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Praise for Life Stories

How I Came Into My Inheritance






“A piercingly funny book … unsentimental, breezy, blunt.”

—Time




“Readers who relish the truth—served straight up, 120 proof— will be intoxicated by Gallagher’s book and will accept her inheritance as their own.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Ms. Gallagher’s got brains, guts, talent, insight and a heart the size of the Ukraine.”

—The New York Observer




“A book that made me rejoice—there’s no other word for it—in the perfect rightness of its tone and the hard-won compassion of its vision.”

—Alice Munro




“Hilarious and alarming.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review




“Throughout Gallagher’s charming and touching memoir, there runs a wonderful voice: distinctly urbane, mercifully whine-free, and delighting in the details.”

—Vogue




“A tragicomic family saga with the stylish flourishes of a novel.”

—Baltimore Sun




“There is not a word wasted…. Written with great, backhanded affection for the lost world in which she grew up.”

—The New York Times







Strangers in the House


“Charming, intelligent, and funny … Gallagher has a kind of simple and unfaltering grace in her prose style that you come to imagine matches a skill she has developed for living, cramming in so much with a kind of ease, never losing her balance or her sense of wry observation and self-possession.”

—O: The Oprah Magazine




“These stories are clearly based in actual experience, yet they are crafted and illustrated works of art…. [Gallagher] is honest and funny about subjects usually treated with temerity, timidity, and shame.”

—Boston Sunday Globe




“So lively, so original, so readerly without being ‘folksy,’ so writerly without being ‘bookish’ … Gallagher’s tales weave themselves into poetic romance.”

—Bookforum




“Gallagher captures moments of intensity, of change and kinetic energy.”

—Los Angeles Times




“A sharp picture of life on the edge of New York’s literary world in the late twentieth century.”

—The New Yorker




“Wry, intelligent, unsparing, ironic, truthful, Gallagher is the most moreish of writers…. One of those addictions you would happily indulge to the point of death.”

—The Guardian




“The art of the essay perfected.”

—Booklist
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To Ben





FOREWORD

Daniel Mendelsohn






Let me begin with a warning: There’s one thing in the pages you’re about to read about which Dorothy Gallagher is dead wrong. If you think this is a peculiar way to introduce a book that one loves, let me hasten to add that, having read these pages myself a number of times over the past five years or so, I’m pretty sure it’s the only thing she gets wrong.

Anyway, it’s a forgivable mistake. The passage I’m talking about comes in a chapter of Strangers in the House called “In the Vicinity of Art” (a title whose irony, as you discover when you get to the end of the chapter, manages to be both mordant and poignant: a not untypical combination here). In it, the author, recalling the disintegration of an old friendship, is describing the complicated awkwardness that comes with reading the work of a person you’re close to:


Reading is reading; when you’re reading something good there comes a moment when the physical experience of looking at print dissolves and the work takes you over; you’re deep into a journey. But reading a friend’s work can never quite offer that experience.



You’ll see (as she might write, in that casual, deceptively confiding way she has) where I’m going with this. To be sure, the description of what it’s like to get absorbed in a book is characteristically acute: a clear and unsentimental account of an experience that’s actually deeply emotional. (She does that a lot.) But the stuff about never having that experience with a friend’s work is sheer bunk. I speak from experience: Dorothy Gallagher happens to be a friend of mine, and every time I pick up the two volumes of these “life stories,” they take me over. I’m deep into a journey.

