
Home Jayne Anne Phillips 

I'M AFRAID Walter Cronkite has had it, says Mom. Roger Mudd always 
does the news now. How would you Uke to have a name Uke that? Walter 

used to do the conventions and a football game now and then. I mean he 

would sort of appear, on the sideUnes. Didn't he? But you never see him 

anymore. Lord. Something is going on. 

Mom, I say. Maybe he's just resting. He must have made a lot of money 

by now. Maybe he's tired of talking about elections and mine disasters and 

the collapse of the franc. Maybe he's in love with a young girl. 
He's not the type, says my mother. You can tell that much. No, she says, 

I'm afraid it's cancer. 

My mother has her suspicions. She ponders. I have been home with her 

for two months. I ran out of money and I wasn't in love, so I have come 

home to my mother. She is an educational administrator. All winter long 
after work she watches television and knits afghans. 

Come home, she said. Save money. 
I can't possibly do it, I said. Jesus, I'm twenty-three years old. 

Don't be silly, she said. And don't use profanity. 
She arranged a job for me in the school system. All day I tutor children in 

remedial reading. Sometimes I am so discouraged that I he on the couch all 

evening and watch television with her. The shows are all aUke. Their laugh 
tracks are conspicuously similar; I think I recognize a repetition of certain 

professional laughters. This laughter marks off the half hours. 

FinaUy I make a rule: I won't watch television at night. I will watch only 
the news, which ends at 7:30. Then I will go to my room and do God 

knows what. But I feel sad that she sits there alone, knitting by the lamp. 
She seldom looks up. 

Why don't you ever read anything? I ask. 

I do, she says. I read books in my field. I read all day at work, writing 
those damn proposals. When I come home I want to relax. 

Then let's go to the movies. 
I don't want to go to the movies. Why should I pay money to be upset or 

frightened? 
But feeling something can teach you. Don't you want to learn anything? 
I'm learning aU the time, she says. 
She keeps knitting. She folds yarn the color of cream, the color of snow. 

She works it with her long blue needles, piercing, returning, winding. Yarn 

cascades from her hands in long panels. A pattern appears and disappears. 
She stops and counts; so many stitches across, so many down. Yes, she is on 

the right track. 

Occasionally I offer to buy my mother a subscription to something 

mildly informative: Ms., Rolling Stone, Scientific American. 
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I don't want to read that stuff, she says. Just save your money. Did you 
hear Cronkite last night? Everyone's going to need all they can get. 

Often, I need to look at my mother's old photographs. I see her sitting in 

knee-high grass with a white gardenia in her hair. I see her dressed up as the 

groom in a mock wedding at a sorority party, her black hair pulled back 

tight. I see her formally posed in her cadet nurse's uniform. The photo 
grapher has painted her lashes too lushly, too long; but her deep red mouth 

is correct. 

The war ended too soon. She didn't finish her training. She came home to 
nurse only her mother and to meet my father at a dance. She married him in 
two weeks. It took twenty years to divorce him. 

When we traveled to a neighboring town to buy my high school clothes, 

my mother and I would pass a certain road that turned off the highway and 

wound to a place I never saw. 

There it is, my mother would say. The road to Wonder Bar. That's 

where I met my Waterloo. I walked in and he said, 'There she is. I'm going 
to marry that girl.' Ha. He sure saw me 

coming. 

WeU, I asked, why did you marry him? 

He was older, she said. He had a job and a car. And mother was so sick. 

My mother doesn't forget her mother. 

Never one bedsore, she says. I turned her every fifteen minutes. I kept her 

skin soft and kept her clean, even to the end. 

I imagine my mother at twenty-three; her black hair, her dark eyes, her 
olive skin and that red Upstick. She is growing Unes of tension in her mouth. 

Her teeth press into her lower Up as she Ufts the woman in the bed. The 
woman weighs no more than a child. She has a smell. My mother fights it 

continually; bathing her, changing her sheets, carrying her to the bathroom 
so the smell can be contained and flushed away. My mother will try to pro 
tect them both. At night she sleeps in the room on a cot. She struggles 
awake feeling something press down on her and suck her breath: the smell. 

When my grandmother can no longer move, my mother fights it alone. 

I did all I could, she sighs. And I was glad to do it. I'm glad I don't have to 

feel guilty. 
No one has to feel guilty, I tell her. 

And why not? says my mother. There's nothing wrong with guilt. If you 
are guilty, you should feel guilty. 

