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Tuesday 3/16
5:32 A.M.

I wonder if I’ll ever be able to sleep late again. My inner clock is all messed up. I could fall asleep in the middle of the day, and I could be wide-awake at 4:00 A.M. I never need to set an alarm clock anymore. No matter what time I set it for I always wake up before it goes off.

I can’t stop thinking about Mom. All day, all night. Is this what’s called an obsession?

6:03 A.M.

After I wrote that, I tried to go back to sleep. Put the diary away, turned off my light, crawled under the covers.

No good.

Nada.

First all these thoughts just kept blowing through my brain. Then I could hear Mom downstairs calling to Dad. It was like some messed-up, blurry, not-quite-right scene from my childhood. I thought back to nights when I was little and sick with the flu or a cold or something. I couldn’t sleep and I’d call out and in a flash Mom would be there for me. Now I lie in my bed and listen to Mom call out. Everything is wrong with this scene. Mom is in bed downstairs, not upstairs in her own room, the room she should be sharing with Dad. And she, the adult, is the one calling out, while Dad is the one rushing to comfort her.

God, I can’t stand it.

Maybe I’ll go to school today.

6:24 A.M.

I can’t decide. Should I go to school today? I don’t want to be there, of all places, if Mom should

Let me start over. I mean, if Mom

This is too hard.

6:45 A.M.

Okay, I’m going to go to school. I’m driving myself crazy here.

We’re keeping a vigil.

A vigil. Who keeps watch these days? That sounds archaic. But that’s what I overheard Dad say on the phone last night. He was talking (whispering, really) to someone from the bookstore. He said that yes, Mom had come home from the hospital a few days ago and we’re keeping a vigil. Sometimes, especially lately, Dad seems overly dramatic to me, so I take the vigil reference with a grain of salt.

God.

I’m being driven crazy.

Even this journal is driving me crazy. Sometimes it feels like my only true friend. At the same time I feel as though I’m chained to it (emotionally).

All right. That’s it. I’m going to go to school today. Dad will call me if anything changes.

9:40 A.M.

What a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here. I can’t concentrate. I haven’t even been to class yet. I feel like everyone’s staring at me. The ones who know me well are thinking, “There she is. Poor Sunny.” The ones who don’t know me well are thinking, “Is that her? Is she the one whose mother is dying?”

Mom is dying kind of dramatically. Maybe that’s why Dad seems so dramatic these days. This is like nothing you ever hear about in real life. I thought people only died this way in the movies. Like Beth in Little Women. Just made-up people. I thought when real people died you sat around in the hospital waiting room until finally the doctor came out and said, “Well, it’s over.” And then everyone cried and started to make funeral arrangements.

My head is swimming.

Tired. No sleep.

Very mad.

10:32 A.M.

Still haven’t been to class. Not even sure what period this is.

First I sat in the library. Then it started to fill up. Moved to an empty classroom. A class came in. Moved to a spot outside the front doorway.

Warm today.

A million teachers have seen me and not one has said anything. I mean, said anything to me about not being in class. Mr. Hackett said, “How’s it going, Sunny?” like he was asking about a social studies project, and I said, “Fine.”

10:50 A.M.

Still sitting out here. No one is bothering me.

I think I can smell the ocean.

Once, when I was five, I was invited to a birthday party. Some kid in my kindergarten class was turning six. I didn’t want to go. I knew we were going to play pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, and I hated that game. I hated being blindfolded and spun around. It was embarrassing and humiliating, everyone watching you dumbly look for the donkey, the stupid cardboard tail clutched in your hand. And for what? So you could win a set of markers or a plastic charm bracelet? I told Mom I didn’t want to go to the party and she made me go anyway.

I told her I hated her.

11:11 A.M.

You know, this is kind of nice. I’m still sitting by the door. Just me and my notebook. That’s it. No books, no Walkman. Don’t even have my purse. I stuck some change in my pants pocket this morning, grabbed the journal, and left.

11:13 A.M.

I didn’t say good-bye to Mom.

11:25 A.M.

I feel like I’m Alice, down the rabbit hole. Everyone here is living in a different world. I think I’m a visitor from some other place. The people here — they walk around so easily. They don’t know how awful life can be. And me — I can’t escape from it.

1:12 P.M.

Dawn found me and snagged me at lunchtime. She looked kind of wary of me, but at the same time she insisted I go to the cafeteria with her. I was expecting that she would drag me to a table with Maggie and Amalia. But she led me to an empty table and we sat alone. I wasn’t going to eat anything, but Dawn handed me something. A week or so ago this would have driven me crazy. Today I didn’t mind. I feel numb. I ate whatever she gave me. I’m not even sure what it was. A sandwich?

Saw Ducky in the hall after lunch. He actually shied away from me. Everyone has been keeping their distance, but nobody else is doing what Ducky does. Then again, I haven’t done to anyone else what I did to Ducky. I know I was unfair — really unfair — when I called him a wimp, and said he never stands up for himself, and basically that most kids think he’s a total dweeb. But I don’t have the energy to work up an apology. Not even to Ducky.

1:22 P.M.

Back in my spot. Now that it’s later in the day and even warmer, a few kids were sitting here when I returned. I sat a little distance away from them. And they scattered. I’m like insect repellent. Very effective insect repellent. These kids could talk about almost anything — drugs, drinking. And they act so cool, swaggering around with their cigarettes in their pockets. But bring up the idea of their parents dying and they can’t handle it. And I’m the reminder of what they don’t want to think about.

So they scattered.

And I’m alone again.

I remember this one time when Dawn, Maggie, and I—oh, and Jill. Jill was there too. Hard to believe. When was the last time I saw her outside of school? I wonder if she knows how bad it’s become with Mom. Of course she does. Everybody knows. I live under a microscope and everyone is lining up waiting for a turn to squint into it and look at the poor odd creature exposed on the glass slide.

Anyway, Dawn, Maggie, Jill, and I were having a sleepover at my house and it was almost 4:00 in the morning and we still couldn’t go to sleep. We couldn’t even settle down. We were giggling hysterically in my room and finally Mom came in. We thought she was going to separate us or something, but instead she told us about this sleepover she had when she was our age. Told us about her friends and the boys they talked about.

Dawn always remembers that. She mentions it a lot.

1:45 P.M.

Ms. Krueger found me. She sat with me for a few minutes. Ms. Krueger is cool, I guess. She said to me, “How are you doing, Sunny?” which isn’t so different from “How’s it going, Sunny?” But it felt entirely different. She said it with such warmth and sincerity.

I said, “It’s really hard.”

And she nodded. She didn’t say, “Well, obviously,” or anything. Then she took my hand. “Come to me anytime. You know where my office is. And here. Let me give you my home phone number.” Which she did.

After she left I decided to go home. I felt all watery, like I was going to spill over.

But guess what. I didn’t. Go home, I mean. Not yet. There I was, about ready to spill over, and suddenly I felt like lead. I just kept remembering all these things.

I remembered when Mom first got the diagnosis. It was so unexpected. We really didn’t know anything was wrong with her. Mom had gone to the doctor for a regular checkup and the doctor had run all these tests, but just routine tests. No one was even thinking about the doctor or the checkup when the phone rang that day. We weren’t sitting around waiting for it to ring, waiting to hear news of some sort.

And so it was a phone call that changed everything; changed our lives. The doctor said he had noticed something abnormal in her lungs and he wanted to run more tests. I remember that Mom said, “But I feel fine.” Even so, she had to go back to the doctor, then to the hospital, and ever since, my life has been a parade of hospitals and treatments and waiting rooms. I mean, Mom’s life has been.

God, it’s hot. When did it get so hot?

You know what? I have to get out of here.

2:13 P.M.

I couldn’t stay in school. I had to leave. It was so hot in the sun and the sun made me think of sunny and sunny made me think of sunshine and sunshine made me think of how my name came from my father and my mother. All thoughts seem to lead back to my mother.

My brain is no longer my own. It’s been hijacked by Mom.

I hate you, Mom.

I love you, Mom.

I’m sitting on this rock under this tree that is halfway between our house and Vista. In third grade Dawn and I actually counted the steps from the end of my driveway to the front steps of the school. And the rock and tree are exactly halfway between.

Third grade. That was a lifetime ago. Or maybe it was someone else’s life. Did I ever go to third grade? Was I ever so young? I don’t think so. I’m old, old, old.

My friends. Dawn, Maggie, Amalia, Ducky. There for me. Especially Dawn. Ever since I moved next door to her. A long time ago.

I don’t want to go home. I didn’t want to be at school, but now I don’t want to be at home. Waiting, waiting, waiting. The vigil.

I cut the end of school and nobody said a word. I walked out of school right under everyone’s nose. It was the easiest cut of my life.

I am so tired. Will I ever not be tired?

I wonder what cancer feels like. I asked Mom once, but she didn’t have an answer.

Just now, I looked at my watch. School’s out. Any minute, kids are going to start streaming past me. I wonder where else I can go. Where else I can be private.

All right. I give up. I know I should go home. I’m just killing time here, putting off having to see Mom again.

God, did I really write that? I did. I just wrote that I’m putting off having to see Mom again.

I am a horrible person.

3:09 P.M.

I knew it. I knew that if I came home my life would no longer be my own. And I was right.

Aunt Morgan has only been here since yesterday and already it feels like she lives here. She says she’s just trying to keep the house in order. Okay. Fine. Keep the house in order, Aunt Morgan. But keep it in our order, not yours.

Aunt Morgan is a control freak. How can she be Mom’s sister? The first thing she said when I walked through the door this afternoon was, “Sunny, you’re not sorting the laundry properly.”

You know what I say to that? I say, “Screw the laundry.” Why is she even thinking about laundry at a time like this? It’s not as if we don’t have other clothes to wear. Considering what’s going on at our house, we could probably run around naked and no one would notice.

A horrible thought: Aunt Morgan is not married, which shouldn’t come as any surprise. But what if after Mom dies, in the turmoil, she and Dad decide they’re attracted to each other, and Dad asks Aunt Morgan to marry him and she leaves Atlanta and becomes my stepmother?

Oh my god. I can’t believe I just wrote “after Mom dies.”

3:35 P.M.

Grandma called. She and Grandad want to come by. They used to just drop by. Since when do they call first? Dad said to her, “Now isn’t a good time.” He really said that. To his own mother. When is it going to be a good time?

Also, couldn’t Dad have consulted with me? I love my grandparents. Maybe partly because they’re the only two I have left? Anyway, I wish they would come over. Grandma is all soft and powdery and understanding. When I was little I used to call her up after school almost every day to tell her what had gone on. I’d tell her everything — what I ate for lunch, who hit whom, what Dawn and I talked about on the way to school, answers I got wrong, answers I got right. I’d chatter and chatter away and she would make little murmuring noises. Every other Saturday I would spend the night at their house. I felt like a princess. A very grown-up princess.

When I was six Grandma and Grandad took me to a fancy restaurant for dinner. They let me order shrimp cocktail and didn’t mind at all when I decided I didn’t like it. Grandad ate it instead. (I think he knew I wasn’t going to like it.)

Grandma and Grandad love me enough to let me make mistakes.

So does Mom.

I guess I should go downstairs and see Mom. She was asleep when I came home, but I know she’s awake now. I can hear Dad and Aunt Morgan going in and out of her room.

More later.

4:04 P.M.

Saw Mom. We talked a little. Aunt Morgan gave us space. Dad tried to give us space but kept interrupting. Mom not really awake.

4:10 P.M.

Well, that was stupid. That last entry, I mean. I just reread it. It doesn’t say anything. I’m so confused.

This diary is my friend. It is my confidante, even more than Dawn is. Like, I actually couldn’t say just anything to Dawn. Not sure why. But I do say absolutely everything to my journal. Or at least I used to. I don’t think I’ve been doing that so much anymore. I feel closed up, like a sealed bottle. I need to open up. Or to be opened up.

I’m going to try that last entry again.

Okay. Here goes.

For starters, Dad is at home (as I said). He’s been at home for several days straight. He’s pretty much abandoned the bookstore. He stays with Mom just about round the clock. He even sleeps in her room. And of course a nurse is usually here, and one doctor or another checks in on her every day. When I went downstairs, Dad was sitting with Mom, and a nurse was just outside the room. Aunt Morgan was in the kitchen. In other words, no privacy.

“Hi,” I said to Dad. “Can I talk to Mom?”

“Sure, honey.” He was sitting on the end of her bed.

“Maybe I could talk to her alone?” I said this like it was a question.

“Oh. Oh, of course.” Dad stood up and walked into the living room. I could hear him talking to the nurse in a very low voice.

I sat at the foot of Mom’s hospital bed and gazed at her, trying to figure out if she really was awake. It’s hard to know these days. You can’t tell by her eyes. Sometimes she’s awake with her eyes closed. I think it’s too much effort to keep them open for long periods of time.

“Mom?” I whispered.

Mom’s eyes fluttered open. “Hi, sweetie,” she said.

“Hi.”

“How was school?”

“Fine. How are you feeling?” I knew this was a dumb question, but I didn’t know what else to say.

“About the same.” Mom licked her lips.

“Do you want some water?”

“Just some ice. Please.”

I brought Mom some ice chips and put a few of them in her mouth.

“Thanks,” she said after a few moments. “That’s better.”

I didn’t know what to say then and I was embarrassed. How could I not know what to say to Mom? To Mom?

While I was still trying to dredge up a little piece of conversation, Mom said, “You are a very strong person, Sunny.”

I bit my lip. I don’t feel strong.

“Maybe you don’t feel that way,” Mom went on as if she’d read my mind, “but it’s true. You can survive anything.”

Well, that didn’t make any sense. Mom is a strong person too, and she isn’t going to survive cancer. “I don’t know,” I said.

Dad poked his head into the room then. “Can I get you anything?” he asked Mom.

Mom shook her head. “No, thanks.”

Dad just stood there in the doorway, looking at Mom. I stared at him. Finally he went away.

After Dad left, Mom said, “Sunny, when I’m gone —”

And I gasped. Right out loud. I don’t know whether Mom heard me, but

HOW COULD SHE START A SENTENCE LIKE THAT?

“When I’m gone,” Mom was saying, “you and Dad take care of each other, okay?”

“Okay,” I whispered.

“You’re going to need each other.”

I nodded. Then I realized Mom’s eyes were shut again and she couldn’t see me nod, so I whispered, “Yes.”

“You’ll have Grandma and Grandad, of course. And Dawn. But you and Dad—you’ll have to take care of each other.”

Soon Dad stuck his head in the room again, and I wondered if he’d been listening at the door. I frowned at him. “Dad—” I began to say.

“Oh, sorry.” He pulled his head back like a turtle, and this huge feeling of disgust washed over me.

I looked at Mom again. “Mom?”

No answer. She had fallen asleep. She does that a lot these days. She can fall asleep in the middle of talking to you, right in the middle of a sentence. So I tiptoed out of the room. I nearly ran into Dad.

“Were you eavesdropping?” I asked.

Dad’s mouth dropped open.

And in a flash, Aunt Morgan appeared. She’s like an evil witch in a fairy tale. “Sunny,” she said in a warning tone.

I didn’t answer her. I pictured her in her big office in Atlanta, ordering her assistants and secretaries around. I bet she yells at people.

Dad stepped in. “It’s all right, Morgan,” he said.

I let out a breath I’d been holding. I knew we weren’t going to fight. We’ve been much too subdued for fighting lately. We don’t fight. We don’t hug. We don’t yell. We don’t have long late-night chats. We just tiptoe around each other. It’s like we don’t have the energy for a fight. Or for any kind of big emotion. Any big emotion between us, I mean. I think we’re saving all the big emotion for Mom.

6:35 P.M.

It’s almost dinnertime, and I’m delaying going downstairs and facing Dad and Aunt Morgan. I’m rereading what I wrote a little earlier.

I am so lame. I am such a coward. Even here in my journal I’m not being honest. I left out a whole big important part of my conversation with Mom. I couldn’t bear to write it down.

But now I will.

After Mom said Dad and I will have to take care of each other, she said, “Do you know something? Since the moment you were born I have been looking forward to your wedding day. Isn’t that silly? What if you don’t want to get married? Lots of people don’t. But still, I’ve looked forward to that day. I’ve dreamed of you wearing my wedding dress.”

“Mom—”

“And I want you to know where it is.”

“Mom—”

“It’s in a box in the attic. The box says WEDDING DRESS on it.”

“Okay.”

And then Dad stuck his head in the room again.

I don’t understand. Why do people have to die? All right, that’s a stupid question. They have to die because if everyone lived, and babies kept on being born, the world would have become overcrowded a long, long time ago.

Okay, why do good, young people have to die? Why does Mom have to die now? Why couldn’t she die when she’s really, really old, the way most people do?

I AM NOT READY FOR MOM TO DIE, AND THERE’S NOT A THING I CAN DO ABOUT IT.

THIS IS UNFAIR, UNFAIR, UNFAIR.

I DON’T WANT MOM TO LEAVE YET.

8:20 P.M.

I got called down to dinner. When Aunt Morgan calls, you obey. Actually, I was kind of relieved to close up the journal and do something mundane, like eat.

Aunt Morgan is not much of a cook. Or a housekeeper. But she saw it as her duty to fly out here and take care of Dad and me. So she worked really hard this afternoon to make supper for the three of us. She made a vegetable lasagna. It was runny, overcooked on the top, and undercooked in the middle. It took her a long time to make it. I am trying to be appreciative.

