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Ben Gerstyn, Editor, Post-Herald, New York

Nurse Ebbitt, Aurora Recovery Centre

Captain Colm James, John Deuter’s superior officer

Sundry townspeople


Prelude

Charles

The apartment, three rooms in a brownstone on the west side of Manhattan, contained one Charles Portland: reporter, columnist, alone. He did not treasure solitude yet lived with expedient loneliness professionally. Removal and distance were necessary to pursue his prey, the grand and political, that they might grant him the minutes he needed to report—their purposes and motions interpreted late into the night. Often confined in hotel rooms with commercial chairs, lead-lined curtains, too focused bed lamps, he sent his processed words by email to a private service to be picked for publication, he hoped. Charles had paused his travels in recent weeks, returning to this apartment—not home, a new solitude. The rooms were bright enough, hopeful, and from this new location his travel time was greatly reduced.

He had decided not to remain in what was his home, their home, a large house on Staten Island—not until her return, his wife, Erica, Doctor Erica Seames. If she was away, he would be too, their home extracted from that same place where all loss is reckoned. But he must carry on for a time without her, he had such courage. For Charles, the new apartment was a reinforcement of loss, an intensifier of distance:

Erica had flown, removed herself for more than six weeks by his calendar. Their time together was insufficient in those years in which they struggled; he, scorned by weaker souls and even friends at times, but rising above it, hiding the scars: a stern-eyed man; while she, floating in perceived contentment in her work, progressed in her career from Intern to Internist, clear in her path, almost silent of daily conflict in her passionate intensity. There were as yet no children.

There was his Erica then, for eight years or so—though evidently less—and then the other Erica who had left him, whose hardiness of will had been insufficient to her dreams, to the extent that he knew her dreams. She was not estranged but incomprehensible in her acquired distance—she whose eyes still yearned, he believed, but with a different light, she who found solitude even in his company. His Erica was still present, he hoped, suppressed in spirit but alive, with time to reconsider, to find him again...

As when, years before, she first found him as he waited, his body in question: His serum cholesterol was elevated, which for a large man of thirty-eight years required attention. In high spirits then, open to the future, he had reluctantly accepted an appointment at St Ambrose Hospital for a complete physical examination. Charles answered all questions to his doctor’s satisfaction, was prodded and probed, measured and admonished (some weight gain over the last year.) Intern Erica Seames had attended, she who would be his wife, as he made his entrance ignominiously half-cloaked backward in an examination gown to give blood, which she took, deftly drawing three vials from his large arm, like squeezing soft fruit. But she was the delectable berry, it seemed, his hunger to assuage. He remembered alternatively the continuous stream of her voice, my god can she talk, in curiously flowing but logical sequences, melodic even in her questioning, or then, how loosely irrelevant her clothing appeared, pleasant crisp, hospital-blue, as she leaned over him; and with that oddly crooked smile she blended the automatic action of her duties with an out-of-the-blue soliloquy on G B Shaw, and then the reference, something about the “Doctor’s Dilemma,” evidently a further test she administered with equal grace, which he passed with passing familiarity; just his nod of acknowledgment, it seemed, was sufficient for her approval.

Stress was inherent for Charles. A freelance reporter must always search. For his efforts, wire services picked up an interview with his Representative—the right question elicited the wrong answer. Charles tested his subject:

“Then how can you assert that your committee followed the lead as they claimed when you criticize the proposed legislation? Is this not hypocritical?”

“I believe that hypocrisy is too easy a claim in this context, but I’ll accept the epithet if it pleases you.” Which meant there was a story—remembered in pride, relished as the opening to his future. It did not matter so much that he was not credited with the pointed question; the breakthrough was his, leading to a diminishing of the Congressman’s fraudulent career and an elevation of his own. It was a clean and revealing investigation which led ultimately to his advancement, well earned.

Together, Charles and Erica had lived and strived in a progression of cyclical rejoicings, the experience of which became natural, the insertion of seasons upon their dense schedules—the ecstasy of designated nights, apostrophes of deleted weekends. She was a medical doctor and he a journalist: a marriage in their own style—having evolved most recently an entropy of joyousness, as he rested at night alone in an apartment suffused with uncertainty and loss, an interrogative abode, a question mark.

Constable John Deuter, Toronto

They were laughing, he thought, if only behind their eyes. He didn’t see that simian sparkle, shared furtively; he imagined it, an indignity he endured with only the defense of a frown—his colleagues, Toronto’s Finest, laughing, of course.

Remembered and remembered, the scene replayed as in life; his responses returning, vivified in his head bitterly, though often edited as art to a better end.

His office door was open, by chance, as she walked directly to the reception counter, flowed, really—over dressed, under dressed in removing her coat, attracting the gaze of those same eyes, colleagues, laughing. She was alluring, yet in her claim, dangerous.

