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My mother died when I was fourteen years old.

It was in the summer of 1985 and it was right out of the blue. There was no adjustment period, no prolonged illness. No time to get used to the idea of being a kid without a mother. One day she just grabbed her keys and walked out of the door, off to buy a pair of shoes or pick up some dry cleaning maybe, I don’t know. She didn’t tell me. An hour later she was lying in her mangled tiny Ford Escort on the highway, lifeless. Gone forever.

I had to sit on our brown scratchy sofa alone, for forty-five minutes, with two police officers hovering over me until our next door neighbor could track my father down and bring him home. 

“Do you understand what that means? That your mother is dead?” the female officer asked me in a soothing voice, after I took the news stoically and didn’t break down into hysterical sobs.

Of course I knew what it meant, I was fourteen years old.

She put her arm around my shoulders and rubbed at my arm. “She might be in shock, poor thing.” Her partner nodded his head sympathetically.

Maybe she thinks I’m so out of it I can’t even hear her.

My hearing is fine.

My mother’s dead. I get it.

I also got that she expected me to cry. If not big heaving sobs, at least a tear or two. But I just didn’t have it in me.

What can I say? I was trained not to cry so I didn’t cry.

My mother would have been proud.
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When I was seven, a stray cat wandered into our backyard while I was munching on a ham sandwich and reading a picture book on our patio. He looked like he was on his last leg. Scrawny, a large bald patch near his crooked disjointed tail, and a very noticeable limp. I immediately scraped off as much mustard as I could from the ham and fed him every last bit, then ran in the house for more. It probably wasn’t a good idea to stuff him the way I did, he immediately threw up, but I couldn’t help it. You see a hungry animal, you feed it. And he was hungry. 

Of course he stayed, and of course I kept right on feeding him. Within a week or two, my newfound cat friend (who I named Leo) had perked up. Both his bald spot and limp were slowly diminishing, his ribs weren’t as visible, and his meow came back. My mother wasn’t very happy with the situation, she made a show of being upset about it, but, to my surprise, a couple of cans of cat food started appearing in our pantry each week. Yet still, when, six months later, one of the neighborhood dogs got loose and killed him, instead of sympathy when I broke down crying, what I got was contempt and disdain.

“It was a cat. Do you know how ridiculous you look crying for a stupid cat?”

My mother always said crying was only for deaths. I guess that didn’t include deaths of felines you’d grown to love.

It took me a while to learn but eventually I did. Displays of emotion, as far as my mother was concerned, were distasteful and unseemly. 

“Quit cackling like that, you sound like a clown.” When I laughed a little too loudly for her liking.

“It’s a movie, stop that nonsense, or else flip it off if you can’t handle it.” When I’d had the nerve to yelp at a scary scene.

“Go to your room, we’re not going after all. Once you learn to behave correctly we’ll see.” When I’d whooped, clapped my hands and jumped up and down at the prospect of visiting Six Flags Over Texas.

By the time I was ten I no longer had to try to contain my emotions, the “correct” way to react now just came naturally to me. The teacher announces we’ll be taking a field trip to the zoo next week? You remain in your seat and don’t make a sound. You can nod, if you’d like, that’s okay, but to act like the untrained monkeys around you? Stomping and cheering and shrieking? Unacceptable. I was starting to see my mother’s point of view.
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My father wasn’t much help. He was away on business most of the time. Or that’s what I was told anyway. It wasn’t until I was nearly eleven that I began to realize dentists don’t actually make out of town house calls. What was he supposed to be doing? Filling cavities in a kitchen? Extracting wisdom teeth while his patient watches Family Ties on the living room TV? It was a year after that that I realized what it meant.

If my mother had a problem with it, that he was home only a few days out of the month, she hid it well. Then again, she had to didn’t she? Unless she wanted to be a hypocrite and actually display some sort of emotion. But really, I don’t think she cared. When I think about it I can’t recall there ever being any sort of tension in the house whenever he was there. I never sat, shoulders scrunched up, at the breakfast table, ready to duck at any moment in case pots and pans started flying across the room. No, she would cook the eggs, cook the bacon, then slide some on to my plate, some on my father’s, and then leave the kitchen. Leave me to sit there with my silent father as he drank a cup of coffee beside me. 

Maybe she’d gotten so good at hiding her emotions she just didn’t have them anymore.

I never got to that point. 

But she’d done her damage.
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And it went beyond that.
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Because affection requires emotion doesn’t it? Therefore, affection, along with crying, complaining, laughing, pouting, all of it, was out.

