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It never stops.


The whistle.


The sound is hollow, rising from a cork ball enclosed by red plastic. His mother no longer has the strength to blow had---the cancer has made certain of that---so the sound comes out as a soft song, like the chirring of a cricket somewhere off in another part of the house, just barely audible. But there. Always unmistakably there.


Blair buries his head beneath his pillow. He feels like a little boy again, trying to close out the world because he just isn’t ready to face up to what is out there. Not yet. Maybe never, he thinks. How do you ever face up to something like cancer? It never lets you catch up.


It’s nearly three o’clock in the morning now.


And just across the hall …


Even with his eyes closed, he has a perfect picture of his mother’s room: the lamp on her nightstand casting a sickly gray shadow over her bed, the blankets gathered at her feet. Behind her, leaning against the wall, an old ironing board serves as a makeshift stand for the IV the nurse was never able to get into mother’s veins. And the television is on. In his mind, Blair sees it all. Much too clearly. 



He wraps himself tighter in the pillow.


The sound from the television is turned down, but he still thinks he can hear a scene from Starsky and Hutch squealing from somewhere across the hallway.


Then the whistle.


A thousand times he had heard it calling him … at all hours of the night … when she is thirsty … when she needs to go to the bathroom … when she needs to be moved to a new position … when she is in pain. A thousand times. He hears the whistle, the whirring call, coming at him from everywhere now. It is the sound of squealing tires from the street outside his bedroom window. It is the high-pitched hum of the dishwasher, of the television set, of the refrigerator when it kicks on at midnight.


Everywhere.


He has grown to hate it.


And he has grown to hate himself for hating it.


An ugly thought comes to mind: why … doesn’t she succumb? Why hasn’t she died by now? It’s not the first time he’s faced himself with this question, but lately it seems to come up more and more often in his mind. Cancer is not an easy thing to watch. It takes a person piece by piece …

 


 “My feet are numb.”

 “Numb?”

 “Like walking on sandpaper.”

 “From the chemo?”

 “I don’t know.”

 “Maybe …” Blair said naively, “maybe your feet will feel better after the chemo’s over.” He had honestly believed that it would turn out that way. When the chemo stopped, then so would her nausea and her fatigue and her loss of hair. And the worst of the side effects had stopped, for a while. But the numbness in her feet … that part had stayed on, an ugly scar left over from a body pumped full of dreadful things with dreadful names like doxorubicin and dacadbazine and vinblastine. Chemicals you couldn’t even pronounce. It wasn’t long before she began to miss a step here and there, and soon she was having to guide herself down the hallway with one hand pressed against the wall.

 “Sometimes I can’t even feel them,” she once told him, a pained expression etched into the lines of her face.


She knows, Blair had thought at the time. She knows she’s never going to dance again. The one thing she loves most in the world, and it’s over for her.

 



The heater kicks on.


There’s a vent under the bed where he’s trying to sleep. It makes a familiar, almost haunting sound, and for an instant, he can’t be sure if he’s hearing the soft, high-pitched hum of the whistle. He lifts his head, listens. There’s a hush that reminds him of a hot summer night when it’s too humid to sleep. But the house seems at peace, he decides.


She’s sleeping, he tells himself in a whisper. Finally sleeping.


For too long, the endless nights have haunted him with her cancerous likeness. She is like a butterfly: so incredibly delicate. She’s lying in bed, her eyes half closed, her mouth hung open. Five feet, seven inches tall and not quite ninety pounds. The covers are pulled back slightly, her nightgown is unbuttoned and the outline of her ribs resembles a relief map.


She’s not the same person he used to call his mother.


It’s been ages since he’s seen that other person. Before the three surgeries. Before the chemotherapy. Before the radiation treatments. Before he finally locked up his house and moved down state to care for her …

 



She cried the first time she fell. It happened in her bedroom, early one morning while he was making breakfast. He heard a sharp cry, and when he found her, her legs were folded under like broken wings. She didn’t have the strength to climb back to her feet. For a moment, her face was frozen behind a mask of complete surprise. Then suddenly she started crying.

 “Are you hurt?”


She shook her head, burying her face in her hands.

 “Here, let me help you up.”

 “No.” She motioned him away.


He retreated a step, maybe two, staring down at her, studying her, trying to put himself in her position. It occurred to him that she wasn’t upset because of the fall---that wasn’t the reason for the tears---she was crying because suddenly she had realized the ride was coming to an end. The last curve of the roller coaster had been rounded and now it was winding down once and for all. No more corkscrews. No more quick drops. No more three-sixties. Just a slow, steady deceleration until the ride came to a final standstill. Then it would be time to get off. The fall … marked the beginning of the end.


It had been a harsh realization for both of them.


He began walking with her after that, guiding her one step at a time from her bedroom to the kitchen, from the kitchen to the living room, from the living room to the bathroom. A week or two later, she was using a four-pronged cane. A week or two after that, she was using a wheelchair.


