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​THE READING PLACE

A Foreword by the Editor

©2014 by David L. Repsher
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We should all have one—a special place where we get away from the world. A place where distractions are kept to a minimum, worries and cares are forgotten, and an endless cornucopia of imagination is ours for the taking. A place where we can open a book, open our minds, and be transported elsewhere.

A reading place.

And that place could be anywhere: a soft bed in the bedroom, a cozy chair in the den, a cushy window seat, a lawn chair on the back porch, a single seat in a private bathroom, or even a booth in a crowded and noisy restaurant. It really doesn’t matter where we read, as long as our minds can close off the world and focus on the words.

Within these pages are stories that can do just that. So take this book to your reading place, take a couple of deep breaths, open the cover, and begin reading.

Now...isn’t that a great feeling?

​​
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WHEN WE BECOME THE PHOTOGRAPHS

©2014 by Chelle Wotowiec


~~FIRST PLACE~~
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The woman with the blonde hair wiped tears from her cheeks before she came over to my bed. She didn't think I saw her crying and I wondered if this behavior was a part of her normal routine. She inched closer to the chair next to the bed, as if weights were strapped around her ankles, before she finally sat down and told me that Susan had passed. I watched the words escape her lips and I saw my reflection in her eyes.

The tone of this woman’s voice, her wet cheeks, and puffy eyelids told me that I should know Susan. I’d dreamt a few nights before that my memories were stuck in my stomach. The children that I had, the house that I lived in, the career that I had once only dreamed of fulfilling; all of this was stuck in my stomach. Looking at this woman’s questioning eyes, I hoped that if I sat up, pulled my body to a right angle, it would allow memories of Susan to surface.

Janet, the daytime nurse came into the room with clean sheets and my Aricept. She set the sheets on my end-table when she saw that my daughter was still here. She disappeared into the shared bathroom and came back out with a small plastic cup of water. I took the pills and right when I thought she was going to leave the room, she stopped short and said, “Wow, Maggie, this is the first time in days that you have sat up!” And then, as if her words had no consequence whatsoever, walked out of the room with her fake toothy smile.

“Are you okay, Mom?” She asked me after she placed her hand on mine.

I looked at her unfamiliar fingers and nodded my head. I'd pretend, I decided. Maybe it was a survival instinct—play the game. “I think so,” I managed to say through my dry, cracked lips. “How did it happen?”

She was silent. I’d noticed the past few months that this woman had been putting on weight. Her upper arms had grown larger and her fingers fatter. She must have been in her forties, maybe fifties at the absolute latest. Her hair was disheveled, her blue blouse was wrinkled, and the skin on her face drooped. She cleared her throat and said, “You don’t know how it happened?”

Her upper eyelids were beginning to swell even larger. This was going to be difficult, I was sure. I closed my eyes and thought very carefully of what to say next.

“Mom, answer me,” she managed to spit out.

I kept my eyes closed. Susan. Susan. Susan. Then I was in my childhood bedroom with the powder-blue comforter and oak end-table. On the foot of the bed was my collie, Ginger, snoring. Ginger’s leg was broken and wrapped in a cast as a result of a failed jump over the backyard fence. “She was sick,” I said into the heavy room.

“Yes, Mom,” the woman placed her hand on the back of my head and rubbed her fingers in a circular motion, “your youngest daughter was sick.”

She dropped hints that I knew I had heard before. Susan was a single woman. She moved away at twenty-two and lived alone in downtown New York where she worked as a copy editor. She didn’t call her sister often, but she called her mother all the time. She called me all the time, the woman told me. Susan decided at a young age never to have kids. This blonde-haired woman told me now that she never agreed with Susan’s decision. 

The woman continued to rub my head and when I remembered that I hadn’t had my hair washed in over four days, I pulled my head away from her hand. Then she began to sob on my lap. I placed my hand on her back and let my fingers rest on her wrinkled blouse, just as I had seen the other women do with their children.

“Sssshh, now,” I whispered as a mother would. I tried to imagine Susan, a woman that I created and a woman that grew inside of me, sick. It was something terminal, I was sure. She probably began to weaken. Maybe the first thing she noticed was a trembling hand or spotty vision. Before she knew it, it grew hard to breathe. Something as simple as breathing became a losing battle for her. As this sickness grew stronger, she probably shrank into her own skin and became nothing but bones. I pictured this but it didn't do anything for me. I didn’t care about Susan.

The blonde woman sat up and pulled herself back together. Minutes went by and I looked at the curtain to my left that was supposed to be a wall. I had every wrinkle and every tear on the curtain memorized. I turned my head down to the right and focused on a small birthmark on this woman’s neck. I placed my right pointer finger on it and closed my eyes. I tried to imagine bathing her as a child, placing the same finger on the same birthmark. I must have washed that pigmented skin a hundred times. I tried to picture wrapping up a young yellow-haired girl in a soft white bath towel.

I could hear Margie, the woman in the bed on the other side of that curtain, snoring. I was jealous of her. I wished I were sleeping too.

“Let's get out of here,” the blonde woman said and picked up her purse. “Let's just do it, right now.”

“What?” I reached for my blanket. Instead of finding my blanket, I found an old photo album. It was opened to a page displaying a faded photograph of a younger me with a child on my knee.

