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The Red Room 
 

nita was slicing smoked salmon when the knife slipped from 
her fingers and clattered to the floor. 

 Her daughter Kate looked up from The New Yorker. “Hey, 
careful with that thing.”  
 Anita gripped the edge of the kitchen table for a minute, then 
resumed cutting the salmon. She could hear Emma, her five-year-
old granddaughter, talking to the cat in the front yard.  
 “Are you okay?” Kate asked. 
 “I’m fine.”  
 “You’re sure?” Kate asked. “Your hands are shaking.” 
Anita looked down at her hands, dull white against the pink-orange 
of the fish, the flesh loose and flecked with brown spots.  
 Kate put down her magazine. “Do you feel dizzy?”  
But before Anita could respond, Ted burst into the room. 
 “Oh good. Lox. Let me do the sour cream and chives.”  
 Ted, her burly, good-natured son-in-law. She smiled with relief.  
 “You can do the drinks while I finish up,” she told him. She 
wasn’t sure her hands, still trembling slightly, could manage the 
wine.  
 Ted carried the tray of drinks and hors d’oeuvres to the living 
room. Anita loved this room, the red paint, the floor to ceiling 
bookcases, crammed haphazardly with books, books on top of 
books. It would have been claustrophobic with all that red and all 
those books except for the wall of windows on the far side, which 
opened out to the canyon of green-gray sage and live oak.  
 “Cheers,” she said and touched Kate’s wine glass with her own.  
 Kate raised her glass to Ted, then took a deep swallow of red 
wine. Anita tried to catch her eye, but her daughter’s cell phone 
buzzed and she disappeared into the hall. 
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The call wasn’t important, one of the nurses from work arranging a 
schedule change. It could wait. But Kate was thankful for the chance 
to escape. She didn’t want to see the wine shivering in the glass as 
her mother held it up, with both hands, for a toast. Didn’t want to 
meet her mother’s eyes. Light blue like her own, and troubled.  
 She saw patients all the time with symptoms like this. It was 
routine to run through the differential diagnosis: Lou Gehrig’s, 
Parkinson’s, stroke. It was routine to ask the questions. Why not 
now? She didn’t want to think about it. 
 But at the end of the evening, as they were leaving, Kate said, 
“Maybe you should see a doctor.” 
 “Yeah? What do you think?” 
 “I don’t know. It’s probably nothing. But I’d check it out.” Best 
advice. Mistake to treat your own family. Besides she was a nurse, 
not a doctor. 
 But she suspected it wasn’t good. Not good and she didn’t want 
to think about it. So she concentrated on Ted’s amiable chatter as 
they drove home and listened, with a full heart, to her daughter’s 
sleepy monologue in the dark back seat.  

 
After they left, Anita piled up the chocolate-smeared dessert plates 
and carefully carried them to the kitchen. Dirty pots and pans 
everywhere, although Ted, bless him, had put the dinner plates and 
cutlery in the dishwasher. Not Kate. Anita remembered her as a 
child, setting the table, begging to stir the cake batter, carefully 
chopping the vegetables. Eager to show her competence. Nowadays 
she sat absorbed in her thoughts or chatted on her cell phone, 
oblivious to the bustle around her. A handsome woman, tall, regal 
really, with Anita’s sharp nose and Roy’s smooth black hair, 
expensively cut. Something about her made it hard to ask for help. 
 Roy. She missed him, now, this minute, missed his easy chatter, 
his joy at the taste of food, his warmth. She’d not gotten used to this 
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dark hole in her life. God knows she’d had time to prepare. 
Congestive heart failure was like that. Her daughter had been there 
for her then, answering her questions, interpreting the doctor’s 
evasive explanations, analyzing each medication.  
 Until one day, he just stopped breathing. One minute he was in 
the hospital bed, the great lump of him, snoring softly, his mouth 
open, his face gray. And the next moment, it all stopped.    
 And Kate was there, taking charge, asking questions—autopsy? 
cremation? memorial service? Paperwork, tons of it-—making things 
happen. It was what she was good at, Anita realized, being decisive 
when it really mattered. So she didn’t clear the table or dress the 
salad. So what? 
 But after all the decisions were made and the rituals survived, 
Anita had faced down the empty house alone. Her daughter was 
occasionally present, efficient, whisking away her father’s clothes, 
disposing of the hospital bed and wheelchair, informing the bank 
and insurance companies of his demise. But whenever Anita burst 
into unexpected tears, at the sudden sight of Roy’s battered copy of 
Ulysses or his hand-carved walking stick, Kate would busy herself 
with some task until her mother could stifle her crushing grief, a 
grief that never really abated, even after she recovered her balance 
and moved on with her life. 