Everything ran together those few short weeks, a kaleidoscope of forfeitures, one after the other, all blended together until he could hardly recall a time when she had been healthy and whole …

 



She’s going to die.


Blair has known this for a long time now.


She’s going to die, but …


but …


how long is it going to take?


It seems like forever.


A car passes by his bedroom window. It’s been raining lightly and the slick whine of the tires reminds him of that other sound, the one he’s come to hate so much. He hates it because there’s nothing he can do now. There’s no going back, no making things better. All he can do is watch … and wait … and try not to lose his sanity to the incessant call of the whistle.


He bought the whistle for her nearly two and a half weeks ago in the sporting goods section of the local Target store. A cheap thing, made of plastic and a small cork ball. She wears it around her neck, dangling from the end of a thin nylon cord. Once, when it became tangled in the pillowcase, she nearly choked on the cord. But he refuses to let her take it off. It’s the only way he has of keeping in touch with her at night. Unless he doesn’t sleep. But he’s already feeling guilty about the morning he found her sleeping on the floor in the living room …

 



When he went to bed---sometime around 1:30 or 2:00 in the morning---she’d been sleeping comfortably on the couch, and it seemed kinder not to disturb her. Seven hours later, after dragging himself out of the first sound night’s sleep in weeks, he found her sitting on the floor.

 “Jesus, Mom.”


She was sitting in an awkward position, her legs folded sideways, one arm propped up on the edge of the couch, serving as a pillow. No blanket. Nothing on her feet to keep them from getting cold. And to think---she had spent the night like that.


He knelt next to her.

 “Mom?”


Her eyes opened lazily. It wasn’t terribly rational, but he held out a distant hope that she’d been able to sleep through most of the night. “I’m sorry,” she said drowsily. “I couldn’t get up … my legs wouldn’t …”

 “I shouldn’t have left you out here all night.” He managed to get her legs straightened out, to get her back on the couch, under a warm blanket, with a soft pillow behind her head.


That afternoon, he bought her the whistle.

 “When you need me, use the whistle. You got that?”


She nodded.

 “Night or day, it doesn’t matter. If you need me for something, blow the whistle.” He paused, hearing his own words echo through his mind, and a cold, shuddering realization swept over him. He didn’t know when it had happened, but somewhere along the line they had swapped roles. He was the parent now, she the child.

 “What if I can’t?”

 “Try it.”


Like everything else, her lungs had slowly lost their strength over the past few months, but she was able to put enough air into the whistle to produce a short, high-pitched hum.

 “Great.”


That was – what? – three weeks ago?

 



Blair sits up in bed. The streetlight outside his window is casting a murky, blue-gray light through the bedroom curtains. The room is bathed in that light. It feels dark and strangely out of balance. He fluffs both pillows, stuffs them behind him, and leans back against the wall. Across the hall, the light flickers, and he knows the television is still on in his mother’s room. It seems as if it’s far away.


He shudders.


Let her sleep, he thinks. Let her sleep forever.


Sometimes the house feels like a prison. Just the two of them, caught in their life and death struggle. The ending already predetermined. It feels … not lonely, at least not in the traditional sense of the word … but … isolated. Outside these walls, there is nothing but endless black emptiness. But it’s in here where life is coming to an end. Right here inside this house, inside these walls. 



The television in her room flickers again.


Blair stares absently at the shifting patterns on the bedroom door across the hall. He used to watch that television set while she was in the bathroom. Sometimes as long as an hour, while she changed her colostomy bag …

 


 “I’ll never be close to a man again,” she told him a few months after the doctors had surgically created the opening in the upper end of her sigmoid colon. The stoma was located on the lower left side of her abdomen. “How could anyone be attracted to me with this bag attached to my side? With the foul odor?”

 “Someone will come along, and he’ll love you for you. The bag won’t matter.”


A fleeting sigh of hope crossed her face, then she stared at him for a while, and that was that. She hadn’t had enough of a chance to let it all out, so she kept it all in. The subject never came up again. And what she did on the other side of the bathroom door became something personal and private to her, something he half decided he didn’t want to know about anyway.


If he had a choice.

 “How’re you doing in there?” he asked her late one night. He’d had to help her out of bed into the wheelchair, and out of the wheelchair onto the toilet. That was all the help she ever wanted. But she’d been in there, mysteriously quiet, for an unusually long time.

 “Mom?”

 “I’m okay,” she whispered.

 “Need any help?”


More quiet.

 “Mom?”

 “What?”

 “Do you need any help?”

 “I’ve lost the clip.”

 “The clip?”

 “For the colostomy bag. It’s not here.”

 “You want me to help you look for it?”

 “No. See if you can find another one in one of the boxes in the closet.”