“Do you remember that, Mom?” She sat down on the bed next to me and pulled the album onto her lap. She turned the page, “What about this one?”

The photograph showed two young girls sitting in adjoining mud puddles, smiling and waving at the camera.

“You took that one, Mom. You used a copy of this one in your portfolio. You said it caught something real about us that photographs rarely did.”

She turned the page and we looked at more pictures of the two girls, the father, and myself. After she had turned through all of the pages, a photograph slipped out of the small sleeve of the back cover.

“I know him,” I said. I brought the photograph closer to my eyes. It was much older than the rest, its corners torn. My father smiled at me in his brown suit and white necktie. A cigar smoked from his left hand. I closed my eyes and for a moment could smell his cologne.

The woman stood up off the bed and turned her face toward the door. She brought her right hand to her cheek. “You need fresh air, Mom.” She used a tissue she pulled out of her purse. “You’re not supposed to be here. No one is supposed to be here.”

* * *
[image: ]


I followed the blonde woman down the corridor, through the doors past the lounge, and out into the parking lot. As I took in the seventy-degree air, I remembered the country sky of my childhood. I grew up with only a father, as my mother had passed during childbirth. I had only known her through faded photographs kept inside an armoire.

Another breath of that air and I realized that I didn't even know what month it was. In fact, I could have sworn it was near Christmastime. I knew this because that was the time when all of the other patients—or residents—cried the most. There had been a lot of crying lately.

Margie, for one, has been saying that she is dying. She says that her body is expiring and there is nothing she can do about it. She’d heard about the three-year life expectancy once you’re checked into one of these places. She is over halfway through her second year. She asks me how long I have been here before she came and I tell her I don’t know. I try really hard to remember, but time doesn’t seem to work the same anymore, I tell her over and over again. A day is no longer twenty-four hours.

Margie tells me about her life before she was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s and it sounds like a good one. She says that it’s harder having a good one because it’s that much harder to watch it slip away. I try to tell her that it isn’t slipping as much as it is fading, and there is a difference.

I knew it was a Tuesday because Tuesdays were when this lady came to visit. “It is summertime?” I asked.

The blonde-haired woman paused and looked back at me, puzzled. We both stood frozen in our tracks and I noticed that my legs were shaking. “Of course it is summertime. We're into September already.”

“Oh, okay,” I said and waited for her to pick up her step.

She led the way to a blue Ford Escort. I knew the car when I opened the backdoor and slowly slid onto the leather seat. I knew the pattern and the cigarette burns on the roof's upholstery.

“Don’t you want to sit up front?”

I had already closed the door. “I’m fine.”

There was a silence and I waited for her to start the car.

“Mom, are you okay?” the woman asked as she finally closed the driver's side door. I looked at her closely from this angle. I looked at her cheekbones and the way her lips met the skin that met her nose. Still did not recognize her.

“I remember when Susan called me seven years ago and told me her diagnosis. I remember the hardness in her voice and how for the first time it sounded closer to home. It wasn’t a voice that was planted eight hundred miles away.”

Again I tried to remember and again there was nothing.

“Her voice was sitting right next to me, next to us. I remember the blue nightgown you were wearing and how the flowers across your body seemed placed without rhyme or reason. I can still see your body collapsing onto the hardwood floor of my dining room and the sound of your wail. You wailed, Mom. Don’t you remember that?”

There was a silence as I watched a woman with her two children get out of a car a few feet away. I wondered who they were visiting.

“Mom?”

“I just—I’m not sure I should leave here.” 

We both continued to sit in silence. 

“Do you not want to leave here?” She turned her body toward me.

I looked down at the old hands with tissue-paper skin on my lap. I wondered when they had grown so old. “Where will I go?” I asked barely above a whisper.

The woman cleared her throat. “Home. Mom, you will go home.” The woman turned back around and placed both of her arms on the steering wheel. She sighed and then ran her right hand through her knotty hair. “We talked about this last week.”

“I—I don’t—”

“Mom,” her voice cracked, “I need you to try. Do you understand that?” She continued to look out the window. “Don’t you get it? You’re going to die here!” She stepped out into the parking lot and slammed the door. I watched her crumple down to her knees. After a few minutes she sat down on the pavement and leaned against the back passenger door.

I rolled the window down.

“You don’t know where your home is, do you?”

I was silent. 

After a long while she finally stood up. She opened the back passenger door and said, “Come on, Mom, let’s go back.” She smiled as I gave her my arm.

Once outside, the air reminded me of the air my father and I breathed on a July evening. We sat on the dock he’d built out back and let our feet rest in the cold water while Ginger swam in the lake. Her leg had healed by then, but she was left with a permanent limp. My father said she liked to swim because it made her forget that she was handicapped. Then he was quiet, letting the word handicapped sink into our skin. My father then cleared his throat and told me of the war. He told me that it was one thing to kill a man in self-defense and it was a whole other thing to kill a man for a cause that, when it was all said and done, just didn’t add up. He told me of Johnny, the best man he met over there, and how he came back with nothing but a head and a torso. My father stopped and he cried, and I didn’t remind him that he had told me this story before.
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About the author:

Chelle Wotowiec, 27, teaches college level English in Phoenix, Arizona.

She no longer waits tables, but has not been able to entirely shed that monthly nightmare where more and more people join the booth and demand drinks and, as
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