What makes this particularly remarkable is that, with perhaps two exceptions, the journeys you’re about to embark on aren’t the kind you read about in travel magazines: They won’t take you to exotic locations, you won’t encounter strange tribes. (Well.) The autobiographical trajectory that’s mapped in How I Came Into My Inheritance and Strangers in the House is, in a certain way, a modest one—even, at first glance, a relatively familiar one. A daughter of Russian Jewish immigrants grows up in and around New York City and observes, from the already wary perspective of the gifted child, some colorful older relatives. There is the indulgent Stalinist mother (“Who said Trotsky was assassinated, darling?”). There is the stolid aunt who sells lingerie to hookers; other aunts and uncles, too, her mother’s siblings, with their smothering affections, rivalries, secrets. There is a fervently Communist cousin who leaves an autobiography that, not unlike the one you’re about to be reading, leaves you confused about where the world-historical leaves off and the personal begins. “I was all my life on the side of the underprivileged,” Cousin Meyer wrote. “For a little while I had happiness in love.”

The young daughter of this intense Jewish family grows up a little more and, she confides, makes some mistakes: There are tellingly abbreviated references to marriages that didn’t work out, scary accounts of abortions in the bad old days, amusing anecdotes about early writing gigs at gossip magazines, wry accounts of the kind of privations all young writers know too well. Not all of them were financial. “Who’d hire a good-for-nothing like you, anyway?” the author’s father muses rhetorically at one point. (Early on in How I Came Into My Inheritance, the author mentions having “abandoned” her father’s ashes at a funeral parlor, and then remarks, with a characteristic blend of breeziness and toughness, that “abandoned” is “not too strong a word”: You don’t doubt it, or her, for a minute.) If lines like that are hard for us to read, they were also necessary for Gallagher to hear. At least part of the inheritance to which she so movingly lays claim in the first of these two volumes was her titanic, difficult father’s ferocity of mind—and also her gentle mother’s shrewd, perhaps self-protective guilelessness. That combination is surely what gave the author her distinctive voice, with its characteristic one-two punch, the sweetly seductive confidence culminating in some hard-headed (but never -hearted) apercu. It’s certainly what makes the telling of these life stories at once so bracing and so winning—what elevates Gallagher’s autobiography above so many others.

The young woman eventually finds her footing. She has some nice successes in her career, about which she somehow knows how to gloat appealingly, if that’s not too much of an oxymoron (“a full-page, glowing—if I may say so—review in the Times Book Review”: It’s the “if I may say so” that makes you love her). She finds the right husband (the editor and writer Ben Sonnenberg); finds herself moving more easily in the world. She has the kind of experiences you tend to have as an adult, experiences that are, like so much of adult life, at once terribly dramatic and yet almost reassuringly mundane: friendships eagerly embarked on and then mysteriously yet inexorably screwed up (not too strong a word), oddly passionate acquaintances with people whose exotic glamour first flatters and then exposes our own vanities—which, quite typically here, Gallagher is only too happy to autopsy. (Just why was it so important to know “Foucault’s Last Lover”?) She buries both her parents. Her husband becomes chronically, gravely ill. The latter is a deep and delicate subject—by far the most “dramatic” part of Gallagher’s life—that the author manages to finesse, in an essay called “Stay,” by twining her brief but pungent account of his physical decline with the story of a beloved dog’s demise. If the importation of Harry the dog seems like a sentimental out—seems to smack of Gallagher’s maternal inheritance—never fear: The father’s voice is there, too, snapping us back to another kind of reality:


“This dog is a nightmare,” I’d say to Ben. “He’s ruining my life.” Honestly? Sometimes I wasn’t sure if it was Harry I meant.



Like a great cocktail, Gallagher’s prose—no, her thought — goes down smoothly, but can conceal a potent kick.

You could, in fact, say that of the structure of the book as a whole. I made the claim earlier that the life story you get in these pages is, in many if certainly not all ways, unexceptional for a certain kind of woman born into a certain kind of family at a certain moment in the history of American culture; and I hope that the snippets I’ve quoted above will have made it clear that what gives that story great and memorable distinction is the consciousness of the person who lived it, as expressed in an idiosyncratic and winning voice: self-aware without being self-involved, casual without being cute, acerbic—about herself as much as about others— without being acidic, and above all, deeply feeling without descending into sentimentality. These qualities are desperately needed in autobiographical writing just now, when so much writing about the self hovers not far above the level of self-help books, when self-exposure passes so often for self-examination.

