THE CAREGIVER
by Melissa O. Howley


For some, it comes naturally. Those who are born caregivers. You see them in the hallways, those adult children who anticipate their parent’s every need; who sit vigil by their bedside, so staunch and faithful they forget to sleep and feed themselves. 
You are not one of them. You are adequate and grudging, at best. Your heart, if you have one, is not in it. 


The hospital social worker is the first one to call you that. “You are the caregiver, correct?” she asks, with a quick, cold handshake.


“The what-now?” you joke. “There’s one I haven’t been called before.” Feel no attachment to the word. It is like being called by someone else’s name. Understand, for the first time, you’re playing catch-up here. You’ll always—always—be a beat behind. Instead, offer, “I’m his daughter.”


Fill out some papers, talk to some people. They’re fool enough to want to put you in charge of him. They don’t know who you are. Smile and nod when the social worker says, “Our parents took care of us, now it’s our turn, right?” Feel your willingness frighten and retreat. Keep your answers noncommittal. 

Go to his house, to retrieve some of your father’s things. It is a long drive over a stark mountain. Since you left home all those years ago, the barn behind the farmhouse has buckled in the middle; the tin roof has crumpled like foil. Once inside, feel like an intruder. Catch your breath at the state of the place: the linoleum floor tacky beneath your feet, coffee cups sitting all over the house, half-full and ringed on the inside with a scum of cream. Wander around, muttering, “What in the name of…?” over and over.
Gather and list all of his medications. List everyone you can think of who may or may not be of help. Your estranged older brother, whom you haven’t seen in years. He may or may not still be living in a Chicago suburb. Aunts, cousins, old neighbors and friends, who may or may not still be living, period. Sit in the airless tomb of your car, at the edge of the parking lot, backed up along the tree line of the hospital, the largest in your West Virginia county. Make phone calls. 
Take a few days off from the job you love, traveling the southeast, recruiting for a heavy equipment company. Your boss, who recently lost his mother, tells you he understands. Maybe a little too well. “Take care of your father,” he says gloomily, over the phone. “We’re all they’ve got.”  

Listen to the highway beyond, pulsing with life. You could be on your way to Tallahassee right now. There are early Christmas shoppers out, the start of holiday traffic. You want to be among them. Across the road in a shopping center, someone is ringing a bell for the Salvation Army.

Make more calls. Realize, after several wrong numbers and some clumsy messages left on voicemails, that there is no one. No one else is coming. 
It’s just you. 

* * *
Argue with your father. A few days after surgery, he is confused and spacey. He’s not speaking, and when he does speak, he’s not making sense. “You took my glasses,” he accuses, blinking at you. His glasses are on the tray right in front of him.

Pick them up. “Now why would I take your glasses?”

“Not those.” He stares. “Those aren’t mine.” 

Lose patience. You’re no one’s caregiver. Recall how, months ago, when you were leaving your most recent ex-boyfriend and separating your kitchenware, he told you with calm sincerity, “The hardest conclusion I’ve had to draw from this is you’re just not capable of caring for anyone.”
Tell a nurse, “Something’s wrong. He’s not the same.”

“He’s been through a lot,” the nurse says, attaching some little bag to his IV that will slowly drip into his veins. “Sometimes there can be a little confusion after surgery. After the anesthesia wears off. It shouldn’t last.” 

“What’s that?” you ask. 
“Confusion?” the nurse says. “Maybe delirium. Not uncommon in patients his age.”

“No,” you say, pointing at the little bag. “That.”

“Oh,” she says. “Just some vitamin B.”

Go to his house. Prepare the home for his discharge. Arrange for part-time, in-home care. Soon this will all be over and back to the way you both like it. In a few days, you could be in Tampa. Gather and clean the dishes. Sweep and mop. Notice how the floorboards in the living room slant more and more to the right. How all along the wall are the sugar-free candies that your father dropped. You’ve seen him do this, fumbling with the wrappers. How they slowly rolled across the floor like marbles. 

Notice the sky outside has an inkling of snow in it, like a sudden urge. Before dusk, chop wood for the woodstove. Bend and collect the pieces with a raw hand, and then haul it in, armload by wobbly armload. 

While you’re gone, your father takes a swing at one of the nurses. He screams when anyone comes near him. He’s declared a “fall risk.” See this written on the dry erase board in his room. His bed is rigged with an alarm.

