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for michael 



Great Nature has another thing to do 

To you and me; so take the lively air, 

And, lovely, learn by going where to go. 

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know. 

What falls away is always. And is near. 

I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow, 

I learn by going where I have to go. 

Theodore Roethke, The Waking 
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When I walk into my father’s room at the care center, he is struggling with the TV remote. “I can’t get this damn thing to work,” he rasps at me, leaning forward in his wheelchair and holding the remote toward the set as if it were the key to unlock his life. The remote is his sworn enemy: he can’t blame the aides or the nurses, who remain cheerful as they shower his body or mash pills and shove them into applesauce or bring him the four ounces of wine allowed by the doctor, and no more. He can’t blame the doctor, whose authoritative figure graces his room just once a month for a few moments. But he knows the black plastic rectangle of the remote control, unpredictable and malevolent key to the outside world, is designed to cause him pain. 

“I know,” I say, taking it from him and pushing the “off” button. It does stick, and requires an extra push, something his fingers crippled by arthritis and Parkinson’s disease have trouble with. “Are you ready to go?” 

He points toward the closet. I find his navy lightweight sport coat and pull it on over his knit shirt, pulling carefully over his arms, which he can raise only as high as mid-chest. “Is this too warm, do you think?” he asks. His voice is the low, raspy mumble of the Parkinson’s patient. 

The man has always liked to be well-dressed. “The restaurant will be air-conditioned,” I say. 

I push his chair down the hall, through the faint and ever-present smell of urine, past doors open to rooms in which figures slumped in chairs doze to the noise of TVs. Above our heads dangle plastic buckets and toy shovels, attached to the ceiling tiles, reminders of a season most of the residents see only through their windows. I wonder if the sight of the buckets brings a moment of cheer to anyone in the center, if they are a pleasant reminder of childhood or of grandchildren shouting on a sandy beach with the ocean crashing nearby. I hope so. To me they are the very symbol of depression: red plastic buckets hanging by wires, lit by fluorescent lights. 

We go to the Mexican restaurant he likes, with the ramp up to the door and the cheap burritos. The waitress here knows to bring his beer or wine in a plastic cup, so if he knocks it off the table it won’t break. It’s happened before, more than once, red wine splattered across the table, a wine glass in pieces on the floor. Parkinson’s has stolen his freedom of movement; working in a munitions factory during World War II stole his hearing; and macular degeneration is stealing his eyesight; but he can still have a beer. He lifts the cup slowly, so slowly, to his lips, the golden liquid trembling. I try not to watch him, knowing it makes him self-conscious, but I can’t help myself, and when each sip, each laborious mouthful of food, finally reaches his waiting lips, I am as relieved as he is. 

It’s our weekly ritual, this Friday dinner out. The care center is just a mile from the high school in Portland, Maine where I teach. Usually our conversation, such as it is, centers around his hearing aid and his sore leg and the fact that the people at the nursing home won’t give him more than one glass of wine a day. He always mentions his brother Gilbert; Gil, like my father, is in a nursing home with Parkinson’s disease, though he has had the disease longer. Gil is back in Iowa where I grew up, and more than anything my father would like to visit him. Dad has lived in Maine for the past seven years, since his Parkinson’s became too much for him to handle living alone. He and his brother used to be close when they were younger, but drew apart, and had not talked or visited in years before Dad left Iowa. Lately Gil is, for some reason, very much on his mind. Today he says “Just once I’d like to visit him. Just once more before I die.” 

“I wish you could,” I say, leaning into his good ear to speak, and I do wish he could. I don’t mention how unlikely it is that he ever will. 

Sometimes he says “You wouldn’t have to take me, just put me on an airplane.” Then the subject is dropped as he realizes that wouldn’t work; as he remembers bathrooms and a host of other problems. He doesn’t realize how limited his movement is, how hard it is to get him in and out of cars, in and out of restrooms. But today he looks at me sideways. Parkinson’s has made his facial expressions hard to interpret, but he looks sly, as if he has a naughty secret. He says “There might be somebody else who could take me.” 

I pause, thinking. Someone from the nursing home, perhaps? I remember the woman who used to come to the house to help out when he lived with us; Caroline, her name was. When Caroline started to talk about my father moving in with her, paying a monthly fee for her to take care of him, my husband and I let her go. She had a son on parole and needed money; she didn’t have my father’s interests at heart. Has she been calling him at the nursing home? He feels desperate at times and doesn’t have the judgment he used to have. 