As a kid, I remember being jealous all the time. Of my friends. Not because they had better clothes than I did, or the newest and coolest toys. That they got cable the year it came out. I had all the material things I needed, or wanted, most of the time. No, I was always jealous of my friend’s mothers. It was so bad I used to fantasize about getting hurt somehow while at someone else’s house. Nothing too extreme. A scraped knee or a twisted ankle. But I would have been okay with a broken bone too. Just to have someone fuss over me. Even if just for ten minutes. 

“Are you telling me your mother never, not once, hugged you? Ever? As in never? That’s impossible.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

No one ever believed me. They thought I was exaggerating.
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And she wasn’t even content to make my life miserable when she was alive, she kept right on at it after she was gone.

If she hadn’t chosen to get behind the wheel after drinking half a bottle of vodka, I wouldn’t have had to be sent off to live with relatives who were essentially strangers to me. My father made a half-hearted attempt at being a single father for a few months before deciding to make a clean break from his old life. I visited him and his new wife and baby twice, in Hawaii, before I turned eighteen. Then there were phone calls, then letters. Then nothing. I haven’t heard from him in three years. I don’t even know where he lives these days.

For four years I hopped around from relative to relative. An uncle in Austin. A cousin in New Mexico. My aunt Jane in Alabama. My grandparents, also in Alabama. 

That was a treat. My grandfather, who didn’t see eye to eye with my mother (big surprise there), was an ex-cop who’d been kicked off the force. I was never told why he’d been fired but I could take an educated guess. He was a big man who liked to punch things. Mostly people. I couldn’t understand how my mother could have grown to be such an emotionless woman when her father was nothing but a raging ball of emotions.
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Years later, when I was twenty and having had plenty of time to reflect on just what a sad and apathetic woman my mother was and how it had affected me, my aunt tried to give me one of those she-wasn’t-always-like-that sob stories.

Something about her father not allowing her to marry her high school sweetheart or something to that effect, I didn’t pay much attention. It wasn’t my fault she was a teenager back in the stone ages, back when your parents could dictate who you would or wouldn’t marry. And anyway, what difference did it make who she married? As if that excused her behavior.  

“You need to cut her some slack,” my aunt Jane had said. “She did the best she could. She made sure you were fed and clothed didn’t she? You didn’t freeze to death did you?”

“They do the same for inmates on death row. That doesn’t make prison guards great parents to the inmates does it?”

“You call me, when you figure it out. After you’ve hit a few bumps in the road and life smacks you upside the head. Because it will. You think it has already,” she said, and laughed, sending a cloud of putrid cigarette smoke in the air, “but just you wait and see. One day you’ll wish she was your biggest problem.”
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It took me twenty-four years to finally understand what she meant.
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San Antonio, Texas 2010
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When I walked into the cafeteria that day, Friday July 9th, 2010, I was thinking about presents and the fact that I hadn’t bought one for the party I would be attending the following day.

I’d put it off and now it was too late. I could have ordered nearly anything I wanted to online and had it delivered straight to my door in two day’s time. Now I was going to have to go to an actual brick and mortar store after work. Like it’s 1987.

How barbaric.

The television, mounted on the wall just beside the entrance, was on, as always. I only glanced at it as my assistant James and I, walked past it. The news. Same old, same old. Politics, crime, weather. Right now one of our senators, something something Yates was speaking into a bank of microphones while standing outdoors on the steps of some important building or other. Her white hair was being whipped around her head by the wind as she leaned far over the podium in front of her and jabbed her finger at the camera accusingly. 

“She must have had men crawling all over her when she was younger,” I’d told my friend Janice a few years back.

“Yeah, I can imagine. For an older woman, hell for any woman, she’s striking. And that screw-you-I’m-in-charge-here attitude doesn’t hurt either. Very alluring.”

I couldn’t disagree with her on the striking part, but I’d have to take her word for it on the attitude. Politics wasn’t my thing.

“...over six hundred thousand missing persons cases in the U.S. alone. What we need...” 

That’s all I caught her saying as we passed by before we were out of hearing range only five feet away. The volume was set on low, as always, and the closed captioning was on, as always. In case anyone was interested. No one ever was.

Who needs TV when you have a smartphone?

By the time we made it to the back of the large room, to one of only two empty tables left, the TV and thoughts of presents and parties, had left my mind completely.

“Walter wants those spreadsheets on his desk by the end of the day,” James said, looking at his phone one last time before setting it on the table along with the pile of folders he’d carried in with him.

“Well then Walter’s going to be disappointed.” James nodded with a grin. He didn’t like Walter any more than I did.
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Usually, if I don’t skip lunch entirely, I’ll have something at my desk, a chicken sandwich or veggie wrap delivered from one of the nearby restaurants, or I’ll have James bring something up from this same cafeteria. But that’s rare, having him fetch me lunch. It didn’t sit well with me, it felt too close to the old female secretary having to make the coffee scenario for my liking. It didn’t matter that the roles were reversed, it still bothered me. 