My mother has often told me that I will be sorry when she is gone. 

I think. And read alone at night in my room. I read those books I never 

read, the old classics, and detective stories. I can get them in the Ubrary 
here. There is only one bookstore; it sells mostly newspapers and True Con 

fessions oracles. At Kroger's by the checkout counter I buy a few paper 
backs, best seUers, but they are usually bad. 
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The television drones on downstairs. 
I wonder about Walter Cronkite. 

When was the last time I saw him? It's true his face was pouchy, his hair 

thinning. Perhaps he is only cutting it shorter. But he had that look about 
the eyes. 

. . . 

He was there when they stepped on the moon. He forgot he was on the 

air and he shouted, 'There. . .there. . .now. . . .We have contact!' Con 

tact. For those who tuned in late, for the periodic watchers, he repeated: 
'One smaU step. 

. . .' 

I was in high school and he was there with the body count. But he said it 
in such a way that you knew he wanted the war to end. He looked directly 
at you and said the numbers quietly. Shame, yes, but sorrowful patience, as 

if all things had passed before his eyes. And he understood that here at 

home, as well as in starving India, we would pass our next Uves as meager 
cows. 

My mother gets Reader's Digest. I come home from work, have a cup of 

coffee, and read it. I keep it beside my bed. I read it when I am too tired to 

read anything else. I read about Joe's kidney and Humor in Uniform. Al 

ways, there are human interest stories in which someone survives an ordeal 
of primal terror. Tonight it is Grizzly! Two teenagers camping in the moun 
tains are attacked by a bear. Sharon is dragged over a mile, unconscious. 
She is a good student loved by her parents, an honest girl loved by her boy 
friend. Perhaps she is not a virgin; but in her heart, she is virginal. And she 
lies now in the furred arms of a beast. The grizzly drags her quietly, quietly. 

He wiU care for her all the days of his Ufe. . . . Sharon, his rose. 

But alas. Already, rescuers have organized. Mercifully, her boyfriend is 
not among them. He is sleeping en route to the nearest hospital; his broken 

legs have excused him. In a few days, Sharon will bring him his food on a 

tray. She is spared. She is not demure. He gazes on her face, untouched but 
for a long thin scar near her mouth. He thinks of the monster and wonders 
at its dehcate mark. Sharon says she remembers nothing of the bear. She 

only knows the tent was ripped open, that its heavy canvas fell across her 
face. 

I turn out my Ught when I know my mother is sleeping. By then my eyes 
hurt and the streets of the town are deserted. 

My father comes to me in a dream. He kneels beside me, touches my 
mouth. He turns my face gently toward him. 

Let me see, he says. Let me see it. 
He is looking for a scar, a sign. He wears only a towel around his waist. 

He presses himself against my thigh, pretending soUcitation. But I know 
what he is doing; I turn my head in repulsion and stiffen. He smells of a sour 
musk and his forearms are black with hair. I think, it's been years since he's 
had an erection. . . . 
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Finally he stands. Cover yourself, I tell him. 

I can't, he says. I'm hard. 

On Saturdays I go to the Veterans of Foreign Wars rummage sales. They 
are held in the drafty basement of a church, rows of coUapsible tables piled 

with objects. Sometimes I think I recognize the possessions of old friends: a 

class ring, yearbooks, football sweaters with our high school insignia. 
Would this one have fit Jason? 

He used to spread it on the seat of the car on winter nights when we 

parked by country churches and graveyards. There seemed to be no 

ground, just water, a rol?ng, turning, building to a dull pain between my 

legs. 

What's wrong? What is it? 

Jason, I can't. . . .This pain. 
. . . 

It's only because you're afraid. If you'd let me go ahead. . . . 

I'm not afraid of you, I'd do anything for you. But Jason, why does it 

hurt like this? 

We would try. But I couldn't. We made love with our hands. Our bodies 

were white. Out the window of the car, snow rose up in mounds across the 

fields. Afterward, he looked at me peacefully, sadly. 
I held him and whispered, soon, soon. . . .we'll go away to school. 

His sweater. He wore it that night we drove back from the football 

awards banquet. Jason made All State but he hated football. 

I hate it, he said. So what? he said. That I'm out there puking in the heat? 

Screaming 'kiU' at a sandbag? 
I held his award in my lap, a gold man frozen in mid-leap. Don't play in 

college, I said. Refuse the money. 
He was driving very slowly. 