“Maybe I could take you,” I say. “I’ll give it some thought.” I’m counting on his short-term memory loss to make this comment seem tomorrow like something he imagined. That trip is nothing I’d ever want to make. 

He looks at me, his eyes bright. “Your school is out,” he says. 

“Almost,” I amend, but I don’t think he hears me. He cannot hear what he doesn’t want to hear. 

“Chloe’s grown up now, she doesn’t need you.” 

He can be ruthless. Chloe, my only child, has just finished her first year of college. “She’s coming home for the summer,” I shout into his good ear, to make sure he hears. I’ve told him this, but he’s forgotten. He doesn’t know how hard it’s been to have her gone, can’t know with what anticipation I look forward to having her in the house again. 

“David could come too, when his classes are out.” 

“David’s teaching a summer class.” My husband is a professor of music at the University of Southern Maine. 

“You could take me by yourself then. It wouldn’t be too hard.” I lift my burrito, wrapped in its paper covering, and take a bite. I will not let him upset me. I am his only child and his wife is gone; I’m the only one he can turn to. I have freedom he doesn’t have; I can drive home after I drop him off, pour myself another glass of wine if I want, or take a walk around the quiet neighborhood. I can get on the internet and email Chloe, my fingers working the keys in ways his never could, or I can make travel plans for a trip to Mexico David and I have been thinking of taking. I can sit on the couch and talk with my husband. My father can only sit in his room and turn on the television, if he can get the remote to work. Or he can sleep. 

Now he says “We could visit the old house.” He means the house we lived in, my father and I, and my mother before she left. The four-square house in Vicksburg, full of shadows in summer and white, glancing sunlight in winter. He pauses, to swallow saliva or his thoughts, and glances up at me again, that sideways sly glance with something unreadable in it. “We could go to Chicago on the way. You can visit old friends from that cult you belonged to.” 

“It wasn’t a cult,” I say automatically. He will never cease to torment me about the time I joined a theater group in Chicago with practices that were unusual, to say the least. It was so long ago, I’m surprised he remembers; filed in long-term memory, I guess, more accessible to him now than what he did this morning. 

“I could see Gil,” he says again. His voice is sad, defeated. He knows I won’t take him. “One last time.” He reaches a slow, trembling hand for his beer. 

I reach my hand ahead of his, pick the cup up, and hold it to his lips so he can drink as long as he wants. 
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The evening sky is deep blue above the scattered lights of the city. I drive through Portland and onto the bridge toward Cape Elizabeth. We live just fifteen minutes from my high school, in a housing development a quarter of a mile from the ocean. I push the “on” button for the CD player and David’s CD starts up, the one he made with the faculty jazz trio. He doesn’t know how often I listen to it, not just to hear my husband playing, but because the music is beautiful. He plays piano, brilliant piano; I think I can hear him—who he is, his smile, his humor, maybe even something of his feeling for me—in the sound of the notes. I am reminded of everything good about him when I hear his music, and it helps me overlook the daily irritations of living with another person. I turn it up for his solo and roll down the window as I pass over the bridge to catch a whiff of ocean in the air. 

When my father and I returned to the care center I wheeled him under the dangling plastic buckets, signed him back in, and left him sitting in his wheelchair in his room, his walker in easy reach in case he wanted to get up and move around the room a bit. But he was just sitting there when I left, pushing the white call button on the rectangle attached to the thick cord hanging from the back of his chair, summoning help to take off his clothes and go to the bathroom, to get ready for bed. On my way out I passed two women on duty at the desk, my father’s buzzer ringing and a small light flashing on the panel above their heads. I slowed my steps to see if one of them would attend to him, but they both continued with their paperwork and conversation. The dark-haired woman was talking about her puppy. I wanted to say something to them, but didn’t. Their jobs were tough, I was sure. I just wanted them to take care of my father. I smiled weakly and continued out the door. 

Seven years ago, when my father’s symptoms became too severe for him to live on his own in Iowa, he moved in with us. After a few years though, as he grew steadily weaker, David and I—and Dad himself—decided that it was time for him to move to the nursing home. It was a hard decision, but our lives became much easier, I confess, once he was gone. My father since then has often wished he could reverse that decision and move back in with us, and I have to remind him of some of the difficulties that would bring. David and I both have teaching jobs and are gone all day. We could hire someone to come in, but he needs help during the night too. This is never an easy conversation to have. Only sometimes does he really complain, usually when he’s been having problems with the rules of the home or when he is showing signs of the dementia that comes with Parkinson’s. He becomes confused and thinks that he can do what he cannot do: push his wheelchair down the highway, for example, to buy wine at a drugstore and carry it back to the nursing home. Or live in a house by himself. Or make love to a young woman. 

