrost a block of chopped meat wrapped in brown paper inside a plastic bag. Not in the refrigerator, where we now know it is safer, but on the counter, where the job would get done. By the time she returned at the end of the day, blood pooled around the seams of the paper, and you could push the bag with your finger and leave a dent. When she unwrapped it, some of the meat was brown, not red. This did not concern her.

				Also in the morning, before leaving the house, she would check that she had two eggs, glancing inside the refrigerator door at the scooped-out top shelf where the eggs sat, naked and available, without benefit of an expiration date stamped on the end of a carton. This did not concern her, either.

				Back home, in the late afternoon, she would cook while I set the table. She grated the onions into a bowl, swiping at a tear with her forearm. She beat the eggs before mixing them into the meat along with tomato soup. The best part was the cornflakes. She would crush a few handfuls before adding them. They gave the meat loaf something of a golden aura, to my eye at least. She turned the contents of the bowl into a pan—the black pan with white speckles—and shaped it into an oval. There was no rack or tray on the bottom to drain the fat. Fat was what made it taste good.

				Then she would empty a can of Le Sueur peas into a pot and set it on the stove. In another black speckled pan, she would toss some cubed potatoes in oil, sprinkle them with salt, pepper, and paprika, and set them above the meat loaf to bake. When I make them, I parboil them first, so they end up creamy on the inside and crispy on the outside. She would scoff at this innovation—extra time, extra pot. But I know she would approve of my throwing the onions into the Cuisinart, zapping them into the watery mush great chefs tell us to avoid. Because neither one of us likes to cry.

				After the first time I made the meat loaf, I felt pretty invincible. Yes, it is a simple recipe, but even simple recipes can suffer in the wrong hands. I had the touch. With three pounds of chopped meat, I could erase years, play with time. The meat loaf was a magic charm.

				Until it wasn’t.

				•••

				I picture Mom in her kitchen. It is a cheerful room, wallpapered in white crisscrossed with arbors of red roses. It is sometime in the 1970s. She is just home from work, wearing a black-and-white tweed skirt and a white turtleneck. Her hair is blond and teased, like Farrah Fawcett’s. Her broad cheekbones and wide-set brown eyes balance her strong jaw. Her face is perfectly symmetrical, hard and soft at once. She is beautiful in a way I will never be, and this has never bothered me. I love looking at her.

				After a long day of teaching, she can be short on patience. This is one of those days. She does not make conversation. She gets on with it. That is her forte, getting on with it. She stands near the stove while I fold yellow paper napkins in half diagonally and turn the knife blades toward the plates because she actually checks things like that. Her back is to me. She is absorbed in her tasks.

				“Mom!” I call. “I need your help. I made the meat loaf and it was perfect. I made the potatoes and I added a step—they’re actually better. I made the same peas because some things don’t change and don’t need to. I did everything right. Every damn thing you ever told me to do. My knives faced in. I came home on time. I married a good man. I have a good job. I didn’t have children, but no one’s perfect.”

				“So?” I see her profile, slightly annoyed that I’m distracting her in the middle of making dinner for six people. It really isn’t the time to bother her with this. Maybe later, when she’s scrubbing the pan and I’m making the lunches for the next day, slicing the meat loaf and fitting each slab inside a kaiser roll, spreading ketchup along the tops. Maybe after that, when she’s showered and put on a clean flannel nightgown, sitting down in the den in front of the TV, lighting a cigarette. Once she’s out of the kitchen, she’s happier, calmer.

				But I need her to stay in the kitchen now, in command mode. I need her to tell me what to do. She walks past me. “Dinner!” she yells, in that strangely muted way she has, moving her voice to the back of her throat, apologizing for yelling even as she does it. With a spatula, she scrapes the potatoes out of the pan and into a bowl. She strains the water from the peas. She turns the meat loaf onto a plate in an instant. I’m terrible at that. I worry it will break.

				The food is on the table and the family is seated now. None of them hears me. Or if they do, none of them looks up.

				“Wait,” I implore her. “You have to answer my questions. So many awful things have happened and I’m not sure how to handle them. You have to tell me. Please.”

				She leans over the stove to make sure the low light under the peas is turned off. I can’t see her face. “You have excellent judgment,” I hear her say. “I know you will make the right decisions.”

				“But what if I don’t? I need your help.”

				I look at the stove. She is gone.

				•••

				The moments, awkward and fleeting, started casually enough, little tickles of annoyance more than alarm. In 2000, in the middle of a seder with my stepsons, Nat and Simon, Mom called Nat “Nate.” He seemed surprised, hurt even. She didn’t remember his name? I growled at her about it, sotto voce, while we fussed over a serving platter. When she remained silent, I figured she was embarrassed.