I can't see, he said. I can't see the edges of the road. . . . Tell me if I start 

to fall off. 

Jason, what do you mean? 

He insisted I roll down the window and watch the edge. The banks of the 

road were gradual, sloping off in brush and trees on either side. White lines 

at the edge glowed in dips and turns. 

We're going to crash, he said. 

No, Jason. You've driven this road before. We won't crash. 

We're crashing, I know it, he said. Tell me, tell me I'm OK. . . . 

Here on the rummage sale*table, there are three football sweaters. I see 

they are aU too small to have belonged to Jason. So I buy an old soundtrack, 
"The Sound of Music." Air, Austrian mountains. And an old robe to wear 

in the mornings. It upsets my mother to see me naked; she looks at me so 

curiously, as though she didn't recognize my body. 
I pay for my purchases at the cash register. Behind the desk I glimpse 
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Stacks of Reader's Digests. The Ladies' Auxiliary turns them inside out, stif 

fens and sheUacs them. They make wastebaskets out of them. 

I give my mother the record. She is pleased. She hugs me. 

Oh, she says, I used to love the musicals. They made me happy. Then she 

stops and looks at me. 

Didn't you do this? she says. Didn't you do this in high school? 

Do what? 

Your class, she says. You did "The Sound of Music." 

Yes, I guess we did. 

What a joke. I was the beautiful countess meant to marry Captain Von 

Trapp before innocent Maria stole his heart. Jason was a threatening Nazi 

colonel with a bit part. He should have sung the lead but sports practices 
interfered with rehearsals. Tall, blond, aged in make-up under the lights, he 

encouraged sympathy for the bad guys and overshadowed the star. He ap 

peared just often enough to make the play ridiculous. 

My mother sits in the blue chair my father used for years. 
Come quick, she says. Look. . . . 

She points to the television. Flickerings of Senate chambers, men in con 

servative suits. A commentator drones on about tax rebates. 

There, says my mother. Hubert Humphrey. Look at him. 

It's true. Humphrey is different, changed from his former toady self to a 

desiccated old man, not unlike the discarded shell of a locust. Now he rasps 
into the microphone about the people of these great states. 

Old Hubert's had it, says my mother. He's a death mask. 

That's what he gets for sucking blood for thirty years. 
No, she says. No, he's got it too. Look at him! Cancer. Oh. 
For God's sake, will you think of something else for once? 
I don't know what you mean, she says. She goes on 

knitting. 
All Hubert needs, I tell her, is a good roll in the hay. 
You think that's what everyone needs. 

Everyone does need it. 

They do not. People aren't dogs. I seem to manage perfectly well without 

it, don't I? 

No, I wouldn't say that you do. 

Well, I do. I know your mumbo-jumbo about sexuality. Sex is for those 

who are married, and I wouldn't marry again if it was the Lord himself. 
Now she is silent. I know what's coming. 
Your attitude will make you miserable, she says. One man after another. 

I just want you to be happy. 
I do my best. 

That's right, she says, be sarcastic. 
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I refuse to answer. I think about my growing bank account. Graduate 

school, maybe in California. Hawaii. Somewhere beautiful and warm. I 

will wear few clothes and my skin will feel the air. 

What about Jason, says my mother. I was thinking of him the other day. 
Our telepathy always frightens me. Telepathy and beyond. Before her 

hysterectomy, 
our 

periods often came on the same day. 

If he hadn't had that nervous breakdown, she says softly, do you sup 

pose. 
. . . 

No, I don't suppose. 
I wasn't surprised that it happened. When his brother was killed, that was 

hard. But Jason 
was so self-centered. He 

thought everyone was out to get 

him. You were lucky to be rid of him. Still, poor thing. 
. . . 

Silence. Then she refers in low tones to the few months Jason and I lived 

together before he was hospitalized. 
You shouldn't have done what you did when you went off to college. He 

lost respect for you. 

It wasn't respect for me he lost?He lost his fucking mind, if you re 

member? 

I realize I'm shouting. And shaking. What is happening to me? 

My mother stares. 

We'll not discuss it, she says. 
She gets up. I hear her in the bathroom. Water running into the tub. 

Hydrotherapy. I close my eyes and listen. Soon, this weekend. I'll get a ride 
to the university a few hours away and look up an old lover. I'm lucky. 

They always want to sleep with me. For old time's sake. 

