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HOME or MEMORIES HOUSE or ASHES
JULIE A‘JACOB

Y FATHER HAD DIED and now his house was dying.
M He passed away in the dining room, where we had

placed the hospital bed so he could smell the chilj simmering on
the stove in the kitchen, hear his daughters and his grandchildren
murmuring in the living room, and feel the warmth of the autumn
sun streaming through the dining room window. He died in the
house he had lived in for 48 years. He died wearing pajamas the
same shade of blue as his eyes, eyes now blinded by the tumor that

was twisting its tentacles deep into his brain. He died as my sister
and I had held his hand and told him that we loved him.
“Home,” he said over and over

in the emergency room, the
ICU, and, then, finally, in the hospice, until he could no longer
speak. That and “I love you.”

He wanted to go home to die, and so we brought him home.
- It wasn’t easy; an astonishin

g amount of paperwork was required
. 1o transport a dying man twenty-five miles to his home. When the
ambulance drivers arrived, th > Shaking
their heads, as though they doubted he would make it home alive,
. Buthe did, and he liveq the last thirty-six hours of his life in
_hls own home. He died on October 29, 2012, and soon after, his
‘house began to die, too.

AN A A
1 When I wag six months old, my parents bought a white
Clapboard ranch house with black shutters and red brick trim. It
fad three bedrooms, a large kitchen, a sunny dining room, and a
VINg room with 5 fireplace. My sister and I loved
W€ Would sit on the stone ledge, toastin
On winter nights we
the ledge to warm o

that fireplace;
g marshmallows on skewers

"d lay on the floor with our
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4. That was her spot. On snowy nights,
ut in a log itr}l1the ﬁtreplafl'el?” My sister
ould ask, beneath the grate, while my father
:ﬁz‘;]would stuff n;wtslij:if;k on the porch. He’d strike a long
prought in 1088 o on I’d hear the soothing crackle and smell the
wooden match and 001 - ine or oak.
. scent of burning P o
comforting S ¢ built in a new subdivision at the edge of the
Our }}ouse it were smooth and white. Spindly saplings lineq
1deWa}ll<SSets jutted up like construction cranes in the big
S}Vﬁﬁmle white house was supposed to be my parents’
the one they would eventually sell so they could move
e 1ous home on a quiet street. My mother dreamed of
Do S;S)f:zet with a poetic name and a kitchen with a window
hv“;gﬂ;n:ilnk so she could watch the birds flutter around a feeder
\.;/‘;ﬁle she rinsed the dishes. My fatl}er yearped for an attac.:hed
garage so he wouldn’t have to scrape 1ce off his car on dark winter
mornings. In the meantime, while my parents waited ar}d saved for
the right time to move, my mother planted purple clematis and arose
bush in the back yard. She wallpapered the kitchen and bedrooms
and then papered them again. My father built a screened-in porch
and remodeled the basement into a charming reproduction of an
English pub. Because he loved my mother, my father added touches
to make the house as comfortable as possible: a cedar closet, extra
cabinets, more shelves.
Because the neighborhood schools were excellent, my parents
did not wish to uproot my sister and me, and by the time my sister
and I were out of school, it seemed pointless to move to a bigger
h°‘?‘°- So they stayed and grew old in the little white house, and
their grandchildren played in the same basement family room
:gﬁrse mg’ sister and I had once played. My parents repainted thi
the smjil breplaced e o AL o ene. bled £
edrooms and noisy street and remarked wistfully about

the bigger home in a pj ; :
ST should hav
bought, but didn’t, neighborhood that they

My sister and |
down

states, T had I lived in four apartments and one condo 10 thre

had m > .
Was Home, any places of residence, but my parents’ hous

; eplace and 1€2
chair by t(l;esﬁkr Bshould we p

city. The s
the curb and

grew up and left home. She married and settled

ac
1938 town from my parents, but T did not plant roots- II;

Then my mother passed away from a heart attack, abruptly,
unbelievably, and too young. Heart weighted with grief, I sold my
condo in Chicago and bought a small brick house in my hometown
so I could be near my father and sister. The house had not been loved
like my parents’ house. The carpet was stained and the wallpaper
faded. No fireplace. But it was on a pretty street two blocks from
Lake Michigan, and, beneath the grime, I could imagine polished
hardwood floors, a sunny kitchen with lemon-colored walls, and red
geraniums blooming in a pot on the front stoop.

Fixing it up became our family project during a year of sorrow.
My brother-in-law replaced the windows and re-sanded the oak
floors. My sister and I peeled off the ugly wallpaper and painted
the kitchen and bathroom. My father installed new lights and added
closet shelves.

In the evenings, I walked my little poodle on a quiet street on
a bluff overlooking the lake. I could see the lighthouse to the north
and the beach to the south. Red-winged blackbirds darted among
the trees. At night, when I lay in bed, I could hear the foghorn; the
slow bass sound lulled me to sleep. Slowly, the house became my
home, but, still, not quite Home. Home was where my father lived.

Although my father spent hours helping me fix up my house, he
did not touch his own home. My mother had enjoyed redecorating,
but my father didn’t want anything changed after she died. He
wanted the house to remain the same, right down to the blue and
white china rabbit placed in the center of the kitchen table, and thus
my mother’s beautiful home became an elderly person’s house. As
a child, I had wondered why the houses of old people seemed musty
and still, like a broken clock in the attic. Now I knew why. They
were houses trapped in time.

AN AN A

We tell those who are grieving that the places and objects
dear to the missing beloved are unimportant. “A person lives in
your heart,” we say. “It’s the memories that are important. “ Yet
Instinctively we know that the places and objects touched by those
we loved and still love are meaningful. A father’s watch, a mother’s
IIng—or our parents’ house—those things are sacrosanct, and we
cherish them, fight over them, and cling to them.