				At my brother Emmett’s wedding in 2004, she wore a lavender shirtwaist, its matching fabric belt consistently askew, revealing the elastic beneath. My mother has never been a stylish dresser (much to my sister Phoebe’s chagrin), but she has always been a fastidious dresser. Making sure that belt had loops to hold it in place was the kind of thing she would do automatically.

				One night, she and my father saw a movie with friends, one I had already seen. I asked her opinion of a plot point, and it became clear she hadn’t followed the story. She changed the subject.

				Like I said, little tickles. People misspeak—we actually had a relative named Nate. Errant belt loops on a wedding day might not be paramount to someone who doesn’t care about clothes. Not recalling a movie plot? I can’t remember the movie in question myself.

				But during the course of the next year, she didn’t seem quite right. She kept telling me she was tired, she who was famous for never taking naps. The family joke had always been that if she lay down in daylight, she’d need to be shot. Like a horse.

				I bought a new dress, not fancy, what she and I would call a schmatta dress, to cook in, wear around the house. It was navy with three buttons beneath the collar, each of a distinctly different design. When she saw the buttons, she recoiled. “What’s wrong with that dress?” she shouted. “Why don’t the buttons match?”

				“It’s the design,” I said. “They’re not supposed to match.” That didn’t mollify her. She stayed rattled, and although she didn’t say anything else, she continued to glare at both me and the dress.

				I dismissed the incident at the time, but I have thought of it frequently since, her off-kilter reaction to something so small. I know now what I missed then. It was about order. The buttons weren’t uniform. And in her state, that suddenly felt like chaos.

				One day, Phoebe called me, distraught. A friend at work told her she’d logged on to a website where college students comment on their professors. Someone had posted a complaint about Mom. She was too old to teach. She had given the same lecture twice.

				“Completely untrue!” I thundered. “You know it was just some kid who was failing, seeking revenge.” Phoebe knew no such thing, but we agreed never to mention it. We made it our secret. When Mom “decided” to retire a few months later, we knew it was not our secret at all.

				By the following September, she was still tired, and I insisted we see a neurologist together. It turned out that she’d already seen one, Jesse Weinberger at Mount Sinai Hospital, the year before. He’d done those Doppler radar tests that determine whether or not your carotid arteries, a station of the cross of cardiovascular disease, are in working order. Once we were in his office, I learned that the results had been dicey enough to warrant retesting, but my mother never came back.

				Was she actually sent a reminder card? I asked stiffly. Weinberger opened the file and showed me three dates on which three different cards had been sent. It didn’t surprise me that she would ignore them; she never put much stock in doctors and avoided them whenever possible. That she wouldn’t remember receiving the reminders, however, was unthinkable. Yet that’s exactly what she said. She didn’t remember.

				Weinberger repeated the Doppler and discovered that one artery had closed completely; the other, 75 percent. This meant that my mother, the college professor, had 25 percent blood flow to her brain at this moment, which had been the situation for six months or more. That she had been teaching at all seemed astonishing.

				I struggled to contain my panic, asking questions, taking notes. Keeping track. That had always been my job. Or at least I thought it was. When Weinberger asked her what medications she was taking, and which doctor had prescribed which pill for which illness, she hesitated. I leapt in authoritatively, starting to recite. Quite firmly, he asked me to stop; he was addressing my mother. She continued the list while I listened, feeling light-headed. She was naming doctors I had never heard of, medications I had no idea had been prescribed. Over the past couple of years, she had told me repeatedly that she was fine. Why hadn’t she told me the truth?

				Weinberger instructed her to collect all the medications she was taking and bring them in. At the next visit, she placed two bulging plastic bags on his desk. There were easily thirty bottles of pills, mostly antidepressants in differing doses. When he asked her why she was taking them, she squinted at some of the labels, as if the answers would be written there. She made jokes and smiled coyly. She didn’t know.

				I was equally baffled. When had this happened? Why hadn’t I seen it more clearly? Most important, how fast could we fix it?

				Not fast at all. Tests and procedures, small and large, loomed. Each test led to another appointment, to another procedure. We sat side by side in endless waiting rooms. My mother had trouble filling out the forms. She couldn’t seem to make the pen move the way she wanted. On the first few visits, she recited her Social Security number by heart as I wrote it down. But when she started handing me her Medicare card, I realized she could no longer remember it. I filled out so many forms for her that when I saw a new doctor for myself the following year, I gave my birth date as 1931.

				“Have you had any surgeries?” a technician asked her a few weeks after the one she had to fix the carotid artery that could still be salvaged.

				“No,” she said.

				“Yes,” I said.

				“You make a good team,” he said.

				As my mother began the torturous process of disappearing in plain sight, I retreated to my kitchen, trying to reclaim her at the stove. Is there any contract tighter than a family recipe? Just do as I say and poof! Here I am, good as new. Or something like that. Picking up a pot was not the instant panacea for illness and isolation and utter despair that I wanted it to be. But it helped. When I turned to the food, I felt grounded in my mother’s rules, and they worked every time.