Spend the next several nights in the hospital, in the chair next to the window. Try to get some sleep. Wake with a start when a nurse comes in to check vitals. “Rest, rest,” she urges you on her way out the door, though she’ll be back in an hour and wake you again. Check the time. If you nod off now, you’ll have fifty nine minutes of sleep.

Pull the flimsy curtain around your father’s bed to give him some solitude. He never did sleep well, for as long as you can remember. He was a long haul trucker for over forty years. He came and went by night, like an apparition, a voice in the kitchen. He was always, at any given point, either drifting towards or further away from home. When you were young, you always pictured him sitting alone in truck stops, in vinyl booths, in the middle of the night, just past the Georgia line. Flipping through a tabletop jukebox, poking at the change in his hand for some quarters. Conway Twitty, maybe. Kitty Wells. “It Wasn’t God Who Made Honky Tonk Angels.” 

Recall, once, when you were three or four years old, he took you to a truck stop and you were confused, you thought it was his home. You held his hand and imagined everything there belonged to him. The keychains, the state spoons, the refrigerated sodas—all of it. Every once in a while, truck stops still do something to you, something wordless and old. Something you don’t understand. A warm glow of home, burning deep in the chest.

Hear a ragged breath behind the curtain that tells you he’s asleep. You could be in Tuscaloosa. 

Check the time. Now, forty-five minutes. 

* * *

Argue with your father. From his fitful, tormented sleep, he dreamed that a child was run over in the parking lot. Worse, he believes that that child was your brother. Remind him it’s not true. Tell him your brother’s a middle-aged man, alive and well, living in Chicago. Remind him what day it is—what year—over and over, his eyes as searching as headlights. Tell him where he is when he says, “I don’t know who drove me home last night.” 

Take a walk. Sit in the chairs by the elevator, the ones with the TVs constantly airing cable news. Feelings drift by you like the news ticker on the bottom of the screen but they don’t stop. Confusion, dread, resentment, followed by moments of emptiness. Sense that you’re in over your head. Observe a woman pushing her elderly mother down the hall in a wheelchair. The woman stops in front of the elevator door, puts the brake on the wheelchair, and bends down to tie her mother’s shoe. “That’s better, huh?” the woman asks. 

Begin to suspect that, unlike this woman, you don’t know how to be a caregiver. No one ever showed you. No one ever treated you with empathy and kindness. No one ever spoke to you with a voice like that. You were raised to be solitary, to need no one and be needed by no one. Think about this. Meanwhile on TV, beautiful newscasters are reporting gravely about the Dow Jones and Congress. 
Still, do the best you can. Fall woefully short, again and again. Decide one day to shave your father’s face. Skim a disposable razor down his chin, over the silver glints of stubble, the shaving cream melting on his skin like snow. His eyes are closed, eyelashes twitching. “Stop moving,” you tell him. “I don’t want to cut you.” Too late. Blood beads and spreads in the folds of your father’s neck.

He opens his eyes. “What are you doing to me now?” 

Take more time off work.

Watch him poke at the cold dinner in front of him. Urge him to eat more than just the cherry jello. Show him the cucumber salad. He shakes his head. He doesn’t like cucumbers. Remove the lid from his tomato soup. Notice how, each day, the food trays are like some new assortment of tragedy: the laminated card marked Diabetic, the anemic pear halves, face down in their own juice. When he doesn’t touch his grilled cheese, and looks up at you, saying, “If there’s room, wrap this up and stick it in the fridge,” remind him—yet again—where he is.

* * *

Meet with the hospital social worker. She wants to discuss the discharge plan. She informs you of your options. You don’t like any of them. Especially the ones that include you, caregiving in the home. Ask, “What would you do? If it were your father?”

“If it were my father?” She sighs. She is tired and overworked. “I would look into long term care.”

Speak with a representative from the Cottonwood Nursing Home, the largest skilled nursing facility in your West Virginia county. You’re in luck, she says. A bed just became available overnight. Try not to dwell on why. You’ve got very little time to decide. Sign some papers.

You could be in Tupelo.

Read the literature, the brochures that the Cottonwood gives you on caregiving. Find them instructive. Take heart, they say. At least you have the comfort of knowing you’re doing the right thing. 
Hang onto this when there is nothing else. Guard it jealously as a flame. 

Reassure him, they say. Surround him with familiarity. Remind him of the things he used to enjoy. Family photos are good for jogging the memory. Bring in a few, the ones you find in the bottom of a closet. In one photo, your father is holding a large-mouth bass by the lip. A nurse sees it and asks, “Who’s this good looking fella?” She winks at you. 