Dad and Aunt Morgan and I ate in the kitchen with the door into Mom’s room open so she could hear us. I think Mom was asleep the whole time, though. Already I don’t remember much about dinner. Only that I wasn’t hungry, but that I forced some of the lasagna down. And I tried to answer Dad’s and Aunt Morgan’s questions about school and stuff.

Then I just looked at the two of them sitting there, all defeated. After a few moments, I excused myself.

Why has everyone given up on Mom?

I want to yell, “DON’T GIVE UP! DON’T GIVE UP!” I even want to yell those words at Mom. Because she has given up too. I know she has. And I don’t understand why.

Also, I don’t want the end to come. I AM NOT READY.

10:32 P.M.

I knew I wasn’t going to do any homework tonight, but I didn’t expect to be so busy. The last few evenings have been quiet, and some of my saddest times. That’s why I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on work. I thought I would just sit and write.

But a couple of hours ago, the phone started to ring. And since Dad’s spending all his time with Mom, and Aunt Morgan was busy with her everlasting laundry chores, I was put in charge of the phone. The first caller was Mr. Schafer, just checking up on things. Funny, for some reason when I heard a guy’s voice I thought Ducky was calling. I was disappointed for a moment but glad to hear from Dawn’s father. He and Carol, especially Carol, have been so wonderful. Maybe I’ll go talk to Carol tomorrow. Mr. Schafer asked me if I wanted to talk to her on the phone tonight, but I’d rather talk in person.

After Mr. Schafer called, Greta called. I don’t know why, but I have a little trouble talking to those people from Mom’s cancer support group. They’re all very nice and everything, but I don’t know how to finish this sentence. What is my problem with Greta and the others? Not sure. Maybe it’s that so far they’re surviving their cancers. And Mom is not. I talked to Greta for a few minutes, and then someone from the bookstore called with questions for Dad. I guess he’s not dispensable after all. I knew Dad didn’t want to be disturbed, so I tried to answer the questions myself. It even occurred to me that this would be a good excuse to call Ducky finally. He’s spent time working at the bookstore. Maybe he could answer the questions. But I just couldn’t get up the nerve to call him. I wonder how long that will take.

Okay. I’ll try going to bed. Maybe tonight is the night I’ll be able to sleep at last.

11:18 P.M.

No luck. Tossing and turning.

11:41 P.M.

The light from the street lamp is driving me crazy. I can’t block it out.

11:53 P.M.

what has happened to my pillow? It feels like someone flattened it with a sledgehammer.

Wednesday 3/17
12:08 A.M.

Oh my god. This is awful. Mom is making the most horrible noises downstairs. I’ve never heard anything like them. This is new. Dad is down there with her, of course, but what do I do? Should I go to her? What do the noises mean? Is this the end? Oh god, I can’t stand it if this is really the end. Right now. Right now. I’m still not ready.

I feel like praying. I haven’t prayed since I was a little kid.

Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I

Oh god. I never paid much attention to that prayer before. It’s horrible.

12:11 A.M.

The noises have stopped. What does that mean? I know I should go downstairs but I’m afraid to. I’m really not prepared for it to be over.

Please. Just let me have a few more days. That’s all I ask.

I’m going downstairs now.

12:28 A.M.

Mom is asleep. Dad said he’d never seen her in so much pain. The morphine had worn off, the nurse had given her some more, and it hadn’t really helped, so she’d given her even more. It takes longer and longer for it to work. The noises Mom was making before were like howling. Like an animal howling.

I was so scared when I tiptoed downstairs. I really thought I might go into Mom’s room and Dad would say, “Sunny, I’m sorry, Mom is gone.”

My heart was pounding and my mouth had gone dry. I stood at the bottom of the stairs for a second and listened. I could hear Mom moaning but not howling like before. The room was lit by a night-light and that street lamp. I peeked into Mom’s room. I could see her hunched up in the bed, the nurse hovering, and Dad sitting with her, stroking her hand, her hair, talking softly to her. I remember when Mom used to do that for me when I was sick.

I didn’t know if I should say anything, but finally I whispered, “Dad?”

“It’s okay, honey,” he said. “The morphine is starting to work again. She’s going to sleep.”

I nodded. I went into the kitchen for something to drink. Then I sat in the living room and stared out the window for a bit. After a few minutes, Dad joined me and we talked a little. But not about anything important. And then I came back to bed.

10:16 A.M.

What a night last night. This morning I decided not even to go to school. For one thing, I think the end really is near. I couldn’t bear to be at school and not with Mom when it finally comes. For another thing, I don’t think I’ve ever, EVER, been so bone-weary tired as I am this morning.

Last night, after I tried to go back to bed, I decided I needed to see the moon. I looked out my window but I couldn’t find it. Then I wanted to smell the night air. I raised my window. And across the yard I saw Dawn’s window being raised too.

“Sunny?” she called softly. “Are you okay? I heard your window open.”

“I can’t sleep. I wanted to see the moon and smell the air.”

“I can’t sleep either.”

“Meet me outside?”

“Okay.”

It was just like when we were kids, on hot summer nights when we couldn’t sleep. Why did we always meet in my yard, I wonder?

Three minutes later we were sitting together on an old lawn chair.

“Remember when we used to come out here when we were little?” Dawn said.

“I was just thinking about that.”

“What did we talk about then?”

“Stuff that scared us.”

“Like what?”

“Kid stuff. Bad dreams. Shadows.”

“Our dreams back then were so silly. Remember the one I had about the foxes under my bed?”

I smiled. “Yeah. Why were the foxes so scary?”

“I don’t know. But they were really scary. And you had that dream about the bulldog. Remember?”

“Yeah. You’d think we hated animals,” I said.

“Have you been asleep at all tonight?” asked Dawn.

“Nope. Not one wink. How about you?”

“I fell asleep for about an hour and then I woke up. I was just lying there when I heard you.”

“Mom was making noises downstairs. She’s in a lot of pain tonight.”

Dawn winced. “I’m sorry.”

We leaned against the back of the lawn chair. We could just barely squeeze into it, side by side.

“We used to fit better,” said Dawn.

“Remember the time we were sitting on this with Maggie and Jill and it collapsed?”

Dawn laughed. “Then we added up our weights and altogether they only totaled, like, the weight of one really large adult, so we couldn’t figure out why the chair wouldn’t hold us.”

“Like, the four of us weren’t using it as a trampoline.”

We sat quietly for a few minutes and gazed at the sky. Now I could see the moon. It was the thinnest of crescents. Just a hair.

After awhile Dawn said, “Sunny, do you remember the time your mom gave us the pennies—”

I didn’t want to think about that. “Not now,” I said, cutting her off. A little chatting was okay, but I didn’t want a big talk about Mom.

For just a second Dawn looked wounded, but then her face changed. “All right,” she said.

I am so, so glad that Dawn and I are friends again. I have my best friend back, the person who always understands me. I can’t believe that I almost lost her.

Only your best friend could understand everything you mean when you say just two words, like “Not now.”

11:50 A.M.

Have been looking in my closet. What a mess. I’ll have to straighten it out one day. First I need to clean it out. I bet I have stuff in there from second grade.

12:22 P.M.

The doctor just left. He looked pretty grim. Now Dad and Aunt Morgan look grim too. I didn’t hang around to hear what the doctor said.

I don’t want to know.

12:38 P.M.

Aunt Morgan has fixed lunch but none of us can eat it. Dad doesn’t want to leave Mom’s side, and anyway, he doesn’t have an appetite. Neither do Aunt Morgan or I. So this bowl of potato salad is sitting on the kitchen counter with three clean plates beside it. Aunt Morgan has been here for three days and this is the first time she hasn’t insisted on a “family meal.” We are all so tired and drawn-looking.

1:15 P.M.

There’s the weirdest talk show on TV. I almost never watch TV during the day so I don’t know—maybe the show isn’t so weird. But anyway, it’s all about women who used to be married to other guys and now they’re married to the guys’ brothers. Truly. When a new face comes on the screen a caption will appear that reads something like CINDY—BROTHER-IN-LAW IS ALSO EX-HUSBAND. Some of the brothers seem to get along pretty well. Others, of course, are furious at each other. One caption read JOSEPH—HAS RESTRAINING ORDER AGAINST BROTHER.

Why are people interested in this sort of thing? I’m mystified.

1:28 P.M.

All right. I’ll admit it. I’m also bored. Well, maybe I’m not really bored. I think I’m afraid. The program is over and now I’m just sitting up here in my room, afraid to go downstairs. Nothing has changed. Dad hasn’t given me any news. I think Mom has another visitor. But for some reason I’m now afraid.

I guess Mom isn’t going to be with us much longer.

1:32 P.M.

By “much longer” I mean I think she is going to die in the next day or two.

1:47 P.M.

God, my hair is a mess. I really need to get it cut.

2:26 P.M.

School is almost over. I wonder what I missed today.

But I don’t care.

2:39 P.M.

I just realized that I haven’t done anything today. I’m hiding out in my room, sitting, staring out the window, picking up the journal every so often. I’ve barely talked to Mom or Dad or Aunt Morgan. I wonder if anyone remembered to put away the potato salad. I better go do that before the mayonnaise goes bad.

Oh, doorbell

6:17 P.M.

Stopped writing earlier to answer the doorbell, and suddenly I wasn’t bored anymore. Didn’t get back to the journal until just now.

I could hear the doorbell ring—and then ring a second and a third time. Why didn’t Dad or Aunt Morgan answer it? All of a sudden that panicky feeling overwhelmed me once more. Maybe Mom had…Maybe that’s why no one could answer the door. Again my heart started racing and I could feel the blood pulsing in my head. My mouth got dry.

Now I lay me down to sleep. I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

Ding-dong.

My leaden feet dragged me out of my room and down the stairs. And I heaved a sigh of relief. Aunt Morgan was on the phone and Dad was busy with Mom. I bet he hadn’t even heard the bell.

I was shaking when I answered the door.

“Hi, Sunny.”

Mom’s friend Anne was on our front stoop. She looked tired and drawn like the rest of us. I tried to remember if she’d been here yesterday. I think she might have been. And the day before. She came to the hospital nearly every day too.

“Hi,” I replied.

“How is she today?”

“The same. No, maybe a little worse. Come on in.” I know Anne is always welcome. Mom has wanted to see her no matter what.

I walked with Anne to Mom’s room and left her there. She greeted Dad, but then to my surprise, Dad left the room and sat in the kitchen, giving Mom and Anne time alone together, I guess. I thought Dad’s eyes looked a little red. Well, of course. He was operating on almost no sleep.

When Anne left Mom’s room about twenty minutes later, her eyes were red too. Actually, she was crying. Actually, she was sobbing. I wondered if she had been sobbing with Mom, or if Mom had been asleep, or if Anne had just now begun to cry. I felt as if I were watching the scene from very, very far away.

Anne came over to me again, cupped my chin in her hand, and looked into my eyes for a moment before leaving the house.

I didn’t say anything.

Ten minutes later, the doorbell rang again and this time Grandma and Grandad were there.

“Hi!” I greeted them. Suddenly I felt all perky.

Grandma gave me an odd look, though. “Hi, honey,” she said softly.

“I guess you want to see Mom.”

“Well, yes.”

No one said so, but suddenly I had the feeling that Grandma and Grandad were here to say good-bye to Mom. I squashed the feeling. I led them to Mom’s room, then rushed outside and sat on the stoop.

That was how I happened to see Dawn come home from school. Ducky drove her in his old wreck of a car. He pulled into Dawn’s driveway and turned off the ignition. The two of them started to walk into the Schafers’ house. Then Dawn spotted me. She waved. “Hi, Sunny,” she called, but she wasn’t smiling.

“Hi,” I replied.

Dawn headed across the lawn toward me, but behind her, Ducky hesitated. Dawn turned to him. “Come on,” she said.

“No, I better —”

“Come on.”

This was horrible. Ducky was afraid of me, I think. And I couldn’t blame him. What I did to him was terrible.

I jumped up. “Ducky?” I called.

“Yeah?”

“Can we talk?”

8:01 P.M.

Had to stop for dinner, which was horrible. Not the food. Just the whole thing. Dad and Aunt Morgan and I sat at the kitchen table and picked at the potato salad and didn’t say much. We still weren’t hungry, but I guess we thought we shouldn’t skip two meals in a row.

I have lost seven pounds.

Now I am back upstairs, safe in my room.

Anyway, Ducky finally followed Dawn across the lawn. He looked almost frantic when Dawn said, “Sunny, can I go see your mother?”

I knew he didn’t want to be left alone with me. I also knew that Dawn was purposely leaving him alone with me. Not to be mean, but because we needed to talk.

Ducky and I sat on the front porch.

“Ducky—” I began. And then all the dreadful things I said and did to him the night of the concert came flooding back to me. How could I have said those things? Done those things? It was like some other person was saying and doing them. Not me. “Ducky,” I said again. “Um—”

“Sunny,” Ducky said at the same time, “I—”

“No, let me go first.”

“Okay.” Once again, Ducky looked almost afraid of me.

I barged ahead. “Ducky, I want to apologize. You’re one of my best friends. I don’t know why I said those things. I didn’t mean them. I just wanted to hurt you.”

Ducky’s expression changed from wary to angry. “If I’m such a good friend, why did you want to hurt me? Is that how you treat all your good friends?”

“No, of course not.”

“Just the ones you think you can step on?”

“Ducky, please,” I said. I was surprised but almost glad to hear that he was so mad. “I thought if I could embarrass you, then you would drive us home after all. I didn’t want to go home in disgrace with Mr. Schafer. I wanted a perfect, grown-up evening. I had this fantasy about the evening. It had been keeping my mind off Mom. And I didn’t want anything to spoil it.”

Ducky softened a little, but all he said was, “Then why did you keep giving me drinks?”

“I don’t know. The drinks were part of the perfect, grown-up evening. I just wasn’t thinking ahead to what would happen when it was time for you to drive. But Ducky, I’m really, really, really sorry. You truly are one of my best friends. I know I hurt you, but I hope we can be friends again. I’ve missed you.”

Now Ducky softened completely. “I’m sorry too.”

“What are you sorry about?”

“I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you.”

I shrugged. I’m sorry about that too, but it was my own fault.

“Sunny?” said Ducky when I didn’t say anything. “Speak to me.”

I smiled. Ducky is one of the few people who can make me smile these days. “Speak to you about what?” I said, even though I knew perfectly well what he meant.

“Tell me exactly what is going on with your mom right now. I know what Dawn tells me, but I want to hear it from you. Also, how you’re feeling, what you’re thinking. You know.”

Here’s the thing about Ducky. If almost anyone else said that to me (tell me what you’re thinking or tell me what you’re feeling) I would reply with something rude and sarcastic like, “My mother is dying. How do you think I feel?” Or, “My mother is dying. That’s what I’m thinking about.” But I knew Ducky really wanted to know specifically what was going on with Mom. And specifically what my innermost thoughts are. (Ducky is almost like this journal.) So if I was thinking, “This is so hard and painful that I wish Mom would just die now and get it over with,” that is what I could say to Ducky, and he wouldn’t think I was a horrible person.

I drew in a breath. “Well,” I began, “the doctor was here a couple of hours ago.”

“Did you talk to him?” Ducky interrupted me.

“No. I didn’t even go downstairs. I kind of didn’t want to know what’s going on.”

Ducky nodded. “I understand.”

“But after he left?” (Ducky nodded again.) “Dad and Aunt Morgan looked kind of, I don’t know, stunned maybe.”

Ducky sucked air between his teeth. “Whoa.”

“Yeah. I know. And then people started coming over. Well, not a whole stream of them, but first Anne showed up” (Ducky has met Anne once or twice), “and now Grandma and Grandad are here. When Anne was here Dad left Mom’s room to let her see Mom alone. And Anne gave me this really long look when she left. Like, a long meaningful look?”

“Yeah?”

“And she was crying really hard, and she didn’t even try to say anything to me.”

“Whoa.”

“Grandma and Grandad are very serious,” I went on. “I was happy to see them, but Grandma looked at me kind of strangely. Like, how could I even think of seeming happy right now.” I paused. “Hey. I wonder what Dawn’s doing, because when she went inside Grandma and Grandad were still with Mom, I think. Hold on a second,” I said to Ducky.

I stuck my head in the front door. I saw that the door to the dining room was ajar and I could hear low voices from inside. Then I peered into the living room. There were Dad and Dawn, sitting on the couch, not talking, just sitting. So Dawn probably hadn’t seen Mom yet.

“Ducky,” I said when I joined him on the porch again. “Ducky, I just want to say this one more time. You mean so much to me. I’m so sorry I was such a bad friend to someone who’s been such a good friend.” I almost added, “I love you,” because I do, but something stopped me.

Ducky looked at me then with huge eyes that were soon filled with tears. He couldn’t say a word. He just turned to me and gave me a hug. That was when I knew that everything would be okay between us.

Ducky and I sat quietly on the porch for awhile. Just sat. Side by side. Every now and then, Ducky took my hand. After fifteen minutes or so had gone by I stuck my head in the front door again. Now Dad and Aunt Morgan were sitting in the living room with Grandma and Grandad, and Dawn had disappeared.