				I could overcook or undercook the meat loaf and it still tasted the same. I could use ground turkey instead of beef and veal and it tasted remarkable—for turkey meat loaf. I could eat it hot and eat it cold, and I ended up doing both because Nat and Simon and my husband, Frank, like meat loaf fine, but they don’t love it. Peg Bracken summed it up perfectly in The I Hate to Cook Book. Men prefer steaks and chops to casseroles and meat loaf, she wrote, because they “like a tune they can whistle.” But it was those inexact elements, murky and mystical, that drew me to my mother’s meat loaf again and again. It was my remnant of home and I conjured it, reaching back, always back. Each time I made it, it was absolutely perfect. And each time I made it, I felt more and more afraid.

			

		

	
		
			
				Meat Loaf

				1 1/2 pounds ground chuck

				1 1/2 pounds ground veal

				1 large or 2 medium onions

				2 eggs, beaten

				1 can tomato soup (not cream of tomato)

				4 handfuls (or more) cornflakes

				Salt and pepper

				Preheat oven to 350°F.

				Place meat in a large mixing bowl. Grate onion and add to meat. Mix in the eggs, then the soup. Crush the cornflakes in your hands and add to the bowl. Add salt and pepper and mix thoroughly—mixture should be firm enough to hold together when molded. (If the mixture is too loose, add more cornflakes.)

				Shape the meat into a loaf in a baking pan just large enough to hold it. Bake for 1 hour.

				Serves 4, with leftovers for sandwiches

			

		

	
		
			
				Paprika Potatoes

				Adapted from A Passion for Potatoes: 200 Recipes for Appetizers, Entrees, Side Dishes, Even Desserts by Lydie Marshall (Harper Perennial).

				2 pounds Yukon Gold potatoes

				1⁄3 cup canola oil

				Paprika

				Salt and pepper

				Preheat oven to 350°F.

				Cut the potatoes into 1 1/2-inch cubes. In a large saucepan, cover the potatoes with cold salted water and bring to a boil. Turn off the heat and drain the potatoes.

				Place a roasting pan or large cast-iron skillet over high heat on top of the stove and add the oil. When the oil is hot, add the potatoes and carefully toss them to coat. Sprinkle liberally with paprika, salt, and pepper.

				Place the pan in the oven (if baking with the meat loaf, place on the rack above) and roast for 45 minutes to an hour, turning the potatoes occasionally, until they are golden brown on all sides. Serve immediately.

				Serves 4

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				My first memory of my mother is of her standing in front of the open refrigerator, head thrown back, laughing. She is huge—tall and rounded under a great swath of flannel; she must have been pregnant with my brother Greg. She is holding a glass bottle of milk—this was when we lived in our house on Terhune Avenue in Passaic, New Jersey, in the days when the butter-and-egg man left his delivery at the side door.

				Why was he called that, I wanted to know, when all he brought us was milk, and Mom bought her butter and eggs at the supermarket? Because in the old days, Mom said, before there were supermarkets, he would bring butter and eggs to your home. Delivering milk was an innovation that let him compete with the milkman. So even though he brought milk, he was still not the milkman. In our house, it was always the old days.

				That I asked the question, though, was what made her happy. Getting to the bottom of things was a worthy pursuit. Every day when she and I would come home from school, she would sit me down at the kitchen table. “Tell me everything that happened today,” she’d say. That meant recounting every last moment, starting with the school bus that morning. If she asked questions, I had to have answers. She praised me for my recall, for noticing tiny details.

				She always liked telling her own story about bringing me home from the hospital as a newborn. “Your father and I were sitting at the breakfast table and I looked over at your carriage”—she drew herself up, surprised—“and there you were, lifting your head up, trying to see what was going on. Three days old and you didn’t want to miss a thing. So alert!”

				“Alert,” “bright,” “aware”—these were the words that made my mother happiest. “Quick on the uptake” was another pet phrase. Anything that proved you were on top of your game. Not that you were “doing your best”—a slick excuse in her book—but that your best got results. On the first day of school, Mom would kiss each of us, hold our heads in her hands while looking deep into our eyes, and say, “May you be brilliant.”

				The first rule of brilliance, certainly, was knowing that Mom was always right. She lived her life as an act of will, and her will was formidable. My father posed as the ultimate authority, as most fathers did once upon a time. But a few well-placed whacks aside, Mom ran the show. “Did you wash your hands?” she would ask us routinely. We stopped saying yes routinely when she made us hold them out, palms up, in order to gauge the degree of gray, then flip them, to spy the telltale grime beneath the nails. She peered deep inside our ears, wielding Q-tips. When we protested, she told us that if she didn’t clean them out, peas and carrots would grow there. She washed our hair in the bath, which we hated, tipping our heads back and back to rinse out the suds with cupfuls of water. When we complained, she said that if our hair got too dirty, it would get up and walk off our heads. Every day, she would stand me in front of her and run her thumbs over my eyebrows, training them to go in the right direction, she claimed. No detail was too small for her inventory. Even in my incipiently bratty teenage years, when she signed off on a letter she sent me at sleepaway camp as “The One Who Always Knows Best,” I did not scoff at her use of rhetoric. I accepted the self-designated title as the statement of fact I knew it to be.