But today, because I was hungry enough that skipping lunch wasn’t an option and I wanted something a little more substantial than a few vegetables stuffed into a wafer thin tortilla, I accompanied James downstairs.

He didn’t remark on it, but I knew he must have thought it was strange. We hadn’t, in the three years he’d been with the company, ever had lunch together even though we got along well. We talked about things other than business, but not much, and never too personal. How’s your daughter adapting to high school? Have you tried the new restaurant at The Quarry? This heat is unbearable isn’t it?

And today was no different. As soon as we sat to eat, folders splayed out between our two trays, we began discussing the upcoming advertising campaign. Or tried to. We didn’t have to shout to one another but it still took some concentration to hear each other over the usual generic busy cafeteria noises. The clunking sound of ice being dispensed into paper cups at the soda fountain. The clanging of pots and pans coming from the kitchen. The hum of several conversations taking place all at once and all around us. The sound of forks and knives scraping and clanking against ceramic plates. Someone dropped an empty tray on the hard-tiled floor, cursed mildly, then picked it up and chucked it, noisily, on to the return counter. The cash register was beeping away, the cash drawer opening and closing.
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So it should have been impossible really. To hear anything from the front half of the room, much less the TV. Even if it were turned up beyond the first one or two bars on the volume graph. My back was to it. There were at least nine or ten tables between it and where I was sitting, each nearly full with people eating and chatting away.  

And yet, halfway through the lunch hour, as I sat, one hand holding a fork, the other rifling through a small stack of papers James had just slid in front of me, I heard it. 

“All I need are the contracts, which should be deliv-”

“Shh,” I said, cutting James off and raising a finger in the air.

Music. I heard four beats before I snapped my head to the side.

I closed my eyes, trying to isolate the sound, trying to filter out all the laughter, a ringtone from someone’s phone, the shouts for more bread coming from the kitchen seeming to echo and reverberate around the room as if it were an empty cavern.

A few beats more and then the music was accompanied by a voice. It was a girl’s voice, or a woman’s, I couldn’t be sure. The fork I’d been holding rattled as it landed on the plate in front of me. 

“Karen?”

“Shh!”

I caught the first few words of the lyrics before I opened my eyes and twisted in my seat to face the TV. I tried, in vain, to catch the rest of the words, but it was useless. Everyone seemed to have raised their voices up a notch all at once. On the TV only a single white note showed up on the screen in a small black box, no closed captioned lyrics. 

Why is everyone shouting? Why now?

I stood and made it halfway across the room, my eyes never leaving the screen, before I had to stop and lean against a wall. The music was still there, I could hear the rhythm of it, but the girl’s words were drowned out by the voiceover. 

As far as I could tell, it was a commercial for an Alzheimer’s drug. A rapid series of different scenes of a couple through various stages of their life. Young, on the beach, pants rolled up and frolicking in the surf while holding hands. A wedding scene followed by a scene of an infant in a crib being watched over while it slept. A living room was next, the now middle-aged couple with their three children plus a dog on a couch. And on and on until it cuts to an elderly couple with pained expressions on their faces as they sit in a doctor’s office. The scenes play again, through the eyes of the old man, but this time the faces of his wife and children are blurred and distorted. The implication being that he’s lost his memories of them.

There wasn’t anything special about it, it was pretty formulaic, still, when it was over, and the music faded away, my throat felt constricted, and my eyes had begun to sting. 

Getting teary-eyed over a commercial? And at work? I had half a second to feel like a fool before I felt a hand on my back.

“Karen? What’s going on? Are you okay?”

I turned my head to the side and saw the bottom half of a black skirt, legs, black heels. One of my hands was still braced against the wall, the other one was on my knee. When did I hunch over?

“Yes...yeah, I’m fine.”

“You sure?” 

When I straightened up I found Margaret, who works in accounting (I think), staring at me, her hand still resting on my back. The noise level all around me seemed to have gone down appreciatively and when I turned to my side I could see why. At least half of the people in the room had come to a halt to stare at me as well. Some of them with forks halfway to their mouths. Embarrassing.

“Yes, I’m okay,” I said, nodding, even managing to give her a weak smile.

“Cafeteria food? Looked like you were going to be sick there for a second,” she said, with a smile of her own, but a nervous one. Like she was worried she might have to step back quickly in order to avoid getting splatter on her shoes.

“What?”

“You were clutching at your stomach.”

Was I?

“Oh. Yeah, maybe.”

“Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little pale.”

“Is everything okay?” James asked from behind the two of us.

Lord, if my mother were here right now. “Get it together and stop acting like an idiot.” She always did hate spectacles.

“Yes, James, everything’s fine.”

Several more people were now looking away from their plates and their phones, to see what all the fuss was about. Now that I was gathering a crowd.

