poet, now he doesn’t even remember where “no ideas but in things” comes from. “So
much depends/ upon/ a red wheel/ barrow/ glazed with rain/ water / beside the white/
chickens.” When I worked at New Directions, right after college, we published Williams’
Collected Poems in two thick, heavy volumes with smooth, fine paper. I came up with
my one letter revision of that poem. Add an “s” to “beside” and it’s a BIG poem. Myriad
other things depend on that wheelbarrow besides the chickens. One could go on all day
about the things (things!) that depend on that wheelbarrow. No one in the office, no one
ever anywhere has found my edit terribly clever or amusing but me. I still like it a lot. In
Mom’s “Jamie” file, I find the original note I sent her with my revised version of WCW
on it. On yellow New Directions memo paper, typed from my IBM selectric, script font!
Another unfinished project: I’ve long planned to turn that little perfect poem into a pageslong catalogue of dependants on that barrow.

Earlier this year, when she was strong, the month of our wedding and a few weeks after,
before the final chemo started, strong enough to worry worry worry, I screamed and
screamed and screamed at her on the phone. Walking out of the café, down the street,
screaming. About money. About her wanting to give me money to help us buy the house,
but worrying about my having a job, money, career, retirement savings, her anxiety
growing and growing, she’d call me almost every day, visions of foreclosure dancing in
her head. Until, cancer-shmancer, I just lost it. Don’t you ever fucking talk to me about
money again! Leave me the fuck alone! Keep your goddamn money! Later she told me
that afterward she was afraid I’d never speak to her again. Sheila Berger, afraid of me.
Imagine that.
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Day two in hospice. She is finally getting comfort, aka more morphine. Hospice is all
about comfort. Comfort is all about morphine. A place to go to be given it, to give in. In
just the right amounts. We say we don’t euthanize, but that’s exactly what we do, if
subtly. The head nurse, Donna Reed, of all things (thing! things!), is very nice, and good.
A bit too hospice spiritual-self-help-y peppy (“What do YOU need?”) but good. She
cares. For the first time in weeks my mom sleeps for hours at a time, and peacefully. It’s
just about all she does. When she wakes, one time, I gently rub at the furrow lines
between her brow. I am getting used to touching her more. Holding her hand, petting her.
I will do these things. She will let me. Sheila Berger is teaching me how to die. She is an
excellent teacher, as always.

Sitting on the toilet in the little bathroom next to the kitchen. Outside someone sits down
at the dayroom piano and begins to play a player-piano-sounding version of “We Three
Kings of Orient Are.” It is December after all. Plinky plink plink. A rush of memory
comes: Christmastime, years ago. Up our block were two houses shared by six of my
mom’s Consciousness Raising group friends, her radical lesbian friends, so many of the
people she doesn’t want to see now. Judy wears a cowl-neck-sweater. Joan plays the
piano while Francine directs a small choir of us in rousing “We Three Queens of Orient
Are” and other de-gendered holiday hits. The dayroom piano plinks on.
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Her neck is all spine and two ropey hints of muscle. Skeletal. Her body is eating her to
stay alive but all the while the cancer belly grows and grows. The cancer still gloating.
We let it gloat. We don’t worry about it any more. Just about comfort. To get mad at it
now is just to lose again.

Back at the apartment, half-drunk and rageful and full of bad Chinese food. And needing
sleep and wanting action action action. I google “strip club” and “Albany.” In all my life
of strippers and porn and peeps, I’ve never been to a club in my home town. A few
minutes later, I’m down in a seedy edge of wrong-side-of-the-tracks Albany I never even
knew existed. Down by the river. “Ciro’s Place.” The club has a parking lot with a barbed
wire fence around it. Inside the club is very small, dark, not terribly filthy, but somewhat
rundown. The dancers are black. As is the bouncer. And the bartender. A Bud is just
$4.00, a bargain for a strip joint. It’s an empty weeknight, after midnight, just me, the
bouncer, the dancers, the bartender. A dancer comes up. We have the usual chat, what am
I doing here, what is she doing here, do I want a lap dance, I’ll think about it. She is half
drunk and pouty. I buy her a drink. She rubs against me. Hand on my thigh. Tells me
about her daughter, about moving up from Philly. Do I want a dance yet? Maybe soon.
How ‘bout now? Okay, sure. I really really don’t want a lapdance, but her daughter really
wants me to get a lapdance – that is, on top of all my usual guilt, and racial guilt, I now
have her daughter to pay off. I pay her $15 for the dance. She rubs around on me. And
I’m not even attracted to her, she’s so obviously bored. I pay for a second dance. I
manage to beg off on a third and get out the door. Action, yippee.
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In the living room, I watch TV and pretend that I can write while I’m watching TV
because I’m allowed to do whatever I want right now. Because my mother is fucking
dying that’s why. You got a problem with that? I can touch-type because my mother
made me learn how between senior year of high school and college – so YES I CAN
write and watch TV. I’m doing it right now, to NBA highlights, no less! So there. As I sit
here, post Ciro’s, I wonder what are your secrets, Mom, where are they? You must’ve
written something down, you wrote everything down. And if I find something? Or if I
find something in my head that I really really want to ask you, something I want to know,
some advice I need you to give, I can’t because YOU CAN HARDLY TALK
ANYMORE. And in a day, maybe two, you won’t be able to talk at all. And a day or so
after that . . . . I stay up late. Late late. 5am late. I will be in no shape tomorrow. I don’t
need to be in shape. This is a fucking vacation. A vacation of grief. Give me my fucking
vacation.

Donna Reed tells us she needs to perform a procedure to see if my mother is retaining
urine, something like an ultrasound, to peer through cancer belly and look at her bladder,
to insert something in her to drain fluid, maybe. My mother breathes, Is this . . . for
longevity . . . or for comfort? Comfort, Donna replies. Sheila nods, this is the answer she
wants. If we’d met under more pleasant circumstances, I’d fire “It’s a Wonderful Life”
lines at Nurse Reed. “Mary, dontcha know me?” A Christmas movie, they’ll probably
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