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gf’ Anonymous

The doctors sent my mother home to die. A fifteen—year survivor of breast can—
cer, she had suffered two heart attacks when advanced cancer was found in her lung.

Mom had struggled to raise three daughters while holding a full -time job, yet
worked hard to maintain a cozy home for her family. Growing up, I knew only two
things about my mother: She had an iron will, and she loved nature. During her days
of illness, she told me a third: “I’ve had a miserable life.”

My dad was a difficult man to live with, but my mom did not complain, proba—
bly because she could not put words to her own need. But when it came clear that
because of her progressive deterioration, my dad regarded her as a burden, she and I
decided that she would move to my home.

I had three weeks to make a myriad of arrangements. I changed my work sched—'
ule, found transportation, an oncologist, cardiologist, hospice care, medical equipment,
a caregiver and bather. My plan for Mom’s final days was simple: she would live
with love, and die with grace.

Upon her arrival, after an exhausting five—hour trip, Mom was examined by the
home health—care nurse. The nurse took me aside and asked, “How long do you think
your mother has?”

“Two, maybe three months,” I said.

The nurse looked at me sadly. “Adjust your thinking,” he said.“She has a few
days, maybe a week. Her heart is weak and unstable.”

My home, small and comfortable, was a heaven to four cats and a retriever. The
animals had the run of my house.

We installed the electric hospital bed and oxygen machine, which frightened the
cats from the bedroom. I’d moved their furniture, and they were peeved. The retriev—
er, on the other hand, an immature dog with bad habits, was excited by all the
changes in the house. He jumped up, barked and shed more profusely than usual.

He is Otto who was not afraid of the hospital bed, the oxygen machines or the
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medical smells. Nor was he afraid of the frail woman who had scolded him. Otto
jumped onto the foot of Mom’s hospital bed, and stayed.

He was not startled by the nurses. He did not interfere when Mom was fed, nor
when she was transferred from bed to commode and back. Whether the disturbance
was from changing her bed or because of bathing, he simply waited to resume his
post. With the exception of eating and using the litter box, Otto never left Mom’s
room. :

Days passed, and Mom started to rally. “Not unusual,” T was told, “a rally is of-
ten a sign of imminent death.”

I grieved. But Otto would not give her up so easily. He used her improved condi—
tion to reposition himself from the foot of her bed to her side. Her thin fingers found
his soft coat. He leaned into her body, as if clinging to the threads of her will to live.
Though weak, she caressed the dog and would not allow me to take him.

Days turned into weeks and Mom continued to fight. Once, after the nurses had
gone for the day, I heard the sound of Mom’s voice coming from her room. I found
her with the head of the bed raised. Otto was tucked into the crook of her elbow, lis—
tening adoringly as she read from the newspaper. I will forever cherish the memory of
Mom'’s face with Otto’s paw, claws retracted, caressing the side of her chin. _

Eventually, using a walker, Mom began to take walks through the house. She was
trailed by oxygen tubing and Otto. Where she rested, Otto rested. Where she moved,
Otto shadowed. It seems I had forgotten my Mom was a mother. Somehow, Otto
knew, and during those days he became her dog child, giving her life purpose.

Exactly three years have passed since then. The hospital bed and oxygen machine
are long gone. The medicines and nurses are gone, too. But Mom s still here. And so
is Otto. And so is the bond that united them in days of sickness.

When we saw the oncologist a while ago, he patted himself on the back. “I can’t
believe it, Lula,” he said.“I can’t find your cancer and your heart is strong. When
your daughter brought you to me, I thought you were a ship that had sailed.’
the doctor think what he likes, but Mom gives the credit t

Thankfully, my mother has put off dying, and O o
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