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I'Iere Th?l’] GOD?

When everyone we loved was still alive we would drive my mother-in-law
Betty to Lou Gibson’s house for a visit. Lou would feed us what she called
a “small lunch,” casseroles with enough side dishes to rival the King’s Table
buffet. Dessert was slices of peach pie with generous scoops of vanilla ice
cream. Afterwards, I would not eat again for twenty-four hours.

During those visits, my wife and I would take a walk around the block
to give Lou and Betty space to reminisce. At the age of 90-something,
Betty and Lou had been friends for 70 years, living the bulk of those years
on farms in central Illinois, cooking countless meals for their families,
faithfully attending church on Sundays, and surviving various cancers.
Betty’s husband Howard had died twenty years earlier from melanoma.

In those first years without Howard my wife and I would take Betty
on trips around the region. We watched barges ply the slack waters of the
Ohio and Mississippi rivers, picnicked on egg salad sandwiches and chips
in small town parks, stopped to read historical markers, rented cabins in
the forests of southern Illinois so Betty could listen to the bullfrogs’ night
songs, and marvel at the blue-tailed skinks. The distractions helped, but
when the trips ended we could sense her sadness at returning to an empty
house.

Betty’s friend Lou was on her second marriage to another farmer, Jack.
Jack was retired by the time I met him. He wore black cowboy boots,
watched a lot of college sports on TV from his Lazy Boy recliner, collected
miniature antique John Deere tractors, and couldn’t hear worth a darn.
Conversation with Jack was impossible. The volume on the television was
turned up so high that I could hear it before I entered the house. Still, 1
liked sitting with Jack, listening to his comments on the games, not having
to say anything or answer any questions about my life. Not that he ever
asked, and not that I had anything important to say anyway.

Jack died first, then Lou broke her hip, finally languishing in assisted
living before she passed away. Betty lived longer. We had a big celebration
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on her 100th birthday. Her remaining friends came by for sheet cake
and punch. She was thrilled with all the attention, totally engaged in the
festivities, her mind as sharp as ever. Four months later Betty’s systems
failed, and her long life was over.

When everyone we loved was still alive my mother, deep in the waking
slumber of dementia, would answer her phone with the TV remote. She
poured coffee grounds in the section of the coffee maker designated for
water and wondered why it wouldn’t work. I finally took away the coffee
maker. Mom always thought she would get colon cancer like Grandma so
she would store her feces in the freezer as fecal evidence for her gerontologist
as proof that she, too, had Grandma’s disease.

In retrospect it was kind of funny, like being stoned and watching a
Saturday Night Live skit, but on those arduous days when I would visit
her, those signs of a deteriorating mind threw me off balance. I could not
believe this was my mom, the same strong, single mother who worked so
hard in low-paying clerical jobs to keep me fed and housed. I missed that
mom.

Like Jack, Mom had the volume on the TV jacked up to the highest
decibel-piercing level. The first thing I would do when I entered her small
room at Friendship Village (“A Gateway to Exceptional Senior Living!”) was
to turn the sound down. Mom didn’t notice because she wasn’t watching
whatever show was on anyway. Often I would pick up the wrong remote.
Mom had about six of them for reasons I never could determine. Before I
left, I would also flush the frozen poops down the toilet.

The last time I saw Mom was on Mother’s Day. I think she knew who
I was but I wasn’t sure. She smiled when I took her hand. We ate a sad
turkey dinner in the dining hall. Much of the meal ended up in Mom’s
lap. I walked her back to her room, where she promptly soiled herself. An
aide cleaned her up and put her to bed, where she fell asleep. I kissed her
goodbye and left. She died two days later.

When everyone we loved was still alive my father and I would drink
red wine in the evenings. Only when I visited would Dad imbibe. The
transformation was remarkable. He would sparkle. Conversation between
us was easier. He actually smiled, even laughed.

I have many emotions regarding my father. There were times in my
early life when I so badly needed him, needed him to give me a kick in
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the ass, or to play catch with me, and, yes, to protect me. Traditional Dad
Stuff. But he was not around, having remarried and moved far away.

Dad and I eventually reconnected, or maybe simply connected for the
first time. By then I was an adult, a father, and a husband twice over.
We became comfortable in each other’s company. We could find common
ground in current events and in his favorite subject: bees. Dad had kept
bees since he was a boy in lowa, and was fascinated by their efficiency and
their dismissal of a work-life balance. Dad was all about work first, life
(and parenting) later, if at all. When I quit my comfortable university job
to write full-time he was aghast. Of course he never told me that as some
fathers would. I had to learn his reproach second-hand, the same way I
discovered just about everything about him. Sometimes when I visited we
would go and attend to his hives in upstate New York in the Catskills. That
is when I saw Dad at his happiest, working those industrious bees. He
would send us honey every fall. The bottles had a picture of his wife on the
label with the words “David’s Honey.”

