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Bibi hated the house, a two-story, wooden structure whose dark paint was chipping away. The shingles on the roof were faded brown, weathered, and some were chipped. Old parasitic vines clung to the sides of the house, gray and lifeless. The windows, glass dark with age, looked like hollow holes. The sidewalk cement was cracked and hooved up in more places than it wasn’t. The smell of dampness and mildew was pungent. But it was Grandma’s house and that was where they lived. On the other hand, it had a pool, a brand-new, modern pool about 10 yards away from the house. When Bibi’s Aunt Edna had moved in to take care of Grandma, she’d seen to that because, even though Edna couldn’t swim, she always had a pool wherever she lived.


Bibi sat with her legs dangling over the side of the pool, her bare toes, moving right and left, making furrows in the clear, sparkling water. She could smell chlorine. Edna used lots of chlorine. She was a nurse and didn’t like germs


Grandma sat heavy in the deep lawn chair across the pool, looking at Bibi out of motionless eyes. What was she thinking? Was she criticizing Bibi from behind those staring, silent eyes? You don’t have enough clothes on. You’re too old to dress like that; you’ll get sunstroke. You’ve been out here too long already. I know a boy who got sunstroke once. He died. Too much chlorine in that pool! You’ll get cancer. But Grandma didn’t say anything.


Eventually, Edna came outside with Uncle Martin and together they picked up Grandma and plopped her into the gray, metallic wheelchair and pushed her into the house. Bibi sat listening to the rhythmic sound of the er-eek, er-eek, er-eek, er-eek of the large, dark silver wheels as they went around and around. The sound kept time like a heartbeat.


Slowly Bibi got up and followed the procession. It was the same, always the same. Get Grandma ready for the next meal. But first, take her blood pressure. Check her blood sugar. Give her a shot of insulin. Give her the medicine cup half full of small, multicolored pebbles. She felt a little guilty for minding, glad that no one could read her mind.


That evening, before bed, Bibi stared at the face in the bathroom mirror. It was already starting to get wrinkles on the forehead, the first, her Aunt had told her, in the series that women get. First come the lines on the forehead, then the crow’s feet, then the creases between the eyes from frowning, then the chin, and... It all comes slowly, she’d said matter-of-factly, and you get used to it eventually, although you never have to like it. And wrinkles don’t hurt.


Bibi stood to inherit the house. The room that she spent the most time in had two walls that were lined with loaded book shelves, with useless, out-of-print, old hardback novels, a few history books, cooking magazines, two sets of old encyclopedias, and even some leather-bound volumes. The third wall was laden with pictures of family members; many Bibi knew but some she didn’t remember. The other wall had two windows, and between the windows was a picture of Jesus with a light at the bottom that shined onto the picture when it was turned on. In the middle of the room sat two overstuffed couches and an easy chair and two large coffee tables with more picture frames. One faded metal template showed Grandma when she was a baby, wrapped in an off-white blanket in a room with rough-hewn lumber walls. A baby picture of Bibi stood right beside it in an oak frame. Grandma and Bibi looked alike. 


The next day, Edna said the lady from hospice was coming. Bibi woke Grandma up, gave her her teeth and her glasses, put on her hearing aid, emptied her Foley, and helped her wash up. The lady came early.


“How’ve you been feeling, Mrs. MacIntyre?” the woman shouted into Grandma’s left ear.


“It’s the other one, Mrs. Stone,” Bibi said. “She’s deaf in her left ear. The hearing aid is in her right ear.”


“Huh?” Grandma grunted, her rotund belly jumping with the effort.


Mrs. Stone then shouted the question into Grandma’s right ear.


Grandma held up her left hand and rubbed her fingers together, always the jokester. She grunted again, her belly bouncing as she laughed at the lady. Sometimes Grandma was more coherent than others, and you couldn’t always trust the right words to come out of her mouth.


“Is there anything you need?” Mrs. Stone shouted in Grandma’s right ear.


“My car,” she answered, “it needs gas in it.”


“Oh,” Mrs. Stone shouted, grinning at Bibi. “I’ll talk to your daughter ‘bout that.”


“That’s not my daughter,” Grandma said in a high pitched tone. “That’s my baby.”


“She means Bibi,” Bibi told the lady. “I’m the granddaughter.”


“How many units of insulin is she taking at present?” the lady asked Bibi this time.


“She’s up to 14,” Bibi answered.