 
The internist, who had performed her routine checkups for twenty 
years but who never recognized her outside the office, ordered 
blood tests and a CT scan, then referred her to a Dr. Newman, a 
neurologist. He spent several sessions watching her move, asking 
questions, probing and poking, then called her in for a consult. 
 “How are you, Anita?” he began, looking down at the pile of 
papers he was pretending to sort. Dr. Newman was almost as old as 
she was, with gray wispy hair, a worn white coat, and the kind of 
bushy eyebrows that seem ready to jump off the faces of old men. 
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 “I don’t know,” she said, as she faced him across an impersonal 
metal desk. “How am I?” She could feel the fear squeezing her 
chest.  
 “The good news is we can rule out heart disease, stroke, ALS.” 
 “And?” She braced herself. 
 He looked at her with the weary eyes of a man who had 
delivered bad news too many times. “It’s very likely you are in the 
early stages of Parkinson’s disease.” 
 She sat very still, clutching her cold hands in her lap to stop the 
shaking. She knew what those words meant and she knew where the 
symptoms led. With proper care and a lot of luck, she could live for 
years. But her death sentence now had a subject and verb. 
 “Do you understand?” Dr. Newman said, speaking slowly as 
though to a child.  
 “How can you tell?” 
 She stared at his eyebrows, not listening, as his voice droned on 
about her gait and her tremors.  
 “Are you all right?” he finally asked. 
 “How long?”  
 He smiled. “You’re in the early stages. No guarantees, but it’s 
possible you have years ahead of you.”  
 She didn’t move. 
 “Look,” he said, “Do you have anyone close by? Family? You 
need to talk to somebody.” 
 “A daughter, I suppose,” she said. 

 
Standing on the broad redwood deck of her childhood home, Kate 
told herself, I can do this, I did fine when Dad died. She noticed 
that the brown paint on the front door was chipping. And she 
wondered, for the first time, who did the repairs now that her father 
was gone. She raised her hand, reluctantly, to knock. 
 Anita stood in the doorway. Kate checked her first impulse to 
step back. Her mother’s short dark hair, recently cut and colored, 
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and her bright purple turtleneck exaggerated the too-white face, 
accentuated the lines above her carefully painted mouth and the 
furrows in her forehead.  
 “Mom?” 
 Anita’s eyes were liquid. Kate felt her body stiffen. She could tell 
her mother waited to be touched. The invisible audience expected 
it, the crowd of critics who decreed the complex rules of mothers 
and daughters. But she couldn’t. All that raw need stopped her. 
 “What’s wrong, Mom?” she asked. 
 What’s wrong with me? she thought. 
 Following her mother into the living room, Kate fought the 
impulse to rush to the bank of windows and escape the stifling 
familiarity of this room. Instead she eased herself onto the old blue 
velvet horsehair sofa next to her mother’s rigid body. 
 “What’s wrong, Mom?” she asked again. 
 “I’m sorry,” Anita finally said, pointing to her wet cheeks. 
 “Don’t be sorry,” Kate said. “Just tell me.” She didn’t mean to 
sound cold.  
  Anita wiped her eyes. “It’s Parkinson’s.” 
 “Are you sure?” So this is it, Kate thought. It has a name. 
 “Doctor Newman seemed to be.” 
 “I’m so sorry, Mother,” Kate whispered. She knew it was 
inadequate from the way her mother sat there, holding herself so 
still, saying nothing. But she didn’t know what else to say. She knew 
too well the touch and smell of illness and death. She could handle 
that. What she feared was the weakness, the emotional messiness 
that would transform this tough, vibrant force in her life, her 
mother. She was afraid, but not for her mother; she was afraid for 
herself.  
 Anita broke the silence with a little laugh. “I need your 
expertise.” Her voice was suddenly steady, her expression resolute.  
 “Of course.” This was easier. Kate was at home with the facts of 
Parkinson’s, and she walked her mother through each symptom, 
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each stage of the disease, each possible treatment. Anita took it in, 
asked questions, nodded attentively. They explored the best way to 
tell Emma.  
 Finally Anita said, “One of these days, we’ll have to do 
something about the house.”  
 “Right,” Kate felt relieved her mother had brought it up.  
 She glanced with a faint sense of distaste around the room, at the 
stacks of books piled on the scarred walnut coffee table, at the 
jumble of empty CD cases on the floor, at the red paint, faded here 
and there by the sun, chipping near the ceiling, and said the first 
thing that came to her mind.  
 “Mom, you don’t need to do this right now, but while you’re 
feeling healthy, you might start thinking about getting the place in 
shape.”  
 Her mother’s startled expression surprised her. She had meant 
to sound gentle, concerned. 
 “What do you mean, getting it in shape?”  
 “Forget it. I’m sorry I brought it up.” 
 As they said goodbye at the front door, Anita leaned toward her 
daughter, arms slightly open. Kate’s first impulse was to turn away, 
to escape her mother’s unspoken need. Instead, she hugged her, but 
her embrace was swift and perfunctory, leaving her mother’s arms 
hanging awkwardly at her sides.  