But there are (as I also said earlier) a couple of exceptions to my claim that the journeys on which Gallagher takes you aren’t exotic. Each of the two volumes of her autobiographical prose, now gathered within the covers of this book, ends very self-consciously with a real journey, one that very purposefully takes us out of the inevitably narrow universe that is one’s own life and forces us to consider the larger world; and indeed acknowledges, with a tart if only implied self-awareness, the writer’s own small place in it. How I Came Into My Inheritance concludes, movingly, with the author traveling to Romania, where at one point she stands looking over the border into Ukraine, “as close as I was ever going to get,” she writes, to her parents’ and aunts’ and uncles’ homeland. It’s a culminating moment—inevitably characterized, as so much in this author’s work is, by a complicated fusion of regret and satisfaction, of an intelligent awareness of the necessity of pain in life, and the equal necessity of pleasure—in which she achieves a kind of reconciliation, however fleeting, with the unquiet ghosts of her long-dead older relatives, those cranky old Jews with whom she began her story. She tells us that at that moment, quite fittingly, “grief slipped away.”

But no such escape from grief is possible in the final section of Strangers in the House, where again the author suddenly, devastatingly pulls back for the wide-angle shot. Contrary to her own earlier expectations, Gallagher now finds herself in the very place she’d never expected to reach: Ukraine, and then Russia. She’s traveled there to track down and help a distant cousin—the granddaughter of her own mother’s elder sister, who had been the only one of her mother’s siblings who stayed behind when the rest came to America, a migration that gave us the characters and the stories we know so well from How I Came Into My Inheritance. In Ukraine, in Russia, she—and we—are made suddenly and crushingly aware that the life she’s lived so richly, in all its vibrant, self-conscious, citrusy details, the neuroses and failures that she’s had the good sense not to make too much of (although of course we understand that such is the substance of most peoples’ lives)—that this life could have been so very much worse. The impoverished, toothless cousin she meets, the sole survivor of a family decimated by Hitler, Stalin, and time itself, and now pathetically eager to see the famous Dorothy from America, is like a stark figure from a dreadful parable: the figure, say, of History—and from which, it turns out, Gallagher had been happily shielded:


Did she see my great, good, pure dumb luck? Did she see that my road had always been clear and open before me? Why didn’t I know that?



The answer, of course, is one to which Life Stories itself furnishes a tart but humane reply: because we’re living our own lives too much to see the bigger picture; and because it’s our lives, there’s nothing—and everything—wrong with that myopia. It’s a heartrending ending to a strangely, quietly powerful book.

A final word about dumb luck. I began by mentioning the awkwardness that can come with being personally connected to the writing whose work you happen to be reading; and I suspect you think I’ve been saying all these nice things about Dorothy’s book because she’s a friend of mine. But the truth is that I didn’t know Dorothy when I first read and loved these pages. That was in 2001, when How I Came Into My Inheritance was first published; I read it because I was reviewing it, and it’s a matter of record that the review I then published was as glowing (if I do say so myself) as what you’re reading here. It was only afterward that I met her, and liked her, and we became friends. I know from experience that it’s not necessarily the case that the person who writes a book that you love turns out to be someone you want to be friends with. I suspect that everyone who reads this book will want to know Dorothy, too; it’s just unlikely that all of them will get to have her as a friend. How lucky was I?
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Memory at last has what it sought.

My mother has been found, my father glimpsed.

I dreamed up for them a table, two chairs. They sat down …

—Wislawa Szymborska
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HOW I CAME INTO MY INHERITANCE

After my mother broke her hip, I put her in a nursing home.

“You want to put me here?” she said.

The woman was certified senile, but she still knew how to push my buttons. Not that she didn’t have reason to worry; had I listened when she’d begged me “Darling, please, please don’t do anything to hurt Daddy. It will kill him …”?