I straightened up even more, feeling the blood rush to my face. I didn’t know if it was anger at the thought of my mother or just embarrassment that did it, but at least it would help my color.

“Yes, Margaret, I’m sure, but thank you for your concern. I haven’t eaten much this week, you know, work. Must have just gotten a little light-headed.” Which was partly the truth. I’d eaten just fine.

Satisfied I wasn’t going to faint, vomit, or clutch at my heart and collapse, Margaret patted my back one last time, smiled again, and then started making her way back to her table. I followed James back to ours.

I could feel him watching me from the corner of his eye all the way back so I did my best to walk as steady as I could even though my legs felt both stiff and rubbery at the same time. Even though my heart was still racing, and the thin film of sweat that had popped up at the top of my spine was now turning ice cold.

I must have done a decent enough job. Everyone who’d still been eyeing me warily went back to their salads and sandwiches or their phones and conversations. James sat but continued to watch me as I took the seat opposite him again. 

“I’m fine, James. You can relax. Why don’t we get back to it?” My voice had lost its quiver, gained back some of its usual assertiveness. He nodded, unfurrowed his eyebrows, picked up his burger and took a bite, then started to rummage through the files in front of him again.

“And I’m sorry,” I said, clearing my throat and picking up my fork, not that I was in the slightest bit hungry anymore, it was just for show. “I didn’t mean to cut you off like that.”

He chewed and shook his head. No problem.

I stabbed a spear of broccoli, tapped it on the plate, then set the fork down.

“So as I wa-”

“Did you hear-”

He looked up, smiled, then gestured with his hand, you first.

“Did you hear the song on that commercial just now?”

Another shake of his head. Another bite of his burger.

“None of it? Are you sure?”

He swallowed then answered. “Yes, I can’t hear the TV now, even if I tried. It’s too low.” 

“It had a peculiar beat, an old sounding beat, like a song from the fifties or sixties.”

He put his burger down and wiped at his mouth with a napkin.

“One day you’ll leave me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Those are the first few words I caught, the first words of the song. Does that ring any bells? One day you’ll leave me? Do you know of any old songs that start with those lyrics?”

“Again, I’m sorry but you’re asking the wrong guy. I’m not much of a music person and when I did listen to music, back in my teenage years, it was all Metallica and Iron Maiden.”

“There was something about that song,” I said, turning my head to look at the TV again, as if it could jog my memory somehow. The news was back on, there was now a picture of a young kid with dark curly hair on the screen with the caption BOY MYSTERIOUSLY VANISHES FROM HOME underneath it.

“Something you want to use for a campaign?” James asked, as I turned back to him.

“No, nothing like that, I just...I had an odd feeling, when I heard it. It sounded strangely familiar. Like there was a memory attached to it...but there can’t be, I know I’ve never heard it before. At least I don’t think I ever have.”

“Like musical déjà vu?” 

“Yes,” I said, “exactly. It was exactly like that except it was so...” I tapped the middle of my chest, my sternum, unable to express in words, even to myself, how hearing an unfamiliar piece of music had affected me.

“Okay, uh, why don’t I just look it up?” He tilted his head down and reached for his phone but he kept his eyes on me. The way you do when you’re in the company of an unstable person, unsure of what they’ll do from one moment to the next. I was just sitting there, I wasn’t pacing back and forth, mumbling to myself and pulling at my hair with both hands, but there must have been something in my expression, the look on my face, that concerned him. And, admittedly, it wouldn’t take much. I keep my emotions in check, especially at work, and since James and I never socialized outside of work, he’s only ever seen the straight-faced, no-nonsense side of me. This little display of emotion, coupled with what just happened, must seem like a mini mental breakdown to him. 

“No James, it’s okay, finish your meal. It’s not important, and it’s not work related. Not your job.”

“I don’t mind,” he said. It was something to do. If he could find the song, give me a title, maybe I’d snap my fingers and say ‘Of course, there it is, I have heard it before, mystery solved.’ and we could go back to discussing meetings and contracts. 

“James, please, finish your lunch, I’ve already interrupted you enough. I won’t even remember the song by the end of the day.” I even believed that. “We’ll discuss the contracts later.”

He went back to polishing off his burger and fries agreeably enough while I pushed the food around my still nearly full plate with my fork, repeating those same five words over and over again in my head. After a minute I pushed the plate away from me entirely, off to the side, the smell was making me queasy. I tried to trick my brain by clearing it of everything, then thinking of the music first, the beginning beats to the song, and then, just as if it were actually playing, the words. I thought if I did that, the next one or two lines would just roll out naturally. That is, if I had ever heard the song and they were lodged in my brain somewhere. But no, nothing.

By the time James had finished eating I was no closer to figuring it out.