“Dawn’s with Mom,” I reported to Ducky.

A few more minutes went by and Ducky and I heard the front door open. We turned around and saw Grandma and Grandad.

“Call us,” Grandma was saying to Dad.

“No matter what time, son,” Grandad added, and touched Dad’s shoulder. I have always thought that Dad is lucky to have parents like Grandma and Grandad.

Dad closed the front door, and Ducky and I stood up.

“You remember Ducky?” I said.

Ducky stuck out his hand and first Grandma, then Grandad shook it. But nobody said anything.

Then Grandma turned to me. “You too, honey,” she said. “You call us anytime. For any reason.”

“Okay,” I replied. I wasn’t sure why she said that because I thought it was kind of understood. I mean, I call them plenty of times for plenty of reasons.

Grandad hugged me then and stepped off the porch. Grandma took my hand and held it and looked deep into my eyes. She started to say something, then pursed her lips to keep from crying, turned, and followed Grandad. They got into their car and pulled out of the driveway.

Ducky and I looked at each other. Finally I said, “Want to go inside?”

Ducky looked like that was the very last thing he wanted to do, but he said, “Sure,” stood up, and held the door open for me.

Dad and Aunt Morgan were standing in the kitchen, conferring about something. The door to Mom’s room was still ajar. It opened slowly and Dawn tiptoed out. She was crying.

“What —” I started to say.

But Dawn held her finger to her lips. “Shh,” she said very, very quietly. And she headed for the front door. So Ducky and I turned around and followed her back outside.

Ducky looked at Dawn’s tearstained face and held his arms out to her. He enveloped her in a bear hug. And once again a cold fear washed over me. Had Mom…? No, she couldn’t have. Dad and Aunt Morgan wouldn’t have been talking so calmly in the kitchen. They would have been in Mom’s room. Or on the phone or something.

I waited until the fear had melted away, sighed hugely, and then said, “Dawn, what is it?”

Ducky released Dawn from the hug and she turned to me. She was still too choked up to speak, but I had the feeling that even if she could have spoken, she wouldn’t have wanted to.

“Sunny,” said Ducky, “I’m going to walk Dawn home.”

“Okay. I’m glad you guys came over.”

“Me too,” replied Ducky. “Want me to call you tonight?”

“Sure. Definitely.”

Dawn and Ducky left and I went into the house again. I hadn’t spoken to Mom in hours and I knew I had to go into her room.

So I did.

9:58 P.M.

Quiet. Nothing going on downstairs. The phone has rung a couple of times. That’s all.

Dad and Aunt Morgan were still in the kitchen. They were sitting at the table with some papers spread around them. I signaled that I was going in to see Mom and they nodded.

I stepped into Mom’s room, which we’ve been keeping dark. For some reason, the light sometimes hurts Mom’s eyes. She was lying on her bed, looking paler than ever. Honestly, her skin sometimes looks translucent. You can see her veins in places — places you wouldn’t expect to be able to see them. Her breathing was shallow and her eyes were half open.

“Mom?” I whispered.

Her eyes opened. “Hi, honey. How was school?”

I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the reason I hadn’t visited her all day was not because I’d been at school, but because I was a great big coward.

“Well…” I began. Was I actually going to lie to my mother? Lie to her now? I couldn’t do that. But then, I really couldn’t tell her I’d been home the entire day and hadn’t come into her room even once. Finally I said, “It was about the same.” I figured that probably wasn’t a lie. I was sure school had been about the same. I just hadn’t been there.

Okay, okay. I feel very bad about having said that, but it’s over and done. I can’t take it back.

“Tell me what’s going on,” said Mom.

I looked at her closely. I thought she seemed a bit more alert than usual. Her eyes had opened and her voice seemed stronger.

“What’s going on?”

“Yes,” said Mom. “In your life. How are you and Dawn getting along these days? How is Ducky? What are you working on in school?”

I settled in on Mom’s bed for a talk. We hadn’t had one in awhile. This was nice.

“Dawn and I are friends again. But I guess you knew that. I mean, from talking to Dawn. It’s like before anything happened. Like old times.”

“That’s nice,” said Mom.

“Mm-hm. And Ducky is good. He was here a few minutes ago, but he didn’t come in.”

“That’s okay.”

“Mom, I didn’t tell you that Ducky and I had a fight. A big one. But we made up. Just now. And I’m really glad.”

“What was the fight about?”

“Oh, it’s a long story.”

I didn’t feel like telling Mom the story. Not because she wouldn’t understand, but just because I wanted to talk about other things. It was so nice to be sitting here sharing stuff with her. We hadn’t done that in a long, long time. She hadn’t felt well enough. Did she actually feel better now? I had to know.

“Mom? You look a little better today.”

Mom smiled apologetically. “Well, that’s nice, honey. Thank you for saying so.”

“But—?”

“But…I’m in a lot of pain.” I must have looked confused because she said, “The doctor gave me a new pain medication and right after I take it I feel great for a little while.”

“Oh.”

Disappointment.

10:48 P.M.

Continuing after a phone call from Ducky…

I have seen Mom in all sorts of states over the past year or so. I have seen her bald. I have seen her barfing from the chemo. I have seen her so tired that reaching for a glass wears her out. I have seen her so lifeless I thought she had died. I look at this newest Mom. She seems a little better, and now I learn that’s because she’s actually worse. She’s in so much pain that she’s on super-strength medication that makes her feel better for a while, then drops her back into some abyss of misery I can’t comprehend or imagine.

I decided to take advantage of Mom’s drug-induced condition to have a real talk with her, though.

“Mom,” I said, “tell me about when I was a baby.” I swear, I do not know where that came from. It sounds like something an eight-year-old would say. But the words fell out of my mouth.

I think Mom was as startled by them as I was. “What?” she said.

“When I was a baby, your baby, what was I like?”

“Well…” Mom searched for words. “You were sunny. Your personality, I mean, I think we would have nicknamed you Sunny even if your name wasn’t Sunshine. You smiled all the time, and everything made you laugh, even things that might have frightened other babies.”

“Like what?”

“Like thunder or a big dog or being taken to a strange place. Some babies would have cried. But you would look at us and laugh. We were delighted. Mostly because you were so delighted.”

(God. I’m looking at myself in the mirror right now and I do not see a delightful, sunny person. I see someone dressed in black jeans and nasty-looking black boots, a black T-shirt, and black jewelry. My hair is dirty, and I hardly ever smile anymore.)

“You were a great baby,” Mom went on. “The best. Ideal. Like a baby out of a fairy tale. Your dad and I were in love with each other and in love with you. Sometimes we would say, ‘How can two people be so lucky? We lead charmed lives.’”

I marveled that Mom could say this. Does she still think she has led a charmed life?

“How come you and Dad never had any other kids?” I asked.

Mom didn’t answer right away. “We weren’t able to,” she said at last. “We wanted other children, because we liked you so much. We thought, ‘If all babies are as wonderful as Sunny, then we want lots of them.’ But it wasn’t meant to be. And we were already very happy with what we had. The three of us seemed like the perfect family.”

But the problem with three, I thought, is that it’s such a small number. When one of the three goes, only two are left. And when one of them goes, well, you’re alone.

I tried to bring on a smile for Mom, though. “Okay, so I was a great baby. What was I like as a little girl?”

“Still pretty sunny. And adventurous. Do you remember the time you visited Mrs. Myrick?”

“Mrs. Myrick? When we lived in Grove Park?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t we visit her a lot?”

“We did. But I’m thinking of a time you visited her alone. When you were three. This was how we met Mrs. Myrick in the first place.”

“I guess I don’t remember,” I said.

“It was a Saturday morning. You and Dad and I were in the yard. Dad and I were working in the garden, and you were playing with your dump truck.”

“I had a dump truck?”

“It was your favorite toy for several months.” (I laughed.) “Anyway, I was pulling weeds, and suddenly I realized you were gone. Dad and I looked in the yard first, of course. Then we searched the house. Then we went back outside and began calling and calling for you. I asked Dad if I should phone the police and he said yes, so I did that, and while we waited for them to arrive we walked up and down the street, calling some more. A few of the neighbors joined us. We were several blocks away from our house when we heard you call out, ‘Hi, Mommy! Hi, Daddy!’ You were sitting on Mrs. Myrick’s front porch, and the two of you were having a pretend tea party. You had just wandered there by yourself. Mrs. Myrick didn’t know you, but she didn’t think you should be off on your own yet, and she was trying to figure out who you were so she could call your parents. Of course, just at that moment the police showed up, and Dad and I were embarrassed but so glad to have you back safe and sound that we didn’t care too much. After that, Mrs. Myrick became one of our best friends.”

“I can’t believe I did that!” I said. “Hey, Mom. Tell me about you when you were little. Were you like me?”

“Oh, no, I was nothing like you,” said Mom. “Totally different. Scared of everything.” Mom paused and had to catch her breath.

“You were scared of everything? But you’re so brave,” I said.

“Me? I’m not brave!”

“Yes, you are. Look at what you’ve been through this year. I wouldn’t have been half as brave.”

Mom smiled ruefully. “I didn’t exactly have a choice.”

“I still think you’re brave,” I said.

“Well…thank you.” She closed her eyes briefly.

“Tell me something naughty you did when you were little.”

“Hmm, naughty,” said Mom, her eyes still closed. “Let me think. Did I ever tell you about the time with the chickens?”

I laughed. “No.”

“I was in first grade. And our teacher—”

“What was her name? Or his name?” I interrupted.

“Her name. Mrs. Rago. And Mrs. Rago brought a cage of chickens to our room one day. Just for fun. I decided I wanted to see them out of the cage, not stuck in it. So I let them out. They ran and flapped around the room, and Mrs. Rago made me stand in the corner.”

“Oh, Mom! Mrs. Rago sounds mean,” I said. “But it’s a funny story.”

“You know what I think is funny? That was one of the bravest things I did as a child—and it involved chickens. Get it? Chickens?”

“I get it.” I was laughing again, even though Mom was wheezing and laughing. This was so nice. Mom and me. Just hanging out, talking. “I’m going to write that down,” I told Mom. “I really like that story. It’s a fun way to—” My sentence came to a screeching halt. I had almost said “a fun way to remember you.” “I mean,” I continued, “it’s a fun memory.”

Mom didn’t answer me. She started to cough then, and it made her double over.

“Is the pain medicine wearing off?” I asked anxiously.

“I’m afraid so.” Mom was clutching her chest.

I peeked through Mom’s door and saw to my relief that the nurse was waiting. I signaled to her. The nurse hurried into the room and fussed over Mom for a few minutes.

“Why don’t you rest now, Mrs. Winslow?” she said, and Mom nodded weakly.

I hope I have gotten everything down, everything we said this afternoon. I don’t want to forget one word of it.

Thursday 3/18
3:22 A.M.

Whoa. I just woke up from the most horrible dream. I was in my bedroom and somehow I knew that a man was trying to get into my room. He was on the other side of my door, holding a huge quilt, and he planned to smother me with the quilt. I could hear him rattling the door handle.

I woke up sweating.

The first time in weeks that I’ve actually been in a deep sleep.

When I first woke up I thought I heard Mom downstairs, thought I heard her moaning, but when I listened at my door (which I was terrified of opening because of that man with the quilt) I heard nothing.

5:46 A.M.

I was able to go back to sleep for a couple of hours, and now I’m up again. I grabbed for the journal right away. I want to record everything. Everything I can about these days.

These last few days.

Something happened at dinner last night, after I’d talked to Mom.

Dad and I were alone in the kitchen. Aunt Morgan was with Mom, even though Mom was asleep, and even though the nurse was here. Dad and I were supposedly eating dinner, although once again we were just sitting in front of plates of untouched food. And we were barely speaking.

After a long, long pause, Dad said, “Sunny, you don’t have to go to school anymore. I mean, until after…you know…”

(Nobody wants to say anything too casual about Mom’s dying. We talk about it and we don’t talk about it.)

“You’re giving me permission not to go to school?”

“Well, it’ll only be for a couple of—” Dad stopped himself.

Of course I had figured this out for myself. All of it. That Mom had only a day or so left, and that I could stay home until she died. After all, I’m already staying home. (Has Dad noticed?) But when I heard Dad say these words, that cold fear came over me again. It was as if as long as those thoughts stayed inside my head, maybe I had made them up. But now Dad was saying them, so they must be true.

“What do you mean?” I said to Dad.

“I think you know,” he replied.

“Yeah. I know that you’ve given up on Mom. You and everyone else. You have all given up.”

“Sunny—”

“Well, it’s true. I just don’t understand why. Why have you all given up?”

“Sunny—”

“No one talks about the future. No one even talks about next week. It’s like there is no future.”

“Sunny,” said Dad flatly. “I thought you understood. Mom’s treatments have been stopped and nothing more can be done for her. We have talked about all of this.”

“I know.” I stared down at my plate. “But how could this happen? How could we let it happen? It’s like we’re killing Mom.”

I though Dad might get angry at that, but instead he said, “It does feel that way. You just have to remember that the way things feel isn’t always the way things are. Mom’s treatments were more painful than helpful. And when she dies her misery will finally be over.”

“I know,” I whispered. “I just don’t really understand any of it.”

“Neither do I,” said Dad.

“The new pain stuff is helping her, though, isn’t it?”

“A little, yes. It buys her time. And there are some things she wants to do.”

My heart leaped. “You mean like places she wants to visit?”

“Oh, honey, no,” said Dad quickly. “The pain medication does nothing more than what you saw it do this afternoon. Take away her pain long enough for her to have conversations or visits with people, or to write a bit. There are a few things she wants to put in order before she dies.”

“Like what?”

“I’m not entirely sure. She has shared some things with me, and she’s chosen to keep others private for now.”

“Is she saying good-bye to people?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

“Yes.”

“Did she say good-bye to Anne this afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“And to Grandma and Grandad?”

“Yes.”

I nodded. “I thought so.” And somehow I knew, I just knew, that she had not said good-bye to Dawn, even though Dawn had been awfully upset when she left Mom.

“You know, we should be preparing our own good-byes,” said Dad.

“No.”

“I don’t like to think about it either, but I know Mom is preparing her good-byes to us.”

My eyes filled with tears. “No,” I said again.

Dad sighed. “Sunny, I wish I could say to you, ‘Okay, we’ll think about it another time,’ but the truth is that we really don’t have very much time.”

“How much do we have?”

“A day or two, probably. Maybe three.”

Three days is actually more time than I thought we had.

“This is undoubtedly the hardest thing you will ever have to do, Sunny,” said Dad.

I waited for him to say, “But I know it will be fine.” He didn’t, though. He just looked at me.

“How do we prepare our good-byes?” I asked him.

Dad was silent for several moments. “Well, I don’t know exactly,” he said finally. “I guess we think about the things we don’t want left unsaid.”

The things we don’t want left unsaid. What are those? What on earth are those? Mom knows I love her, but I guess I should say so, tell her. What else?

This is what I’m thinking now, but not what I thought as I sat across the table from Dad. I just felt numb then. I don’t think I thought anything. My mind couldn’t even wrap itself around any words. I stared at Dad. Then I stood up and ran out of the kitchen.

I know Dad thought I was mad at him, but I wasn’t. I was consumed by that numbness and didn’t know what to do. I didn’t even know where to go when I left the kitchen. I stepped into the living room, then back out, then into the bathroom, feeling sick, then back out, went to my room, got out the journal, put it back. Finally I returned to the kitchen.

Dad was sitting at the table, in exactly the same position in which I’d left him.

“You’re right,” I said.

6:38 A.M.

Mom is awake downstairs. I can hear Dad and Aunt Morgan moving around, doing morning things. I can smell coffee brewing, the chink of dishes. Another day is starting. This sounds so melodramatic, but I have to ask, Is this Mom’s last day? I wonder: If I knew a particular day were going to be my last day, how would I want that day to go? What would I want to do, see, eat, feel, hear, remember? Mom doesn’t have a lot of choices, but we could still try to make her last days as special as possible.

Last night when I returned to the kitchen I walked around behind Dad’s chair and gave him an awkward hug. Then I said, “I think I’ll sit with Mom now for awhile.”

“Maybe I’ll join you,” said Dad.

Dad and Aunt Morgan and I have been trying to sit with Mom one at a time so as not to overwhelm her, but when Dad and I both entered Mom’s room Aunt Morgan just moved over and made room for me on the bed. Dad sat in the armchair next to the bed.

“How nice,” whispered Mom. “You’re all here.”

“The nurse gave your mom an injection,” Aunt Morgan said to me. “She should be feeling better in a few minutes.”

Sure enough, Mom began to rally, and twenty minutes later the four of us were chatting away.

“Morgan,” said Mom, “tell Sunny what you felt would be an appropriate baby gift when she was born.”

Aunt Morgan and Dad began to laugh. “Oh, no! That was deranged!” cried Aunt Morgan.

“Tell me,” I said. I couldn’t imagine what they were laughing about.

“No!” said Aunt Morgan.

“Okay, then I’ll tell,” said Mom. “Sunny, two days after you were born, your aunt Morgan flew out here and showed up at our house bearing a huge bottle of vodka. A pink ribbon was tied around its neck.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Vodka for a baby?” I said.

“No, for your parents!” exclaimed Aunt Morgan. “I couldn’t think of a better gift for two adults who were about to have their entire lives turned upside down.”