I can understand why my father wants to see his brother, but there is nothing in my past I need to go back to. I don’t care if I never see the Midwest again. My life was happy enough—normal, I thought—until my mother disappeared. She left home when I was fifteen. I came home from school one day and she was gone, as if she had never existed. She took just one suitcase full of clothes, her purse, and her violin, which I had never heard her play. That day at school Carl Jenkins had asked me to go to the semi-formal with him, and it was all I could think about until I got home. I was anxious about what to wear and was planning to ask my mother to buy me a new dress. I imagined a slinky off-the-shoulder thing, maybe in midnight blue, but I ended up wearing the flouncy flowered dress I’d gotten for my confirmation. I hated it, not only because it was designed like a little girl’s dress, but because it made me look puffy and busty, like an overly well-developed eight-year-old. My mother never did write or call, and her death five months later was, though horrible, almost anticlimactic; she had been dead to me since she’d left. She was living in Manhattan at the time, and a speeding car ran into her as she bicycled down 11th Street. The body was shipped back to Iowa for a closed-casket funeral and put in the plot my parents had already bought in the Catholic cemetery in Vicksburg. I don’t like to think about that time. 

When I arrive home it’s almost dark. Lights are on in the Landrys’ house next door and in the Pelletiers’ on the other side. I step from the car and look up. The sky is a rich indigo spotted with a couple of stars, and the only clouds are a few stripes of stratus, glowing pale white against the blue. I note their shapes, looking for meaning. One looks like a stretched-out schoolbus with a thin musical note drifting up from one end. The other is a giant elongated eye, watching me. Our house is modest for Cape Elizabeth, on the small side and covered with gray shingles, but I love it. I can hear music as I walk up the slate pathway to the door of our house, Friday night jazz on the radio. 

David is at the table, eating leftover pasta. My painting of purple and blue hills, done when Chloe was a baby, hangs on the wall above his head. I set my bag down and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t you want to put that on a plate?” I ask. “Heat it up, at least?” 

“It’s fine,” he says. “Delicious.” 

He is still wearing his slightly rumpled button-down oxford shirt from work, and his dark hair is hanging down on his forehead. Something in the way he looks at me makes me sit down at the table, watching him. His look is cautious, the look he wears when he doesn’t know how I will respond and hopes it won’t be emotionally. He hates scenes; he gets upset when I get upset, and doesn’t know what to do with my emotion. His almost-conquered stutter appears in stressful moments. “Chloe c-called.” 

“And?” 

“She got a job at a bookstore in Cambridge, and Hannah”— her freshman-year dorm roommate—“has an extra bedroom in her apartment in Allston. Chloe wants to stay in B-Boston for the summer.” 

“Oh.” David’s stutter has had the effect of forcing me to calm down, to not express emotion—emotions like anger or fear, in particular—when I otherwise would. Our daughter is nineteen years old, I tell myself; of course she would rather be living with friends in the city than at home with her parents. “What about saving money? She was planning to put her waitressing money in the bank.” 

David shrugs. “She thinks she can keep this job during the school year, just working ten hours a week to make up for the money she won’t save this summer. She has it all figured out, budgeted to the penny. She says she’ll come out ahead.” Knowing my daughter, I believe this to be true. For a creative person, she has always been careful with money. When she was eight years old she saved twenty-five dollars to buy a teddy bear she wanted. It took her three months. 

I nod. There is no reasonable way I can protest. I should even be happy, I suppose, that we have the summer to ourselves—just me and David, without a moody teenager shaking things up. Chloe has always been a good girl, sensitive and considerate, and after her first year of college it is only right that she should want to continue being independent. I should be happy that she is not overly clingy. I have friends who would be delighted on hearing news like this from their children. But David, though he can’t know the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach—I feel as if I’m falling down a long tube, down the rabbit hole without landing—knows how I felt when Chloe went away to college. He saw how often I cried, how I lost interest in the things I usually enjoyed. I couldn’t go cross-country skiing all winter because I remembered when Chloe and I would go together. He encouraged me to spend time on my artwork again, to resume painting, but nothing could take the place of my child in my life. Things began to change only when spring returned and I could anticipate Chloe being home for the summer. I had those empty nest blues, and I had them bad. 