He stood, took both of our trays back to the kitchen area, then returned. 

“Who’s that man at that table over there?” he asked, as he sat once again.

“Hm?” 

“That man, sitting two tables down from us.”

I looked up at him, forcing myself to refocus. After ten minutes of staring off into  nothing while drumming my fingers on the tabletop, thinking, everything had gone fuzzy.

He had his head turned partway to his right so I followed his gaze.

“No idea, why?” 

“I’ve never seen him before.”

I took another quick glance at the man he was referring to. “Neither have I but he looks young, probably a new hire. Judging by the suit, the look, I’d say he’s in sales.”

And trying to make a good impression, I thought. 

The majority of the people in the room were wearing business attire, myself and James included, but not all. This building was mainly corporate offices but we did have a retail store on the first floor that sold our line of athletic clothing and shoes which meant among the suits and ties, the blazers and high heels, there were also a few younger people, in their late teens or mid-twenties, both male and female, dressed in jeans, t-shirts, and sneakers. Not a look I particularly cared for. Call me old fashioned or stodgy, but I believed, no matter where you worked, no matter what job you performed, you should at least attempt to appear professional. But what could you do? Even the CFO, who was sitting at the table directly across from us, had shed his suit jacket and loosened his tie. 

However, the man James had pointed out, sitting ramrod straight in his chair, alone, a cup of steaming coffee sitting in front of him, was dressed and groomed immaculately. A crisp dark grey suit, obviously expensive and well-tailored, fit him perfectly. He looked tall, he was slim, his hair was so perfectly cut, the part on the side so razor sharp it almost looked fake. Like a Ken doll.

“He doesn’t look right,” James said. He’d turned back to face me but his eyes darted back to his right once or twice.

It was true he did stand out somewhat. He was the only one in the room sitting alone, the only one not talking, and the only one who seemed not to be moving at all. His cup of coffee sat on the table in front of him untouched, his hands rested motionless on his lap. If he had been staring straight ahead you could have mistaken him for a mannequin. But he wasn’t, his head, the only part of him, it seemed, that wasn’t in perfect alignment with the rest of his body, was tilted slightly to his right and down, the expression on his very handsome smooth face looked pensive, and even a little mournful. 

“Right how? He looks...troubled, to me. Maybe his day isn’t going quite as he hoped. As I said, he looks young, doesn’t even look like he needs to shave every day. Might be his first corporate job. Perfectly normal to be a little freaked out.”

“No. No, it’s not just that. Although his pretty looks are a little off-putting aren’t they?” James asked, turning down the corners of his mouth. “Almost makes him look like he’s made out of plastic. But that’s not what’s bothering me. He wasn’t here when we walked in. And I didn’t see him come in after us.”

Anybody else and I would have waved my hand through the air dismissively. You’re being silly. But this was James.
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The first day he and I met he knocked on my office door, came in, introduced himself, curtly, shook my hand and then refused to sit down when I offered him a seat in front of my desk. Said he preferred to stand, thank you. He was older than I was, thirty-nine to my thirty-five at the time, and he was a man, working for a woman. I took it as a power play.

I’d seen plenty of them over the years, men who oh so subtlety suggest you should take the lunch orders since women have superior memories and handwriting, a dig disguised as a compliment. Or ‘Would you mind making the coffee? Not because you’re a woman, of course, it’s just that all of us guys are too stupid to operate the machine.’ with a wink to the other men in the room the second you turned your back. If you complained, you weren’t tough enough for the big bad corporate world. If you made a big deal out of being referred to as hon or sweetheart, if that bothered you so much, your little feminine soft heart couldn’t handle that, how the hell were you going to handle negotiations with people who weren’t even on your side?

So yes, even though things of that nature had happened before, it still pissed me off, James refusing to sit and instead standing off to the side, looming over my desk. But I had only dug my fingernails into the palm of my hand and let it go. Let him think that, as the man, he was in control. He’d learn soon enough. 

And as it turned out, my restraint saved me quite a bit of embarrassment. He couldn’t care less that I was a woman. He refused to sit down because that would mean being in a vulnerable position. His back to the door.

He’d served two tours in Afghanistan and the last one had cost him his leg. He never sat with his back to any door. He scanned every room, every rooftop, every parking lot, every window, everyone, wherever he went, whoever he was with. He’d once spotted a man standing on the roof of the twelve-story building next to ours from my window within three seconds of entering the door. He pointed him out to me, or tried to, I couldn’t see a thing. He gave me exact coordinates. Fifth window from the right, next to the antenna. Still nothing. It wasn’t until the figure moved that I finally spotted him. James worked out that the man was wearing blue overalls and was working on the antenna, so not a sniper, and relaxed. 

“How did you see that? He was perfectly still.”