At first I was speechless. Was that all a baby meant to Aunt Morgan? But then I began to laugh too. My stiff aunt Morgan had done that? I couldn’t believe it. It put her in a whole new light.

“Of course, half an hour later,” Mom went on in her raspy voice, “Morgan disappeared into the spare bedroom and emerged with a shopping bag full of the most wonderful presents for you. Italian baby clothes, a collection of picture books, and Baba.”

“Baba? Baba came from Aunt Morgan? I didn’t know that,” I said.

What a fascinating piece of information. My beloved blanket had been a gift from Aunt Morgan. She was becoming more interesting by the moment.

“Hey, Aunt Morgan,” I said. “This afternoon Mom told me about the time she let the chickens loose in her first-grade classroom. Tell me about something naughty that you did…. No, wait. Mom, you tell me about something naughty that Aunt Morgan did.”

“Oh, you are a stinker,” said my aunt.

Mom had closed her eyes. At first I thought she had suddenly dropped off to sleep, but then I realized she was thinking. “Well, there was the time she gave both of us haircuts. She told me she could make my hair look exactly like Marlo Thomas’s on That Girl. Have you ever seen the reruns of that show, honey?” Mom asked me.

I nodded. Then I asked. “How old were you guys then?”

“Why, that was just last year,” Dad spoke up, and we all laughed.

“No, I was about ten,” said Aunt Morgan, “and your mother was about eight. Why she fell for a line like that, I’ll never know.”

“You were my big sister. I believed everything you said,” said Mom.

“Not everything,” said Aunt Morgan.

“Almost everything.”

“Well, anyway, I had absolutely no idea how to give someone’s hair a trim, let alone style it like Marlo Thomas’s,” said my aunt. “But I felt I could experiment on my little sister. I thought that if I did a good job I could open up a beauty business in our basement and style hair for all the neighborhood kids. It seemed like a gold mine.”

“And what happened?” I asked.

“I wound up nearly bald — looking a lot like I do right now,” said Mom.

There was this big embarrassed silence in the room and then we all started laughing again.

“Did you get in trouble, Morgan?” Dad wanted to know.

“Plenty,” she replied. “Grounded, fined, the works.”

“Fined?” I repeated.

“My allowance was docked. That was what our parents called being fined.”

Mom smiled wanly at that. “Morgan got fined a lot more often than I did,” she said weakly.

I looked at my watch. We’d only been talking for fifteen minutes or so, but I was pretty sure that already that injection was wearing off. I looked helplessly at my aunt. I think she knew what I was thinking, which was, Can Mom have another injection now?

Aunt Morgan shook her head slightly.

Then I had a thought. I remembered what Dad had said at dinner.

“Mom, do you want to write anything down?” I asked her.

Mom couldn’t answer. She started to cough.

Dad lurched for the bed and I jumped aside to give him room. He sat with her, holding her gently until the coughing stopped.

8:21 A.M.

Mom is having a really bad morning. I wonder whether she can hold out for two more days. I wonder whether she can even last until the end of this day. A nurse and the doctor are downstairs right now, and they’re in Mom’s room, along with Dad and Aunt Morgan. I peeked in a while ago, but no one noticed me. Mom seemed awfully groggy, so I’m back up here.

Last night, after the coughing stopped, Dad and Aunt Morgan and I sat with Mom until she fell asleep. Then we tiptoed into the living room and sat there for a long time. I am looking at Aunt Morgan with new eyes. So she was a troublemaker when she was a kid. And she had a sense of humor. I’d never have guessed it. She seems so stodgy and stiff and controlling. Then again, since she lives in Atlanta and we’ve lived in California all my life, how often have I seen her? Six or seven times? And two of those times have been since Mom got sick. Maybe this is just how Aunt Morgan deals with stress. Maybe she’s really a very nice, funny person after all.

Maybe I should get to know her better.

9:17 A.M.

Dad knocked on my door a little while ago, after the doctor left.

“Come in,” I called.

“Sweetie, can I talk to you?” he asked. He sat on the bed.

(Oh, boy. Pounding heart, cold hands. That fear.)

“Sure,” I said in a tiny little voice.

“The doctor thinks Mom won’t last the day.”

I didn’t know what to say. All I could think was, Yesterday you said she might have three more days. But I knew that was a foolish, childish thought. Nobody knows anything for sure, not even the doctor. I stared out my window. At last I said, “Then I guess I should come downstairs.”

“Whenever you want.” Dad paused. “And Sunny, you don’t have to come downstairs. You don’t have to see Mom. You don’t even have to say good-bye to her—although I know she wants to say good-bye to you.”

“No, I’m coming.”

“Okay.” Dad left my room.

I looked at my journal. I want to record EVERYTHING in it. That means I want to have it with me at all times. I wonder if Aunt Morgan will understand.

9:29 A.M.

I think she will understand.

10:16 A.M.

Mom is in the worst shape I have ever seen her in, and that’s saying a lot. She’s in SO MUCH pain. Usually when the pain becomes too great, she tries to find a way to fall asleep, but now she’s trying to stay awake. She keeps thinking of things she wants to tell us, things she wants to say. Also, I have a feeling that she doesn’t want to miss anything, doesn’t want to sleep through a single second of the time she has left.

10:42 A.M.

Dad and I are in Mom’s room. A funny thing. She just asked us to open the curtains. It’s a very bright and sunny day today, the kind of light that ordinarily hurts Mom’s eyes. But Mom said, “I want to see outside.”

At first it was horrible. When Dad pulled back the curtains Mom had to hold her hands over her eyes. But very, very slowly she opened her fingers a crack, like when she used to play peekaboo with me, and then very, very slowly she pulled her hands away from her face. Mom could see a tree outside and the house across the way, a couple of cars in the street. Not a whole lot more, but it was enough to make her smile.

“I always love when the sky turns that color,” she managed to say. “That’s the best blue. The best blue in the world.”

“Do you want me to close the curtains now?” Dad asked after a few moments.

“No. Leave them open,” said Mom. But not more than ten minutes later she said weakly, “Okay, could you close them, please?” She had put her hands to her face again.

I jumped up. “I’ll do it,” I said.

11:25 A.M.

The phone started ringing a little while ago. One call after another.

“Honey,” Dad said to me, “could you be on phone duty for awhile?”

I was glad to be on phone duty. Aunt Morgan and Dad were sitting with Mom, and I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. Still…

“What do I tell people?” I asked Dad.

He looked at me for a few moments. “The truth, honey. That she doesn’t have more than a day or two.”

“And what if people want to come by to see her?”

“If you think they are people she’d want to say good-bye to, then tell them to come as soon as they can, and to be prepared to stay for only a few minutes.”

“What about the others?”

Dad frowned. “Tell them…I guess…. Tell them that we’ll call them when there’s any news.”

“Okay. I’ll keep a list of who calls.”

“Thank you, Sunny.”

Dad disappeared into Mom’s room, and now I’m sitting by the phone with my journal and a pad of legal paper. We have two other pads of paper going too. One is a list of things people have sent — flowers and food. The other is a list of cards and letters. We’re not answering them now. Even Aunt Morgan said we don’t have to do that. But after Mom dies we will send a note to each and every person who wrote to Mom. And we will thank people for anything they sent.

11:49 A.M.

Suddenly these lists have become the focus of my being. I am obsessed with making sure they’re accurate, complete, up-to-date. Are the lists easier to focus on than Mom right now?

High Noon

Speaking of High Noon, boy would I like to watch an old movie right now. Just kick back with Dawn and an enormous bowl of popcorn, sit up for hours laughing and crying and imagining.

12:04 P.M.

I can’t believe I’m fantasizing about watching movies with Dawn at a time like this. WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME?

12:14 P.M.

The phone just rang and it was Rebecca from Mom’s cancer support group.

“How’s she doing?” Rebecca asked me.

I told her the truth. “Not well. The doctor said she probably only has until today or tomorrow.”

“Could I come see her?”

A tough decision. Rebecca is certainly not one of Mom’s older friends; she’s a very new friend. But she’s also a very close friend.

I could feel my chest tightening. First I had told Dad I wanted this telephone job. I had even felt excited about it. Now the second I had to make a tough decision I started feeling mad. And I had to be mad at somebody, so I chose Dad, since he asked me if I wanted the job.

Is Rebecca one of the people who gets to come over or not? I couldn’t decide. Then I thought of a different question, and suddenly everything became clear to me and I stopped being mad at Dad. Would Mom want to say good-bye to Rebecca? That was what Dad had asked me to think about earlier.

Yes, I decided.

“Yes,” I said to Rebecca. “Can you come over right away?”

“Of course.”

“And Dad says visitors can only stay for a few minutes.”

“Okay. I’ll be right there.”

I have to say that I am kind of proud of myself for how I am handling this task that Dad trusted me with.

12:38 P.M.

Oh god. Once again I have to ask WHAT IS WRONG WITH ME? How can I be thinking about what kind of job I’m doing while Mom is in the next room dying? There must be something vastly wrong with me. I’m some kind of aberration.

12:44 P.M.

Another thought. Dad didn’t say anything about this, but there are a few people I should probably call and tell to come over quickly. It would be awful if someone wanted to say good-bye to Mom, someone Mom would have wanted to say good-bye to, and the person called too late.

I started a new list. People I should call right now. I tried to keep the list as short as possible. At the top I wrote Dawn and under that Carol and Jack. They could all stop by when Dawn came home from school. No, that won’t work. Carol and Jack will still be at work. Besides, what if Mom dies while Dawn is at school? Should I call her at school? Right now? Should I call Carol and Jack at work?

This is getting out of hand.

I don’t know what to do.

12:56 P.M.

What I should do is forget the stupid lists and go sit with Mom myself.

1:10 P.M.

She’s getting weaker. She’s hardly with us anymore. I just held her hand for a bit, then left.

1:29 P.M.

Rebecca’s here. Dad let her into Mom’s room, and he and Aunt Morgan and the nurse came out. They sat down in the kitchen and Aunt Morgan realized that none of us had done anything about lunch. Even Aunt Morgan forgot this time.

“Does anyone want lunch?” she asked. (A first.)

“No,” Dad and I said at the same time. (It isn’t like we never eat. The thing is, people keep coming by with food. There’s stuff everywhere, and we sort of nibble on it from time to time all day long. Not the most healthy way to eat, but at least we’re eating.)

So Dad and Aunt Morgan and I sat in the kitchen and didn’t say anything. This time, though, the silence didn’t feel uncomfortable. I know Dad and Aunt Morgan feel just the way I do. Drained.

I was sitting in the kitchen thinking about Rebecca in Mom’s room, and out of nowhere I found myself saying, “I wonder how you say good-bye to someone forever.”

Dad and Aunt Morgan looked startled for a moment, then thoughtful. And then their eyes filled with tears.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“No. That’s okay.” Aunt Morgan reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “I think we’ve all been wondering that.”

I nodded. “I mean, this isn’t like saying good-bye to someone at the airport. Someone you know you’ll see again in two weeks. Or even in two years. This is…”

“Forever,” Dad finished for me.

“You know,” Aunt Morgan said kindly, “I’m not sure we can plan or prepare for something like that. I think, when the time comes, the right words will come as well. They’ll just come.” She paused. “And by ‘right’ I don’t mean there are right or wrong words. I mean that you’ll find the way to say what you want to say to your mom. I truly believe that.”

I wanted to believe that too. I didn’t like the idea of planning a speech for Mom. I knew it would come out sounding stiff and formal. I relaxed a little.

1:50 P.M.

Rebecca left a few minutes ago. She was crying. I didn’t know what to say to her. Luckily, Dad walked outside with her. Now I feel all uncomfortable. This is what I’m thinking: After Mom dies everyone is going to be upset. Upset people are going to drop by the house. Upset people are going to phone us. And upset people are going to be at the funeral. How am I going to deal with them?

1:54 P.M.

I guess I AM the most self-centered, selfish person on the entire planet. Can I think of no one but myself?

2:10 P.M.

I sat with Mom again for awhile. She’s just sort of…drifting.

2:35 P.M.

I’ve set myself up in Mom’s room. I dragged an armchair in here. I jammed it between the doorway and the foot of the bed. Dad said it was okay. I know he meant it was okay because it won’t be for very long, but he didn’t say that. Anyway, I moved a table next to the chair and put some pens and a cup of tea on it. I can leave my journal there when I need to put it down. I think I’ll just stay here for awhile.

Dad and Aunt Morgan are in the room too. The nurse is just outside.

The phone is being answered by Carol. The doorbell rang not long after Rebecca left, and there was Carol. She had left work early and she turned up here, saying she was going to do for us whatever needed doing. She didn’t ask us if we wanted her to come over. She just arrived, ready to help.

Carol is wonderful.

Very quietly she took over the lists we’d been keeping. And now she’s in the kitchen, straightening up the mess we let pile up since yesterday—the food people keep bringing by. I think Carol is going to reorganize the refrigerator.

Mom is sleeping now. She looks kind of peaceful.

2:49 P.M.

It’s funny. Now I’m sleepy myself. I think I’ll take a little nap here in the chair.

3:39 P.M.

Well. I did have a nap. What a good sleep. It was very deep. Not too long, but I feel so much better.

Carol just whispered to me that Dawn is going to come over in a few minutes.

4:45 P.M.

It was awful. Horrible. I have never seen Dawn cry in quite the way she was crying after she came out of Mom’s room.

Dawn talked to Mom for about ten minutes, I guess. Carol stayed busy in the kitchen, and Dad and Aunt Morgan and I sat in the living room. When Dawn came out of Mom’s room she went to the kitchen and I could hear her sobbing with Carol. I didn’t know whether to go into the kitchen or what. Aunt Morgan must have realized what I was wondering about because she said, “Let her talk to Carol for a bit, honey. Then maybe you and Dawn can go to your room.”

I nodded.

But when Dawn finally came out of the kitchen with Carol, she looked at me and burst into tears all over again. Somehow it just didn’t seem appropriate to say, “Do you want to go to my room?” So I did what felt right. I held out my arms to Dawn and we hugged each other for a minute or two.

Then Dawn blew her nose and said, “I better go, Sunny. I’ll see you …” She trailed off.

We were both thinking the same thing: that we probably won’t see each other again until after Mom has died.

8:19 P.M.

The rest of the afternoon was much busier than I had thought it would be. I figured I was just going to cozy up in that armchair with my journal and watch over Mom. But then a few people came by on their way home from work. The deliveryman from the Flower Basket came by three times with bouquets. Another deliveryman showed up with a complete dinner that the people at the bookstore had arranged to be sent over for Dad and Aunt Morgan and me. We felt terrible because there wasn’t room for it anywhere (Carol’s carefully reorganized fridge was bursting at the seams) and we simply weren’t hungry. So Dad suggested that Carol take it home so the Schafers could have it for their dinner. Dawn’s father arrived then, and Carol packed it and some other food into two shopping bags. As they were finishing, Carol realized that before they left it would be their turn to say good-bye to Mom. She burst into tears even before they went into Mom’s room. And when they came out she looked nearly as bad as Dawn had. Then, wordlessly, she and Mr. Schafer hugged first Dad, then me, and headed next door.

I sat in Mom’s room again and was about to open my journal when I noticed Mom watching me from her bed. I thought that surely she would have gone back to sleep, exhausted, after Carol’s visit, but in fact she looked pretty alert.

“Hi, sweetie,” she said.

“Hi, Mom.”

“What time is it? I get so foggy.”

“A little before six,” I told her.

“Morning or evening?”

“Evening.”

“Oh. Are you going to eat dinner now?”

“We already ate,” I replied, which wasn’t exactly a lie, since while Carol was with Mom, Dad and Aunt Morgan and I picked at a fruit basket that had been delivered.

Mom nodded. Then she frowned and tried to sit up a little.

I hurried to her side and put another pillow behind her back.

“Thanks, honey. Sunny?”

“Yes?”

“There’s something I want to tell you. Can you get your father, please?”

My heart dropped. I actually thought I could feel it drop down through my chest cavity toward the ground.

Was this it? Was Mom going to say her final words? I felt warm all over and knew my face was flushed.

“Dad? Dad?” I said, rushing from the room.

“Sunny? What is it?” Dad leaped to his feet and we ran back to Mom.

“Mom wants you for something,” I said.

Dad and I hovered over Mom’s bed and she looked up at Dad.

“I want to give Sunny the diaries now,” she whispered.

“Oh,” said Dad, and as he said the word he let out a little breath. I could see relief wash over him. “Yes. Just a minute.”

Dad left the room. When he returned he was carrying a stack of spiral-bound notebooks. He handed them to me.

I glanced down at them. There were twenty or so. Some of them looked pretty old and worn. Well thumbed through.

“What are they?” I asked Mom.

“My diaries,” she whispered. “I started keeping them a long time ago. When I was around your age. I didn’t write in them as much or as often as you write in yours, but I kept them off and on until just a few months ago. I want you to have them.”

“You do?” And then I asked a question that seemed silly to me, but I had to ask it. “Do you want me to read them?”

“Of course.”

“But journals are private.”

“Yes, I know. But I do want you to read them, Sunny. I’m not going to be around to answer all the questions you’re going to want to ask me. Questions about getting married and having babies — if that’s what you want to do. Or questions about how I felt on my first day at college or how my mother and I got along or what the day of my high school graduation was like. At least you can read about those things in the diaries.”