 
From the beginning, Kate had not been an easy child to cuddle. She 
was too quick, too restless for sitting in laps. A little hummingbird. 
As soon as she learned to walk, she was off like a shot, poking into 
the far reaches of the playground, jumping out of her stroller to race 
ahead of her parents, refusing help with her clothes. And Anita 
loved it, encouraged her little girl’s feistiness, the way she outwitted 
her playmates and bossed them around.  
 But what Anita thought about at 4:00 in the morning, as she lay 
staring, dry-eyed, into the darkness, was Kate at five, pulling her up 
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from the kitchen table to wander the depths of the canyon below 
their house, sometimes on a path, sometimes through the dry gold 
grass. Kate considering the flowers with a grave seriousness, picking 
the ones with bright colors, delighting in the common names: Blue 
Dick, Pussy Ears, purple Self-heal, fiery red Indian Paintbrush, 
crying when Anita threw them, wilted, into the trash. But what Anita 
remembered the best was the touching. The silky softness of Kate’s 
hand, the warm body brushing against her, the thin arms 
unexpectedly circling her waist.  

 
“I hate her already.” Anita sat next to Kate, once again on the stiff 
blue sofa, waiting for a real estate agent to appear. A woman named 
Wendy Green. 
 “Jesus, Mom, she’s a friend. If you’re going to be rude, I’ll call it 
off.” 
 Of course she wanted to call it off. But instead she said, “No. 
I’m sorry. I’ll be good.” 
 “Don’t worry. She’s just here to figure out what the house is 
worth and maybe make suggestions for getting it in shape for the 
market.”  
 “I’m not ready for that.” Her voice was sharp. 
 “I know. But you’ve said yourself you have to sell it sometime.”  
 “Right. Sometime.” 
 And as it turned out, Wendy Green was not the nightmare Anita 
had feared. Like most real estate agents, she exuded a brisk false 
cheer, but she also admired things about the house Anita loved, the 
mimosa tree out front, the window seat in the study where you could 
watch the shade shifting on Mount Jude, her mountain, the skylights 
that brought the sun into an otherwise dark kitchen.  
 She felt suddenly embarrassed that she had been so cranky, 
particularly since Wendy didn’t mention selling or prices. She just 
walked through the house, smiling and admiring everything. 
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 But just as she was leaving, Wendy looked once more around 
the living room and said, “Once you’re ready to sell, Mrs. Jordan, 
we can store the books and paint in here for the staging, and maybe 
something more contemporary in the way of a sofa.” 
 “What do you mean?” Anita could hear the defensive note of 
her voice, as she took possession of the maligned sofa. 
 Wendy took her hand. “Buyers like to imagine their own 
furniture in a place, and that would be a challenge in this room.” 
 Kate smiled at Wendy and nodded. 
 “No,” Anita said. She and Roy had created this room together, 
while Kate was in Paris after high school, knocked out bricks and 
replaced them with the wall of glass in the living room. The red 
paint was Roy’s idea. But she had grown to love it, the slight shock 
of it when people first entered the room, the fiery warmth of it. And 
Roy had insisted on the bookcases. “It’s a living  room,” he had said. 
“And what keeps us living is books.”   
 “Whoever buys it can change the color,” Anita said. “I won’t 
have to see it.” 
 “It doesn’t work that way, Mom,” Kate said. 
 Anita fought back tears as she shook hands with Wendy. She 
didn’t want to think about ever leaving this house, where she’d 
brought home her baby and scattered Roy’s ashes in the back yard, 
where she’d planted the mimosa, where, she suddenly realized, she 
wanted to die. 
 When Wendy was gone, Kate muttered something under her 
breath. 
 “What?” Anita asked. 
 “Oh, nothing,” Kate looked embarrassed.  
 “What?” More sharply. 
 “Okay. I was thinking about what you told me when I was 
homesick in Paris.” 
 “What?” 
 “You said, it’s time to put your feelings in your pocket.” 
 Anita looked up, startled. “I did?”  
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 “Yep. Remember? I wanted you to fly me home.” 
 “I see. You want me to put my feelings about this house, this 
room in my pocket.” 
 “Forget it, Mom.”  
 But Anita was no longer listening. She was looking at the way the 
afternoon sunlight softened the red of the walls and lit up the greens 
and blues of the seascape in the corner.  