Your father holds up the photo and frowns. “I don’t know. I have no idea who this is.” He tries to hand it to the nurse. “Take it—is it yours?”

Argue with your father. 
He now believes your brother is on his way to the hospital to take him home. “I’d better get ready,” he says, pulling at the neck of his hospital gown.  

Tell him, “You’re not going anywhere. Sit tight.” 

He tries to stand up, his hands grasping the arms of the chair. “I don’t want to keep him waiting.”
Look him in the eye. Be positive, they say. State the message clearly. “You’re not going home. You’re going to the Cottonwood Nursing Facility.”

He stares at you, disbelieving. 

“No one is coming, Dad. No one. It’s just me.”

When the time comes to transfer him, follow the ambulance in your car. Wonder if you’ve made a huge mistake. Recall how your father had always distrusted doctors. How he despised places like the Cottonwood. Think about the time years ago, driving away from visiting his own father in a nursing home, he had told you, “When I get too old to take care of myself, I want you to take me out to a cabin in the woods and leave me there.” Consider how he believed the way animals crawled off alone to die was the only decent thing to do. How, when you were a teen, your own mother had placed pork chops in the oven before going to her bedroom, lying down, and dying of a heart attack. Her last sighing words to you and your brother in the kitchen: “Guys. Go find something to do.” 

Whatever you do, do not feel the barbed pangs of guilt. Do not consider how you are both locked together in this little fever dream of his, for better or worse, drifting further and further toward the Cottonwood and further away from home.
He’s lucky to have you, they say.

* * *

Go back to work, full-time. Give up your position traveling the southeast for a more stable position in the main office, so that you can be here. All the time. For him. 

Sign in at the front desk of the Cottonwood, under the humorless gaze of the receptionist. She frowns at your careless scrawl. The lobby is prim with Victorian furniture, lush with potted ficus. Pass the familiar residents you see each time you come in, the ones who sit in the lobby by the automatic doors. The man with the bony arms, who waves at you each time, coming and going. The woman in the leg brace, how her face always blooms at the sight of you. Wave quickly, walk fast, no eye contact. 
In what they call the “B Wing” of the Cottonwood, your father stirs, propped up in his electric bed. He seems happy to see you, though each time you see him, he looks smaller. And sometimes, for a few awkward moments, he doesn’t seem to recognize you. An aide tells you that he’s not been eating. She is shaking up a bottle of something, motioning to an untouched food tray. 

“What’s that?” you ask.

“Some kind of rice,” she says.
“No,” you say, pointing to the bottle. “That.” 

“Oh,” she says. “Just a nutrition shake.”
Try to argue with your father. “This is costing you a fortune, all those uneaten meals.” There’s a TV on at all times in the background, cable news or courtroom dramas. 
Your father stares blankly out the window. When the aide picks up the tray to remove it, tell her, “Actually, tonight he’ll be eating in the dining room.” 
Get him ready. Wheel him into the hallway. He complains, “I don’t have shoes on.” He seems flustered by this, gazing downward.  
Point to the slippers on his feet. “What do you call those?”
“Those aren’t mine.” He insists.  
Turn around. Find a pair of brand new sneakers in his room, ones you bought him. Bend down and struggle to get them on, banging on the soles, still as bright white as the day they were purchased. “There. Better?” Wheel him down to the dining room and park him at the table. Gather a spoonful of rice from the plate in front of him and say, “We’re staying until you eat this.”
Sit there until the kitchen staff, cleaning up around you, politely asks you to leave. Wheel him down the hall, past the beauty parlor and the chapel. Notice how the Cottonwood is like its own little town, designed so you never have to leave. The sound of familiar gospel bluegrass music is coming from the end of the hall, in the community room. 
Say, “Hear that music over there?” See a dim recognition flash in his eyes. “That’s where we’re going.” 

“Oh sure,” he says. “I can even hear the birds in the trees.”

“There are no birds over there, Dad.”

“Not over there.” He laughs. “In my room, out the window.”

Park his chair at the back of the community room, behind a few rows of residents. In the front, a man with a guitar is in the middle of singing, “I Saw the Light.” Stand behind your father’s chair, hands gripping the plastic handles. You were raised on music like this. All of those melodies you’d forgotten, frozen in time, like something weightless and jagged. Notice how a resident parked in the front row, with a blanket draped over her lap, shakes a tambourine off-time. 