I was speechless. For a long time I didn’t know what to say. Finally I just said, “Thank you.”

Mom reached for my hand and held it for a moment. She smiled. Then the smile faded and she grimaced. Dad called for the nurse. And I sat in my chair with the stack of diaries in my lap.

8:58 P.M.

I feel like this is my mantra — I say it so often. But…I am so tired.

Dad and Aunt Morgan and I are in Mom’s room again. After Mom gave me the diaries she had a horrible bout with pain. One of the worst ever. She was actually screaming. She screamed so loudly that the Schafers heard her next door and Carol called to see if we needed any help. Then the nurse just gave Mom something that made her fall asleep.

So Mom is simply sleeping.

9:15 P.M.

Dad and Aunt Morgan and I have decided to sleep in Mom’s room tonight. We’ll sleep in the chairs. It seems like the right thing to do.

9:22 P.M.

Of course, tired as I am, I’m nowhere near able to fall asleep at this hour, sitting up in a chair while my mother is dying nearby. Dad and Aunt Morgan aren’t asleep either. Aunt Morgan is reading the Bible, and Dad is looking through those lists and some other papers.

I think I will start a list of my own: things I want to remember to say to Mom when the time comes.

1. I love you. (I guess that goes without saying, but it’s always nice to hear.)

2. I think you’re beautiful. (You always tell me I’m beautiful. I don’t know whether you mean it, but I like to hear you, of all people, say it.)

3. I always loved the clothes you made for me, even the ones that were kind of dorky-looking. I loved them because you took the time to make them. Not all moms do those kinds of things for their kids.

4. I love that you love animals. Not in the pet kind of way but in the wild-animal kind of way. We have never had pets and I understand that you don’t like the idea of “owning” an animal. And that you especially don’t like animals in cages.

5. I loved the school lunches you used to pack for me. I loved that you took the time to make special things (not just toss packages of food in the box) and that sometimes you would hide a note or a surprise in the box.

6. I know I have been difficult and frustrating lately, but I also always knew that no matter how impossible I was being you still loved me. You have taught me what unconditional love is.

7. I am sorry that I have been difficult and frustrating.

8. I can’t promise that I will never be difficult or frustrating again.

9. If Dad ever remarries I will try to be nice to his new wife. I know that Dawn hasn’t always gotten along with Carol, but I will try hard.

10. I will make sure Dad finds someone who will be good to him.

11. What should I do if Dad finds someone I think is not good for him? You won’t be here to help me with things like that.

12. Mom, I don’t understand why you have to leave me now. Couldn’t we have been allowed a little more time together? Maybe just until I graduate from high school?

13. I know it isn’t your fault, but I am mad at you for leaving me. Parents aren’t supposed to leave their kids, not until the kids are adults.

14. I’m sure I won’t be able to remember to say all these things to you, so I really wish you could read this journal. You gave me your diaries, and I wish I could give you mine.

9:51 P.M.

Just had to take a breather. My eyes are all teary. Partly from crying, partly from the dim light in here.

15. There are lots of things I’d like to give you. I wish I could give you a cure for cancer. I wish I could give you something that would really take away the pain, not just mask it like those injections do. I wish I could somehow give you a glimpse of the adult I am going to become. I wish I could find a way to tell you if you will be a grandmother one day. I wish I could give you a big, huge diamond-and-sapphire necklace. It’s not the kind of thing you’ve ever wanted, but I’d like to give you something truly fabulous. I also wish I could give you a trip to Greece and Spain and Italy.

16. Mom, I would like to see those countries with you. I wish we could stand side by side and see the Mediterranean Sea together for the first time.

17. I wish I could crawl back in time and know you when you were a little girl. I wonder if we would have been friends.

18. How can I hate you for dying?

11:06 P.M.

I stopped the list a while ago. Dad and Aunt Morgan are making a valiant effort to sleep in here. I have tried but just can’t do it. Maybe later. I am writing this by penlight. (I can just barely see.)

Mom is asleep, but she doesn’t seem comfortable. She rustles around and lets out little moans and whimpers.

Dad is stretched out in his chair with his feet resting on the end of Mom’s bed. He looks like he’s asleep, but I don’t see how he possibly could be. Aunt Morgan is trying to sleep with her feet curled up underneath her. I KNOW she’s not asleep. She’s Ruminating. (That’s what she told me.) She said ruminating sometimes helps her fall asleep.
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2:32 A.M.

I did fall asleep. Not sure how it happened. And what just woke me up? Oh, Mom’s awake (I think).

2:35 A.M.

That was weird. I thought Mom was asleep, but she was lying in bed with her eyes open. In the middle of the night.

“Mom?” I said.

She didn’t answer.

Of course I thought she had died. So I called her name again. Very softly because I didn’t want to wake Dad and Aunt Morgan, who had fallen asleep after all. After a couple of seconds Mom said, “Sunny? Is that you?”

Couldn’t she see me? I wondered. Well, the room was pretty dark.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Oh. Okay.”

And she fell asleep again.

My heart is beating really hard and my palms are sweating.

2:41 A.M.

Should I be writing all these things down? I don’t know. I am chronicling my mother’s death. It doesn’t seem right.

2:53 A.M.

But I can’t be as terrible a person as I sometimes think I am, can I? I mean, I guess I could, but now I’m thinking about the things I wrote down for Mom. And I’m thinking about what a great mother she’s been. If she’s been such a great mother, she couldn’t have raised a horrible daughter, could she have?

These thoughts are so confusing.

I wish I could ask Mom about them.

5:24 A.M.

I have been dozing since the last entry. Everyone is sort of dozing now. We sleep, then wake up, then sleep a bit more. Dad seems more awake than asleep now.

I just realized something. It’s another day. Mom made it through yesterday, and her doctor had thought she wouldn’t. Can it be that she’ll make it through today and tomorrow as well? I’m thinking of the k.d. lang song, the one about yesterday, today, and tomorrow. Three days. In the song the three days are unbearable. But they’re all I wish for Mom. I wonder. Will she have her three days after all?

6:55 A.M.

Oh god. Mom started barfing a little while ago. She has nothing at all in her stomach. How can she barf? It hurts her so much. It’s like when she was getting the chemo. It’s making her cry.

I don’t know if I should wish for those three days for her. Maybe that isn’t fair. Maybe it really would be better if she died.

6:57 A.M.

I can’t believe I wrote that.

7:30 A.M.

Carol just called to see how we’re doing and to find out how Mom is feeling. Then she said she has decided not to go into work today. She’s going to come over again and take care of things for us.

I remember that she has already said good-bye to Mom.

8:10 A.M.

Carol is here. She’s fielding phone calls and the doorbell. Dad and Aunt Morgan and I are camped out in Mom’s room again. Mom fell asleep about an hour ago and seems to be in less pain. The doctor will be here soon.

9:05 A.M.

The doctor just left. He said Mom doesn’t have much time left. Of course, yesterday he said he didn’t think she’d live until the end of the day and she’s still here.

I don’t know what to think.

10:24 A.M.

I’ve just had an idea. Maybe Mom can’t read my diary, but I could read it to her. I could read my list of things I want to tell her, so that I don’t forget any of them. Why not?

10:30 A.M.

Now I know why not. I asked Mom if I could read something to her.

“Of course, honey,” she whispered.

So I opened the journal to the list. I read items 1 and 2, looked up, and saw that mom was asleep. I don’t know if she heard anything at all.

1:10 P.M.

Boy, this day is just dragging by. I feel like I’m sitting in a chair with a collar around my neck and someone has fastened a leash to the collar and is pulling and pulling at me and I’m not moving.

Events of the morning:

— Mom sleeping

— Dad and Aunt Morgan sitting

— Carol answering phone calls

— Two more deliveries from the florist

— Fruit basket from the fruit market

— Surprise visit from Liz, Mom’s best friend from childhood, I gather, although I haven’t seen Liz since I was five. Mom couldn’t even wake up when Liz said her good-byes. Liz left Mom’s room sobbing; Carol comforted her.

— At noon Carol insisted on fixing lunch for Dad and Aunt Morgan and me. (A few days ago, Aunt Morgan would have done that. Now she’s just like Dad and me.) We all tried really, really hard to eat.

Events of the afternoon:

— None

11:30 P.M.

It’s happened.

It’s over.

Now I’m going to try writing about it. Everything. I don’t care if I have to write for hours and hours and hours. I feel as if I have nothing in my life but time. A gaping hole of time.

It started late in the afternoon. Carol was in the kitchen, Dad was in the front hallway saying good-bye to two people from the bookstore who were just leaving, and Aunt Morgan was taking a shower. (When she had said, “Maybe I’ll go take a quick shower,” I realized I couldn’t remember when I had taken my last shower. Yesterday? The day before that?)

I was alone with Mom.

She had been asleep. Suddenly she woke up. She looked very alert, which was strange since she hadn’t had an injection in quite a while. She saw me in my chair at the foot of her bed.

“Honey?” she said.

“Hi, Mom,” I replied.

“Sunny, could you go get Morgan? I want to talk to her for a few minutes. Then I want to talk to you, and then I want to talk to Dad.”

I thought of all those times in the last few days when something has happened to make my heart pound or my palms sweat. Now I heard these words, and I knew exactly what they meant, and…I felt nothing. Absolutely nothing. Just terribly, terribly calm.

“Okay,” I said.

I ran from the room. I hoped Aunt Morgan was finished with her shower. If she wasn’t, I thought I might have to haul her naked out of the bathroom and rush her to Mom.

I knocked on the bathroom door. “Aunt Morgan?” I called.

“Yes?”

“Aunt Morgan, Mom said she wants to talk to you. Now. And then she wants to talk to me and then to Dad.”

The door flew open. Aunt Morgan stood before me with wet hair, but she was already dressed, thank goodness.

“Oh my god. Okay,” she said.

She flew down the stairs and into Mom’s room.

(It just occurred to me. Isn’t it funny how we switched so quickly from calling our dining room “the dining room” to calling it “Mom’s room”? It was the dining room for so many years. We’ll probably never be able to think of it as just the dining room again.)

As Aunt Morgan ran to Mom, I caught up with Dad in the hallway. He was closing the door behind Arlie and James.

“Dad,” I said breathlessly, “Mom said she wants to talk to each of us alone. Aunt Morgan is with her now. Then she wants to see me, then you.”

Dad turned pale, but he simply said, “Okay.” After a moment, he added, “Are you all right with this, Sunny?”

“I think so.”

Dad and I slumped into chairs in the living room and sat there wordlessly, hardly moving. A few minutes later Aunt Morgan slipped out of Mom’s room. Tears were streaming down her face. She headed into the kitchen. To be with Carol, I guess.

And I stood up and walked into Mom’s room.

I sat on the edge of her bed.

“Hi,” I said.

Mom smiled at me.

Then I leaned over and put my arms around her. I fell against her and began to cry. Mom stroked my hair.

“It’s almost time,” she said to me.

“I know.” I began wildly trying to recall the list I made. But I couldn’t even remember how many things I wanted to say, let alone what they were. Something about Greece and getting married and when Mom was little and when I was little.

“I love you, sweetheart,” said Mom.

“I love you too,” I replied. “You’re the best mother in the whole world.”

“And you’re the best daughter. I couldn’t have ordered a better one.”

I tried to smile, but instead I cried harder.

Mom held me as tightly as she was able. “You know,” she said, “I’ll always be with you, even if I’m not here.”

“Yes.”

“You and Dad—remember to take care of each other.”

“Okay.”

“Take care of Dawn a little too, and she’ll take care of you. And go to Carol for anything. You know you can do that, don’t you?”

“Yes…. Mom, I love you so much.”

“I know.” She paused. Then she said, “I love you big,” just like she used to say when I was little.

I stood up. It was time to get Dad. And after Dad had his time with Mom, he and Aunt Morgan and I were going to sit with her until the very end came. We decided this, the four of us, several days ago.

I sat by myself in the living room. Aunt Morgan and Carol were still in the kitchen and I felt like being alone. Ten minutes went by. Then Dad leaned out of Mom’s room and said, “Sunny, please get Aunt Morgan and come in now.”

I jumped to my feet and ran to the kitchen. I was shaking all over. “Aunt Morgan,” I said, and I realized my voice was shaking too. “Dad says to come in now.”

Carol hurried to me and buried me in a hug. Then Aunt Morgan and I went back to Mom’s room and sat on the bed. We found Dad next to Mom, holding her in his arms. I sat on the side of the bed and took Mom’s hand. Aunt Morgan sat at the foot of the bed.

It really was time.

I couldn’t believe it.

Mom and Dad and Aunt Morgan and I sat on the bed in silence for a moment or two. Then I took Aunt Morgan’s hand with my free hand so she could feel more connected to Mom. Finally Mom said, “It’s time.”

I squeezed her hand more tightly.

Mom closed her eyes. “I love you,” she said to us. “Take care of each other. I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” Dad and Aunt Morgan and I said.

And then…we all sat there for nearly two hours. Mom’s breathing changed. Sometimes she didn’t take a breath for ten or twenty seconds. Her eyes became all glassy. Then, finally, they closed. I watched her chest move up and down. And then…I don’t know what changed exactly, but it was as if I could see the fight leave her. She began to look more peaceful. More and more peaceful. Her chest was barely moving. Then it was still. For a very long time.

I started to cry.

Dad and Aunt Morgan were crying softly too.

At last Dad said, “I think she’s gone.”

And she was. Nobody moved for a few minutes, though.

Finally Dad stood up and cleared his throat. I ran from the room and straight into Carol’s arms.

After that — it was as if the house had been asleep for a long, long time and suddenly it woke up. We made thousands of phone calls. The doctor returned. People came by.

All I could think was, What do we do now?

Saturday 3/20
4:45 A.M.

THIS ISN’T HAPPENING THIS ISN’T HAPPENING THIS ISN’T HAPPENING THIS ISN’T HAPPENING

5:08 A.M.

When am I EVER going to be able to sleep again?

5:31 A.M.

It is Saturday morning and my mother is dead.

5:38 A.M.

The funeral will be held on Monday. Monday morning at 11:00. Dad arranged that last night. The service will be held at the Palo City Unitarian Universalist Church. I haven’t been there in a few years, but Mom and Dad used to go pretty often, especially before Mom got sick. The only reason they stopped going was because Mom was in the hospital so often. And when she was at home she usually didn’t feel well enough to go out. She and Dad did go to church a couple of times this year, though. And the minister, Jim, came over to our house quite often. I like him. He isn’t phony. Very straightforward. And very open. The good thing about the UU church is that it is accepting of all kinds of people. It isn’t judgmental.

5:50 A.M.

I can’t believe that my mother is dead and I’m analyzing churches.

6:00 A.M.

Mom, I miss you already.

6:09 A.M.

Dad’s up. I can hear him moving around in his room. He’s crying. Should I go to him?

I can’t go to him.

Dad is in his room now. It’s Dad’s room only. It’ll never be his and Mom’s again. Can Dad bear it?

Can any of us bear any of this?

10:00 A.M.

Our house is like Grand Central Station. I wish everyone would just go away and leave us alone. Why are they bothering us?

11:10 A.M.

Dad just asked me to help out and I blew up at him. Like I used to do. I’m in my room now.

EVERYBODY, LEAVE ME ALONE.

11:22 A.M.

Just apologized to Dad.

I know he’s feeling as horrible as I am.

“Dad,” I said, “I don’t know why I’m acting like this.”

“I do,” Dad replied. “Because you’re mad. And you have a right to be.”

“I do?”

“Of course.”

Well. That was nice to hear.

Dad sat next to me on the bed. “We may have lost your mother,” he said, “but we still have each other.”

“I know.”

“What makes you the angriest of all?”

I thought for a moment. “That Mom put us in this position — so that all we do have is each other.”

Dad gave me a funny half smile.

I looked down at my lap then. I could feel tears welling up in my eyes. Finally I said, “But if all I do have is one other person, I’m glad it’s you.”

Dad took me in his arms then and we cried together. It wasn’t embarrassing at all. It seemed quite natural.

When we felt a little better, Dad asked me again to help out. We need to make phone calls and lots and lots of arrangements, he said. He asked me if I would talk to the florist and choose the flowers for the funeral.

To be honest, I don’t really want to, but I said I would.

12:07 P.M.

God, some people are stupid. Dawn was here. She said, “Sunny, you sound so angry. Why are you angry? I thought you’d be sad.” What a jerk.

I just looked at her and said, “Get out of my room.”

12:22 P.M.

Mymotherisgonemymotherisgonemymotherisgonemymotherisgone.

12:48 P.M.

I think I am going crazy.

2:30 P.M.

Carol has been here. She appeared in my doorway. I was sitting on my bed. I hadn’t called the florist or done anything Dad had asked me to do. I’m not sure what Carol wanted to say to me. I didn’t give her a chance. The second I saw her, I started talking. Everything just came spewing out. I said, “Carol, I’m sorry. I was horrible to Dawn. I was horrible to Dad. I didn’t mean anything I said. I want to get the right flowers. And I want to talk to Dawn.” Then I burst into tears.

Carol held me and let me cry.

“You know,” she said after awhile, “it’s going to be a long time before you feel better. This is not going to go away quickly. You probably aren’t going to understand your feelings, or what you do, or what you say. Don’t be too hard on yourself.”