I turn down the sound of the television and watch its silent pictures. Ja 
son's brother was a musician; he taught Jason to play the pedal steel. A 

sergeant in uniform delivered the message two weeks before the state play 
off games. Jason appeared at my mother's kitchen door with the telegram. 

He looked at me, opened his mouth, backed off wordless in the dark. I pre 
tend I hear his pedal steel; its sweet country whine might make me cry. And 
I recognize this silent movie. . . .I've seen it four times. Gregory Peck and 

his submarine crew escape fallout in Australia, but not for long. The cloud 

is coming. And so they run rampant in auto races and love affairs. But in the 

end, they close the hatch and put out to sea. They want to go home to die. 
Sweetheart? My mother calls from the bathroom. Could you bring me a 

towel? 

Her voice is quavering slightly. She is sorry. But I never know which 

part of it she is sorry about. I get a towel from the linen closet and open the 
door of the steamy bathroom. My mother stands in the tub, dripping, shiv 

ering a little. She is so small and thin; she is smaller than I. She has two long 
scars on her belly, operations of the womb, and one breast is misshapen, 
sunken, indented near the nipple. 
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I put the towel around her shoulders and my eyes smart. She looks at her 

breast. 

Not too pretty is it, she says. He took out too much when he removed 

that lump. 
Mom, it doesn't look so bad. 

I dry her back, her beautiful back which is firm and unblemished. Beauti 

ful, her skin. Again, I feel the pain in my eyes. 
But you should have sued the bastard, I tell her. He didn't give a shit 

about your body. 
We have an awkward moment with the towel when I realize I can't touch 

her any longer. The towel slips down and she catches it as one end dips into 

the water. 

Sweetheart, she says. I know your beliefs are different from mine. But 

have patience with me. You'll just be here a few more months. And I'll al 

ways stand behind you. We'll get along. 
She has clutched the towel to her chest. She is so fragile, standing there, 

naked, with her small shoulders. Suddenly I am horribly frightened. 
Sure, I say, I know we will. 

I let myself out of the room. 

Sunday my mother goes to church alone. Daniel calls me from D.C. He's 

been living with a lover in Oregon. Now he is back east; she will join him in 

a few weeks. He is happy, he says. I tell him I'm glad he's found someone 

who appreciates him. 

Come on now, he says. You weren't that bad. 

I love Daniel, his white and feminine hands, his thick chestnut hair, his 

intelligence. And he loves me, though I don't know why. The last few 

weeks we were together I lay beside him like a piece of wood. I couldn't 

bear his touch; the moisture his penis left on my hips as he rolled against 
me. I was cold, cold. I huddled in blankets away from him. 

I'm sorry, I said. Daniel, I'm sorry please. 
. . what's wrong with me? 

Tell me you love me anyway. 
. . . 

Yes, he said. Of course I do. I always will. I do. 

Daniel says he has no car, but he will come by bus. Is there a place for him 
to stay? 

Oh yes, I say. There's a guest room. 
Bring 

some Trojans. I'm a hermit 

with no use for birth control. Daniel, you don't know what it's like here. 

I don't care what it's like. I want to see you. 

Yes, I say. Daniel, hurry. 
When he arrives the next weekend, we sit around the table with my 

mother and discuss medicine. Daniel was a medic in Vietnam. He smiles at 

my mother. She is charmed though she has reservations; I see them in her 

face. But she enjoys having 
someone else in the house, a presence: a male. 
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Daniel's laughter is low and modulated. He talks softly, smoothly: a dig 
nified radio announcer, an 

accomplished anchor man. 

But when I lived with him, he threw dishes against the wall. And jerked 
in his sleep, mumbling. And ran out of the house with his hands across his 

eyes. 

After we first made love, he smiled and pulled gently away from me. He 

put on his shirt and went to the bathroom. I followed and stepped into the 

shower with him. He faced me, composed, friendly, and frozen. He stood 
as though guarding something behind him. 

Daniel, turn around. I'll soap your back. 

I already did. 

Then move, I'll stand in the water with you. 
He stepped carefully around me. 

Daniel, what's wrong? Why won't you turn around? 

Why should I? 
I'd never seen him with his shirt off. He'd never gone swimming with us, 

only wading, alone, disappearing down Point Reyes Beach. He wore long 
sleeved shirts aU summer in the California heat. 

Daniel, I said, you've been my best friend for months. We could have 

talked about it. 

He stepped backwards, awkwardly, out of the tub and put his shirt on. 