I swear, what I did, it wasn’t just for the money.

You know that tone people take about old age? The stuff about dignity and wisdom and how old people (pardon me for saying old) should be allowed to make their own decisions. Allowed! My father treated nicely reasoned arguments like mosquitoes. As for dignity, let’s pass over the question of bodily wastes for the moment; let’s suppose that the chronologically challenged father of one such pious person decided to torture and starve his or her chronologically challenged mother. (“So she falls! She’ll lie there till she gets up! … What does she need orange juice for? If she’s thirsty she’ll drink water!”) And not only that, but also gives away practically all that person’s inheritance to a crook. Do you think you might see any revisionism in attitude then?

Until the day I took him to court and the judge laid down the law, nobody, but nobody, interfered with my father. I mean, he was awesome. For instance, he owned this slum building. It was filled with some characters you wouldn’t want to meet in broad daylight on a busy street. The tenants didn’t pay rent, welfare paid the rent. But welfare didn’t pay exactly as much as my father was legally entitled to. So every month, even when he was up in his late eighties, he’d get in his car and drive over to that building, haul himself up the stairs, bang his cane on every door, and demand his five or ten dollars. He got it. Nobody laid a finger on him. Nobody even slammed the door in his face. And the only way you could tell he might be even a little bit nervous was that he left his motor running. And the car was never stolen!

It wasn’t easy to tell when my father began to lose his marbles, because he’d always been such a headstrong summabitch, as he called everyone who had a slightly different idea. But the winter he was ninety he took out the water heater. That was a clue. I went up there one day—they lived about sixty miles upstate in this house they’d lived in forever. Now, the house should have been my first clue. I knew that house. I grew up there. If ever there was a homemade house, that was it. My father built it all around us. First we were living in two rooms, then three; nine by the time he got finished, the rooms all stuck on in unexpected places, connected by closets you walked through to get to other rooms, short dark corridors and twisting staircases. He never got tired of making new rooms. When I was a kid I thought he had made the world. Like once, we needed a shovel for the woodstove. My father took a metal ice tray, cut off one end, rounded it, put a hole in the other end, and stuck a bit of pipe in. Voilà! I idolized that man.

And now the house was a wreck: jury-rigged electrical cords you tripped over, water dripping from the roof, buckets on the floor, smells of accumulated filth. I’d piss in my pants before I’d go into the bathroom. But the thing is, I still believed in my father; he’d always taken care of everything. So when I’d say, “Daddy, there’s a leak over Mama’s bed. Let me find someone to fix the roof,” and he’d say, “Don’t you do anything, I’ll take care of it,” I’d think, Okay, I guess he knows what he’s doing.

Or I might say, “I’ll get somebody to clean the house.”

“It’s clean! Mama cleans!”

So I say, “Mama, when did you clean the house?” She says, dementedly, “You saw, I just swept out. You know it doesn’t get so dirty in the country.”

I say, “But it smells bad,” and my father says, “It doesn’t smell!” I’d think: He seems sure. I guess it’s not so bad. And everything happened so gradually.

Anyway, I’d go up to see them once a week or so, and this one time I find my father is hacking up pieces of scrap wood.

“Daddy,” I say. “What are you doing?”

He cackles. Hee hee hee. I’m not making fun of him. That’s the way he sounds. “I took out the water heater,” he says, and he’s rubbing his hands together in glee. “I’m putting in a wood-fired heater.”

“Why, Daddy?”

“We’ll heat with wood. It’s cheaper.”

“But, Daddy!” I say, and that’s all I say. I don’t mention that the outside stairs to the basement are icy in winter. I don’t remind him that he’s ninety years old and he can hardly get up and down the stairs in good weather. I don’t say that my mother’s hands will crack and bleed doing dishes in cold water, or that bathing, which is a once-a-month affair at best now, will occur never. I say, “But, Daddy!” because I know if I say any more, he’ll say, “It’s not your business!” And I’d think: Well, I guess it’s not my business. And the truth is I’m still scared of him.