I remember a muggy afternoon a lifetime ago when we worked the
bees, a time when Dad did not need a walker. Afterwards, as I checked my
arms for stings, Dad settled in a chair on the deck. I offered him water but
he did not answer. I thought he had fallen asleep, but instead he was staring
across his five acres of clover with a look on his face that radiated serenity.
All his life he had worked high-level, stressful jobs to obtain this blissful
day tending his industrious bees. At that moment, did he even know I was
present?

We never had heart-to-heart conversations. No confessionals or the
kind of dramatic dialogues you see in movies. I never asked where were you
when I needed you? Did you miss me? 1 never really knew what he thought
about the past. He never mentioned my mother. I suspect he had forgotten
her altogether. Truthfully, I often wondered what was going on in his
brilliant mind.

Together we leaned into the present. Most importantly, I had my dad
back, and the normal structure of a father-son relationship evolved. I knew
he loved me, and I hoped he knew I loved him and respected him in the
way that a son should always respect his father. Order was restored.

Last fall, when his wife was in the hospital, Dad and I had our last days
together. In the mornings I would bring the newspapers in from the front
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porch and place them on the table in front of his preferred chair, set out
the bowls and utensils for cereal, milk, V8 juice, and await the sound of his
walker thumping across the floor. Then our day would begin. These might
seem like simple, inconsequential tasks, but it felt important. I was being
of use to Dad when he needed help. It was an act of pure love. I was a son
helping his father and, as fate would have it, it was the most wonderful way
to say goodbye to my one and only Dad.

By then Dad, at 93, could walk only a few steps before stopping to
rest. Congestive heart failure was crippling him. He had always been such
an able and devoted walker. During those last days together I would try
to have a stroll with him around the neighborhood, but we could only go
so far and then have to turn back. His breath was labored and raspy. He
would then retreat to bed and sleep until supper.

When Dad passed away four months later I was riding a water buffalo
in northern Vietnam. This sounds more exciting than it was. The buffalo
calmly grazed while I sat on his back, the Vietnamese attendant counting
the 20,000 dong (eighty cents) I had paid him for the five-minute “ride.” I
had trouble with the dismount, but I did not embarrass myself too badly.
I could not attend the memorial service that was held a few days after
Dad’s passing. By then I was in steamy Saigon drinking a coconut coffee
after touring a former Viet Cong cave. Dad’s wife told me he passed away
peacefully. I wonder if in those last few hours if he thought of me.

When everyone we loved was still alive, the oral history of my life was
only a conversation away. With both my parents and my dear mother-in-
law gone I have to reset who I am. What is my new position within my
family, and in the broader world that I will inhabit for the handful of years
left to me? Most of all I realize that with the previous generation gone I'm
the next batter up.

For me, now an ofhicial member of the adult orphan tribe, if you will,
there is a contradictory sense of freedom and loss. No one is watching me
anymore, yet no one is watching out for me either. I can take up smoking,
gambling, cursing, or any number of wicked vices that I did not dare
indulge while they were alive. But like Faustus’ good angel, my parents and
my mother-in-law rest upon my shoulder cautioning me against heeding
the advice of the Devil on my opposite shoulder, who would like nothing
more than for me to cash in my soul to him.
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Betty’s ashes are in a biodegradable urn. On a cloudy fall day we set the
cremains in the ground next to her husband’s grave in a country cemetery
surrounded by the rich, black soil of Illinois farmland. My wife spoke
eloquently about her mother, as did other members of the family. We had
lost our matriarch. I offered this anecdote: One day I was driving Betty
to an appointment and out of the blue she turned to me and said: “thank
you for taking care of my daughter.” She only said it once in the thirty years
I knew her, and that made it all the more meaningful. When it comes to
words of gratitude sometimes less is more.

My mom’s ashes rest in a box upon the black Sears’ trunk she bought
me when I left for college at 17. I play guitar and sing to her almost every
day. She loved to croon the old standards like “Sunnyside of the Street” and
“Georgia on my Mind.” She was my biggest fan, often exaggerating my
modest literary accomplishments and, toward the end of her life, boasting
of my many imaginary achievements that simply never happened. I never
tried to correct her.

Soon my dad’s ashes will sit next to hers. Divorce is never as final as
death although at first it feels like it. In their respective urns they will put
the past behind them. Mom will forgive Dad for his transgressions. In
turn, perhaps Dad will finally remember her. One can hope.

As for me, I will try to carry forward the best in all the people I have ever
loved, and I hope that when my passing comes that I will be remembered
similarly. In that way, we remain loved, and we remain alive forever.
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