
caring for 

Before her children were launched, our 

writer's mom and dad needed her, too 

By Pamela Toutant 

It was during one of my frequent 
phone conversations with my parents in 
Michigan last year when I felt the first 
flutters of dread. My father, complain­
ing in a whisper, told me that my moth­
er was playing computer solitaire to the 
exclusion of just about everything else, 
including him. Usually buoyant with a 
girlish giggle, she had become snappish 
and unaccommodating . As the Mid­
western winter droned on, she gradual­
ly set aside her soft blue apron, her fan ­
cy red mixer and ancient iron skillets; she 
insisted on take-out. 

Then, ea rly one spring morning, my 
mother woke to swarms of tiny red dots 
on her arms that looked like insect bites, 
but weren't. After a simple blood test that 
afternoon, her doctor of many years put 
his hand on her arm and told her, "Go 

home and pack a small suitcase. I'll meet 
you at the hospital." 

Since hopping onto the mommy track 
almost 18 years ago, I have learned a few 
things about taking care of people: how 
to quell hunger, to calm fear, to tuck lit­
tle ones into bed, to sing them to sleep. 
But no matter how practical and peppy 
the advice in women's magazines, I have 
never made anything resembling lasting 
peace with the demands of dividing 
myself into smaller and smaller pieces to 
care for the people 1 love, while at the 
same time working as a writer, a career 
that is notorious for causing one's chil­
dren to publish Mommy Dearest accounts 
about their self-absorbed parents. 

Like many Bethesda-luea women of 
my generation, I started a family rela­
tively late and didn 't have my children, 

a daughter and son, until m y mid-30s. 
By then, if I had thought about it, which 
Ididn't, I would have realized that it was 
only a matte r of time before the Bermu­
da Triangle of marriage, children and 
work would grow a fourth dll11en sion : 
one or both of my parents would become 
ill. Ca ll it the convergence of the mom ­
my track and the daughter track. 

My mother 's diagnosis was quickly 
confirmed in the hospital: acute myeloid 
leukemia, a cancer of the blood and the 
bone marrow, the spongy tissue deep 
inside t.he large bones of the body. Seem­
in I vernight, her body became a wa r­
ring, foreign planet where her red and 
white blood cells, her platelets, oppor­
tuni s tic infec tions, cance r and the 
chemotherapy battled it out. Chemother­
apy is never easy, but her treat ment was 
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In m y m other's case, chemo was 
the ·one way to bring h e r body 
back to earth. Gut first, she would 
have to pass thro ugh hell. 

A [elV days after the news, 1 arrived a t 

the Octro i t airport wit h a lot of wrong 
things thrown into m y suitcase and my 
mood tacking between hope and [caL As 
I would d o for weeks at a time over the 
n ex t six months, I st retc h ed mys e lf 
between Maryland and tVlichigan, le:.l1' ­
ing behind my husband and two teenage 
children to help care for my mother and 
father. Dear friends, mothers themselves , 
pitched in with cooking and carpooling 
and d og walking for my family while I 
was away And my husband, already work­
ing 12 ho urs a day, kept things running 
at ho m e. 
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Ivly 80-year-old father, hooked up to 
hi s portable oxygen tank due to increas ­
ingly severe emphysema, insisted on pick­
ing m e up ill the airport I tried to soo the 
us both on the way home by saying things 
like, "She is such a sturdy person; if an y­
one ca n beat this, she can ." 

And so it was that in a large, sunny, Mid­
western hospital room overlooking a small 
parking lot and a blooming field of wild­
flowers, I began to mother 111)' mother. I 
massaged her feet and achy legs with lo tio n. 
I tracked down her doctor, insisting on 
deta ils. I cozied up to the nurses who were 
the true angels of mercy. And I made her 

special milkshakes that would slip 
1o. 	 down her chemo-ravaged throat. 

Along wi th m y fra il fa ther, who, 

having lost a s ign ificant amount 
of weight, was perched birdlike in 
his wheelchair, [ sat next to her bed 
and knitted with yellow yarn, her 
favorite color. On the other side of 

her bcd, bags of blood and platelets hung 
like exo tic fr uit. 

