True Confessions

From Love’s Bluff, Plainview Press, 2005

The summer Coke changed its recipe back
to Classic and Sally Jesse Raphael moved from radio 
to TV, I sweltered over a grill in the screened Falls
Drive-In kitchen turning burgers and dropping fries;
or I fitted trays to car windows, waiting for fifteen
to bump into sixteen and transform me from carhop

to sultry teen beauty. The Farrrah-haired carhops,
busty and tan, swiveled aprons and necks.  Down my back
hung a kinky mop I’d hid behind for all of my fifteen
years. Most shifts I watched the highway, radios
blasting from cars driving past; or I memorized a fried
food litany: pizza burger, pronto pup, ribette--all falling

into a chain--zebra cone, polar bear, slop.  Chippewa Falls
girls were separated, hot items from cold.  An older carhop
told me while dropping cheese curds into the deep fryer,
“You Catholic girls have it easy: no guilt, just pay-back
with Novenas.”  I shrugged, listening for some distant radio.
A week later we guzzled Andre pink bought for $2.15

a bottle and closed Babe’s Bar where even fifteen
was old enough.  After my first acknowledged fall
it got easier to feign experience, turn up the radio
with public school boys and their dollar tips. I carhopped
the weeks away to Fridays, when I ran to the bank and back,
or face to face confessed my sins, still afraid of frying 

in hell. The worst I penanced alone, silently deep frying
away with half-chicken Sunday dinners.  At fifteen
a Hail Mary for every boy or Glory Be for every beer backed
up my lies quick as a reorder slip.  I spent slow days at the Falls
playing tic tac toe alone and learned from the other carhops
that most boys were really not the heroes that made radio
									
love songs, but a trick of x’es and oh’s. I tuned the radio
with one hand, slid patties into buns or bagged fries
with the other, and became the only known carhop 
who delivered a six-pak of cones in one trip. At fifteen
I carved my name into the red counter of the Falls
Drive-In, joining thirty years of names etched back

on June days playing the same greasy radio, girls 
a breath past fifteen, frying in the same tiny kitchen
and knowing a boy has fallen when he sticks to you 
like a tray to a window. And wondering 
if—like carhops—only the start of an engine 
or the honk of a horn can bring him back.
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Joyful Mysteries
My mom is in the hospital for observation following a series of ministrokes. She did not want to go out like this: after she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s nine years ago, she said she never wanted to burden her family or have a life in which she couldn’t do what she liked.
I sit close to her bed and flip through TV channels. I settle on Terminator 2—not so dramatic on this tiny TV mounted in the far corner of the room. My mom hasn’t been able to follow a storyline for about seven years now. Still, she understands the universal language of blowing shit up.
“Wow,” she says periodically throughout Arnold Schwarzenegger’s shootout sequences.
A cardiac sonographer wheels his portable echocardiogram into the room and asks, “Is now a good time?” I mute the TV, and he attaches his round sticky pads to my mom’s chest, careful to never expose either breast. He talks to Mom about what he’s doing.
“She can’t really communicate anymore,” I tell him.
Still, he says to her, “This echo will tell us if your heart is damaged.”
She keeps her eyes on me and smiles. On the small monitor, this grainy slug of my mother’s heart looks like a gray hand flipping a middle finger with each quick beat. My eyes well up as I watch in awe. Many of us have seen an ultrasound of our own unborn babies, but few have the opportunity to view a parent’s beating heart.
“Everything looks just fine,” the sonographer says. I cry some more. She could linger like this for many years. Alzheimer’s teaches us there are possibilities worse than death.
Mom can no longer walk on her own, and we know that eventually she will lose the ability to smile, to swallow, to speak. This prompted me to record my parents’ voices starting a few years earlier. I held my MP3 player in my hand, hoping its small size meant that my recording session would be more like a casual visit than an awkward interview. Though I had prepared questions to ask my dad (“What were your jobs on the farm as a kid?” and “What surprised you about the way your life turned out?”), mostly my recordings were daily adventures of an octogenarian couple and their adult daughter. On one, I’m mixing cookies, narrating as I stir, while Mom has a conversation with the button on her sweater and Dad reads the grocery store flyer aloud to us. On another, Mom sings along with a Christmas album. She doesn’t know her own name, but she can sing “Adeste Fidelis” entirely in Latin. Today in the hospital, I contemplate that I may never hear my mother speak a coherent sentence again.
After the sonographer wheels away his equipment, the breakfast tray arrives and I coax Mom into eating a few bites of waffle. I narrate just as I do with her at home: “Look: syrup in a little square container. You like syrup.”
She doesn’t know what to do with the straw in her mouth, and she has trouble swallowing. Finally, I give up feeding her and flip through channels.
I stop when I get to the nuns. Mom perks up as soon as she sees them. We join the rosary in progress, in the midst of the Joyful Mysteries. The nuns are in full regalia, and for a moment I can’t think of what their outfits are called. I might have twelve years of Catholic school behind me, but today I’m functioning on too little sleep. My mind is murky.
Mom hasn’t spoken much beyond “wow” in almost twenty-four hours. Now she says the prayers with these church-channel nuns, as real to her as if they were in the same room with us. She says the Apostles’ Creed, Our Father, Hail Mary, Glory Be. She knows every word. 
Mom fingers the edge of her blankets, I suspect looking for her rosary beads. All of her life, she prayed the rosary in bed, in her living-room rocker, at the kitchen table. She believed praying the rosary kept our car from a head-on collision on road trips and that every pregnancy—her own eight and her children’s sixteen—produced a healthy child because of her daily devotions. “I never lost a one,” she often said to me. She put her entire life in the hands of God, and she found comfort in the power of her rosary.
Now, the more prayers she says, the louder her voice becomes. I hold her hand. So much amazes: her strong heart, her stronger faith, these lessons she still continues to teach me.
“Habit,” I say out loud to my mother. “Look, they’re in their full habits.”

One Saturday, months before Mom’s ministrokes brought her to the hospital, I was recording our conversation while her big band album played in the background. She broke into song: “It’s been a wrong, wrong time.”
I said, “I think it’s ‘long, long time.’” We’d listened to this album every Saturday for almost three years. I would give her a bath after breakfast, and then we’d put on music in the living room until naptime.
She belted out, “Lick me once, and lick me twice, and lick me once again.”
I burst into laughter. “It’s ‘kiss,’ you goof.” I giggled some more. “Kitty Kallen couldn’t sing ‘lick me’ on the radio in 1945.”
“They can get licks in there, too,” she argued. “Some of the kids do that.” She kept singing, “Kiss me once, and kiss me twice, then kiss me once again. It’s been a long, long time.”
“I bet you were quite the kisser,” I said.
“Uh-huh. I love it.”
I laughed until I cried. A daughter’s joy. A mother’s mystery.
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