 
Throughout the following year, Anita’s trembling grew more 
pronounced, despite a regimen of exercise and Dopamine. Kate 
and her family visited Anita regularly. On one Saturday morning 
visit, as Anita was spooning out ground coffee with jerky 
movements, Ted turned to Kate and said, “OK, honey.”  
 Kate looked out the kitchen window at Emma who was 
bouncing a ball in the driveway. She wanted to hold that picture in 
the frame forever.  
 “Mom, we’re here about the house.” 
 Anita’s body froze. “No.” 
 Kate had anticipated resistance, hurt feelings. But she had 
convinced herself that the time to fix up the house was now, before 
the disease took over completely and forced hurried decisions. 
Besides, it was a way she could help. Her mother wanted more from 
her. But this is what she could give.  
 Kate squeezed Anita’s icy hand and let it drop. “We talked 
about a retirement community, remember?” 
 “When I’m ready, not before.” Anita focused cold blue eyes on 
her daughter. 
 “Right. But when you’re ready, the house has to be ready.”  
 Anita’s hand was shaking so badly she knocked over the cream 
pitcher. No one moved.  
 “Until I’ve sold it,” she said, “the living room stays just like it is, 
red, with the books.”  
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 Kate looked to Ted for support, but he was dabbing at the 
cream with a paper napkin. Why am I doing this, she asked herself. 
Was it to make an extra few bucks on the house sale? Or was it that 
the color, the clutter of photos and shell collections, even the musty 
smell of the books disturbed her? For years she’d dreamed of 
dismantling the bookcases, throwing stuff away, painting the walls 
white. Making order of the mess. 
 “Mom, try to be rational,” she finally said. 
 “No. That’s your department,” Anita snapped. 
 Ted dropped the sopping napkins into the trash and left the 
kitchen. 
 “Okay.” Kate had been stung. “The rational thing is to clear out 
that room and give it a fresh coat of paint.” 
 For just a moment Anita sat motionless. And then in a voice so 
soft Kate could barely hear her, she asked, “Why are you so cold?”   
 Kate looked up, startled. She had not expected her mother to 
put words on it. She knew that if she reached out, touched her, said 
she was sorry, the danger would pass. They wouldn’t have to have 
this conversation.  
 “I am not cold,” she said evenly, not meeting her mother’s eye, 
“I’m practical.” 
 “You can call it that.” Anita’s lip was trembling. “But you are my 
daughter and you are cold to me. You are.”  
   Kate fought a strong urge to get up and walk out. But she forced 
herself to stay at the kitchen table. They sat together in the silence, 
not looking at each other. 
 “I am not cold to Ted,” Kate said at last, her voice a studied 
calm. “Ask him. I’m not cold to Emma.” Am I? she thought. The 
question chilled her. Her eyes sought Emma in the window frame. 
The child was standing perfectly still now, not bouncing the ball, but 
holding it tight against her chest. Kate wanted to rush out the kitchen 
door, to feel the child’s arms around her neck. 
 “To me,” her mother said, her voice breaking. “You are cold to 
me.” 
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 She was right; Kate knew it. But all the same she felt defensive.  
 “Maybe you should ask yourself,” she blurted out, still not 
daring to face her mother. 
 “Ask myself what? Why you’re cold?”  
 Kate nodded.  
 “I have,” Anita said. “I don’t know.” Her finger traced the 
outline of spilled cream. “Maybe you should tell me.” 
 Don’t cry, Kate thought, I can’t handle this if you cry. 