Chloe as a teenager had been the kind of daughter anyone would be proud to have: in the gifted and talented program, an A student. She always enjoyed being with us, and charmed our friends with her maturity and friendliness. None of this sullen teenager business for our daughter; she always went out of her way to check on my mood and to cheer me up with a funny story from school, a hug, a loving note. I keep all those notes in my desk drawer. If anything, I might have been concerned because she was too considerate, hiding her moods so as not to disturb me. 

The business of parenthood seemed this past year like a cruel joke. We are given these beautiful creatures, and they change our lives irrevocably. We consider them “ours”—our child, our daughter. Though we know the child will grow up, we never truly think we will lose her. I didn’t, at least, until Chloe moved away from home, and then I discovered she wasn’t mine at all. We drove her to Boston, dropping her off at the dorm, and the moment we closed the car door to return home I began to feel sick, a sore throat and headache that built as we drove north on Interstate 95. By the time we reached home, I had a cough that stayed for a month. I was ill because my child was gone, lost into the world as surely as if she’d been kidnapped. It did no good to tell myself that she was excited to be going to college and happy to leave home, that it was a natural transition in the inevitable progression of life. Platitudes didn’t return her to me and never would. Knowing this only made my grief seem selfish and unbalanced. Chloe was gone, taking with her my youth and my happiness. She was lost in a dangerous world, and I was forbidden to rush to her side to protect her. It all seemed wrong. 

When I call Chloe later in the evening, I make my voice cheerful. “So I hear your plans have changed.” 

“Yes . . . well. Yeah.” Chloe’s voice often has a dreamy, detached tone that can make people who don’t know her think she’s spacey or stoned. I picture her eyes drifting to the window as she speaks, catching a ray of light and becoming soft. “It’s this bookstore I just love. I used to go in there to hang out and drool over books, and when I finally asked if they needed someone, they did. I get a twenty percent discount on books.” 

Some girls spend too much money on clothes. Chloe manages to look great with thrift-shop clothing, but she loves to buy books. “Don’t spend all your earnings.” 

“Just two paperbacks a month. I’ve budgeted it.” 

I smile, feeling a rush of pure love for this girl. It moves over me like a wave, a gift from somewhere else. When I feel this I think of two things, simultaneously and in a flash: one, I wonder how people survive without feeling this, what gives their life meaning; and two, I think that my own mother must not have felt this, or she could never have left. 

“You’ll do fine,” I say. “More than fine. You’ll have a wonderful summer.” 

When Chloe speaks next, her voice is hesitant. “I hope it’s okay with you. . . .” 

Apparently she has seen through my act. “Of course it’s okay. I’ll miss you terribly, but I’ll be fine. We’ll come and visit you.” 

“I would love it if you would visit me,” Chloe says. That would be possible, I think, with a sudden uplift of hope. When I picture myself taking my own little studio apartment close to Chloe’s in the city—we could go to movies together! Have girl chats! Paint our toenails late at night!—I know it’s time to stop fantasizing. Let her live her life without me. “I might take off on a little trip of my own,” I hear myself saying. 

“Really? Where?” 

“I may take my dad on a trip to Iowa.” I can’t believe I said that, but when I hear Chloe’s response, I know I said it to please her. She knows how restricted her grandfather’s life is, she feels for him, and this would be wonderful, just wonderful, Mom, just the thing to do. In the boundless optimism of youth she sees no problem with the idea. “I don’t know for sure if I’ll go,” I say. “It would be hard to take care of him. I don’t know if he’s up to it.” 

“I think it would be so wonderful if you could take him. He’d be all right, wouldn’t he? It would be so kind of you.” Her voice is hushed, tinged with awe, as if I have already done something wonderful, as if I am her hero. And in some part of my mind I can’t help but begin to see myself that way: brave, self-sacrificing, a courageous figure, almost mythic, striking out into the uncharted American plains, wrapped in the glow of history. With my beloved daughter standing off to one side, watching me admiringly. 
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David at first thinks I’m crazy, but as we talk about it he becomes convinced it might be possible. He offers to travel with me if I wait until his summer session is over. That would leave us two weeks for the trip before my pre-school meetings begin. 