I nodded, still crying.

“On the other hand,” Carol went on, “remember that you can rely on your friends and your family now. They want to be here for you. They want to help you. But they might not always know the best way to help you.”

“So I probably shouldn’t shout at them,” I said.

Carol smiled. “Well…not if you can help it. But that doesn’t mean you can’t tell people when you want to be alone. Or, if you REALLY want to shout, how about turning up your stereo full blast and screaming? You can say whatever you want. I’ll tell your father that I suggested this to you.”

I managed a smile. “Okay,” I said.

“Now,” Carol went on, “do you want me to call the florist? I’d be happy to do that.”

“No. I kind of want to do it. I like the idea of choosing flowers for Mom. I don’t know why I got so mad at Dad.”

“Maybe you’re not really mad at your father. Maybe you’re just mad that the flowers have to be chosen in the first place.”

3:17 P.M.

I’m spending way too much time writing in my journal.

But I have to write.

7:30 P.M.

I’m exhausted. Didn’t mention earlier who’s been here today. I mean specifically. It feels like everyone on the planet has been here.

Grandma and Grandad came over last night, of course. And they were here for a long time today. For some reason, I didn’t feel like being with them. Grandma looked hurt. She called to me twice in my room. Finally I agreed to eat supper with her and Grandad and Dad and Aunt Morgan. The five of us crowded around the little table in the kitchen that was crammed with food and baskets and mail and packages. We tried to eat with all this stuff overflowing around us. Our elbows kept bumping; there was barely room enough for us and the meal.

I don’t know what got into me, but I gazed through the doorway into what had been Mom’s room and said, “Won’t it be nice to have the dining room back again? Then we can have more space.”

I thought Aunt Morgan was going to slap me. Dad began to cry and left the table. So I slammed my fork down and left the table too.

It’s funny. I just realized that I set out to make a list of the people who have been by today when what I guess I really wanted to write about was what happened at dinner.

I am a mean, horrible, awful person.

7:42 P.M.

And I am so tired of writing in this stupid journal.

Sunday 3/21
7:46 P.M.

I guess I needed a break from the journal. Sometimes writing is helpful. Sometimes it intensifies everything. I don’t need my feelings intensified just now.

Dawn is here with me. She’s writing in her journal too. It’s been some day.

Last night I apologized to Dad (again) and we all calmed down. I went to bed early and actually fell asleep. I slept for a long time — until almost 7:00 this morning.

Today was almost as busy as yesterday, but a different kind of busy. Yesterday we made the rest of the phone calls, the horrible ones when we had to tell people about Mom. Most of the funeral arrangements have been taken care of. What happened today was just that people kept coming by. In droves, it seemed. In the morning, they were mostly friends of Mom’s and Dad’s. After awhile I got tired of sitting with them and went to my room. A few minutes later Dawn showed up. (I told her she was brave, considering how I treated her yesterday.) She ended up staying through the afternoon. In the morning we just sat in my room and talked. Dawn is almost as sad about Mom as I am. She has her own mother, and Carol, but she was close to Mom, kind of in the way I’m close to Carol. I have to say that at first I was irritated to discover how upset Dawn was—like being upset about Mom should be my personal right since I am her actual daughter. But then I thought about how I would feel if Carol died. I guess it’s okay for Dawn to be as sad as I am.

Dawn looks horrible. Pale and fragile.

Is that how I look?

Around lunchtime, Dawn and I crept into the kitchen and fixed plates of food for ourselves. We brought them back to my room. We just picked at them.

“You know what?” I said after awhile. “I’d kind of like to see Ducky.”

“You would? Now?” said Dawn.

“Yeah.”

“Well, let’s call him. He’d like it if you called him. I’m sure he’ll come over.”

So we called him and he came over.

Good old Ducky.

When Ducky arrived one of the people downstairs let him in. Dawn and I didn’t hear the doorbell ring, so suddenly Ducky was just standing in the doorway to my room. The second Dawn and I saw him we burst into tears. Both of us. Poor Ducky.

Ducky hugged me first, then Dawn. Then he started to cry too. I thought that would make things worse, but it didn’t. After a moment or two the three of us just looked at one another and then we started to laugh. And cry. Everything was all mixed up. We were trying to pull ourselves together a little when we heard someone say, “Hi.”

We turned around and there was Maggie. It was not like her to drop by without calling first, so I was surprised. But mostly I found that I was very pleased. There was more hugging. We weren’t saying much. We’d cry a little, then someone would hug someone, then we’d laugh a bit.

Later Dad called upstairs, “Sunny, telephone!”

For some reason I checked my watch as I headed for the phone. I found that hours had gone by. Hours with my friends, crying, laughing, just being together.

The caller was Amalia. “Can I come over?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I’d like that.”

A half hour later Amalia had joined Dawn, Ducky, Maggie, and me. Now the five of us were sitting around crying, laughing — and talking a bit more than we had been earlier.

When was the last time the five of us were together in one place other than school? Was it the night of that dreadful party, the night we met Ducky? That was months ago. It seems like forever ago.

I have been so horrible to most of my friends lately. And here they all were, gathered around me like a cocoon. Protecting me. Loving me. Not caring how horrible I’ve been. For just a second I felt a teeny, teeny bit better. Then I remembered what is going to happen tomorrow.

Please, please let me get through the funeral. It is going to be wretched. All I want is for it to be over.

8:50 P.M.

Carol came up awhile ago. She sat on my bed and talked to Dawn and me. Dawn wants to spend the night here. Carol said it’s okay. Dawn’s going to the funeral tomorrow. Everyone in her family is going. Carol has told Dawn she does not have to go to school afterward. Dawn would be in no shape for it.

Maggie, Ducky, and Amalia are going to the funeral too. I will be in my cocoon again.

This afternoon I asked Dad if I can sit with my friends during the service.

“Well,” he said, “family members are supposed to sit together in the first two pews.”

My face must have shown my dismay. (Dismay? It was more like shock, horror.)

“How about if we let Dawn sit with you?” he said. “If she doesn’t mind not sitting with her family.”

So I talked to Dawn and Carol about that.

“It’s up to you, honey,” Carol said to Dawn. “We’d like for you to sit with us, but we’ll understand if you want to sit with Sunny.”

Dawn looked pained. I stopped just short of saying to her, “PLEASE PLEASE PLEASE sit with me. I need you. You’re like my sister. You HAVE to sit with me.”

Maybe my face showed what I was thinking, though, because finally Dawn said, “Of course I’ll sit with you, Sunny. I’ll do anything you want.” But she sounded uncertain.

Carol spoke up then. “How many funerals have you girls been to?” she asked.

Dawn and I looked at each other. “One,” said Dawn.

“One,” I said. “My great-aunt’s. Two years ago.”

Carol nodded. “Funerals are difficult no matter what, but when you haven’t been to many…”

I guess that’s why Dawn looked pained. It isn’t just that tomorrow is Mom’s funeral. It’s the whole idea of a funeral.

“Dawn, if you want to sit with your family that’s okay,” I said. (Inside I was cringing.)

“No, no. I’ll sit with you.”

“Thank you,” I said, and let out this tremendous breath.

Carol looked at both of us for a very long time. “Nobody should have to go through what you’re going through,” she said softly, and tears came to her eyes. She stood up. “All right. I better go now. Dawn, are you going to come home tomorrow morning? Or do you want to go straight to the service with the Winslows?”

“I’ll come home first,” said Dawn. “I need to change.”

“Okay. See you in the morning, honey.” Carol kissed Dawn on the top of her head. Then she kissed me.

And you know what? Even though Carol kissed me too, when I saw her lean down to kiss Dawn I felt this huge knot of jealousy form in me. If Carol had died, and Mom were sitting here with us instead, she would have kissed me first.

But Mom is gone.

Monday 3/22
12:49 A.M.

Well, technically it is now the day of Mom’s funeral. I know I should be sleeping. I have tried to sleep. But I just can’t do it. I was so hopeful after my good sleep last night.

Dawn and I have been talking. Talking and talking and talking. Mostly about Mom. Of all my friends, Dawn knew her the best.

Knew her.

Now I have to write “knew” when I write about Mom.

12:56 A.M.

Had to stop for a few minutes.

Tears.

I don’t think I’ll ever go back and read this journal. I’m thinking of that summer (when? two years ago?) when I spent a week rereading all of my journals. Every single one of them. In order. Starting with the very first one—second grade at Vista. If I ever do that again, I know that I will have to skip this one. It is actually tearstained. I can’t believe I wanted to chronicle the end of Mom’s life.

Six nights ago when Dawn started to talk about Mom I stopped her. Tonight, after Carol left and after Dad and Aunt Morgan went to bed, we only talked about Mom. I started it.

“Remember Mom and the pennies, Dawn?” I said. “The story you started to tell last week?”

Dawn smiled. “Yeah… Is it all right to talk about it now?”

I nodded. “I don’t think I can talk about anything but Mom. You know why?” (Dawn shook her head.) “I know it’s ridiculous, but she’s only been gone for two days and already I’m afraid I’ll forget her.”

“Oh, Sunny, you’ll never forget her.”

“What if I do?”

“Look around you. There are reminders of her everywhere.” Dawn pointed to the photos of Mom, and to a vase Mom had made and the little rug she had woven. “And this is just in your room. Think of what’s downstairs. Not to mention what’s in photo albums and scrapbooks.”

“I can’t explain it,” I replied. “I’m still afraid. That’s why I want to talk about her.”

And that’s why I feel like writing about her now. I want to get everything down in this journal, even though I’ll probably never read it again.

Here is the story about the pennies:

One summer day—it was very hot, I remember—when Dawn and I were about eight, we were bored to tears. And I think we were driving our mothers crazy. So Mom said she would take us downtown for awhile. Dawn and I were thrilled at the prospect of an adventure. Also, we thought Mom was going to buy us ice cream. So we piled into the car with our pockets full of spending money in case we also went to the toy store. To our surprise, though, after Mom had found a parking space and we started down Henry Street, Mom walked us right by both the ice cream shop and the toy store.

“Where are we going?” I asked her. Then I noticed that Mom had pulled a bag of pennies out of her purse. “What are those for?”

“Can you guess?” said Mom.

“A wishing well?” Dawn suggested.

Mom shook her head. “Nope.”

“To throw in a fountain?” I said.

“Nope.”

“A gumball machine?” I said hopefully.

Mom smiled. But she said “nope” again.

Dawn and I looked at each other. We shrugged.

Then Mom opened the bag and took out a penny. Carefully she placed it heads-up on the sidewalk.

I was clueless. “What?” I said to Mom. “I don’t get it.”

“What does a heads-up penny mean?” asked Mom.

“Good luck,” Dawn replied.

“That’s right. And you can make a wish on a heads-up penny.”

“But why are you leaving it there on the sidewalk?” I asked.

“So someone can find it.”

At last I got the idea. “Oh!” I cried. “We’re going to leave wishes for people. We can leave them all over town.”

“Can we stay and watch what happens when people find the pennies?” asked Dawn.

“Sure,” said Mom.

She held out the bag to Dawn and me. Each of us reached into it and withdrew a handful of pennies. Then we continued along Henry Street, setting down pennies as we went. We tried to leave them in places where we were pretty sure people would find them, but not right out in the open, because we thought they would be more fun to find if they were just a teensy bit hidden.

“Now let’s get ice cream,” said Mom.

She bought cones for us and we ate them on a bench outside of Krause’s. From where we were sitting we could see four of our pennies.

The first two people who found them just spotted them, leaned down, picked them up, and put them in their pockets.

The third was noticed by a little girl. She was about five, just enough younger than Dawn and me so that she seemed like a really little kid. I nudged Dawn and Mom. “Look,” I whispered loudly.

The girl picked up the penny and tugged at her father’s arm. “Daddy!” she cried. “I found a penny! And it’s a good-luck penny.”

“Make a wish on it,” her father said.

The girl squeezed her eyes shut tightly for a few seconds. When she opened them she said, “Okay!”

“What did you wish for?” her father asked.

“Oh, Daddy,” she replied. “You know I can’t tell you that. Then it won’t come true. But it was a really good wish.”

Dawn and Mom and I looked at one another and grinned. We were about to leave when we saw an old man and an old woman walking arm in arm toward Krause’s. The woman was humming very loudly while the man spoke patiently to her.

“You’re going to see Marilyn and the kids tonight, remember, dear?” he was saying, and for some reason I had the feeling he’d said it to her many times already that day.

“Marilyn?” the woman said vaguely.

“She’s our daughter,” the man went on, as patiently as ever. “Our older daughter. And her kids are Jamie and Ben.”

“Now…have I ever met Jamie and Ben?” the woman said. And that was when she spied the last penny. “Oh! Oh! A penny!” she cried.

“Why, that’s the third penny you’ve found today,” said the man.

“Three pennies,” the woman said, and she looked so happy. “Three cents. This was a three-cent walk!”

The man and the woman went into Krause’s then, and I looked at Mom. “Is something wrong with that woman?” I asked her.

“I think she’s just getting old,” Mom replied. “Some people lose their memories when they get old.”

“But she forgot who her own daughter is!” I exclaimed. I was incredulous.

Mom drew in a breath. “Well, some older people develop a disease called Alzheimer’s. I think that may be what has happened to that woman.”

We were silent for a moment. Then I started to grin again. “She didn’t wish on the penny, but I think we made her really happy,” I said. “It sounds like she has a penny collection or something. Did you see how happy we made her?”

“Yup,” said Mom.

“With just a penny,” said Dawn.

“Yup,” said Mom again.

When Dawn and I were remembering this story tonight, Dawn said that out of all those pennies we set down we saw only one person, the little girl, actually make a wish. But I bet we made a lot of people happy for one reason or another. Like the old lady.

And that was one of the best things about Mom. She knew how to make people happy. Remembering that about her makes me feel both happy and sad.

I think I’ll try to go to sleep now. My wrist aches from writing, and my eyes burn from sitting under the tiny reading lamp.

3:13 A.M.

No dice.

No sleep.

I don’t want to be a zombie tomorrow.

3:16 A.M.

On the other hand, what does it matter?

3:20 A.M.

Going to try again after all.

Tuesday 3/23
4:30 P.M.

Everything is over. I never even wrote in my journal again yesterday. And today I went back to school. I can’t say I was able to concentrate. Or that I’ll do anything besides write in my journal for the rest of the day. But suddenly I couldn’t stand sitting around the house for another minute. I wanted to return to my life. So I got up this morning, got dressed, and walked to Vista with Dawn. Almost like usual.

Back to yesterday, though.

The day passed in a blur. At least that’s how it seemed at the time. But now that I try to recall it, I find that some details are coming back.

Dawn and I got up early. Neither of us had slept well, and we were very nervous. Dawn came out of the bathroom, sat on my bed, looked at me, and said, “Well…what are you going to wear?”

I couldn’t believe it, but until that very second I hadn’t given it a single thought.

“Oh god. I don’t know,” I said. “What are you going to wear?”

“I asked Carol about that yesterday and she said you don’t have to wear black to funerals anymore. She said I could wear pretty much whatever I want, as long as it’s, you know, sedate. I thought I’d wear my black pants and that green sweater.”

“I want to wear something Mom liked,” I said. And I was embarrassed to think of the horrible clothes I’ve been wearing lately. I’m sure Mom didn’t like any of them. My torn, faded, black things. I have a lot of black, but nothing very sedate.

“What did your mom like?” asked Dawn.

I frowned and opened the closet door. “I don’t know.” I pawed through T-shirts and sweatshirts, leggings and hulking oversized jackets and shirts. “Stuff I used to wear last year, I guess.” It took forever but finally I came up with that navy dress Mom bought for me. I haven’t worn it very often and wasn’t even sure it would fit, but it fit well enough. “I guess this’ll do,” I said.

Dawn went home to change, and I went downstairs in my funeral clothes. If Dad or Aunt Morgan had said one word — ONE negative word — about my outfit I think I would have screamed at them, run upstairs, and locked myself in my room. But they just gave me sad half smiles when I walked into the kitchen. Dad was sitting at the table drinking black coffee and wearing his darkest suit and tie. Aunt Morgan was standing at the sink in a black dress with black shoes and a black band in her hair.

So much for not having to wear black to funerals anymore.

Aunt Morgan said, “I cannot believe I am standing here dressed for my sister’s funeral. This wasn’t supposed to happen for about forty-five more years.”

Dad’s eyes filled with tears and he stared into his coffee mug.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Aunt Morgan. She dissolved into tears. Then Dad did too.

I left the kitchen.

You know what? I don’t know what I did between then and the time we left for the funeral.

5:05 P.M.

Ducky just called. Checking up on me. He is a very good person.

The next thing I remember about yesterday is finding a parking space behind the church. The lot was really crowded even though we were way early, and I remember thinking, What if we’re late to Mom’s funeral because we couldn’t find a parking space? I almost laughed. Then I almost cried. Then I concentrated on looking for a space.

“Do you think a lot of people are going to come?” I asked Dad.

“Yes,” he replied grimly.

We didn’t say much until we were inside. Dad found Jim (the minister) in his office and began to talk to him. Aunt Morgan and I wandered into the chapel and looked around.

“The flowers are beautiful,” Aunt Morgan said. “You did a good job.”

“Thank you,” I replied.