Fumble with your phone. Notice a missed call from work and cling to it like a lifeline. Bend down and tell him, “I’ll be right back.” Walk outside and pace beneath the portico, behind a row of empty swaying rocking chairs. Call your boss. “Someone there just tried to call me?” 
“No,” your boss says. He doesn’t know what you’re talking about. 

Instead, offer, “I can come in and print the quarterly reports.” Become desperate and pleading. You want to come in and send emails. You want to come in and file things.  
“That’s okay,” he says. “Stay with your father.”
Wander into the gift shop. Buy a pack of gum from a volunteer in a smock. She gives you your change and a warm smile. “We do the best we can, don’t we?” she says. She believes she recognizes something in you. She believes the two of you share some kind of bond. She doesn’t know who you are.

“What’s that?” you ask, poking at the quarters in your hand. 

“I was a caregiver too.” Her eyes go misty. Try not to think about why. “Best and hardest thing I ever did. Now I just come in and volunteer. I guess I couldn’t leave this place.” She dabs her eyes with a tissue retrieved from the pocket of her smock. “You’ll see what I mean.” 

Drop your change into your purse. You could be in Texarkana.
Say, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” You’re no one’s goddamn caregiver. Walk out, turning towards the lobby. Then break into a jog, down the hall. Pass the residents, the ones who know your face. The woman with the leg brace. The man with the weird arms, waving goodbye. 
* * *

Get in your car. Drive north or south on the highway, whichever onramp is closest. Don’t think, just drive. Absolutely do not turn around. Hear your pulse in your ears. Drive until you run low on gas and have to pull off the highway, just in time, into the nearest travel plaza. Pump the gas quickly. Go inside and pay in cash. Walk along the refrigerated wall of sodas, peering inside, unable to choose one. Listen to the Christmas music crackle through the speakers. 
Take your time. Browse the souvenirs. The keychains, the state spoons. Feel a sense of calm settle over you. Look around. No one is there, just the gas station attendant, mopping the floor. Realize with some sadness that you haven’t yet bought your father a Christmas present. Pick out a mini license plate with his name on it. While you’re purchasing it at the counter, the attendant says, “Oh great, it’s snowing.” 

Turn and glance out the windows. See it in the air, the tiniest flurries, illuminated by the lights above the fuel pumps. 

“Hope you don’t have far to go,” he says, handing you your bag. “Me, I’m stuck here all night.”
Smile and thank him, then walk out into the cold.

Sit in your car, facing the highway, contemplating two different onramps. You can’t go back. You don’t want to go back. But something is pulling you there. Something is lodged in you. A sharp, nagging feeling, as if you’d left a stove burner on at home, but worse. Realize, then, that you never went back for your father. You left him there, in the community room. Picture him sitting alone, where you parked him, all the other residents gone back to their rooms, and the musicians, long ago, packed up and gone. 
Get back on the highway. Drift home in the snow, a pair of lone headlights on the mountain.  
* * *


While you’re gone, your father tries to stand, and falls. The Cottonwood informs you of this in a voicemail. Imagine him, delirious and half-asleep, murmuring something about the snow and needing to warm up the truck. 


Burst from the second floor elevator at the hospital, hours later, breathless and asking for him. At the nurse’s station, they eye you with suspicion. They don’t know who you are. “I’m his caregiver,” you tell them. “Where is he?”

They’ll need to run an MRI, they say. They’ll need a CT scan. But he is panicky and combative. It seems you’re the only one who can come near him, the only one who can calm him down. No one else. Just you. 
Sit by his bedside for hours or days. Wonder when you last slept or ate something. Hold his hand. Reassure him. “I’m here,” you say. “I’m not going anywhere.” Know that this time you actually mean it. Imagine that his eyes are telling you something, a recognition there between you. In one of his more lucid moments, show him the mini license plate you bought him. Rig it to the back of his wheelchair. It makes him smile. 
Hear a ragged breath that tells you he’s sleeping. 

Feel it now—as always—a beat behind: your pointless, pincushion heart.

* * *

At the end of January, bury him in the Memorial Gardens, the largest cemetery in your West Virginia county—a little stone city. The snow is falling down in clumps. As you bow your head with each ‘let us pray,’ snowflakes find the gap of your coat collar and dissolve in little shocks against your skin. A well-meaning uncle from out of town leads an impromptu graveside chorus of “Amazing Grace.” Gaze around, clumsily, when you realize no one knows the second verse. Instead, the song is trailing off, away from you, unspooled and in pieces like an incomplete thought. Give everyone a flower from the casket spray and thank them for coming. Then get in your car and go home. 