I consider this. It would be good to have David along to help with Dad, but in some ways it would be easier without him. He gets anxious around my father, afraid of doing the wrong thing, afraid of my father’s pain and discomfort. His eyes grow wide, his mouth gets that tense look, and he begins to stutter, just a bit. He’s a light sleeper, and I can’t imagine him sleeping in the same room with my father. His worry would make me worry. I imagine whispered, angry conversations in the dark while my father snores. “I think I should do it sooner,” I say. “Dad’s condition isn’t getting any better, and I don’t want the summer to get away from us. This will be his last chance. I think I can do it by myself.” 

I see the relief on David’s face. He says “He would be in the car and a motel, mostly, and then visiting the nursing home in Iowa. Is that right?” 

“Right.” 

“It would certainly take your mind off Chloe,” he says. 

“And if I do it, my father will stop asking me to do it.” 

“How would you handle the bathroom business?” 

When I take my father out to dinner, he wears a clean pad, and we just don’t worry about the bathroom. When he’s at our house, I take him into the bathroom, help him unzip his pants, make sure he’s settled on the toilet seat before I leave him alone, then return when he calls. “I don’t know,” I say. “I’ll manage, I guess. Handicapped stalls in rest-stop bathrooms. Wheelchair accessible hotel rooms.” 

Leaning back on the couch with his feet in front of him, David jingles his car keys in his pocket, a habit I have become accustomed to. “Men’s room or women’s room?” 

“Hmm. Women’s, I guess. Don’t you think?” 

He shrugs. “It will be good for you to see your hometown again.” 

I look at him. 

“What?” he asks. “Won’t it?” 

I shake my head. “The most boring town in the world.” 

“I thought it was a sweet little place. You can look up some friends from high school.” 

“I had no friends in high school. I was a geek. Well, I had one friend, but I don’t know if she lives there anymore. She may even be dead, for all I know.” Maggie’s face blooms in front of me, her frizzy blonde curls, her booming laugh. I didn’t keep in touch when I moved and haven’t spoken of her in years. David has never met her. Maggie was always so alive; I wonder what made me say she might be dead. 

“College friends, then. I knew you when you were in college. I know you weren’t a geek then. You were dramatic and sophisticated.” 

“And older than all the other students. That’s why you noticed me.” I had left college after one semester and moved to Chicago, then moved back to Iowa after a couple of years. I attended the University of Northern Iowa, which is where I met David. He was a graduate student then, and TA for my Intro to Music class. I thought he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen, though he was not good-looking in the traditional sense; he was trim and athletically built, but his face bore scars from youthful acne, his glasses’ frames were thick and black before thick black frames were in fashion, and he stuttered slightly when he spoke, which made him self-conscious in front of the students. He was more comfortable playing the piano, and it was then that I fell for him completely. His eyes would half-close and his face would relax into an expression of deep absorption, and I wanted him to turn some of that attention on me. I wanted him to become absorbed in me. He didn’t seem to notice my interest, and it wasn’t until the next semester, when I ran into him at a reception for a visiting artist, that I was able to get him to rest his eyes on me for longer than a quick second before looking away. He was shy with women, I saw, and I loved that about him. It was an achievement to get him to ask me out, another achievement to sleep with him, and a happy day when I finally convinced him that we could be content being married to one another. After a couple of years of marriage, he decided I was right about that. “I can’t think of any college friends I’d like to look up either,” I said. “Sorry.” 

“Not even Sam?” David leans into me as he says this, teasing. Sam was the guy I was dating when I first met David. We went out just a few times before I began to find him pompous, but I didn’t tell David this. 

“Well, maybe Sam. I forgot about him. He was hot.” 

“Maybe I better go with you, just to keep an eye on you.” 

I pick up his hand and play with the plain gold band on his finger. “I wish you could.” I look up at his face, at his concerned eyes behind the black-framed glasses—now in style, picked out with my help—and smile. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll be fine. I can always find Sam to help.” A few minutes of tussle, he takes his glasses off and sets them carefully on the end table, he pushes me down—without much resistance—and we are involved in an activity, right there on the couch, that we would not have been able to be involved in if Chloe were home. 
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I put off telling my father. I want to be sure, and he gets so confused about time and dates that he would be harassing me endlessly. I spend one long day at school, finishing grades and cleaning my room. The art room at the high school, usually full of boisterous noise, is now eerily quiet. White light from the frosted high windows falls on scratched tables, battered stools. During the year at least one or two students can always be found hanging out there during a study hall or after school, painting, drawing, touching up clay pots. Now the room is empty. I stack leftover paintings for storage and box clay figures that were left behind. The sounds echo around me. Through the door window I see colleagues having lunch at a picnic table, enjoying the sun, but I don’t want to join them. I can’t take part in their banter. 