After my mother died, my sister and I assumed the care of
the little white house. We dusted and vacuumed and scrubbed, but
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A . . #5 i I < e e (R
:(;Slfm”;ueﬁ perpetually of lc?mon furniture polish. Pi;log(g):trle
medical bills cluttered the kitchen countertops. My mother’ss
beautiful yard no longer bloomed with a rl,ot ofroses ang ‘Eranionce
Still, despite the evidence of my mothex: s absence, | Felt closums.
her in the house than anywhere else. This was the place S eer o
had laughed and read and. planted ﬂqwers. My father and 1 ; g
watched movies together in the even1ng§. He sat in his °Versiz:3
armchair, and I perched on the couch. Neither one of us, though =
in my mother’s chair by the fireplace or ever asked “should We’put

a log in the fireplace?” The empty chair and the unlit fireg 3k
placeholders for our grief. .

N AN

For the first few weeks after my father died, I tried to Pretend
that he was merely in the hospital for a lengthy stay. My sister and
I picked up his mail and raked the leaves. In the bathroom I coyl
still faintly smell his favorite aftershave. His jacket hung over the
kitchen chair. Sometime I’d go over there, make a pot of coffee
and simply sit in the kitchen, soaking in the sunshine that streamed
through the window, and thinking of my parents. -

Then it became harder to pretend. We cleared out the
refrigerator and packed the dishes in cardboard boxes. We turned
down the thermostat. We removed pictures that had hung on thaz
walls for 40 years and hauled away furniture. The house liiecanrver
still and cold as the ashes in the fireplace. When I v;(:ﬁi ﬁigplace
to the house to check on it, I’d perch on tpe ?dge f(')the eamily a1t
ledge and gaze at the empty living room, thinking o
conversation that had once filled it. h :

And yet, there were still times when W i
gone. We stopped at the house regularly to cut the gg:;’” o
lights on and off. “I cut the grass at Dad’s house ould 28
us would say. Anyone overhearing the conversation
that our father was alive and lived in the house: r he had died: !

One evening in early fall, nearly a year aﬁechiuy and darﬂ,I;
drove to the house to pick up the mail. It was a o to MY fathc;St
evening, like so many evenings when I had gor}e ¢ lampP
house to have dinner with him or watch a moviltc'
was turned on. Lights on automatic timers had sW!

= S : night-
windows glowed with amber light on this raify

almost forgot he ¥

the door, I swear, that for a moment [ forgot that he was gone and
expected. to hear his voice saying, “Hello!” For a second I believed
he was alive. Then I stepped inside and the house was chilled and silent.
A A A

We needed to do something with house—rent it, sell it, or buy
it—and soon. My father, burdened with medical bills, had needed
to remortgage the house, and the bank was impatient. Once I had told
my father that I wanted to buy his house someday.

“Why?” my fatherhad said. “You’re inaprettierneighborhood.”

“But it’s a nicer house.”

“But yours is brick,” he said.

“Yours is bigger.”

He was insistent. “No, it’s not.”

And so it went.

I wanted that house, oh, how I wanted my Home. I was so
close to buying it. Then I was laid off from my job, and when I
was employed again, the lender was picky and the broker asked for
documents and more documents and yet more, and then he needed
them all again.

Finally, I gave up, exhausted, beaten down by the regulations
and paperwork. I couldn’t do what I had dreamed of doing: tear off
the wallpaper, pull up the carpeting, save my Home, and remodel it
to blend the best of the old and new.

So the house went up for sale, and when I saw that “for sale”
sign posted in front of my father’s house like a tombstone, I thought
about three articles I had read recently in the local newspaper about

- family homes— one whimsical, one tragic, and one happy. The first
- story was a warmhearted feature about a man in his fifties who had
. Spent every single Christmas of his life — every one — sleeping
~ in his childhood bedroom in his parents’ house. Even after he had
. married, had children, and moved out of town, he and his family
- came back every Christmas Eve to spend the holiday with his
. parents. The article didn’t say what his wife thought about this.

The second story, which merited an article on the front page

- of the newspaper, was tragic. Another middle-aged man, this one
. unmarried and childless, had spent his entire adult life caring for his
- elderly mother and disabled sister. After the two women dl.ed, the
- family home fell into foreclosure. The night before the sheriff was
' scheduled to come to change the locks, the man set the house on
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thel.r pa}rents’ house in the north wood Sipﬁngs h;ji?nh
selling it, they decided to keep it justa oty Ins“’emed
there. It was their own personal holiday insnwas A el h"m
: And that, I realized, is what | trul S

live in my parents’ house all the time I}"Nwanted, ! did't
to remain unchanged and continue to. be ;ln tef; i
visited, but didn’t reside at, a Home always \};elco:rgi: tar,ta Elace]

. 3 : ,$
?:esrl::ll}lggu etlsm n)lly parents love? patiently waiting. forme ags I c?mﬁfj

: .parents had died, the house had died, and now my den
of Home had died, too. -+ = 7« .0 o0 & n

“Home” was one of the last words my father said. He wantedt
go home to die and he did. And when I am old woman, perhapsind
little apartment or a nursing home, what home is it that I will drean
of at night, which memories of home will burn in my heat, ol
where will I long to return? A little white house with red l?l‘lemT{;
a sunny kitchen and a living room with a fireplace on 2 n015)tlhstfl°° c
A small brick house with hardwood floors tWO blocks ffof,n lacee ye
where I heard the foghorns at night? OF perhaps son:i I12101116'-’
unseen and unlived and unknown, my OWI undigore™
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