By Sharon Levy

hen my sister Paula

got sick, I focused on

her with the intensity

I'd give a rare and

lovely beast. I've

always suspected that
the essential things were the ones that hap-
pened while I looked the other way. When
I knew I could be losing Paula, T didn’t
want to let any moment with her escape
me.

I had the same feeling I've had when
I’m close to something beautiful and wild.
I focus as hard as I can. But even when an
owl is calmly inspecting me from three
feet away, or a black bear strolls right past
me in a mountain meadow, I can feel
something precious slipping away. I am
distracted by mosquitoes and muscle
aches. I fail to take in all of the gifts that
come my way.

When Paula’s hair grew back in after
the chemotherapy it was curly (it had
always been straight before) and incredi-
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bly soft. I had trouble keeping my hands
off this post-chemo hair of hers. Her doc-
tors said the chemo had worked; for a
short while she seemed to be OK. Then
everything went terribly wrong. There
was a second cancer in her liver. They
tried to remove the disease by surgery, but
it was too late. The cancer had got away,
spread into her abdominal wall, and there
was nothing they could do.

We had grown up together in a loving,
oddly paranoid family. My grandparents
were Russian Jews who had fled to
America to escape the pogroms. They
arrived here when they were young, still in
their twenties, but spent the rest of their
lives on alert, expecting disaster at any
moment. My mother and father were both
born in Chicago, but this wariness had fil-
tered down to them. They seemed to
worry about nearly everything we did: dri-
ving in traffic, riding the subway, breath-
ing when the pollen count was high.

Paula was the oldest and inherited
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many of the fears and quirks my brother
and I longed to escape. She was born gen-
erous, so she didn’t try to stop us from
doing what we wanted. Instead she
expressed the family fear of everyday haz-
ards by praising us lavishly for minor
accomplishments like parking a car or
drilling a bolt hole.

She somehow skipped the whole
process of adolescent rebellion. She
stayed with our parents while she went to
college, at the university a few blocks
away. She was slow to take risks, and
quick to take responsibility. She spent a
lot of time helping to care for our grand-
parents as they grew older, sicker, and
more irascible.

I used to wish she’d cut loose a little
more, think of other people less, move a
little closer to the edge. What I wanted
most then was to break free of all the fears
my parents had for me. Sometimes Paula
would annoy me when she echoed those







