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“Archie,” Patricia’s voice shrieked through the plastic mesh of the baby monitor sitting on the countertop. He had installed them to keep tabs on his wife when he wasn’t in her room, and she needed him. All she said anymore was his name and even that was becoming an increasingly rare occurrence. It was as if the disease had not only robbed her of her mind, and her memories, but was taking her voice as well. 

Doctor Patterson said it would eventually come to that as the disease progressed through its varied stages.

With her sandwich and a small pile of potato chips on a Styrofoam plate he placed them on the plastic tray he used for her meals. There was already a Styrofoam cup of lemon water, and a Styrofoam bowl of butterscotch pudding. Next to the plate were two napkins, and the only utensil, a plastic spoon for the pudding. Objects with sharp edges had to be avoided. She was past the physically violent stage, almost completely bedridden, apart from her bathroom visits that she insisted on continuing, even though a bed pan was available. 

But still, one could never be too careful. 

With the monitor clipped to his belt he carried her tray down the hall towards her bedroom, and with every step the sadness settled deeper into his heart. She had once been a vibrant, loving, woman. A fiery redhead whose personality matched the color of her hair. To this day he was still in awe of the fact that she had chosen him over the array of suitors who were constantly at her beck and call. 

At her door he paused, mentally preparing himself for what was waiting beyond. Once he was ready, he stepped into the brightly lit room. The windows were open and a gentle breeze stirred the curtains as the steady sound of the ocean’s waves came crashing through. Birds twittered in the trees beyond the window as life followed its normal course beyond the walls that surrounded them. 

She had always loved the sound of the ocean 

“Good morning, Patricia,” Archie said as he placed her tray on the table next to her bed. The table was the kind found in hospitals, that looked like an angular letter C mounted on four wheels that could slip under the hospital bed, allowing the surface to be brought close to the patient.

She lay in bed, the sheets pulled up to her chest, watching him suspiciously. Her once vibrant red hair was now the color of the sheets she lay on. Her face was lined with age, and eyes that once sparkled with a mischievous light, now regarded him with mistrust as he moved around the foot of her bed, and crossed to the window.

“You promised,” she said, her eyes darting back and forth as she searched for her words.

He was taken back by the comment, it was so out of place compared to the way she had been acting lately. “I promised what, Sweetheart?” he said, choosing to ignore for the moment this turn of events. He didn’t want to get his hopes up, that her condition was improving. The disappointment would be too much to bear. 

Her eyes continued to dart back and forth, in search of words that were not forthcoming, her brow creased with concentration as she tried to capture the elusive tail of her comment. 

“Is this too cold for you?” He said. 

She watched him silently as he pushed the window down, cutting off the sound of the ocean’s waves, and he turned to face her, the smile he’d plastered on his face faltering under her relentless gaze. She was in there somewhere, he knew it, it was just a matter of time before she managed to find her way back to him.

“I’ve brought you your favorite,” he said as he returned to the other side of the table and settled into his seat as he slid the hospital table across in front of her. She looked from Archie to the sandwich, and then back again.

He nodded at the sandwich, and she cautiously picked it up from the plate, several pieces of chicken falling onto her sunken chest as she brought it to her mouth.

After he had finished, and she was resting comfortably, he sought the sanctuary of what she once referred to as his man cave. Half the basement had been converted into a den of sorts, filled with the assorted objects that Archie had come across on his travels.  The upper half of the walls were covered with signs from the past, advertising everything from Standard Oil to Wonder Bread, builds strong bodies eight ways. Beneath the signs, shelves overflowed with assorted small toys from the past, from cast iron to wind up tin toys all gaily painted in a variety of colors though some carried the rust of past neglect. 

This was his refuge from the trials of life and many times he would just come down to sit as he admired his collection, and listened to the music of the past, trying to recapture the innocence of the time many of these items had come from.

His pride and joy was the nineteen-forties telephone booth that occupied one corner of the room. It had been painstakingly restored to its former glory, its wood frame glistening in the light from several old-style neon signs that were mounted here and there among the other signs of the period. Every time he looked at the phone booth, he imagined a line of GI’s waiting to use the phone for one last conversation with their sweethearts before they were shipped off the war. 