 “What does it look like?”

 “It’s … a little plastic … clip.”


He found one, the last one, buried at the bottom of a box. It had the appearance of a bobby pin, a little longer, perhaps, and made of clear plastic instead of metal. “Found one.”

 “Oh, good.”


He pulled the sliding pocket door open, more than was necessary if all he had intended to do was hand her the clip. The bathroom was smaller than he remembered it. There was a walker in front of her, for balance if she ever had to stand up, and the toilet had metal supports on each side to help her get up and down. It seemed as if the entire room was filled with aids of one kind or another.

 “Is this what you’re looking for?”


She was hunched over, leaning heavily against one of the support bars, her nightgown pulled up around her waist. Her face was weighted down with a weariness he’d never seen before and for the first time he understood how taxing this daily – sometimes three or four times a day -- process had become for her. When she looked up at him, she seemed confused and disoriented.

 “Are you okay?”

 “I can’t find the clip.” She showed him the colostomy pouch for the first time. He couldn’t bring himself to see how it was attached to her. Partly because he didn’t want to know, and partly because that would have been like checking out her scars after surgery. Some things are better left to the imagination. More important, there was a woman in front of him whose ribs were protruding from her chest, sticklike extensions of her hands; and this woman, looking so much like a stranger, was his mother. God, this was the woman who had given him birth.

 “I’ve got the clip right here.”

 “Oh.” She tried a smile on him, then glanced down at the bag in her hands. The process was slow and deliberate, but after several attempts she was finally able to fold the bottom side of the bag over.


Blair slid the clip across it. “Like this?”


She nodded.


And he realized something that should have occurred to him long before this: it was getting to be too much for her. As simple as emptying the bag might be, it was too confusing for her to work through the procedure now.

 “Okay, I think we’ve got it.”

 “Oh, good.”

 “Ready to get out of here?”

 “I think so.” She whispered the words, and before they were all out, she started to cry.

 “Mom?”


She looked up, her eyes as big as he’d ever seen them.


God, I hate this, he thought, taking hold of her hand and feeling completely, despairingly helpless. I hate everything about this.

 “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”


Her crying seemed to grow louder for a moment.

 “Mom?”

 “I didn’t want for you to have to do that.”


Lovingly, he squeezed her hand. “I know.”

 “I’m sorry.”

 “There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s not a big deal.” He pulled a couple of squares of toilet paper off the roll and handed them to her. “Things are hard enough. Don’t worry about the small stuff. Okay?”


By the time he got her back into bed again, she had stopped crying. But he’s never known if it was because of what he had said, or if it was because she didn’t want to upset him anymore. They were both bending over backwards trying not to upset each other. There was something crazy about that.






The whistle blows.


At least he thinks it’s the whistle. Sometimes, it’s so damn hard to tell. There’s that part of him, that tired, defeated part of him, that doesn’t want to hear it anyway. How long can this thing drag on? Outside, all of thirty or forty feet away, a man jogs by with his dog on the end of a leash. People who pass this house don’t have the slightest inkling of what’s going on behind these walls. A woman’s dying in here. And dying right alongside her is her son.


He pulls the covers back, hangs his feet over the edge of the bed.


For several days, she hasn’t been able to keep food down. That memory comes horribly clear to him now …

 


 “Feel better?”


She shook her head, her eyes closed, her body hunched forward over the bowl. Then suddenly another explosion of undigested soup burst from her mouth.


He held the stainless steel bowl closer; it felt warm in his hands. This had been going on for nearly three days now. It seemed like it might never stop. “You’ve got to take some Compazine, Mom.”

 “No.”

 “I can crush it for you and mix it with orange juice.”


No response.

 “Mom?”


No response.

 “It’ll go down easier that way.”

 “No.”

 “Christ, Mom, you’ve got to take something. You can’t keep throwing up forever.”

 “The pills make me sick.”

 “Sicker than this?”

 “They make me sick.”

 



The whistle.


Blair slips a T-shirt over his head, pulls on a pair of Levi’s. He tries to convince himself it’ll stop. Maybe if he just leaves it alone, the sounds will quietly drift into the background of the television set, and he’ll be able to go back to sleep again …

 


 “It’ll stop on its own,” she tried to convince him.

 “But if it doesn’t, you’ll dehydrate.”


At last the vomiting appeared to have run its course. At least for the time being. She sat up a little straighter, taking in a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, they were faraway, devoid of that sparkle that used to be so prominent behind her smile.

 “Please, just take one Compazine.”

 “No.”


Her skin began to lose its elasticity a few days later. The nausea stopped on its own, just like she’d said it would. But now, the only liquid she was taking was in the form of crushed ice, and there was the very real fear that dehydration might eventually become too painful for her.

 “We can try an IV,” the visiting nurse told him. “It won’t help her live longer, but it’ll probably make her more comfortable.”