My father is really something. Everybody says so: “That Izzy. He’s really something.” They mean he’s a force of nature; he takes his course no matter what. If he doesn’t know it, it’s not worth knowing; if it’s not done his way, it’s done wrong; what he doesn’t like reading isn’t worth the paper. One time I gave him a book by this Nobel Prize winner. “Tell him to get another trade!” my father said, no discussion.

About a year after he took out the water heater, he was in the hospital for a month. How he made it out alive, I’ll never know. “Ninety-one,” the nurses said. “God bless him.” He comes home with tubes sticking out of everything. A tube out of you-know-where for his urine, a tube from his gallbladder. I get a nurse to take care of him. Two days later he calls me up: “Get her out of here! Get her out!” So I tell the nurse she’d better leave and I run up on the train to empty his pee bag and his bile bag. I got his bile on my hands!

My mother is no help, of course. She can hardly keep on her own feet. She’s falling down every five minutes. I say, “Daddy, we have to have help. You don’t want a nurse, okay. But for Mama. She falls.” I think maybe I’ll get around him that way.

“She doesn’t fall!”

“I don’t fall,” my mother says. “When do I fall?”

“Mama! I just picked you up! Daddy, you saw! I just picked her up.”

“So I’ll pick her up.”

We’re sitting on the porch. My mother gets up. She thinks she’s going to the kitchen to make lunch. She hasn’t cooked anything for two years. I bring the food. She takes two steps, and falls down. My father says, “Watch!” He inches his chair closer to her and sticks out his cane.

“Belle! Grab the cane!”

The woman doesn’t know what’s going on, she only knows the master of the universe has spoken. She grabs the cane. “Get up!” he orders, and she tries to haul herself up. It takes about five minutes, with him desperately trying to hold the cane steady against her weight without falling out of his chair.

She’s up! My father looks triumphant: “See!”

Right away she falls down again. This time he pretends he doesn’t notice. He thinks he can get away with it because, on top of everything else, he’s just about blind.

By now I’m really frantic. What am I supposed to do about this situation? I go to see some social-service people: Look, I say, my father’s blind, he’s been in the hospital three times with congestive heart failure and kidney failure, my mother’s in really bad shape. I’m rushing up there every five minutes because there’s another crisis, my father’s a regular Collier brother, he’s got plenty of money but he won’t spend money for food, I got Meals-on-Wheels to come and he starts waving his cane around and yelling at them to get off his property, he won’t have a nurse or even someone to clean up, he fires everybody I hire, they have no hot water, he keeps the thermostat below sixty in winter. If they die there’ll be a headline in the paper: STARVING OLD COUPLE EATEN BY RATS: MILLION DOLLARS FOUND IN MATTRESS.

I don’t know how many social-service types I told this story to. And in case they thought I was exaggerating, I had documentary evidence.


This house is very dangerous to work in. The man is a very bad man I think he’s mad. When he don’t want you around he say you steals his money. Before you working here ask around the neighborhood and everyone will say it’s the truth. The woman is very nice and quite but him? It’s the worst human being I’ve ever come across. Be careful and think first before you accept the job. His wife is very sick. She suffers with a fainting spell. When you getting this job he don’t tell you this. He also is suffering from some disease. The food you have to cook turns you off its like YAK. His daughter lives in the city. She’s a very nice person but he treats her bad.



I don’t know which of the aides my father fired wrote this note. Not the one who refused to masturbate him, or she would have mentioned it. But what did I get from the helping professions? I got a lot of Tsk tsk, really nothing we can do if your father refuses help, he has rights.

“What about my mother’s rights?” I ask.

“I don’t suppose you could move in yourself, dear?”