				She was meticulous in the way she dressed, and in the way she dressed us. I remember her lifting me off her in the front seat of the car on a summer day, catching my swinging feet in one hand, and setting me back down, none too gently, beside her. She was wearing a white pleated skirt, and I must have been climbing on her in that unconscious way kids do, as if their parents are well-padded jungle gyms built specifically for their use. Somehow I hadn’t considered that the soles of my shoes were a potential danger to the skirt. I assumed Mom would remain perfectly Mom, in spite of my transgressions.

				The rigor of her work schedule shaped our days. Mornings were a blur of fights about oatmeal, Wheatena, or Cream of Wheat, which she served salted, a cold lump of butter melting into a pool of yellow slime at the center of the bowl. I refused to eat any of them. Finally, both of us would have to leave for school. I would leave tearstained but triumphant. It was one of the few things she couldn’t break me on.

				Mom was not home most days when our school ended, but she found a way to turn every minute of our downtime into activities. I had Hebrew school and Brownies, ballet and piano lessons, and Monday afternoons at the public library. Evenings were an early dinner for me, Greg, and Mom, followed by baths that were simultaneously spelling bees. There I wormed my way back into her heart after the hot cereal standoffs of the morning. I was good.

				Her greatest, and vainest, hope was to dump us in bed by seven, so she could unfurl her papers—exams to grade or her doctoral thesis in progress—across the expanse of the dining room table. We had other ideas. The first was awaiting the arrival of my father, who came home to a plate of food that looked infinitely more wonderful than ours ever did. Mom saved him the biggest, most burnished piece of meat, the fluffiest pile of mashed potatoes. I eyed that plate like I hadn’t eaten in weeks, begging for tastes, which he gladly gave me. Often he brought home some exotic piece of fruit for dessert—mango, papaya, one time even a coconut that required a hammer to crack it open. She may have resented his sabotaging our bedtime, but in our house nothing but God was holier than education, and even tropical fruit was education of a sort. We made it to bed soon thereafter, and Mom’s papers unfurled only slightly behind schedule. She managed never to be more than momentarily derailed in the endless budgeting of her time or the equally endless minding of our manners.

				She was adamant on good posture and our saying “yes” in answer to a question, never “yeah.” “Please,” “Thank you,” and “Excuse me” were mandatory. When I see children now running rampant through restaurants or whining at their mother as she speaks to another adult—or, God forbid, pulling at her sleeve—I think of my mother and fear for their lives.

				Outbursts or interruptions from her own children evoked The Look: tight mouth, slightly narrowed eyes telegraphing an absence of mirth tinged with the long dark shadow of eternal damnation. To be on the receiving end of The Look was worse than an actual punishment; hanging in the balance between Mom’s good graces and bad was an excruciating purgatory where the dread of the potential fall was its own particular pain. She had no hesitation about spanking us, yanking us, or yelling at us if we misbehaved. And if someone else’s children misbehaved, she felt free to spank, yank, or yell at them, too. She just missed the current fashion of not disciplining other people’s children, and I have no doubt she would have scorned it. In her book, bad behavior was bad behavior, and the only way to eradicate it was to punish it, especially if others were too soft—or lazy—to do the job themselves.

				She turned her own downtime into activities, too. At the house on Terhune Avenue, she kept a lush flower garden that ran the entire length of the backyard. She spent hours out there on her knees, ministering to a rosebush or a row of hyacinths, her rough gloves encased in dirt, using her forearm to scratch her nose, the same way she would in the kitchen when her hands were full of onions. In the colder months, she volunteered, reading books for the blind. When she was seven months pregnant with Emmett, she went up and down the block to every house in the neighborhood with a political petition. When she sat in front of the TV, she hooked rugs. And in her spare time—when was that, exactly?—she took a sculpture class.

				She could be as hard on us as she was on herself, but most of the time she treated us more kindly and gently. She would spend hours coloring with me, and even when

				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

		

	OEBPS/images/titlePage_fmt.jpeg
A Memoir
All Gone ofwy

Mother’s

Dementia.

With Refreshments

Alex Witchel

RIVERHEAD BOOKS
a member of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.
New York

2012





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALEX WITCHEL

A MEMOIR of MY MOTHER’S

DEMENTIA. WITH REFRESHMENTS