 “Her veins aren’t in very good shape.”

 “I’ve done this before.”


They had to lean the ironing board up against the wall behind the headboard of her bed, because they didn’t have an IV stand. The nurse hung the solution bag from one of the legs, and it seemed to work well enough. Then she tried to find a vein in his mother’s right arm. It wasn’t as easy as she’d thought it would be.


After several new entries, he turned away.


His mother began to whimper.

 “The needle keeps sliding off.” The nurse switched to her left arm, still struggling to find a workable vein, still failing miserably.

 “That’s enough,” he finally said. “Let’s just forget it.”

 “Her veins are so—“


There was a tear running down the cheek of his mother, and her mouth was twisted into a grimace which seemed frozen on her face.

 “I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


She rolled over, away from him …

 



He’s standing at her bedroom door now, and she’s in that same position: with her back turned toward him. He can see the black cord of the whistle tied around her neck, but the whistle itself is out of sight.

 “Mom?”


The television flickers, drawing his attention. The scene is from Starsky and Hutch, shot inside a dingy, gray-black interrogation room. There’s a young man sitting in an uncomfortable chair, Starsky standing over him, badgering him. It seems faraway and unimportant, and Blair’s attention drifts easily back to his mother.

 “You need anything?”


He moves around the foot of her bed, stops alongside her, the stainless steel bowl on the floor only a few inches away from his feet. “Mom?”


Her eyes are closed. She looks peaceful. Her nightgown is partially open in front. There’s a thick tube running up the right side of her body and over her collarbone, running underneath the skin – like an artery – where the doctors had surgically implanted a shunt just a few short weeks earlier. Inside that tube, flowing out of her stomach, up her body, and back into her bloodstream, there’s an endless current of cancerous fluid the tumor has been manufacturing for months.


In her left hand, wrapped around a long, thin finger, she’s holding the nylon cord. He can almost hear the whistle’s high-pitched hum calling to him from somewhere else. Sometimes it sounds as if it’s singing his name – Bl—air.– and he wonders if he’ll ever be able to hear his name out loud again without being swept away by the strange concoction of resentment and helplessness that overwhelms him.


He touches her arm.


For a moment, everything is perfect: she’s sleeping soundly, the house is quiet, the whistle stilled. Too good to be true.

 “Mom?”


He places the palm of his hand over her chest, not believing what’s going through his mind now. No intake of breath. No beat of heart. Instead, she feels cool to the touch, and … and absolutely … motionless.

 “Jesus …”

 


 “I don’ want to talk to anyone.”

 “You sure?” he asked, holding his hand over the mouthpiece of the phone. 


 “They’ll want to visit.”

 “Maybe not.”

 “I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”


It had happened so gradually: first the phone calls, then the visitors, finally the mail, and before he had realized what had happened, they had isolated themselves from the outside world. It was just the two of them, alone, inside the house, waiting for the cancer to run its course …

 



One more time, he places the palm of his hand ever so lightly across her chest.

 “Mom? Please, Mom.”


The wall above her bed flickers with the light from the television set, reflecting dully off the underside of the ironing board. He glances up, staring at the IV tube still dangling from the leg of the board, remembering too clearly, too vividly how much pain she went through the night the nurse had struggled to find a good vein in her arms.

 “I never should have let her do that to you.”


It feels cold inside the house. The room seems darker, smaller, a lonelier place. 



He stands next to the bed, careful not to disturb her, though somewhere in the back of his mind he’s already aware that she’s finally at peace now. She’s lying near the edge, her legs bent at the knees, her arms bent at the elbows. She looks as if she’s praying. For a moment longer, he stares, failing to remember a time when the flesh wasn’t pulled taut like a death mask across her face. This is the way he’ll always remember her. It’s all he has left.


The television draws his attention again, and that tiny distraction is somehow enough to stir him. He turns toward the door, wanting to be out of the room, thinking it can’t be over … he doesn’t want it to be over … maybe if he comes back later …


Then he hears it again.


The whistle. A soft, echoing sound. Calling him.


Bl—air.

 “Mom?”


He expects different when he turns back, but he finds her eyes still closed, her chest still motionless. The nylon cord hangs loosely around her neck, the whistle lost somewhere insider her cotton nightgown. He sits on the edge of the bed, studying her, suddenly feeling like a little boy. It’s a lonely feeling.


Bl—air.


It sounds again.


The whistle.


With care, he unwraps her fingers from around the black cord. Then he opens the front of her nightgown and follows the cord down … down there … down to where the whistle is softly blowing, to where the cancer has been growing. The incision from her last surgery is open, the tissue curled back, and inside the cavity – ash gray and darker, pulsing – the cancer is wrapped like a kiss around the mouthpiece of the whistle, exhaling a soft humming song---


Bl—air.


It never stops.


The cancer never stops.
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