“That chair is perfectly still,” he said, pointing at the chair he’d refused to sit in that day, “but you can still see it can’t you?”

Not a great analogy, but to him, probably perfectly clear.
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So I didn’t not believe him, that the man who was still sitting without any movement hadn’t been in the room when we walked in, I’m sure he wasn’t. James doesn’t miss those sorts of things, but to say he hadn’t seen him come in after us, well...

“Are you trying to say he just popped up out of thin air?”

“No, of course not. It’s just disconcerting, that’s all. I don’t know how I missed it, him entering the room without my being aware of it.”

Maybe he came in during my little freak out, I thought, but I wanted that whole embarrassing situation to fade from his mind as quickly as possible so I said nothing.

“Should we be concerned? Do you think he’s dangerous?” I asked. (Ah, the wonderful post-9/11 days, where everyone is suspect.) But, in my defense, he looked more than just disconcerted when he turned to look at the man once again. Not fearful, I wouldn’t say that, it was more the way you’d look if you were seeing something that doesn’t quite make sense. Something that messes with your equilibrium. Like a very convincing and disorientating optical illusion. Or staring into a mirror that’s directly facing another mirror. Like staring off into eternity.

“No,” he said, finally. “No, I don’t think he’s dangerous. There’s just something a little off about him.”

I glanced over at the man just one more time, quickly, before putting him out of my mind. I trusted James’s intuition wholeheartedly. If he said he wasn’t dangerous, I believed him.

But perhaps I should have paid attention to the “there’s something off about him” bit a little more closely than I did.
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For the next hour, after returning to my office, I tried to get back to work. But how could I? That song. That song wouldn’t leave my mind. No matter how many times I tried to shake it out, to concentrate on the memo I was composing, it would last for all of five minutes before I found myself staring off into space or at the corner of my laptop instead of the screen, my hands splayed out on the keyboard, unmoving, as the music played on a loop in my head like an old damaged 45 vinyl record that keeps skipping back to the beginning. Four beats, those five words, then back again, complete with the hissing and crackling sounds hipsters swear make music sound better.

It was useless. Until I found out what the hell the song was and why it was boring a hole in my head, I wasn’t going to get anything done, so I gave in and pulled up YouTube on the screen in front of me.

I typed in the words “one day you’ll leave me” and the name of the drug, Novmentis, into the search bar and hit enter.

I thought I was going to have to do a little more digging than that. Right at the top of the page, there it was. The thumbnail was a picture of the old white-haired man from the commercial with a distressed look on his face. It was so easy I almost felt disappointed. As if I had been robbed of that feeling of triumph when you finally find something that’s hard to locate or solve a problem you have to work hard at for hours to figure out. 

I was just about to click on it when I noticed the picture beneath it. 

A black and white one of a young woman, her lips parted slightly as she, presumably, sings into a small microphone. The title to that video was “One Day You’ll Leave Me - Judy Paige, 1964”. Without thinking about it, I clicked that thumbnail instead.

After a second or two of a blank screen, the black and white image of what looks like a stage in a large cavernous room appears and then a girl, or a woman, emerges from somewhere off to the side, walking towards the camera and a microphone stand. It’s apparent she’s nervous. As she walks she looks down to the ground for a moment, then back up, she swallows, licks her lips, she scans the room, or stadium, first to her left, then to her right. Just before she reaches the stand, and the music starts up, she seems to spot someone in the unseen audience in front of her and locks eyes with them. She smiles at whoever it is and gives them a little wave before she takes the microphone in her hand. 

For the next two minutes and twenty-two seconds I couldn’t be sure if I even breathed.

That feeling of familiarity hit me again, except this time it’s a hundred times stronger.

I have to have heard it before. Had to. 1964. Maybe my father or mother used to play it in the house when I was a young child and I’ve just forgotten? That didn’t seem very likely though, there was very little, if any, music played in that house. Perhaps it was used in the soundtrack of a movie? That seemed feasible. Background music you don’t necessarily pay attention to but it still enters your subconscious mind. I must have watched that movie, heard the song, at some point in my life when something big was going on, some important event in my life and my brain connected the song to that particular memory?

Yes, I was grasping.

I had to.

Because there was no other explanation for what I was feeling. 

The first thing that struck me, as she began to sing, was how extraordinarily beautiful this Judy Paige was. Painfully beautiful, in fact. The most striking of her features were her eyes. A green so pale and clear that they looked translucent, like water. The kind of eyes that, if you were to see them in a modern picture, you’d automatically think Photoshop. Cynical, I know, but hey, we live in cynical times.

I wondered how old she was. She looked young but I had no way of gauging exactly how young. It’s difficult, trying to determine the age of people in images from the past isn’t it? 