Probably you’re wondering the same thing. Why don’t I just move in with them? It’s not that I didn’t think about it. I thought about it every day. “If you’re so worried about Mama, you take care of her!” my father once yelled at me. And it was getting so I was up there every other day, it was getting so I had no life but them, thought of nothing but them. But I couldn’t move in. Could not. Okay, would not.

That’s what this shrink I went to said. She said it was my choice. She said maybe I wanted my father to yell Uncle (I’m paraphrasing here), to say, Okay, kid, you were right, I was wrong, take over. Maybe so. But the way it felt to me was I had to go home every night. I had to take a breath that didn’t smell of rot. I had to sleep in my own bed. If it had been just my mother, if I had known everything that was going on …

When I say “everything that was going on,” I’m talking about the million dollars I thought was in the mattress. There wasn’t any money in the mattress. My father, who, when I plead with him to get some help in the house, wails, “All my little savings will be gone!” had taken his hard-earned money, saved from a lifetime of work parking cars and pumping gas, not to mention extreme parsimony, and was giving it to some guy who promised to triple it.

By parsimony, I mean that when I was a kid this is how I learned to make a phone call: First you went to the telephone booth at the corner candy store. You dialed the operator for free, told her you’d been connected with a wrong number. In those innocent days the operator would return a nickel she believed to be your nickel and then connect you with the number you wanted. That’s how my mother did it, that’s how I did it, and that’s one way the nickels added up.

The guy who was getting my father to give him his money was some kind of genius. I don’t mean that he’s intelligent or educated or well-read or anything. He’s a genius in his speciality, which happens to be getting money out of people. I’ll tell you what he reminds me of—one of those guys who marries women in every state, gets them to turn over all their money to him, and then disappears. Finally one of the women tracks him down. Instead of being arrested, he goes on Geraldo! Six women appear on the show with him and say they don’t care what he did, they won’t press charges, all they want is to have him back because each of them knows that she’s the one he really loves.

Roy, that’s his name. I start asking around and I hear a few things. So I mention them. “Daddy,” I say. “Want to guess what I heard about Roy?”

“He was just a kid,” my father says. “Got into a little trouble.” He seems as proud of the guy as if he’d learned his ways at my father’s knee.

“Daddy,” I say. “I saw the guy’s bankruptcy petition. He owes almost a million dollars. A quarter of that is yours!”

“That’s not your business,” my father says. “It’s my business. It’s business. These things happen in business.”

Anyway, the way I first learned about Roy is that once a month my father and I sit down at the kitchen table. Under the light from one fluorescent bulb, which is all he allows in the ceiling fixture, we go over his bank statement. I call out every check. He tries to remember what it was for. Then, if he can remember, I check it off on the statement. So every month I’m seeing these checks, written in a strange handwriting but signed by my father’s trembling hand at an extreme distance from the signature line. Checks are made out to building-supply companies, to lighting contractors, like that. And many of them are made out to this guy Roy. It’s all adding up to a lot of money.

Finally I say: “Daddy. Who’s this Roy?”

“We’re in business!” he says.

“Oh gosh, you’re in business, Daddy!” I do my best to sound delighted. How many ninety-three-year-old fathers choose this method of putting their affairs in order for their loved ones?

“What kind of business?”

“You wouldn’t understand!”

“Daddy,” I say, trying flattery. “Everybody says I got my brains from you. I would understand.” Many wouldn’t.

“We’re putting up a development.”

“Houses?”

“Twelve houses. Modulars. Roy’s building the model.”

“No kidding? He’s your partner?”

“We have an arrangement.”

“So when will these houses be finished?”

“A few years.”