 “I don’t know either,” she said. “It’s complicated.”  
 “Just tell me one thing,” Anita insisted.  
 Kate paused, then without thinking, the word came: “Paris.”  
 “Paris?” Anita looked up, a puzzled frown on her face.  
 “You wouldn’t let me come home.” The words, hanging 
between them in the silence, sounded so adolescent. Kate wished 
she could take them back, and yet, even after all these years, she still 
felt the crushing loneliness of that cold, alien city. 
  “But you came home,” Anita said.  
 “You asked. You don’t have to like the answer.” 
 “I don’t understand.” 
 “It was your idea, Paris. I was just seventeen years old, just out of 
high school.” 
 “But you were so self-confident. Ready for adventure. I was so 
proud of you.” 
 “Dad didn’t want me to go. He said I was too young. I heard 
him.” 
 “He changed his mind.” 
 “You changed his mind. And I went because you wanted me 
to.”  
 “You wanted to study French, honey.” 
 How could she make her understand? “The language program 
you signed me up for was too hard. And my roommate would speak 
only Russian. And it rained, every day. My coat and shoes and hat 
were soggy all the time.” 
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 Anita sat silent.  
 “And then I got sick and my room was freezing cold. I didn’t 
want to call you. I wanted so badly for you to be proud of me. But 
finally I couldn’t stand it any longer.”  
 “I found you a doctor.” Anita’s voice was pleading. 
 “I didn’t want a doctor. I wanted to come home.” It was an 
admission of failure that had cost her dearly. 
 “But that made no sense,” Anita said. “I knew you’d be well by 
the time you got home, and we couldn’t afford to send you back.” 
 She tried once more. “Mom, listen to me. I hated it there. I was 
sick. I wanted to come home.”  
 “But you got well in a week. I remember. I called you every 
day.”  
 “I stopped going to classes. Instead, I wandered the streets, 
window shopping, shivering on park benches, waking up at night 
unable to sleep.” 
 “What I remember is when you finally came home, you were 
wearing Paris fashions and speaking French. You brought me a 
bottle of perfume. I was so proud of you.”  
 “I don’t know what else to say.”  
 Anita sat up straight in her chair. “I was expecting you to tell me 
something I’d forgotten, something cruel. But you say you treat me 
this way because I made you stay in Paris and see a doctor?”   
 Her mother was right; it made no sense. Yet, there it was. She 
was their only child and for the first time, she had felt abandoned, 
excluded, while her parents were home, safe, together, happily 
painting the goddamned living room red.  
 She looked away to hide the tears. “I was miserable. You 
wouldn’t hear me.”  
 Her mother’s feathery fingers brushed her arm. “Oh Katie, I 
thought I was being practical.” 
 She looked at her mother’s square shoulders, her sharp blue 
eyes, heard the defensive tone of her voice. And for the first time in 
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this tortured exchange, she smiled. “Right,” she said. “Practical. 
That’s not how it felt.” 
 For the next several minutes, they sat facing each other, not 
touching, each searching for words that would get them back to 
someplace safe.  
 Kate found them. “I miss Dad.” Her voice broke. 
 Anita smiled. “I know,” she said.  
 They were on firm ground. Whatever connection had been 
made, it would do for now. 
 “I’m sorry,” Kate said. 
 Anita smiled at the apology.  
 “Thank you,” Anita said. “I’m sorry too.” Her voice was clear. 
“But no painting the red room.” 
 “Right,” Kate said. 
 But they both knew that decision was far from final. 
 
 