My father once showed me pictures of his mother, my grandmother, and asked me how old I thought she was at the time they were taken. I looked at the picture, at my grandmother sitting alongside her sisters and brothers with her frumpy dress, thick stockings, and bulky old lady shoes. I looked at her unsmiling face underneath her odd over-sized drooping hat and was confident when I said she was forty. Maybe late thirties. My father had chuckled and told me she was fourteen. I didn’t believe it, not until I saw the year 1926 written on the back of the photo and did the math. I remember feeling sad about that. How a teenager, a young teenager at that, could look so morose. To me she looked as if she’d seen seventy years of hardship and was asking whoever it was behind the camera to put her out of her misery, quickly. My father assured me that that wasn’t the case, it’s just the clothes, he’d said, the style, and people didn’t smile for family portraits back then. It still made me sad.

This was a little like that, only not to that extreme. It was 1964, not 1926, but still, the makeup, the hair, the outfit, all outdated and old-fashioned, made it hard to judge. What she was wearing, a knee length skirt, low heels, and a long sleeved form-fitting jacket that covered everything but the very top of her neck, wouldn’t have looked out of place on a sixty-year-old woman sitting on a pew at church. Even the color of the outfit, pale yellow, was subdued and tame. Her hair, brushed back at the forehead and curled outwards and upwards at the ends, reminded me of pictures I’d seen of Jackie Kennedy before her husband’s assassination. Hard to imagine a pop singer on stage these days wearing something a First Lady might wear to an inauguration, but there it was.

Not that the clothes, the makeup, or the hair looked horrible, they didn’t, they were just way more conservative than my 21st century brain was used to seeing on someone so young. 

And none of that really mattered anyway.

Because above her beauty, above her charming smile and dimples, above those amazing eyes, was her performance. You couldn’t look away from it. I couldn’t look away from it.

If she had been nervous at the prospect of singing live before an audience, in front of the camera, and I believe she was, the moment she began to sing, that nervousness vanished. I can’t say she had an extraordinary voice, it sounded young and untrained. It was unpolished. But my God, did she make up for it with her conviction. She had a young voice but it was powerful. She didn’t have today’s technology to help her out there, auto-tune and amplifiers, or whatever it is singers use these days, only a comically small microphone with an actual cord that disappeared behind a curtain behind her. The band, playing somewhere off camera, was loud, and the crowd in front of her, which you couldn’t hear when she started to sing, began to cheer halfway through the song, even louder than the band played. And yet, even then, her voice soared above it all. 

I could see why the audience was going crazy. I could feel it. It was the pure joy she exuded as she sang, it was infectious. The song wasn’t an upbeat one, it was rather sad, a ballad about losing someone you love, and probably not meant to be delivered in such a joyful way but she made it work somehow. I knew that no matter what had happened before in her life, for those two minutes and twenty-two seconds, she was happy, probably happier than she’d ever been. This is what she was meant to do.

The song ends, the music stops, and the audience, still unseen, erupts in a roar as she graciously bows and waves and thanks everyone, twice.

I sat there for at least five minutes afterward, motionless, just staring at the now still screen, stunned at what I’d just seen. And there were two very powerful but competing thoughts running through my head the entire time. One, that I wanted to, no, needed to, watch the video again, immediately. And two, that I never wanted to see it again, ever.

––––––––
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There was a quick rap at the door and then James poked his head into the office.

“I have those contracts if-” He stopped midway when he finally looked up at me and not the paperwork in his hands.

“What’s up? What’s the matter?”

“I have to go.” 

I closed the laptop and grabbed my purse from the bottom drawer of my desk.

“Did something-”

“James, please, I’ll be in early Monday if anything else needs doing before the meeting but right now I’m leaving.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

––––––––
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I’m never going to live this down. 

First that ridiculous scene in the cafeteria, and now this?

At least four people had seen me storming out of there. Only James had seen me actually crying but the rest had to have seen the after effects, the red eyes, or the...no, please don’t tell me I smeared my mascara. I checked the rear view mirror. No. Good. That would have been a disaster. Still, storming out of the office early? I don’t storm out of places, I’m not a stormer. And I don’t leave early. That alone is going to raise questions. If anything, I always stayed late. There was always something else to do. One more report to look over, one more memo to write. 

If he thought I was having a slight meltdown earlier, I could just imagine what James was thinking right about now. A full-fledged nervous breakdown. It’s the only explanation. I was crying. In public. At work.  

There has to be some logical explanation, I thought, as I left the ramp and merged onto the busy highway. Could I blame it on stress? Didn’t seem likely. The upcoming campaign? Nope. I was good at what I did, I never stressed about work. I had a great career, no kids to worry about, financially secure, no health problems, no relationship falling apart. Single, yes, but I wasn’t bummed about that. Not really. I had friends, I dated from time to time. I was happy with my life. I was. Wasn’t I?

