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Setting: A funeral. The Speaker addresses the crowd.

The Speaker

(With some difficulty, throughout) You all knew Mary. To some of you, she was a
teacher. To some, a poet. To some, a neighbor, a bird-lover, author, friend. But to
me, she was always just...grandmother.

The last time I spoke with my Grandmother, we spent two hours talking about
Venmo, which is this app you can use to exchange money with your phone. You all
know how much she loved new technology: she was, as she’d tell me regularly, one
of the first people on the internet, and I’m sure you’ve all experienced her long and
embarrassing (but very grammatical) facebook posts. Or when you’d be tagged in a
picture with like 50 other people and the top comment would be a big “I love you
and just want you to know I’m so proud of you” from Mary, and the second comment
would be something like “P.S. remember what King John said to his nephew on his
fifteenth birthday”, not that anyone else had ever known what King John had said
to his nephew on that particular occasion. But you’d know what it meant. It meant
“I miss you and care about you and wish you were here.” But by the time we made
our last phone call, her mind was almost gone and she just ... couldn’t figure Venmo
out.

Some of you were with us during her last few days. I don’t know if it was as hard for
you as it was for me. It was like somebody had taken my Grandmother and replaced
her with this... this thing. This thing that looked like Grandmother but her face had
retreated into her skull and all the muscles in her arms had gone so they just looked
like sticks and she was covered with these horrible spots. These black spots that just
covered every inch of her body. (beat.) I should’ve said more to her. I should’ve
held her more. But I was afraid of — I don’t know what, exactly. Even though she
couldn’t speak I could tell she felt the fear too. I felt it in the way she gripped me. I
heard it in the labor of her breaths.

I wasn’t there when she finally passed. Dad was spending the night with her. He
called to tell us and I just— I had so many regrets and I didn’t know what to do,
so I just sat down and prayed. I don’t know what for. With my words I prayed for
Grandmother, and her soul, and everyone who loved her. But really I praying for a
second chance, a do-over. It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know she was going to die.
How could I ha— then it happened.

I can’t explain it. There were... flashes of light? A burning? Something greater.
That feeling you get when God, I dunno, just moves. You know what I’m talking
about? Like something bigger than you has grabbed a hold of your heart and your
soul and then just— I can’t tell you. You won’t believe me. All I know is it was
January again. I was lying in bed in Germany again, and it was snowing again, and
all of a suddden—
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My phone rang. Grandmother. Grandmother? I answered. I knew this conversation.
I’d had this conversation. We talked about Dresden and cats and netflix. Last time,
she was bothering me. I was busy. Not this time. I’d missed her so much. This time
I knew the question that was coming and just waited for her to ask —

You see, the Art-Song Lab had a grant to pair up musicians and poets to write a song
together. Grandmother wasn’t sure she’d make it in, but she thought we could pull
the grandmother/grandson angle to get a spot. She’d write the poetry and I’d write
the music. She had the topic all picked out: The Arrow of Time. You see, there’s this
question in physics of how time knows which way is forwards and which way is back,
and she’d been reading about it and had this idea —more poetry than science— that
we create our own arrows. That our loves and fears and hopes and dreams all pull
together and shape the way we see the world. That, as she wrote, “that shape would
come exist and ride unseen among the stars, waiting to ignite the spark that Adam
sought against a Sistine sky.” (beat.) I liked the idea. I did—I really did. I loved my
Grandmother. And we were going to do it together at some point, just—this wasn’t
a good time. I had theater and classes and bible studies and there was this girl who
— I just didn’t think I could do a good job — I couldn’t’ve. She understood. She
said so. She didn’t say she had cancer. She didn’t say that she was going to die.

(Pause.) But this time, she didn’t need to. This time I said yes. This time I didn’t
try out for the play. I didn’t ask anyone out. I took the easiest classes I could find,
with no attendance grades, and I spent my time in Victoria with Grandmother. It
was heaven. We’d read poems and books and plays. We’d go exploring — all sorts
of lagoons and coves and we’d make up stories about the pirates and sailors we were
sure had been there before us. We’d spend days together, just...talking. That was the
best part. Listening to her talk. Stories about the way things used to be when she
was little. The tricks she’d play on Auntie Joan. Or the crazy adventures she’d been
on since, like her peace marches or her pilgrimage across Europe. The stories behind
her poetry and essays and all the other things she’d produced in her seventy-eight
years. And when we’d stopped talking, we’d write. Pages upon pages and drafts
upon drafts. Words and notes and poems and songs flying every which way. Nothing
was good enough. Everything had flaws to fix, ideas to expand on. One night she’d
cry “Huzzah!”—she was the only person I’ve ever heard say that — and the next
we’d have to throw everything out and start over. For once I felt like I got to take
part in her world.

You know how she was. Learning everything there was to learn about the people she
loved. Barry mentioned how she’d talk to Tommy for hours about biking. But he
didn’t tell you how hard she worked at it. I’d call her up and she’d be reading these
big, awful manuals about the different kinds of wheels and gears one could buy, just
so she’d recognize them in case he happened to mention one. When RJ and I were
little, she was the only one who’d take us to see the Pokemon movie, and she learned
enough about Pikachu and Mew to write us these adorable short stories about them.
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She even learned entire fields of math because she wanted me to have someone I could
tell about my research. And now, just this once, I had the chance to do the same for
her. To learn about the poetry. The people. The readings. The drama. There was
this whole world that seemed to revolve around her and her work and just this once
I got to glimpse it.

And sure, some of it was hard. Watching her slip away. Lose words. Forget stories.
It was like the power of her poetry was being pulled out of her body and there
was nothing to replace it. Going back to MIT. Back to Facebook chats and phone
calls. The second time wasn’t any easier. Watching her eloquence devolve again into
gibberish. Our phone calls, from deep conversation to hoping she’d remember me. On
Easter, she wished me a happy Thanksgiving. Six times. And finally she asked me
about Venmo again. I knew it was coming. I knew I should’ve changed the subject
but when it came time to do it I just... couldn’t. I mean, I could’ve said something
deep. We could’ve talked seriously and cried together and said our last goodbyes,
and I’d still be here and she’d still be dead. But talking about Venmo, the silliest
conversation— it was fun. We laughed. She teased me. I told her stories. It was
like being ten again, visiting her alone for the first time. Seeing the Grandmother I
remembered through all the cancer and chemo and confusions and suffering and we
had two hours to just play and have fun. With something as stupid as Venmo.

I still have regrets. I should’ve called her more. Learned more of her story. Spent
more time just enjoying her presence. I don’t know if that will ever go away. But I’ve
been learning to live with them and take each day as it comes. Sometimes it’s okay
to be sad. It’s okay to have regrets. That’s something I learned from Grandmother.
She was always good at appreciating life as it was. So I’d like to close by sharing a
poem with you, one of her last:

“ I am falling in love again
so soon so long
in love with this world
with its beauty
its sun
its healing rain
its novelty
its surprises
its shallow depths
its deep firm sand
(that place where a boy
with his bare feet
once trampled
I love you)

This morning I thought of
rain and its place
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the need of thirsting plants
the depth of their roots
the depth of my roots;
my children, earths trees

All of it again, dear one,
in love again.
maybe this time
it will last forever ”

Blackout.
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