My mother is sick at home, and I am downtown, full of beer, kissing a long-haired man in the pizza place.

His name is Dirk or Derrick or Dick. I make a mental note to find out which one before I let his hand into my skirt. I met him at the bar next door less than an hour ago.  His hands are huge, one of them making its way to my blouse’s top button.

But this isn’t my real life. In my real life It is my mother’s second recurrence of breast cancer, a pesky piece of disease showing up in her hip, appearing two Sundays ago as an annoying limp, which has become increasingly unruly. But right now I am in the pizza place with Dirk or Derrick or Dick.

***Intro***

“Spell your name”

“Huh?”

“Please” 

“You don’t know my name?”

“Just spell it”

His name is Dirk. He spells it for me, “D-I-R-K”

**

Earlier tonight I sat with my mother on her bed, sharing one phone. Our skulls knocked, our eats touched, and neither o us would let go of the receiver. Then the words came; diameter, radiation, and maybe some more chemo.

“Oh well, we know now what we’re up against”

“Yeah”

“I feel better,

**
Now we’re in the back of the restaurant, in the kitchen my ass exactly where the pies had been earlier, he slips his hands inside my blouse, holds my breasts like they are the first and last breast in the world, and I keep thinking about is how breast are the enemy, armed, dangerous, two ticking bombs, how my mother’s are killing her right this moment, and he of all people should be afraid of them, should refused them, slip them back inside the black bra from whence they came.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“Like what?!”

“Like I’m disappearing, I’m still here”

“I know”

“It’s just my hip, No one ever died from e43 sore hip. Do you know anyone who ever died because of such a thing?—they say you’ve got to fight. You’ve got to be strong.”

“Okay, okay.”

“They say a good attitude makes a big difference”

“You have a good attitude, and it’s recurred. What’s your good attitude done for you?”

“Well, they say—“

“Who are they?”

“You know, them”

“Oh, them, let’s certainly listen to them, the invisible them.”

**

It was Saturday morning in early December, and I was deciding exactly what it was that I wanted. I wanted my mother healthy and I wanted a husband or at least a boyfriend or at least a dinner date for Friday night. Right now, though I was in bed with one more man I Barely knew. He was sleeping and I was wondering how to get out of bed without waking him. It occurred to me that I hadn’t learned one damn thing in 17 years of fucking. 

**

“Finish your book. Make it good, and get a new screen door for the balcony. Don’t always obey the law. If no one’s around and it’s after one AM run the red light. Don’t wait around is what I’m saying.  But be careful. I don’t want you joining me because of some car accident.”

“Joining you?”

“In heaven”

**

Since that first wrong boy on the bathroom tile too my new nipple between his teeth. I was worried even then about being unlovely, unloved. Within minutes of my first kiss I knew he didn’t care whether I was carol from third period or Christine from sixth or bad Brittany who didn’t even go to school anymore. A girl becomes a comma like that, with wrong boy after wrong boy; she becomes a pause, something quick before the real thing. 

“Get to know your father and stepmother, sure they live in New Jersey and you don’t want to go to New Jersey, but go anyway. Sit with him and tell him about yourself. Let him tell you what his life is like, well, at least call them more often.”

“Okay”

“And I don’t care if you call her Mom.”

“Who”

“Your stepmother.”

“I’m in my thirties”

“You’ll always need a mom, it’s in your nature. Most girls have had enough mothering at fifteen, but not you.”

“Great”

“Its true. You’ll need a mom at eighty”

“What will I do at eighty without one?”

“I don’t know, honey, what will you do?”

**

Now I’m thinking that with a husband or boyfriend or date for Friday night I would have someone to soothe me when she died. But then again, he might try, “she’s in a better place, Rachel,” or “she’s with Jesus,” or worse: “God’s got a special plan for her.” And I might hate him suddenly, asking, “Yeah, what’s that? What sort of plan does God have?” And when he mumbled something else, I might with him dead instead of her. I might barter in my head with that God I don’t believe in for my mother’s life back: Take this from me, take that, take my mumbling, bread-tearing idiot husband and my adjunct jobs, but please let me have her sitting in her blue chair, sewing, let me have her standing in the hall, modeling one of her handmade dresses. 

**

“Let a man love you. You think they don’t want to, but it’s you, you won’t let them.”

**
Before she got sick, my mother was a woman who was always ready to leave me. After the chemo from the yew tree had stopped working and the fatigue returned, we spent most of our time together in her bedroom. Once, the two of us were watching a ridiculous man on television, a man who claimed to talk to the dead, and I thought soon I’ll have to follow a man like him around, give him money and beg him to translate her wishes.