The principal, Ken, comes into my room and leans against a table, half-sitting. We talk about Erin King, the senior who is fighting leukemia. We talk about the group of sophomore boys who had been driving me crazy during the spring. “They made it through,” he says, grinning. “This was their creative outlet.” 

“I just wish they would have taken it more seriously,” I grumble. “Art is not recess.” I have already expressed my frustration with this group of students to him. 

“Aw, they aren’t bad kids, just confused,” he says. “They see geometry and history as recess too. This class is important to them; the idea of creativity is important to them, even if they aren’t talented artists. Self-expression is important.” In his diplomatic, low-key way, Ken is trying to make me go easier on the kids. Maybe it’s because he doesn’t want angry parents. Or maybe he just thinks I should go easier on them. It seems to me I demand so little of these kids—it takes them a week of goofing off to do what Chloe could have accomplished in fifteen minutes—but perhaps I am too demanding. Art as self-expression is fine, but for someone who cares about it as I do, it means more than just that. Now, with summer here and the students gone, I wonder if I was too hard on them, too impatient. Next year maybe I’ll try to be understanding; not all students are talented in art, but all students can learn to appreciate and enjoy it. I sigh. 

All the time we are talking, as I watch Ken’s lips form words below his brown mustache and perspiration bead around the line where his skin meets his hair, as I see him shift his considerable bulk uncomfortably to the side, a part of me is wondering if I’m crazy for taking this trip into the bleak heartland of our country, if I’m headed for disaster. I wonder if we’ll end up stuck in a hospital somewhere in Indiana. Or at the side of the road, in a ditch, the van upside down and hidden from sight in the bushes, one wheel eerily continuing to spin, my father regretting the day I was born to get him into this mess. 
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I tell my dad my decision to take him just three days before I’m planning to go. He calls me the morning after I tell him, at 7:00 a.m., waking me from a sound sleep. “What day did you say we were going again?” 

“Tuesday, Dad. Tuesday. Today is Sunday.” 

“Oh.” 

On Monday I sign the release papers to take Dad from the home, and pack his bag. I don’t call anyone in Iowa; I know my uncle is in a nursing home close to the town where I grew up, but I’m not sure when exactly we’ll get in, and if my uncle is like my father he will get confused about our arrival date, and anxious. Tuesday morning I arrive at the care center at 8:30 and carry his bag and his walker out to the car. He still uses the walker in his room and for short distances; anything more than that requires the wheelchair. I make sure he is wearing his hearing aid, and pack its small wooden storage box in his bag. When I return, some of the staff are giving him hugs, leaning down to him in his chair. Doreen, one of the nurses, tears up a little as she looks at us; does she think he won’t return? She’s a plump kind-hearted woman, probably the type who cries easily. “It’s such a big trip,” she sniffs. “So far away. We will miss him.” 

“We’ll see you in a couple of weeks,” I say cheerfully. “I’ll be in touch.” 

I wheel him out to the van. The sky is solid gray and the air is full of moisture, promising rain. I open the passenger door and push the wheelchair close to it, locking the brakes. I take his right arm and put a hand on his back. He lifts himself off his chair and slowly, slowly, moves into the car. His hand reaches above him, looking for something to hold on to. I push on his midsection to guide him, and at last his rear end finds the car seat. He moves his feet inside slowly, one by one. I buckle his seat belt and push his feet out of the way before I close the door. The wheelchair I fold together and lift up, heaving it to rest on our suitcases in the back. The walker is already there, folded up and resting against the side. The cooler in the back seat is filled with sandwiches for today’s lunch, cold drinks and medicine. Dad was given meds before we left, at breakfast, and I will give him more around two o’clock— Sinemet for his Parkinson’s, Zoloft to fight off depression, Lortab for his leg pain. The head nurse also gave me a sheet on his nutritional needs—low on protein, high on fiber. That may be difficult at Burger King. 