Don’t think I don’t realize that I’m faced with an ethical problem. This guy was a shark, that was clear enough. “Him!” said the local lawyers and businesspeople; everyone knew a story. But Roy understood certain things about my father. For instance, the greed at the heart of his parsimony, the same greed for life that makes old men hunch deep over their plates and shovel in the food. Roy flattered him; my father blushed like a girl when Roy praised his shrewdness. Roy promised he’d live forever and told him stories of ninety-nine-year-olds who ran the marathon. Roy promised him fabulous profits from their “development” that would materialize years in the future—years in my father’s future. So what right did I have to interfere with my father’s raison d’être? Or, as Roy says to me later on, when I beg him to use his influence to get yet another nurse’s aide into the house, “A man’s got a right to live the way a man wantsta live.”

Summabitch, as my father would say.

At last I meet Roy. One day I go to the house, dragging bags of cooked food as usual. I always stop at the top of a small rise just before I get there. Standing on that hilltop, I can see my mother and father on the porch. What I actually see is a heap of rags bunched up on the mattress of the porch swing. That’s my mother. My father is sitting on his wood-slatted metal chair, sort of rocking back and forth. Usually his radio is blaring Howard Stern or Bob Grant so loud I can hear it fifty yards away, but not today. Today I see he’s talking to someone. Or rather, someone seems to be talking to him. Kneeling down in front of him in fact. Leaning toward him. Like he’s begging or something. What is this?

“This is Roy,” my father says.

Roy gets up off his knees when he sees me. He’s not the least bit embarrassed. We take a good look at each other. I see a guy maybe in his late thirties, dark hair. He’s not so tall, sort of stooped and round-shouldered, and he’s got a little paunch. He sticks out his hand shyly and gives me a little smile, the kind where the teeth don’t show. I can picture his smarmy face on a poster with the words WANTED and REWARD written above and below his photograph. That’s what I see. What does he see? The fly in the ointment, no doubt.

“Your dad and I have a special relationship,” he says. My father nods. “He’s more like a dad to me than my own dad.” My father beams. Then Roy remembers I have a “mom,” too. He glances at the heap of rags on the swing and says, “And your mom, too.”

“Mama,” I say after Roy has taken my father to the “development” site. “Was Roy on his knees?”

“Yes,” she says, very calmly.

“What was he doing?” I ask. I had no hope that anything had penetrated the fog of her stroke-damaged brain.

“You know. He wants money from Daddy. That one, what’s his name? He’s always asking Daddy for money.” And then she says, asking my very own question, “Will there be anything left for us?”

“Daddy,” I say to him soon after. “How do you feel about Roy?”

This is the kind of thing a woman asks a man she thinks has been cheating on her. There’s no good news.

“Roy! He’s like a son to me. He does more for me than a son would!” my father says to me.

I hear myself plead, “What about me, Daddy?” and before I can stop myself I’m reciting a list of my lifetime of devoted attentions.

“That’s only natural,” my father says. And then he looks straight at me with his bleary eyes. “Roy’s got nothing to do with you! You want my money? You think you should have my money? It’s my money. I’ll do what I want with my money!”

So. Our lives had come down to this. Yes, I thought I should have his money. I thought it was only natural.

“Mama,” I said. “I have to do something to stop Daddy from giving Roy all his money.”

“Darling,” she said. “Please, please don’t do anything to hurt Daddy. It will kill him.” A minute later she said, “It will kill me too.”

I weighed their lives and mine, and I got a lawyer. Roy got my father a lawyer. My father’s lawyer made a pretty good case for him; after all, he wasn’t senile, just desperate to go on living. But the judge took one look at my ancient father, unable to stand in court, dressed in his filthy rags, and he made me my father’s conservator. My father couldn’t believe it. The look he gave me! Bitter hatred.

So what? Wasn’t I his daughter?

“Mama,” I said when we left the courthouse. “Do you understand what happened?”

“What did you do, darling?” she said. She put her hands over her face. “Oh that I should live to see you and Daddy quarrel.”