“I’m older than that!” Grandma laughed hard, her belly making the quilt move up and down. “I’m at least 41.”


 To Bibi the lady said under her breath, “and her sugar gets checked twice a day?”

To Grandma she shouted, “At least, I’d say at least 41,” and she grinned big.


“Yes,” Bibi answered.

“Bibi knows how old I am,” Grandma said in a low voice this time.


“She’s 81,” Bibi said loudly, adding to Grandma’s conversation. To Mrs. Stone, she said, under her breath, “Sometimes it doesn’t seem to matter what food she eats. The same food can give different readings.”


“I don’t read much anymore,” Grandma said to both of them. “But I’m going to the ladies quilting circle tomorrow,” Grandma said, addressing Mrs. Stone, “after I get some groceries. It’s hard to get good food around here sometimes.” She yawned and laid her head back.


“Of course,” said Mrs. Stone absently, reaching up and strapping Grandma’s oxygen mask around here head. When she did that, Grandma glared at her.


“You get some rest now,” she shouted. “I’ll be back in a couple of days.”


Grandma didn’t respond. Her eyes were closed. 


Mrs. Stone walked out of the room to find Edna. Grandma raised her head up and opened her eyes. “Stupid woman,” she said, laid her head back, closed her eyes, and went to sleep.


For a long time she’d lived alone and had given herself insulin shots and took her own medicine. Then she occasionally forgot, or got bored with the whole business. Grandma used to walk around the park every day in her tennis shoes, dress, and sweater. Then she stopped. Then she started having mini strokes. A bladder infection almost killed her, but she bounced back. But then one day she couldn’t get up by herself, and that’s when Edna and Martin came. Bibi had watched Grandma, little by little, come to where she was now. It made her angry. She hated deterioration, which sapped the strength and the life out of a person a little at a time, insidiously, slowly. But Grandma was a fighter. She’d whipped a red-headed insurance salesman one time because he didn’t give her the answers she’d wanted. She’s punched him, was how the story went, and knocked him flat.


She’d worked hard on the farm growing up, was a pretty woman, with dark curly hair and strong shoulders. During Halloween one time they had a contest to see who had the best costume. Grandma took out her false teeth and put on a wig and Grandpa’s overalls and shirt. One man felt her shoulders and said it had to be a man ‘cause no woman in those parts had shoulders like that. 


The fight in her kept Grandma’s body going longer than it would have otherwise. Then one day Bibi saw the fight beginning to disappear. Bibi got up one morning to go through the Grandma routine, and Grandma was finished with it. She wasn’t going to do that anymore. Edna came in and took over. 

Now that Bibi wouldn’t be tied to the house anymore, she put her tennis shoes on and pulled a sweater over her head. She felt like going for a walk. Once outside, she discovered that it was a little chillier than she’d anticipated. Leaves of red, brown, and golden yellow floated aimlessly from their branches to the ground. The air smelled like fall. She walked to the public park which was about ten minutes from Grandma’s house.


As she strolled along the four mile foot path along Raccoon Creek, her thoughts wondered back over what she knew of Grandma’s life. Bibi knew that Grandma had worked hard in her life but hadn’t paid much attention to her health, and she saw, in her decline, direct results of that failure. If only Grandma had turned her fight in the direction of eating right, fewer sweeties and more veggies, if she’d only been as determined to exercise as she was to have her own way, and if she’d not stopped going to the ladies quilting circle and seeing her old friends at church (the only social contacts she had), then, Bibi was sure she’d have lasted longer. Bibi also knew, however, that no matter what a person did, no one was going to live forever, and she saw that dying is a part of living. To die well, one must live well, but most people usually don’t give it a thought until it gets in their face. 

Determination showed in Bibi’s face. Picking up her pace, she passed several others walking, too: a young mother pushing a toddler in a buggy-stroller with what looked like bicycle tires on it, a young man jogging, two middle age ladies walking briskly (one listening, the other talking), and an old man leading his wife along, who chatted constantly, whether anyone answered her or not. Bibi smiled as she walked briskly along.

Reaching the house after her walk, red cheeked and still breathing rapidly, Bibi headed for the kitchen. Turning down a package of cookies, she reached for the fresh, bright green broccoli and creamy dip. As she munched away, she touched the number of her friend, Sarah, on her cell phone. They hadn’t spent time together for ever-so-long because Bibi had been so wrapped up with Grandma. Now it was time to fix that. She was going to live well.