We saw people gathering in the vestibule. Then Dad joined us. “We should probably go talk to everyone,” he said. “Jim is going to begin the service in about fifteen minutes.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone,” I said.

“Then don’t talk to anyone,” Aunt Morgan said crossly.

She and Dad headed for the vestibule. I followed them. I felt like punching Aunt Morgan in the face.

Luckily, the first person I saw was Dawn. She was standing uncomfortably with Carol, her father, and Jeff. When she saw me, she hurried across the room and put her arms around me. Suddenly I was surrounded by my friends. Out of nowhere, Ducky, Maggie, and Amalia appeared. I was in my cocoon again. Safe.

I don’t remember what we talked about.

At a few minutes after eleven, Dad touched me on the elbow. “Okay, honey,” he whispered.

I grabbed Dawn, panicky. “Oh god!” I said, and I know I sounded hysterical.

The cocoon enveloped me once more, lending me strength. Then Dad, Aunt Morgan, Dawn, and I left the vestibule and walked down the aisle to the first row of pews. Jim looked at us from the front of the chapel. He nodded encouragingly.

We slid into a pew.

When we were seated, the other people began to enter. First our relatives, who sat directly behind us. Then our friends. It reminded me of a wedding, and once again I was tempted to laugh, then to cry. Luckily, neither happened.

Dawn reached over and held my hand. Dad did the same. Then Aunt Morgan took Dawn’s hand. I don’t know how Dawn felt about that, but it was nice for the four of us to be linked.

For awhile we just sat there. Finally I whispered to Dawn, “When is it going to start?”

She shrugged.

Fifteen more minutes went by.

“Dad?” I said at last. “It’s getting kind of late.”

“Turn around and look behind you,” he said.

I turned around.

The entire church was filled. Not one single space was empty. People were standing along the back, and more were crowded into the vestibule.

Jim approached us then. “Sorry for the delay,” he said quietly. “There are people standing out on the front steps too, and down on the sidewalk. We’re trying to rig something up so that they’ll be able to hear the service outside.”

I still can’t believe it.

My mother touched so many people.

They loved her and she loved them.

When Jim stepped away, Aunt Morgan started to cry again. I wanted to cry too, but I just refused to break down in front of that huge crowd. I was not going to do it.

I didn’t do it.

(Mom, that is no reflection on you.)

At last the service started. Dad and Mom had talked a lot about what would happen during it. Mom wanted certain music played in the background. Her friend Jake was in the choir loft, sitting on a stool with his guitar, next to his wife, Nina, at the organ.

First they played some music that I thought might be Chopin. Then they played “Sheep May Safely Graze.” I know that for sure because it was a piece of music that Mom requested over and over at the hospital.

Then they began to play “Amazing Grace.” They played it through once, and then a clear, sweet voice rang out from the choir loft. I turned around to look. It was Liz. She managed to sing the entire song without crying, although just about everyone else in the church was teary-eyed by the time she finished.

After that Jake and Nina played very, very softly throughout the rest of the service. All mom had wanted after the music ended was for people to have a chance to talk about her and remember her. Jim spoke first. He talked about the first time he met Mom. She was pregnant with me then, and he described her as radiantly happy about the baby she was about to have.

What happened next was horrible, as far as I was concerned. No one else, including Dad, seemed to think anything of it, but I was mortified. After Jim finished speaking, Dad stepped up to the microphone. He began to talk about Mom. He talked about how they met when they were in college, and how they were drawn together by their beliefs—in peace and nonviolence and gun control, in issues of equality and tolerance—and how the only big fight they ever had was over the fact that Mom couldn’t help but feel intolerant of intolerant people. Dad had told her that made her a hypocrite, and Mom replied that she just couldn’t feel anything but disgust for people who hated other people because of the color of their skin or their religion or the sex of the person they wanted to spend the rest of their lives with. And that was that.

I was hearing things about Mom that I hadn’t heard before. But they didn’t surprise me.

Anyway, the horrible thing was when Dad began to talk about the love that he and Mom had for each other. His voice broke and at first he simply couldn’t continue speaking. But then it got worse. He began sobbing. Right up there at the microphone in front of all those people, with all those other people listening outside. I kept waiting for Jim or someone to escort him back to his seat, but no one did, and Dad seemed to want to go on. Except that he couldn’t. He just stood there and cried and cried.

If I could have fit under the pew, I would have crawled there and waited until the service was over. As it was, I slid down until my head was about level with Dawn’s shoulders. Aunt Morgan actually tried to haul me up, but I edged away from her.

After what seemed like hours, Dad got control of himself and continued. He talked about Mom’s illness and how brave she was. He even talked about how she planned the service. All around me I could hear people sniffling and letting out little sobs.

When Dad finished, Jim hugged him hard before Dad returned to his seat. Then Dad sat down, put his head in his hands, and began to sob again. I looked helplessly at Dawn. She squeezed my hand, which was her way of letting me know that I should take Dad’s hand again. So I did. We sat that way until the service was over.

A lot more people got up and spoke after that. Maybe ten or even fifteen. No one spoke for as long as Dad did, but everyone said what a wonderful person Mom was, how she’ll be missed, how she was a star whose light had been snuffed out, that sort of thing. The longer it went on, the less I felt like crying. I don’t know why. I felt like I was turning into a rock, all hard and cold.

I couldn’t wait for the service to be over.

8:42 P.M.

I want to finish writing about the funeral. I just want it out of the way. I’ve been writing and writing and writing, and I really should start to catch up with my homework, but I have to finish this. I’m going to write it out and then never look at it again. I may even need to start a new journal after this entry.

When the service finally ended, everyone filed out of the chapel. We left in the same order we’d entered. Dad and Aunt Morgan and Dawn and I first, then our relatives, then everyone else. Since Mom had been cremated and there isn’t going to be a burial, people gathered in the vestibule and outside. They just wanted to talk. Of course, everyone wanted to talk to Dad and me. And of course I didn’t want to talk to any of them. Except Dawn and Ducky and Maggie and Amalia. Thank god they formed their cocoon again. I let them wrap me up and I was able to ignore everyone else. (Pretty much.)

I have never seen so much crying and hugging.

I don’t really want to write about it, though.

Finally, finally, finally we were able to leave. Dad and Aunt Morgan and I drove back to our house. I couldn’t believe it. The house was full of people. People who had been at the funeral. What had they been doing there when we weren’t even at home yet?

It turned out that they were setting out all the food that had been delivered in the last few days, along with stacks of paper plates and cups and napkins (what a waste of trees). A lot of the people who had been at the service stopped by the house to eat and talk and offer their shoulders to Dad and me.

All I felt was ungrateful and frustrated.

I wanted them out of our house.

Hadn’t they just spent the morning crying and talking about Mom? Dad and Aunt Morgan seemed glad that the people came by. I was only glad about my cocoon. I don’t know if it was correct funeral behavior — and I really don’t care — but the five of us huddled upstairs in my room and ignored the activity downstairs. I didn’t want any kind words or shoulders unless they belonged to my friends.

Somehow the day passed by. All during the afternoon my friends sat with me. At 6:00 Amalia said she had to leave. Maggie followed soon after. Ducky and Dawn stayed until almost 10:00.

“You know what?” I said then. “I’m going to go to school tomorrow.”

“Great,” they replied.

And that is the end of this journal. I will never look at it again.

Part Two

Wednesday 3/24
5:58 p.m.

Brand-new journal. At least in my mind.

After I wrote the last word on the page before this one, I almost put this journal, unfinished, in the box with the others. But finally I decided that was too wasteful. So I’m starting Part Two here. I’ll fold down the corner of this page so I know where the second part begins, and I’ll never look at the first part again.

Went to school today. Second day back. Still can’t concentrate. I wonder how long that will go on. When am I going to feel better? I known Mom’s only been gone for a few days, but I’ve been grieving for months already. Grieving and goofing off. I’m not sure I’ll be able to make up for everything I’ve missed this school year. I wonder if I’ll have to repeat eighth grade. I’ve made a big mess of it.

Still, I see one good sign: I did a huge chunk of homework after school today, the first work I’ve done in a long time. And I saved writing in the journal for AFTER I’d done the work.

Now I’m going to do something I had thought I might not do for years. I’m going to start reading Mom’s diaries. I want to feel close to her.

9:26 P.M.

Wow.

I’ve been reading the diaries since dinner ended. This is like reading someone’s autobiography. I’m living someone else’s life. I’m living Mom’s life again for her.

Mom’s very first diary was given to her on her fourteenth birthday. All of her diaries except the first one look like my journals—messy, well-worn spiral-bound notebooks. But the first one, which was a gift from her parents, is an actual diary—a small book with an amber-colored cover and a brass clasp that actually locks with a key. Mom helpfully taped the key to the back of the diary.

When I opened the diary I realized my hands were shaking a little. I was about to enter Mom’s life nearly thirty years ago.

The first entry was written on the night of Mom’s birthday. It starts off with:


	Great birthday! Everyone was here: Janet, Liz, Molly, Dale, Nancy, Corrie, Beth. We had a swim party. Well, that was no surprise because I arranged it. But Mom and Dad didn’t tell me that Aunt Mel and Uncle Rick were going to come with Caroline and Peter. Fun to see them! Peter is so cute! He’s almost four now. And Caroline is so good with him. Now that she can read, she reads stories to him all the time.



Got great presents! This one is the best! I’ll write in it every day!

I frowned a little as I read this entry. It seemed just the teeniest bit immature to me. Then I thought about how small the diary was, and looked at the big lines on the pages. I realized that Mom had to summarize each day in twelve lines.

I kept on reading. Finally I flipped ahead and found this entry:

October 30


	Getting ready for Corrie’s Halloween party! She’s going to invite boys! Am I ready for boys? I guess I’ll find out. I’m glad this is a costume party because I’d be a lot more worried about what to wear if I couldn’t go dressed as a hippie. (Very easy costume!)



(The rest of this page is a drawing of the parts of the hippie costume.)

I turned the page.

October 31


	VERY LATE AT NIGHT.

	The party didn’t end until almost midnight. I have reached a decision: Boys are disgusting. They should not be allowed out of their cages until their voices have changed and they can dress and speak properly.

	Unless they are Kevin Darcy.

	Sigh.

	Note: Halloween doesn’t mean candy anymore. My trick-or-treating days are over.



I read through the autumn entries and on into December to see what Mom’s Christmas had been like. And I came to a page that was nearly blank. It read:

December 13


	High school is horrible.



It was followed by several blank pages. The next entry was on December 17th and it was all about Christmas. There was no mention of why high school was horrible or what had happened. I decided it was just one of those school problems. I skimmed through the rest of that diary and noticed that Mom tended to skip days in it anyway. Finally I laid down the leather diary and picked up the first of the spiral-bound notebooks. It was SO different from my journals. And SO different from the formal diary Mom had gotten for her birthday. She had doodled in the journal and pasted down letters, photographs, newspaper articles, ticket stubs, and so forth. It was really a scrapbook. I paged through it, fascinated.

One of the earlier dates in the journal was October 6th of Mom’s sophomore year in high school. The entry for that date was sprawled across two pages and included a slightly blurry photo of three girls in cheerleader uniforms with pom-poms and a megaphone. I stared at the photo until I realized that the girl on the right was Mom.

Mom?

Mom was a cheerleader?

I couldn’t believe it. It did not fit in with my image of her. The hippie Halloween costume had been much more appropriate. Later in the same journal I found a photo that looked like it had actually been cut out of a yearbook. (I wondered why, and where the yearbook with the hole in it was today.) The picture was in black-and-white and was a group shot of about 25 kids sitting on bleachers under a banner that read YOUNG REPUBLICANS.

Now I was totally stumped. Cheerleaders. Republicans. This was not Mom. She must have had a twin sister who had been felled by some weird tragedy, and this was her way of telling me about her. Or maybe the girl in this photo was Aunt Morgan. Mom and Aunt Morgan looked pretty similar. But no. I read the caption. The girl who looked like Mom was clearly identified, and she was Mom, all right, not Aunt Morgan.

I wondered again where the yearbook was. I would love to get my hands on it.

And now, I can’t believe it, but I’ll have to stop reading and writing and go to bed. It is SO late. And I’m determined to go to school tomorrow and do my homework and everything.

So…more tomorrow.

Thursday 3/25
7:20 P.M.

Back to Mom’s journals. They are all I can think about.

By the beginning of the second journal I found myself close to the end of Mom’s junior year in high school. I read the first entry.

May 16


	How am I going to tell Mom and Dad? They are never going to understand. I feel like I have to CONFESS something to them, and that makes me even madder, because I know I didn’t do anything wrong. But if I don’t tell them they’re going to find out on their own. Soon too.

	I better tell them.



Later


	Told them. They hit the ceiling. Both of them. With their stupid conservative little hairdos. Banged them right on the ceiling.

	I hate my parents.

	They will never understand me, and I try to understand them, but I really don’t.

	Dad just kept yelling over and over, “You’re an embarrassment to this family.”

	He should be glad I didn’t get arrested.

	And Mom kept saying, “People are going to read about this in the newspaper?”

	Then Dad said, “What about the Young Republicans?”

	And I had to tell him I had dropped out over a year ago. When I was suffering from terminal hypocrisy.



The entry ended there. I turned the page. On it was pasted a brief newspaper article. It wasn’t dated or identified, but I was pretty sure it was from Mom’s local paper. It was about a peace march that Mom had staged on her high school campus. It was very brief (the article, I mean), but Mom’s name was the only one mentioned, and it was clear that the march had been her idea and had been carried out by her.

I was puzzled. I still didn’t understand what was going on between Mom and her parents. I almost carried the journal downstairs to ask Dad about it but decided I was enjoying this private process of discovering my mother.

I read through the entire summer that followed, the summer between Mom’s junior and senior years in high school. Things at her home were not simple and happy. But then, I knew that the early seventies were not simple and happy. They were a time for questioning and redefining and protesting and standing up for what you believed in. It sounded as though that was just what Mom had done back then. It also sounded as though her parents wished she hadn’t. It ALSO sounded as though Morgan wished Mom hadn’t. Or was Morgan jealous of Mom? Did Morgan wish she too could stand up for her beliefs—but she was afraid to stand up to her parents first?

This was fascinating.

I read on until I got to Mom’s high school graduation. I wasn’t the least bit curious about her hopes and dreams, her fears and worries on that day. What I wanted to know was what was going on in her family. I knew Mom had chosen to attend UCLA, and now I had a funny feeling that was entirely her choice, something her parents had not wanted.

Boy, was I right. Mom’s parents had wanted her to go to Townsend, some teeny, tiny conservative college in northern California, the college Mom’s mother had gone to. It sounded more like a finishing school to me. Mom would have none of it, of course. She wanted to go to a big university where she could study whatever she wanted and meet all different kinds of people.

In the end, Mom had won. But she had paid a big price for it. Her parents hadn’t attended her high school graduation. Nor had they helped pay her tuition at UCLA. Meanwhile, Aunt Morgan was busy being the good girl — for awhile. She had gone to Townsend but only for two years. Then she took herself as far from California as she could get without leaving the United States, and got her degree at new York University. For years she wasn’t in touch with the rest of her family — with her parents because she found them as smothering as Mom did, and with Mom because, well, I wasn’t sure why. Just because they lived so far apart? Or because she resented that Mom had been able to stand up to their parents long before her big sister was able to?

So Mom had put herself through UCLA (which wasn’t easy, but she was determined), and that was where she had met Dad. Eventually they had gotten married—and her parents had not attended the wedding. But now Aunt Morgan came back into the picture. Mom wrote her and asked if she’d like to come to California for the wedding.

“I know it’s a long trip,” she had written in her journal, recording her conversation with her sister, “but it would mean a lot if you could be with me on that day. If you don’t want to come, though, I’ll understand.”

Guess what Aunt Morgan had replied. She had sent Mom a telegram (who ever thought to send a telegram?) saying, “If I’m going to come all that way, you’d better let me be your maid of honor.”

And that was exactly what Mom had done.

This was how Mom and Aunt Morgan had become part of each other’s lives again. They had stayed in touch ever since, although they were two very different people.

Aunt Morgan’s next trip to California had been to see me when I was born. But before that happened, something else took place. Something huge. Something I’d heard little bits and pieces of here and there. However, until now I had never had this setting in which to place the incident.

Oh god. It’s after 10:00. Time for bed.

To be continued.

Friday 3/26
Study Hall

I’ve got my own journal and one of Mom’s here with me. I should be concentrating on catching up, especially in science and math, but the teachers don’t really care what we do in study hall as long as we look like we’re working.

So back to Mom.

A couple of years after Mom and Dad got married, and a few years before I was born, Mom’s parents left on a cross-country summer trip. Mom heard about this through Aunt Morgan, who was occasionally in touch with their parents. The trip was to last for over a month. But on the third day their car was struck by a van and everyone in the accident was killed.

Mom was devastated.

At first I couldn’t figure out why. She wasn’t close to her parents, hadn’t spoken to them in years. It had sounded as though she hated them. But I continued to read, and soon I saw that even though Mom had grown apart from her parents, hadn’t understood them, and knew they hadn’t understood her, she still wanted their approval. She still wanted them in her life. She had longed for them to attend her high school graduation, her college graduation, and then her wedding. After all that time she had hoped they might reconcile. “Perhaps,” Mom wrote, “it will happen if I have a baby one day. Their grandchild.”