When I wasn't a t the hospital, I cooked 
for m y fathe r and kept th e ir household 
running. My new role of mother to my 
parents reached its extreme the nigh t 111)' 

father rang the beU on his nightstand, wak­
ing me from my light sleep in the guest 
room to ca ll for an amb ulance because be 
couldn't breathe. For tile next several days, 
I bounced between his hospital room and 
111y mother's, which, than kfully, were on 
the same fl oo r, while fielding phone calls 
from home abo ut lost homework assign­
ments and SAT anxiety, and e-mails from 
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my editor, who, we agreed, would finish 

the scrambled piece 1was writing. One 

d ay after my father had gained so me 
strcngth , [ was able to take him in a whed­

chair to my mother's roo m, where we all 

had a hos pitallul1ch and chuckled about 

the absurd stress of th e situation. 
My children missed m e, a nd even 

though m)' parents had life - threatening 

illnesscs, [ felt sac! and a littl e guilty that 

I was gone so much, that I wasn't th ere 
to buffer 111)' so n's middle-school a ngst, 

tha t I was missing hi s hockey games, and 
that [ wasn't there m ore often to steady 

my daughter as she trekked thro ugh the 

junior year Advanced Placement and SAT 
jungle. One ni gh t wh en [ was ho m e for a 

co uple of weeks between 111 y mother's 
chemotherapy treatments, I went in to 

say good night to my 15-}'ear-old daugh­
ter. Aftt r I turned out th e light, she told 

m e in a sleepy voice, "None o f l11y friends 
have m o m s who go away for so lang ." 

Anticipating the worst, [ braced m yself. 

" I think thar it makes m e ap preciate yo u 
1110re ," she con tinued. "All the things you 

do for Inc, cooking m ea ls , giving me 
snacks, m a king sure that 1 get e n o u g h 

sleep. I rcaLly miss you whcn you arc gone." 

r was teary in th e dark; 111)' daughter 
reminded m e thaL the time for m e to te ll 

my mother all t h e things I loved a nd 

appreciated about he r was closing in . As 

I sa t OJ] the edge of my claugh t.:r's bed, I 
wondered what she was learning by watch­

in g m e nav iga te my life , and w h et her I 
would ever be able to offer co herent advice 

abou t her inevi ta b le need to jugg le the 

man)' m o ving p arts of life. 
Knowing hoI\' much we IVa n ted her to 

rem ain w irh us, it sec m ed tha t 111y moth ­

er mothered until the end. After two bru ­
tal ro unds o f chemo had hliled (her o ncol­

ogis t phrased it in reverse, telling us that 
she bad failed rhe chemo ), sh e agreed to 

und e rgo a third, more powerful ro und 

of c h e m o ti1C'rap )" th e efr, L of which 

caused monstrou s su frning a nd , ulri ­
mately, 111)' moth T 'S death. 

There a re d ays when 1look at Illy clut ­

te red desk with th e pil e of unfini sh ed 

m a nu sc ript s and h :-dC-devcloped ideas 
~nd wonder wheth er I have given ,lwa)' 
too llluch of myself. Some days I feel I 
a m li ving in an echo ch ambe r of ther 's 

n eeds a nd voi ces, while mr olVn voice 
grows f'l int. But the truth is that in moth ­
e ring I11r mother, I n eve r fe lt tru er to 
Illyself. IV! )' Illothe r shape I my soul ;1I1d 

paclcled my hea rt. A.nd if there is any sol ­
ace in h er passing, i t is that [ had the 

oppo rtunity ro feed h er tiny, and tb e n 
tinier, ice ch ips and , a.long with my [~l dler, 

to hold her hand as sh e faded from is into 
the m ys tery of isn't. i8] 

Pomela TOI/WIlI hod the hOllor 0IlIIoth­
ering her father durillg tile past yenr as 
!Veil. .JJemard 'lillltant died ill January. She 
is a writer ill Chevy ",hast'. 