Of course I was. 

Then what? Why would watching a video of a singer who I’d never even heard of before cause me to break down like that? And why would it make me feel, while watching it and afterward, both happy and sad at the same time? And not just sad, sad doesn’t cause you to act the way I did. Sad is the last day of summer. Or when you go to the fridge for that Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup you remember stashing in the freezer the week before and realizing you ate it two days ago. That’s sad. This was not. This was an aching emptiness. An almost gut-wrenching feeling of loss and sorrow. And how does that make sense?

A car blared its horn behind me. I was driving too slow. Whoever it was lost patience before I could pick up my speed and changed lanes, then zoomed past me on my right. When I turned to watch them pass, the billboard hovering above the side of the highway caught my attention. It was one of those changing digital ones, that, when I turned to look at it, was a black and white image of a young woman holding a naked pudgy baby in her arms. I caught it right before it changed. It was too quick for me to make out what it was the woman and her baby were hawking before it switched over to a color picture. A close-up of another woman, only her blue eyes and part of her nose visible, who was wearing rimless glasses. The words TWO PAIR ONLY $99! in bright red letters blinked on and off to her left.

Seeing that, the image changing from greyscale to color, triggered something else in my mind, something else that didn’t make any sense. 

The video I’d seen was in black and white.

Why would I think her eyes were green? How could I know she was wearing yellow?
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But I had to check didn’t I? I just had to go and check.

––––––––
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Ten minutes after arriving home, just long enough to kick off my heels, pull off my skirt, and change into something more comfortable, I was sitting on my couch, laptop in front of me. 

I pulled up the same video, just to make sure it really was in black and white. Again, grasping, but you never know. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me. I’d read 1964 in the title and I just assumed it would be in black and white and therefore saw black and white.

No dice. No color anywhere.

I played it again. And again. And then four more times.

After the seventh time seeing her nervously walk out on stage, swallow, wave to someone she knew, and then begin again, singing that now familiar song, I opened up another tab. This time I did an image search. 

Several of the pictures that popped up on my screen were, like the video, in black and white, but not all. I clicked on what looked like a publicity photo, a headshot, in color, and the photo enlarged, taking up almost half the screen.

Crystal clear green eyes. 

Coincidence. That’s all. Only coincidence. There are only so many colors eyes can be. Brown was off the table, they were too light. What was left after brown? Green, blue, maybe hazel. I had an over thirty-three percent chance of guessing the correct color. A one in three shot, that’s hardly noteworthy. So I dismissed it.

I closed that tab down and went to her Wikipedia page instead because I was curious. What had become of her? Why had she not gone on to become a household name? She was obviously talented and the crowd loved her, surely that one concert or show couldn’t be the only thing she’d ever done, could it?

No, as it turned out, it wasn’t.

Once upon a time she was one of the most famous singers in the country. 

Her name was Judith Lynne Paige, stage name Judy Paige, born May 10, 1945. I thought the name Judith fit better than Judy. Judy sounded too cutesy for her grown up conservative look but maybe that was a sixties thing. Johnny, Connie, Patsy, Bobby, Chubby. Made sense.

Just underneath her date of birth, was her date of death. October 18, 1991.

Dead. She’s dead.

I pressed the tips of my index fingers to the corners of my eyes, willing myself to keep it together. My mother’s voice was ringing in my head again. “The one time you should have cried you didn’t. You don’t cry when I die, but you’re about to cry over the death of a woman you didn’t even know and who died almost twenty years ago? Can you not see how ridiculous you look? A grown woman, crying over the death of a stranger. Asinine.”

That helped. Feeling anger helped. It kept the tears from falling.

I inhaled deeply a couple of times, called my mother a few names under my breath, then continued reading. 

It was a small plane crash. A sudden burst of bad weather on an otherwise clear day. Only forty-six years old. So damned young. Too young. If she’d lived she’d still only be sixty-five right now. Even that was too young to die.

I was surprised to see she’d been born and lived all of her life not too far from here. A town right on the southern edge of Dallas by the name of Leyfant. Never heard of it. Why hadn’t she moved to New York? Or Los Angeles? Isn’t that where famous people migrate to?

Underneath that information was a listing for her spouse, or partner.

“No way.” I said it aloud, to the empty room. “No way.”

Sharon Sauer. (1981-1991; Paige’s death)

She was gay. 

Why does that matter? It’s 2010, who the hell cares if you’re gay or not, we’ve moved past that, legal gay marriage is a thing now. Not in all states, no, but it’s only a matter of time. I give it another few years and even Texas will jump on board. It matters because she was gay in the mid sixties. I grew up gay in the eighties and that was hell enough, I could only imagine what kind of experience she had not only being gay
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