An easy chair sat in one corner, next to a bookcase filled with old volumes, and an old-style table lamp whose surface reflected the light from above. Tonight, he ignored the easy chair and turned towards the phone booth whose bench seat offered little comfort. The interior still smelled of old smoke, sweat, and the spilled tears of many brave boys marching off to war. The phone mounted in the corner was black, its boxlike body designed with an eye towards function over fashion. 

He’d found the booth buried beneath a pile of cast offs in the back of a barn on the vast Kansas plains. The owner had been a man closing in on ninety and had been happy to part company with it for a price that Archie readily agreed to. 

Archie’s dad had served in the European theatre in World War II, wading ashore at Normandy on D-Day as Hitler’s finest mounted a stiff defense. Archie himself had served in the jungles of Vietnam, so he understood that need to contact those close to you before you stepped into the fight. That final moment to say your goodbyes. He closed the door behind him and settled onto the narrow seat as his emotions overwhelmed him.

The doctors said it wouldn’t be much longer before she required twenty-four-hour care, and the discussion then turned to his options, which were becoming limited with every passing day. 

Nursing home? Absolutely not!

Twenty-four-hour in-home care was an option that came with a price tag beyond his ability to pay. Even if he sold everything he had ever purchased in his den, it still wouldn’t be enough. They had some money put back, but nothing close to what would be needed to provide the care she required. She had reached the end of a life well lived and in a cosmic twist of fate was destined to spend her remaining years a stranger to the life they had built. 

How he yearned for the old Pat, the young girl with mischievous eyes and a quick smile. She had always been a flirt, even as they grew old together, she had that ability to have every man, anywhere she went, eating out of the palm of her hand. Yet she had given her heart to him. They’d had a good life together, raising two sons who had gone on to make them both proud. Of course she would have been proud of them no matter what. 

A rapping on the glass pulled him from his thoughts and he looked up startled. A young man in uniform stood on the other side of the door, knocking on the glass impatiently as Archie gathered his thoughts, trying to make sense of what was going on. 

“Come on, Pops, I’m shipping out soon and I gotta get back, I need the phone to call my girl,” the young man said as he pushed on the center of the door to open it. 

“I’m sorry, what? Where am I? What’s going on?” Archie stuttered as he looked around the room. His den was gone, as was his collection of signs and toys. In its place was the smoky interior of a tavern. A narrow bar ran the length of the wall on the left, several patrons, an even mix between civilian and military types, sat at the bar with cold drinks in front of them as tendrils of white smoke rose from what seemed like a cigarette in every ashtray. 

“Let me use the phone just for a minute and you can have it back. I just want to tell my girl I love her before they ship me out.” Archie pushed himself to his feet and opened the door.

“Where are you going?” Archie asked as he stepped out of the phone booth.

“Somewhere in the Pacific, won’t know for sure till we’re on the ship, just hope I get to kill some Japs for what they did in Hawaii,” the boy, no more than nineteen said as he tipped his head and slipped into the phone booth, closing the door behind him. 

Everything around him was dark, dreary, not black and white, not quite. It was like a photo that time had washed the color from. Even the neon signs over the bar glowed with a dingy light that had been sapped of any brilliance.  

Then he saw her, at the end of the bar, her blue summer dress the only spot of color in an otherwise drab world, her bright blue eyes sparkling with a playful light, her red hair set off by the color of the simple dress she wore.

She got up from the bar, and was walking towards him, when from the baby monitor on his belt she cried out his name. 

“Archie.”

He looked up from where he was sitting to find himself back in the phone booth, in his den, the memory of that smoky bar fading from his consciousness like a dream half remembered upon waking.

“Archie.” Her voice crackled from the monitor again, a forlorn cry from the wilderness of her disease. 

His back was stiff, his buttocks numb from having sat so long, and he struggled to pull himself to his feet.

How long had he been out? He glanced at his watch as a sinking despair overwhelmed him. She had been alone for four hours. How long had she been calling him before he realized it?

Pushing open the door of the phone booth he rushed upstairs to find she’d messed herself. He had no idea how long she had been calling for him, but the look in her eyes, that humiliation of having lain in her own waste, burned with a brilliant intensity.  

“I’m, sorry,” he repeated as he worked to clean her up, swearing to himself that he would never forget her again. As he worked, he realized that while he was standing in that smoky bar, watching the red head walk towards him, he had completely forgotten, for a moment, his ailing wife. He was surprised when he realized just how liberating forgetting her could be. The thought elicited
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