I was loading them on copters, he told me. The last one was dead any 

way; he was already dead. But I went after him, dragged him in the wind of 

the blades. Shrapnel and napalm caught my arms, my back. Until I fell, I 

thought it was the other man's blood in my hands. 

They removed most of the shrapnel, did skin grafts for the burns. In three 

years since, Daniel made love five times; always in the dark. In San Fran 
cisco he must take off his shirt for a doctor; tumors have grown in his scars. 

They bleed through his shirt, round rust-colored spots. 
Face-to-face in bed, I tell him I can feel the scars with my fingers. They 

are small knots on his skin. Not large, not ugly. But he can't let me, he can't 
let anyone, look: he says he feels wild, like raging, and then he vomits. But 

maybe, after they 
remove the tumors. . . . Each time they operate, they 

re 

duce the scars. 

We spend hours at the Veterans' Hospital waiting for appointments. Fi 

nally they schedule the operation. I watch the black-ringed wall clock, the 

amputees gliding by in chairs that tick on the Unoleum floor. Daniel's doc 
tors run out of local anesthetic during the procedure and curse about lack of 

supplies; they bandage him with gauze and layers of Band-Aids. But it is all 

right. I buy some real bandages. Every night I cleanse his back with a 

sponge and change them. 

In my mother's house, Daniel seems different. He has shaved his beard 

and his face is too young for him. I can only grip his hands. 
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I show him the house, the antiques, the photographs on the walls. I tell 

him none of the objects move; they are all cemented in place. Now the bed 

rooms, my room. 

This is it, I say. This is where I kept my Villager sweaters when I was 

seventeen, and my dried corsages. My cups from the Tastee Freez labeled 

with dates and boys' names. 

The room is large, blue. Baseboards and wood trim are painted a spotless 
white. Ruffled curtains, ruffled bedspread. The bed itself is so high one 

must climb into it. Daniel looks at the walls, their perfect blue and white. 

It's a piece of candy, he says. 
Yes, I say, hugging him, wanting him. 

What about your mother? 

She's gone to meet friends for dinner. I don't think she believes what she 

says, she's only being my mother. It's all right. 
We take off our clothes and press close together. But something is 

wrong. We keep trying. Daniel stays soft in my hands. His mouth is ner 

vous; he seems to gasp at my lips. 
He says his lover's name. He says they aren't seeing other people. 
But I'm not other people. And I want you to be happy with her. 

I know. She knew. . . I'd want to see you. 

Then what? 

This room, he says. This house. I can't breathe in here. 

I tell him we have tomorrow. He'll relax. And it is so good just to see 

him, a person from my life. 
So we only hold each other, rocking. 
Later, Daniel asks about my father. 
I don't see him, I say. He told me to choose. 

Choose what? 
Between them. 

My father. When he Uved in this house, he stayed in the dark with his 

cigarette. He sat in his blue chair with the lights and television off, smoking. 
He made little money; he said he was self-employed. He was sick. He grew 

dizzy when he looked up suddenly. He slept in the basement. All night he 
sat reading in the bathroom. I'd hear him walking up and down the dark 

steps at night. I lay in the dark and listened. I believed he would strangle my 
mother, then walk upstairs and strangle me. I believed we were guilty; we 

had done something terrible to him. 

Daniel wants me to talk. 

How could she Uve with him, I ask. She came home from work and got 
supper. He ate it, got up and left to sit in his chair. He watched the news. 

We were always sitting there, looking at his dirty plates. And I wouldn't 

help her. She should wash them, not me. She should make the money we 

lived on. I didn't want her house and his ghost with its cigarette burning in 
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the dark like a sore. I didn't want to be guilty. So she did it. She did it all 

herself. She sent me to college; she paid for my safe escape. 

Daniel and I go to the Rainbow, a bar and grill on Main Street. We hold 

hands, play country songs on the juke box, drink a lot of salted beer. We 

talk to the barmaid and kiss in the overstuffed booth. Twinkle lights blink 
on and off above us. I wore my burgundy stretch pants in here when I was 

twelve. A senior pinched me, then moved his hand slowly across my thigh, 

mystified, as though erasing the pain. 
What about tonight? Daniel asks. Would your mother go out with us? A 

movie, a bar? He sees me in her, he likes her. He wants to know her. 

Then we will have to watch television. 

