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=WHEMN COMIC CGOES COSMIC—

HEN THE RECORDED MES-
SAGE CAME ON FOR THE THIRD TIME, | HUNG Up."Shes not
answering, | said co my husband, Tom."Its gerung lave” He looked
at the wall clock in our living room."Ir's nine-thirty. She could be
anywhere. Try her again in an hour”

“An hours™ 1 shook my head. ™l can't stand e
“Then give her unol wen”
“Whar af she soll doesn't answers”

He shrugged and went back to reading The Wall Sereet Jowrnal.
“You worry wo much’

“The face that he was nghr was of absolucely no comfort to me. How
many times had we been through this since my mother —universally
known as Annie — was widowed back in January of 19862

A week after my fathers funeral, she strung some plastc dothesline
berween rwo pipes in the cellar, hung his navy wool dress coar smack
int the middle of it, and set up a foorstool beneath. Although shed
taken to wearng his watch and his shoes, this was too unsertling
to et pass.”When | ger o mussing him too much,” she explaned,
amazed that wed found her setup the least bir maudlin, 'l just come
\,‘I’(\“'TI I'll'_'r(" ..'L"i.l '\.'l.'r:LFl th(‘ arms fll'l:'l.l“.i.i ||'|.(".'



Eleven years later, [ sull hadn't adjusted to the thoughe thar she is
living alone in the house she and my father buile on a windy hillside
in New Hampshire. Even worse, though, were the nmes when she
wasn't in the house at all, like this frigid night in March.

limagined her going up and down the aisles i one of the super-
supermarkets with nothing but a bag of mini-Tootsie Rolls in her
cart. She liked o insert one of the odd liede chocolate logs berween
her cheek and her upper gum, getung a sugar fix the way a baseball
player gets a bang from a wad of chewing tobacco.

Ax ¢E:I1:}'-fmur, Annie was still the life of the parey, any party. She
could be extremely silly. Sometimes it was on purpose, as when she
slapped on joke eyeglasses with flies embedded in the lenses, and
at other times it wasn't. The mistress of malapropism, she once told
us a friend of hers might have to go o the hospital for a™dog scan”

Joy spilled out of her the way the foam on a really good root beer
float comes tumbling over the top of the glass. And yer, as wath all
great clowns, shed done her share of suffering, from surviving a
hard childhood on a dirt-poor farm to beating breast cancer ata
time when a radical mastectomy was the only trearment and the
only follow-up was a prayer.

When a doctor told her she was a perfectionist she rook it asa
compliment.

Perhaps in the 1g40s it was, but fifty years later her obsessive-com-

pulsive habie of “zipping’ a m!'u.mzuppmg' all ewenty-four Venetian

blinds in the house to the exact same height four times a day drove
everyone else crazy.

She definitely had her quirks, such as hiding in my father’s dothes
closet during thunderstorms, a pracuice she enforced on my sister
and me when we were too little to protest. After my father’s death,
whenever she heard chunder she fled to Dunkin® Donues ac all hours
of the day or night in her thirty-vear-old red Dodge Dare convert-
ible whose top had never once been put down because she didn't
WANE Creases in it

Bur t::-mght was clear and unseasonably cold after a muld winger.
Where on earth could she bes

At 1o:25 the relephone rang.

“Annie, nice to hear vour voice. Yep ... yep”
Tom grinned ar me."Here she is”

“Mat” Lonly called her that when Twas mad at her."Where have
you been? I've been trying ro-”

“Can't ralk, she said.

Knew it,

knew it

knew i,

j: H;}Iﬂf’:lfl'.

gen to head—

"Hale-Bopp. she said.
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“You're outside, warching some comer
I shook my head.”Ma, thar’s crazy

Before 1 could stress the thousand hazards she faced out there in
the dark all alone, she added, T've got to go. It won't be back for
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can see it down there in Massachuseres, but up here ics halfway
berween the big maple and the mailbox!

I was left with a dial tone and dhe thought that no one on the planer
could be a bigger space cader.”Shes ourside, warching the comer,
I said to my husband.”IF we miss i, we'll have to wait uneill = |

grabbed the pad and pen by the phone and did a hasty caleulation—

4307

Tom and I went out ino the iy I!IS'Z1[.-| hope when it comes back,
iws in July he said, stamping his feer.

“Well plan a !1.Ir!1¢4.1u|:.' | seared up at the tiny pa tch of silver dust

among the bigger nuggers of stars, Id always thoughe comets moved
faster than a speeding buller, bur o me it looked as if this ane had
].'H.‘w.‘l'l -Sluq'..l t]n'n;' i.q:ﬁr I]] (‘tl:'rl'llt':.'.

Tl grve Anmie acall”

“Good idea” His breath hung in dhe air like a cartoon balloon.

"Bt mot tonight.”
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