I buckle my seat belt and adjust the steering wheel. Dad, wearing his wide-brimmed straw hat, gives me a pleased half-smile. Parkinson’s has weakened his neck and back muscles so he can’t sit up straight but instead hunches over, turning his head up toward me at an angle that makes him look mischievous and endearing. The stiffness of his facial muscles gives his smile an added poignancy, as if he’s smiling through pain. “Here we go,” I say. “It’s not too late to change your mind.” 

“It’s too late for you to change your mind,” he says. “We’re going now.” He looks ahead at the road. “I’ve been wanting to do this for years.” His voice is a hoarse mutter that I have to lean close to hear, keeping my eyes on the road. 

The first few drops hit the windshield as I turn on to I-95 South. The wipers make the world clear again for a moment, with their regular movement across the van’s windshield, before it becomes spattered again. Dad turns his head from side to side, looking out the window with interest, though I know he sees only vague shapes of things, as if he is looking continually through rain pouring over glass. “How far will we go today?” he asks. 

“I thought we’d see if we could get to New York.” 

“New York City?” 

“No, New York state. Just over the Massachusetts border. 

“Good,” he mutters. “I don’t want to go to New York City. That’s a dangerous place.” He launches into a story I’ve heard before, about the time he went to New York City when he was a young man. He’d traveled with a friend, hitching rides all the way, and stayed there three months, cooking at a diner. It’s where he met my mother, who was a waitress. His first night there he said something he thought was innocuous—he always leaves out what he said, but it probably had to do with a racial term. My father did not honestly have any idea of the offense that certain words could give, of the power they held. There were no black people in Vicksburg or the surrounding communities. Whatever he said, a man in a bar held a knife against his throat and taught him a lesson about language. “Your mother gave me hell,” he rasps, another part of the story I’d heard before. “She told me I better learn a few things, and fast.” He chuckles at the story, and gazes out the window until his head drops onto his chest and he dozes, slumping in his seat. 

I remember my mother teasing my father about his country background. She was a city girl who grew up on the Lower East Side. When my father moved back to Iowa, he talked her into going with him. She’d never been west of Albany, she said, and was curious to see the world. When she lived with us, Iowa was all I’d ever known, and I was a child, so it never occurred to me to think how difficult the transition must have been or to wonder whether she missed her home. In answer to my questions, she said her parents were dead and there was no reason for her to visit the city again. 

Now that we’re on the road, I’m happy we’re going. It’s a gift to my father, who, with all his faults, has still done so much for me and is always my father. I turn on the radio, low, though his hearing isn’t good enough for the sound to wake him. Lightning flashes off to the west, just above the tree line. When I was a young teen, before my mother left, I used to run into the fields every time a thunderstorm rolled over us. The thunderstorms in that part of Iowa were ferocious, crashing things: dynamite exploding in the skies, rain thundering down, making crater-like explosions in the wet ground. My parents must have been able to see me from the back windows of their house, up on the low ridge outlined against the electric sky waving my arms like some kind of maniac. Why did they let me? I wore a rubber raincoat; perhaps they thought that would protect me. I remember my mother watching me when I returned to the house, exhilarated and soaking. In her face I saw worry but also a kind of satisfaction, as if I were doing what I was meant to do. As if she understood, and in another life she would have been out there with me, shrieking. 

I never went crazy like that after she left. I didn’t like to be outside anymore in wild weather. I would close not only the windows, but the curtains, and lock the back door, and curl up on the couch to bury myself in a blanket and a book. 

The rain stops at midday, though the sky remains heavy with low-hanging nimbostratus clouds. When I was young I saw signs and symbols, prophecies not only in the clouds but in plants, traffic patterns, the way jelly smeared on toast. The physical world was charged with meaning, with lessons just for me. I left such fantasies behind in adolescence, though I find myself missing them, missing the sense of mystery and wonder they brought to my days. I have realized, gradually, that the world does not exist for my purposes or in order to tell me something. Meaning in clouds, however, is one thing I still allow myself to look for. We are made to walk on the earth and lift our faces to the sky: how, I ask myself, can this not be symbolic? How can we not find meaning in this? There is a word for seeing such meaning: scrying. These clouds are weepy and resistant of my scrying, bulging in ways that foretell only rain, not the future
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“Patricia O'Donnell's novel simply won me over - with its plain-
spoken subtlety and canny elegance, and its unerring instinct for
what's important to write novels about: matters of the heart, to

which O'Donnell gives full, memorable voice.”  —Richard Ford