We pop popcorn and watch the late movies. My mother stays up with us, 

mixing whiskey sours and laughing. She gets a high color in her cheeks and 

the light in her eyes glimmers up; she is slipping, slipping back and she is 

beautiful, oh, in her ankle socks, her red mouth and her armour of young 

girl's common sense. She has a beautiful laughter. She and Daniel end by 
mock arm wrestling; he pretends defeat and goes upstairs to bed. 

My mother hears his door close. He's nice, she says. You've known some 

nice people, haven't you? 
I want to make her back down. 

Yes, he's nice, I say. And don't you think he respects me? Don't you 
think he truly cares for me, even though we've slept together? 

He seems to, I don't know. But if you give them that, it costs them no 

thing to be friends with you. 

Why should it cost? The only cost is what you give, and you can tell if 
someone is giving it back. 

How? How can you tell? By going to bed with every man you take a 

fancy to? 

I wish I took a fancy oftener, I tell her. I wish I wanted more. I can be 

good 
to a man, but I'm afraid. . .1 can't be physical, 

not 
really. 

. . . 

You shouldn't. 

I should. I want to, for myself as well. I don't think. . .I've ever had an 

orgasm. 

What? she says. Never? Haven't you felt a sort of building up, and then a 

dropping off. . .a conclusion? Like something's over? 

No, I don't think so. 

You probably have, she assures me. It's not necessarily 
an 

explosion. You 

were just thinking too hard, you think too much. 

But she pauses. 

Maybe I don't remember right, she says. It's been years, fifteen years, and 

in the last ten years of the marriage I would have died if your father had 
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touched me. But before, I know I felt something. That's partly why I 

haven't. . .since. . .what if I started wanting it again? Then it would be hell. 

But you have to try to get what you want. . . . 

No, she says. Not if what you want would ruin everything. And now, 

anyway. Who would want me. 

I stand at Daniel's door. The fear is back; it has followed me upstairs from 

the dead dark bottom of the house. My hands are shaking. I'm whisper 

ing. 
. .Daniel, don't leave me here. 

I go to my room to wait. I must wait all night, or something will come in 

my sleep. I feel its hands on me now, dragging, pulling. I watch the lit face 

of the clock: three, four, five. At seven I go to Daniel. He sleeps with his 

pillow in his arms. The high bed creaks as I get in. Please now, yes. . .he is 

hard. He always woke with erections. . .inside me he feels good, real, and I 

tell him no, stop, wait. . .1 hold the rubber, stretch its rim away from skin 
so it smooths on without hurting and fills with him. . .now again, here, yes 

but quiet, be quiet. 
. .oh Daniel. . .the bed is making noise. . 

.yes, no, but 

be careful, she. . . . We move and turn and I forget about the sounds. We 

push against each other hard, he is almost there and I am almost with him 

and just when it is over I think I hear my mother in the room directly under 

us. . . . But I am half dreaming. I move to get out of bed and Daniel holds 

me. No, he says. Stay. 
. . . 

We sleep and wake to hear the front door slam. 

Daniel looks at me. 

There's nothing to be done, I say. She's gone to church. 

He looks at the clock. I'm going to miss that bus, he says. We put our 

clothes on fast and Daniel moves to dispose of the rubber. . .how? The toi 

let, no, the wastebasket. ... He drops it in, bends over, retrieves it. Finally 
he wraps it in a Kleenex and puts it in his pocket. Jesus, he swears. He looks 
at me and grins. When I start laughing, my eyes are wet. 

I take Daniel to the bus station and watch him out of sight. I come back 

and strip the bed, bundle the sheets in my arms. This pressure in my chest 
... I have to clutch the sheets tight, tighter. 

. . . 

A door clicks shut. I go downstairs to my mother. She refuses to speak or 

let me near her. She stands by the sink and holds her small square purse with 

both hands. The fear comes. I hug myself, press my hands against my arms 

to stop shaking. My mother runs hot water, soap, takes dishes from the 

drainer. She immerses them, pushes them down, rubbing with a rag in a 

circular motion. 

Those dishes are clean, I tell her. I washed them last night. 
She keeps washing, rubbing. Hot water clouds her glasses, the window 

in front of us, our faces. We all disappear in steam. I watch the dishes bob 
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and sink. My mother begins to sob. I move close to her and hold her. She 
smells as she used to smell when I was a child and slept with her. 

I heard you, I heard it, she says. Here, in my own house. Please. . .how 

much can you expect me to take? I don't know what to do about any 

thing. 
. . . 

She looks into the water, keeps looking. And we stand here just like this. 
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