Two weeks after the court ruling, my father was in the hospital. I went to the hospital every day. I had to. Roy was in a panic. All his plans were going down the tubes. Too bad I couldn’t be in two places at once, because while I was at the hospital, Roy went to the house and took all the papers that showed how much money he owed my father. And then late one night he showed up at the hospital with a lawyer. They had a new will for my father to sign. I stopped them at the door.

“Daddy,” I said. “Roy is here. Do you want to see him?”

I had to lean down, close to his mouth. He whispered, “Yes.”

“He doesn’t want to see you,” I said to Roy.

“I don’t believe you,” Roy said. “Bitch,” he said.

The lawyer said, “You have no right to stop us,” but I stood in the doorway until they left. Wasn’t I my father’s daughter.

That night my father breathed his last. I sat in a chair next to his bed. I knew he was dying. The nurse said, “Shall I call the doctor?” I said, “ No.” I talked to my father. I urged him on. “It’s okay, Daddy,” I said. “Let go. Let go. It’s been hard.” I wanted to say “I love you, Daddy;” it came out “Mama loves you.”

My mother let out such a cry when I told her. “I’m all alone.” “You have me, Mama,” I said. “Yes,” she said. “That’s everything.” But when it came down to it, she was right.

Not long after my father died, my mother got out of bed in the middle of the night. She fell; her hip broke. In the hospital, coming out of the anesthesia, wild-eyed and flailing, she called me Mama. After that I had to put her in the nursing home.

The weeks passed. Every time I’d go to see her, she’d ask, “When will we go home?” She was crazy with anxiety.

“Daddy will worry,” she’d say. “Oh, Daddy died? … I had an operation? It’s a good thing Daddy’s not here to be asking questions. He’d say, ‘What did she need it for? How can we afford it?’ … You think Daddy misses me? … So when will we go home?”

“Soon, Mama.”

“How will we get there? Daddy has the car.”

“We’ll take a taxi, Mama.”

“You always were a spender,” she said.

Those promises I made to her: Sure, Daddy misses you, we’ll go home soon, I’ll see you tomorrow, you’re not alone. Mama. I didn’t think she’d remember from one minute to the next. But now I think she did remember. I think she figured out that there was no Daddy, she’d never go home, I wouldn’t come tomorrow, she’d die among strangers. Early one snowy winter morning, almost exactly nine months after my father, she died. Among strangers.

In my mother’s room at the nursing home I’d hung a picture that was taken just after I was born. I’m lying on a tiny cot surrounded by a cage of screening my father made to protect his baby daughter from insects. Our house is still a cottage. The lawn looks like a wild meadow. My mother leans over the cot, and oh god, what a fiercely tender gaze she gives me! My father, slightly out of focus, is sitting on a porch chair behind her, smiling at the scene. In the foreground is the trunk of the big old elm where my father built a swing for me.

Never mind that. I was telling you how I came into my inheritance.


NO ONE IN MY FAMILY HAS EVER DIED OF LOVE


No one in my family has ever died of love. What happened, happened, but nothing myth inspiring.

—Wislawa Szymborska



I put my mother’s ashes on the floor of the closet, right next to my shoes. I left them there from December until March. In March, a year after my father’s death, I bestirred myself. I called the funeral parlor where I had abandoned (not too strong a word) his ashes. I wondered how long they kept uncollected cremains. Yes. Cremains. My father’s cremains were still on the shelf, so I collected them, and one day in early spring I took a trip up to the house with my cousins and two boxes of cremains.

I’d found a buyer for the house, but it was still empty. In a few months the new owners will gut the place: Walls will come down as though they hadn’t been inevitable, new rooms will erase the old ones, the Formica paneling, meant to resemble ash wood, will be junked, the ancient linoleum will be ripped up, light will pour in through new skylights, a deck will be built, God help us.

On the day I saw those wonders I had to knock on the door, but this day my key still worked. We walked through the dark, dismal rooms. Except for the sour smell of decay, everything was gone: clothes, furniture, books—none of it good enough for the Salvation Army—had been thrown into a dumpster by men
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