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Day 27 of sefirat ha-Omer. Today would have been my mother’s 88th birthday, 
according to the secular calendar; and this Friday will mark two years since she 
died (although, according to the Jewish calendar, her yahrzeit will be on the 17th). 
Just in case I might not remember her birthday, Facebook let me know – 
encouraging me to post birthday wishes for her on her “timeline.” Well, Mom, I 
hope that I can be an extension of your earthly timeline by keeping your memory 
alive in this realm, and by living according to many of the values and by the life-
example that you set for me. 

My mother, Patricia Altwegg Brown (and later, Fitzgerald), lived a “balanced” life. 
She was always getting involved in projects to help others or the community. She 
helped countless children and also adults learn how to read; she helped preserve 
large tracts of wetlands and other natural areas in the Hampton-Newport News area 
where she lived for most of her life; she was a huge supporter of animal shelters, 
and had herself taken in quite a number of dogs and cats over the years; and she 
did not shy away from ordinary community engagements like being active in the 
PTA when she was younger, or belonging to a church and singing in the choir 
(when she was older). 

But Mom knew how to sip from the cup of life in a more self-giving way as well: 
traveling, enjoying theater and opera, time spent with her sister, her grown 
children, and with dear friends. In 2011, when Mom was 79, she went on a cruise 
with one of these friends to Alaska (I have some of her glacier-photos from that 
trip in my computer files), and in 2014, right after my daughter, Mira, was married 
in San Francisco, Mom and I slipped away for a mother-daughter trip to Big Sur. 
Mom was 82 then, and definitely slowing down, but she declared one of the spots 
we visited on that trip, the Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park, with its dramatic 
waterfall spilling down onto an ocean beach, “the most beautiful place I’ve ever 
seen!” I’m so glad we allowed ourselves that indulgence, Mom. I’m so grateful 
that you drank deeply from the cup of life while you were here.

Meanwhile, back to the present (it was so lovely being lost in that memory that it is 
rather jarring mentally to transition to our current reality), I think I probably speak 
for many when I say that I feel more and more “trapped.” Of course this is not 



actually the case: I can leave my house for walks; I can go shopping for groceries 
or pharmacy-type goods; we can take family drives…but it came home to us as a 
family yesterday when we drove over to a favorite spot in Tiverton where we like 
to walk that the law currently is that only RI-residents are allowed to park their 
cars in public places, so effectively, you are not allowed to take a walk in Tiverton 
or Little Compton if you are from Fall River – unless you first quarantine yourself 
for fourteen days (!), and even then, I suppose you had better have your car parked 
in a privately-owned driveway so as not to get a ticket based on your MA license 
plate.

I understand the reason for these restrictions: wealthy vacation home-owners from 
the New York City-area have been reported to be coming up to stay in their homes 
in RI to escape the more intense contagion down there. It is understandable that 
Rhode Islanders don’t want the virus brought into their state from NY, and thus the 
need for the quarantine rules. But those of us on the SouthCoast are used to 
thinking of our MA-RI border as fluid. Many people live in one state and work in 
the other (there is an exception to the rules for those who travel for work). Many of 
our congregants live in RI, too – so when we here in Fall River, Somerset, 
Swansea or Westport drive across the RI-line, we don’t feel that we are “importing 
contagion across state lines.” We feel like these towns are part of our community, 
too – so how are we all of a sudden pariahs? It is a strange feeling, but I suppose it 
is one that many people around the globe, especially those fleeing danger, but 
unable to find legal refuge, feel much more intensely. These beleaguered souls do 
not have the luxury of simply driving home where they can continue their lives 
legally, deprived only of the satisfaction of walking down a pretty country lane. So 
I realize that our own “deprivation” is mild compared to people who are deprived 
of the possibility of pursuing “life, liberty and happiness” in a place where they do 
not face famine, ecological devastation, war, authoritarian crackdowns, or terrorist 
attacks.

I tell myself this, but nonetheless, I feel claustrophobic. On Sunday Lev and I 
traveled to Blackstone River and Canal Heritage State Park in Uxbridge, MA. 
(This was one of the sites where our TBE “Outing Club” hiked two years ago.) It 
was a beautiful day, so it was great to get out and walk for almost two hours on 
their trails along the Blackstone River, and along the towpath of the historic 
Blackstone Canal. We did have to travel through RI on the way to Uxbridge – but 
since we did not have to park the car until we re-entered MA, our crossing state 
lines did not necessitate a quarantine-period! We noticed that about a third of the 



people walking in this park were wearing masks, even though for the most part it is 
not hard to practice appropriate social-distancing when outdoors like this. But you 
never know. Everyone is feeling cabin-fever, so the parks that are still open (and 
have open parking lots!) can get very crowded.

Like many people, we are beginning to realize that our summer vacation plans will 
have to be changed. Lev’s iD Tech summer camp and my Jewish Renewal clergy-
conference (Kallah) – both of which were to have taken place in Fort Collins, Co – 
have already been cancelled. We had been looking forward to family travel to 
some of the great Western national parks after these events, but even though 
Colorado and Wyoming may be much more “open,” and they may have a lower 
rate of contagion, especially during the summer, why risk getting on an airplane if 
you don’t have to?

Nonetheless, I can’t help feeling that my urge to somehow “escape” all this is 
likely being felt by people everywhere, and yet – despite the record-low price of 
gas these days – there is practically speaking no place to escape to. Here we are, 
and if we are lucky enough to be safe and sound, we have to give thanks. Fall 
River may not be one of the nation’s top tourist destinations (except among Lizzie 
Borden fanatics), but it does have its share of beauty, and we are lucky to live in 
walking distance of several nice places to walk, where, unlike New York City, you 
don’t have too much trouble keeping six feet away from others also out walking.

Where will all this end? When will it end? If it won’t end until after we have a 
readily-available vaccine, does it make any sense for young people to even attempt 
new years of college? (Lev is completing his junior year of high school now, and 
we are starting to think that he might not be able to go to college directly after his 
senior year – whatever that is going to be like. Who wants to spend all that money, 
only to have it yanked away by the return of the virus?) And what about the 
coming fall’s High Holiday services…??

Like people living through a war on their own soil, we have to get used to 
uncertainty, and be thankful for simple survival. But unlike people living through a 
wartime struggle for survival, we can’t take comfort in the hug of a friend or 
recognize our foe; the “enemy” does not wear a uniform. Our armies cannot 
vanquish it with bullets or bombs – we cannot even see it, even as it invades our 
very bodies, sometimes in such complete disguise that we have no idea we are 
harboring it.



Some days are good days; on other days I feel exhausted even though I have not 
exerted myself in any unusual way. I suppose one has to give oneself permission to 
take a nap, soak in the tub, read a favorite novel, watch a movie – without feeling 
guilty! We likely have a long road ahead of us yet – may we all keep our spirits up 
the best we can as we travel its unknown duration.

And don’t forget to revel now and then in memories of happier days…

Julia Pfeiffer Burns State Park, Big Sur, CA (temporarily closed!)