And then they died.

Now I understand why Mom had given me her journals. At a certain point she must have realized that she wasn’t going to beat the cancer, that she was going to die, and that like her, I am going to be unable to share some of the most important occasions of my life with my mother, even though for a very different reason.

I have just set down the journal I was in the middle of. I’ve decided to go back and start over again with the first journal, to read more slowly, to savor every one of Mom’s words. I’m no longer eager to rush through her life.

Lunchtime
Cafeteria

I’m sitting here by myself, and now I see Dawn, Maggie, and Amalia. I was going to sit alone, but they’re heading this way, and that feels okay.

3:50 P.M.

Note: I’m about to start my homework but want to say that I think today went pretty well. Not that I didn’t think of Mom every other second. Not that I didn’t cry four separate times in the girls’ room. Not that I didn’t nearly bite Jill’s stupid head off when she asked me if I miss my mother. (She actually asked me that.) But I got through the day.

Time for homework.

10:39 P.M.

News of the day: I have this enormous pit in my stomach. It’s just huge. It sits there and makes eating difficult and concentrating difficult and sometimes even being nice difficult. But today I was able to ignore it a little. Or to work around it. Or something. I MADE myself eat breakfast before I left the house. I allowed Dawn and the others to sit with me at lunch, instead of insisting on sitting alone. And I ate lunch. Not a huge one, but enough to get by on. When I have trouble concentrating in class or on my homework I just forge ahead. I tell myself I can think about Mom lots of times during the day, but just not at that moment.

To be honest, I feel like the walking dead, but at least I’m walking. I am not going to give in to this feeling. (Is it grief? A different kind of grief? Is this as bad as it gets, or is there something worse?)

11:04 P.M.

I almost put the journal away and went to bed, but I can’t stop thinking about something. It’s what Dad and Aunt Morgan were discussing at dinner tonight.

Scattering Mom’s ashes. It’s something Mom talked to Dad about last month, and together they planned some kind of service. A private service with Dad, Aunt Morgan, Dawn, and me present. Just the four of us. And Mom’s ashes. Dad and Aunt Morgan want to have the service (ceremony?) soon. Tomorrow. Aunt Morgan wants to return to Atlanta practically the moment it’s over. She’s eager to get back. (I can’t believe that a week or so ago I thought she and Dad might get married. I know that will never happen. They are way too different. Plus, Aunt Morgan has her life in Georgia, and Dad has his here in California.)

Anyway, Dad and Aunt Morgan want to scatter the ashes tomorrow, so Aunt Morgan can fly to Atlanta on Sunday and go back to work on Monday.

But I am not ready to scatter the ashes.

I CANNOT DO THAT TOMORROW.

I think I have talked them into having the ceremony on Sunday. Aunt Morgan can return on Monday and start work on Tuesday.

I just need a little time.

And I have to say that when I asked if we couldn’t PLEASE put this off until Sunday, even Aunt Morgan looked relieved. I would like one nice restful, peaceful, school-free day tomorrow before I face the ceremony.

Saturday 3/27
11:36 A.M.

I actually slept late today. Slept until almost 9:00. Dad and Aunt Morgan slept well too. When I finally came downstairs, they hadn’t been up for very long. The three of us sat around the table eating toast and cereal, and talking. We talked about our plans for the day. I said I was going to do homework in the morning and see Dawn and Ducky in the afternoon. Dad said maybe he’d better get himself over to the bookstore, for a few hours anyway. And then Aunt Morgan said, “What about the women’s shelter?”

“What women’s shelter?” I asked.

Dad and Aunt Morgan glanced at each other, which was not a good sign.

“What women’s shelter?” I asked again.

“Well,” said Dad, but his voice trailed off.

“We’re going to donate your mom’s clothes and things to a shelter downtown.”

“Donate her clothes?” I cried. “Now?”

“Sunny,” said Dad.

“But Dad, she’s only been dead for eight days. Why are you getting rid of her things already?”

“Sunny, why should we keep them?” Aunt Morgan asked me.

“Why shouldn’t we? Would Mom want us to get rid of every little piece of her so quickly? You’re making it like she never existed.”

“You know that’s not true,” said Dad.

“Well, that’s what it feels like.”

“But we’re going to keep plenty of reminders of Mom. We have all our photos. And the house is full of things she bought or made.”

“We’re just going to give away the things we have absolutely no use for, such as her clothes,” added Aunt Morgan.

“Frankly, Sunny,” Dad went on, “some reminders of her are a little overwhelming for me. I can smell your mother’s scent in her clothes.”

That made me sit up straight. I wasn’t used to hearing Dad reveal such intimate, personal things. Besides, I knew what he meant. Walking by Mom’s closet was almost shocking. Still…

“Well, what if I want some of her clothes?” I said.

“Keep whatever you like,” Dad replied. “I won’t give away anything you want.”

“She left some of her jewelry to you,” said Aunt Morgan. “Quite a bit of it, actually.”

“Okay,” I said. I wasn’t sure what else to say because suddenly I felt very confused. Giving away Mom’s things made sense—and it didn’t. I wanted her clothes and jewelry—and I didn’t.

I left the kitchen to think for awhile.

When I returned, Dad and Aunt Morgan were still sitting at the table, talking.

“You already called the women’s shelter, didn’t you?” I said.

“Yes,” replied Dad.

“Without asking me?”

“Some decisions are going to be mine alone. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is. I’ll include you whenever I can. But not always.”

I don’t know why, but that made me feel calmer.

“When are we going to take Mom’s things to the shelter?” I asked.

“In a couple of weeks,” said Dad. “It’ll take me awhile to sort through everything.”

“Do you want me to help you?”

“If you’d like to.”

“Okay. But not today.”

“We don’t have to start today.”

1:06 P.M.

Ducky just called. He wanted to know if Dawn and I want to go to a movie this afternoon. Sounds like a good idea.

8:30 P.M.

Well, it was actually a pretty good afternoon. Just like at school yesterday, I can’t say that I didn’t think about Mom most of the time, or that I didn’t cry several times. But still, it was not a bad afternoon.

Ducky arrived in his beat-up car and Dawn and I piled in. We drove to the mall. I’m not a HUGE fan of the mall. But today it felt like a good place to spend time. It’s full of distractions. The movie theater, restaurants, stores (even if they’re sort of boring ones), people to watch. Ducky and Dawn are so great. They came prepared with lists of things they needed to do or buy at the mall (so we wouldn’t get bored). Ducky needed new sneakers, Dawn had to get a key copied, Ducky wanted to look for two CDs for his brother, Dawn said she’d outgrown her bathing suit. They even had a task for me. Dawn had promised Jeff she’d get him this water toy he’d been asking for, and she sent me off in search of it, which took forever. By the time we’d been to a movie and eaten dinner (Mexican food from the food court) it was after 6:00.

“Boy,” I said as we sat at our table, sipping the last of our drinks.

“What?” asked Sunny.

“The day went by pretty quickly. Mostly they’ve just been dragging. Even at school. They’ve been dragging for weeks. This one felt a little more normal.”

“Well, that’s good,” said Ducky.

“I guess.”

“What do you mean?”

“I feel guilty.”

“For feeling better?”

“Well…yes. I mean, Mom’s funeral was just five days ago. And here I am, almost having a good time. It doesn’t seem quite right.”

“Don’t you think your mom would want you to feel better?” asked Dawn. “She wouldn’t want you to feel horrible. That would make her feel bad.”

I squirmed. “I know. It still doesn’t feel right, though.”

“So…what are you saying?” asked Ducky.

Now I felt cross. “I don’t know.”

“Okay, okay.”

“I mean, I’ve never been through this before.”

“Neither have we,” said Ducky.

“Yesterday I nearly bit Jill’s head off because she asked me if I miss Mom.”

“Well, that was a fairly thoughtless question,” said Dawn.

I nodded. For a moment, we were quiet. At last I said, “anyway, it’s still been a pretty good day. Thanks to you guys.”

10:40 P.M.

A few more thoughts about today.

I guess I’ll just have to take things as they come, see what happens as time goes on. I know Dawn’s right, that Mom wouldn’t want me to feel bad. But I’ll just feel however I feel.

I’ve been thinking about Mom’s journals, what they meant to her, what she hoped they might mean to me. I think I’ll keep my journals for her from now on. I mean, just in my head. I think I’ll pretend I’m writing to Mom, so she can peek in at my life. I’m only thirteen. Most of my life is ahead of me. I can’t truly share it with Mom, but maybe I can imagine her beside me, sharing my days.

And now I better get ready for bed. Tomorrow we are going to scatter Mom’s ashes. It’s all decided. We’re going to leave early in the morning.

Am I ready for this?

Was I ready for anything that has already happened?

Sunday 3/28
7:42 P.M.

I am so tired.

I feel like a wrung-out washcloth. But somehow this isn’t a bad thing. I also feel cleansed. Or something. I’m not sure how to describe it.

Dawn came over at 8:00 this morning. She looked nervous, almost as nervous as she’d looked on the morning of the funeral. I couldn’t blame her. She looked like I felt.

I pulled her upstairs to my room. “Dad and Aunt Morgan are packing a picnic basket,” I whispered to her.

“Yeah?”

“Well, don’t you think that’s a little odd?”

“Not really. This is supposed to be a day in honor of your mother, isn’t it? She loved picnics.”

I shrugged. “I guess.” This was another of those things that just didn’t feel right.

Soon we were in the car, pulling out of our driveway. Dad and Aunt Morgan sat in the front, Dawn and I sat in the back. The picnic basket was between us. At my feet was the urn containing my mother’s ashes. I stared at it for awhile. I poked at it with the toe of my sneaker. I edged it away from me. Finally, I said, “Aunt Morgan, can you take this, please?”

Aunt Morgan turned around. “What?”

“That.”

I pointed to the urn. I didn’t want to touch it with my bare hands.

“I’ll take it,” said Dawn. “Put it over here.”

“I can’t.”

Dawn didn’t say anything. She reached down and picked up the urn. I saw that her hands were shaking.

The car was silent until we left Palo City behind us and headed up the coastline. Then Dad said, “Your mother wanted us to play her favorite music today.” He stuck a cassette in the tape deck. Joni Mitchell. One of the tapes Mom had listened to over and over while she was sick. Even so, I still like it.

“She wanted us to sing along,” Dad continued.

I wasn’t sure I’d be able to. I had to sing around a lump that had formed in my throat. Everyone else seemed to have lumps in their throats too. But one by one, we were able to join in.

When the tape ended, I said softly, “It feels like Mom is here in the car with us.”

“It’s a nice feeling,” said Aunt Morgan.

We put on another tape.

After that one ended, no one bothered to put on another. We sat with our thoughts for awhile. I remembered other picnics and outings that Mom and Dad and I had gone on. I remembered a time when Mom’s bathing suit had fallen off while we were swimming in a lake. But for some reason the memory didn’t make me laugh, even though Mom and Dad and I laughed for a very long time when it happened.

At various times on the car ride I would notice that one or another of us was crying. Then we began telling stories about Mom and soon we were laughing. Then we put on another tape.

Almost three hours went by before Dad said, “We’re almost there.”

“A special place?” I asked.

“The place where I proposed to your mother.”

When Dad said that, part of me wanted to cry, and part of me wanted to laugh. Since I had done so much crying lately, I decided to let myself laugh. And I exclaimed, “Dad, I can’t believe you and Mom were so conventional! You proposed to her? Like in the movies? That’s so old-fashioned. It sounds like something Mom’s father would have done.”

“It’s exactly what your father did,” spoke up Aunt Morgan.

“But somehow it just felt right to us,” Dad said. “It was very romantic.”

“How did you propose to her, Dad? Tell us everything.” Mom recorded her wedding in one of her journals but not Dad’s proposal.

“Let’s wait until we’re there and I can show you.”

“Okay.” Even though what Dad was going to show us would be sad, I was awfully eager to see how he had asked Mom to marry him.

8:51 P.M.

Dad pulled off the highway at a rest stop, and we parked in a lot. We were pleased to see that only two other cars were there. We unloaded our things and Aunt Morgan was about to lock the car when I said, “Um, Dad, the…” I gestured toward the urn.

Dad took it and we walked through a small wooded area. When we stepped out of the trees we found ourselves on a rocky cliff above the ocean. The cliff wasn’t too steep, though, and a wooden staircase led to the beach below, where waves crashed on more rocks.

I heard Dawn suck in her breath. “Ooh. It’s beautiful,” she whispered.

It was stunning. At first, none of us said a word. We just gazed out at the ocean. Finally Dad said, “Let’s have our picnic up here. We’ll go down to the beach later. That’s where Mom wants her ashes scattered.”

“Before we eat, will you show us how you proposed to Mom?” I said. I just couldn’t let go of that. I was dying of curiosity.

Dad smiled. “All right.”

Aunt Morgan spread a blanket on the ground and she and Dawn and I sat on it.

Dad stood by the edge of the cliff. “Well,” he began, “your mother was sitting here, Sunny, with her legs dangling over the edge. And I tiptoed up behind her and stuck a yellow rose in front of her. When she turned around to look at me, I said, ‘Honey, there’s something I want to ask you.’ I think she knew what it was, but she said, ‘Yes?’ very seriously. And then I got down on one knee, like this —”

“Dad, you didn’t!”

“Yes, I did. And I was proud of it. Then I pulled a box out of my pocket, opened it up, and showed your mother the ring inside. I said, ‘Will you marry me?’ And without thinking about it for even a moment, she said, ‘Yes.’”

“How long did you wait before you got married?”

“Only a few days. We’d already been living together, so it wasn’t a big deal, really. We came back here to get married.”

That much I had suddenly figured out, thanks to Mom’s journals, but Dawn said, “Back here? To the cliff?”

“Yes.”

“You mean you brought the minister and everyone here?”

“Right here,” said Aunt Morgan.

“Oh, that’s right,” I said. “You were in the wedding. It was your reconciliation.” Dad and Aunt Morgan looked at me, and I added, “I’ve been reading Mom’s journals.” I paused for a moment. “She wrote all about the wedding, but not about how you proposed to her.”

“She was funny about the journals,” said Dad thoughtfully. “She only wrote in them sporadically. She’d go for weeks without writing in them, and then she’d write in them furiously for days.”

“I’m still getting a pretty good idea about her life,” I said.

Dad told Dawn a little about the wedding, and then we set out our picnic. I think we had all thought we wouldn’t be able to eat, and then we all realized we were starved. So we dug in. And we talked about Mom some more.

When we finished eating, Dad looked out at the ocean. “Well,” he said, “I guess we should put our things away and go down to the beach.” He looked so sad that I put my arms around him for a moment. Then, wordlessly, we set everything back in the picnic basket, and Dad cradled the urn in his arms. We made our way down the wooden stairs to the sand.

We stood in a line at the water’s edge. I realized I didn’t know what to do, so I looked at Dad and Aunt Morgan. They looked like they didn’t know what to do either.

After a moment, Dad said, “Let’s just think about your mom for a bit.”

So we did.

Even though I have been doing nothing but thinking about Mom practically forever, I stood on the beach then and thought about her some more.

Dad said, “Any last things anyone wants to say to her?”

Dawn whispered, “Good-bye.”

Aunt Morgan murmured, “My sister. I’ll see you in the next life.”

I said, “I love you, Mom.”

And Dad said, “Our connection can’t be broken. We’re together for eternity. Good-bye.”

At that point, when I heard Dad’s words, the tears I’d been holding in during the picnic flooded out. In a moment all four of us were crying — sobbing and hugging. When we had calmed down, Dad opened the urn, waded into the ocean, and scattered some of the ashes over it. Then he held it out to me. I did the same, followed by Aunt Morgan, and then Dawn. I noticed, though, that Dawn was careful not to empty the urn completely. With some ashes still inside, she handed it to Dad again, and he scattered the last of Mom over the Pacific Ocean. Then he turned toward the beach and we waded ashore and climbed the stairs to the top of the cliff.

On the way Dawn said to me, “Your mom told me to take care of you.”

“She told me to take care of you too.”

“She just wants us all to take care of each other.”

I nodded.

Dad and Aunt Morgan and Dawn and I carried our things back to the car and began the drive home. This time we didn’t play music. We didn’t even talk much. At some point Dawn and I fell asleep. We slept until Dad turned into our driveway.

11:12 P.M.

Can’t sleep. Again.

Why? I thought I’d be able to sleep.

When the funeral and today’s ceremony were over, I thought I’d be able sleep.

Tuesday, 3/30
4:26 P.M.

School is so boring.

Life is boring.

What is wrong with everyone?

What is wrong with me?

Aunt Morgan is gone. Dad is back at work. Came home today to an empty house. Yesterday too, but Dawn was with me.

I don’t like an empty house. Especially one that is empty because someone died in it.

Wednesday 3/31
7:40 P.M.

Dad worked late tonight so I am on my own.

One thing about an empty house. You get a lot of homework done. I am starting to catch up. Got an A on an English test.

Friday, 4/2
5:14 P.M.

MOM, I MISS YOU SO MUCH.

How long am I going to miss you in this way?

It hurts.

9:37 P.M.

Hey, Mom, are you here with me? Can you read this? I’m writing it for you, you know.

I think I can feel you with me, a little.

I still really need you, Mom.

I miss you.

I love you.
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