The scene: Uniformed men and women in primal awe, affecting professional indifference until she stopped flowing and spoke, becoming something new, someone, an offended woman, an image more complex. She stood at the public counter with natural dignity. He noticed and was listening as well. Her complaint was domestic assault. She had phoned earlier, inquired. Now she wanted to speak privately. The desk attendant asked,

“Would you prefer a female constable?”

“No, I want John Deuter.”

“Of course, of course, yes, I believe Constable Deuter can see you.”

what? my name flies out from nothing, is it a joke, you idiots, to deliver her to me, yearning as she was, evidently in some pain, a woman compromised, challenging my weakness. Why would she ask, why name me? sure, I’ll serve, turn your backs laughing, apes

John Deuter, alone with new drama, yes, very funny. And there she was, a standing supplicant, drawing on that which defeats allure, dulls grace, would not pity this, out of my jurisdiction. Deuter was drawn to greet her at reception.

“John Deuter,” he said, expecting a name in return. She took his hand quickly, slender fingers, short nails, little pressure in response. They retreated to his alcove, she, leading from behind. John Deuter, contained (though unsettled, he recalled): “Please sit down, may I offer you some water?” Head shake no. She was assessing her surroundings. What was it? Something wrong? Was it his hands on the desk as he stood, leaning forward? Or his papers and a pen positioned at attention?

“May we?...” she asked.

“Yes?” His response to her gesture—which he only recognized as she took the pen and moved it aside—was to accept her lead. She continued to stand, compelling him to awkwardly match her posture. Amazed, he saw himself comply further by clearing his desk of all implements, to gain trust, I suppose.

“You may speak freely, Ma’am.” Still no name. He watched her turn to the chair in front of his desk and slide delicately into place. He remained standing, self-conscious, oblivious; she looked up at him, oddly familiar, elegant but restive.

“Yes, John, you can sit. There is no one to hear, no recording, right? We can discuss privately, hmm? Oh John, how can I speak? I have such shame. Can you imagine what it took for me to appear here? To speak of someone good who became, well, altered, like another man, the same eyes, hands, almost the same face... But it’s him, my Charles. I accuse, I must.”

Deuter noticed that his door was shut, against protocol, causing the shadows of his dim office to deepen as if a screen had been lowered. He was captive and almost enjoying it, her control, just then—his doorway blocked, the door so closed as he listened, watched as she moved in her seat with natural grace, waiting, something about her, but I can’t...

He thought of a confessional, remembered distantly, and he, John the Confessor, witness to her image just beyond his desk lamp, animated frame by frame, glimpsed only sidelong with his self-imposed screen of concealment, I give no penance.

She had arranged it all, closed the door, caused him to move his papers—actions of control, strength, John Deuter, confessor to beauty for a sin by proxy, she is staring at me, I think. It was too much, as he still imagined the furtive eyes of his colleagues, laughing beyond his lair, the too bright light of the common thoroughfare, the indignity.

“Tell me then, how did this begin?” he asked, desperately.

“I’m unequivocal about this, John, that’s why I’ve come to you here in Toronto, my birth city, not New York where I live... I mean, where I work, my home now for eight years.”

I’m ‘John’ already and she has not spoken her name, how can she?... so sad, a Canadian, living in New York, returned home again, I’ll listen and watch, they gave her to me, she gave herself, closed the door... go on, laugh, apes (later, remembering: why did I not remember?)

“But I don’t understand, is there an assault you wish to claim here?”

“I must proclaim it. This cannot go unanswered. It is an injustice, a crime. This is not a Greek drama, despite that risible chorus out there. Am I no one in my home country? I will not be studied like a character in a stage play.”

my god yes, she sees them as I do, gesturing toward my colleagues, so deftly dispatched

John Deuter was not a simple man, though he aspired to live as such, and all that he had learned about people was hard-won: not drawn from empathy of feeling but from observation of action and words alone. He saw her then as she herself had suggested, secured within a drama, at the interval perhaps, preparing herself for the next act, full in the sweep of her tragedy, incomplete and unresolved, reviewing her lines and motivation as though her torment was not real but feigned—behind the curtain, words in anxious latency. He would like to laugh too, like the others.

a Comedy is the best, conflicts resolved, characters married at the end... not too much drama, I can tolerate only a little each day

Deuter stood again and stepped away from his desk, finding excuse in a paper cup at his water cooler. He could see her shape more fully, her hands folded in agitation in her lap. And remembering:

better open the door just a little, but no, she watched me as a child might, a command in silence, and how observant were you, Detective Constable? a momentary reflection of light, her wedding ring surely, did not see it before, her left hand concealed as she spoke

“If you sit, I will tell it all.”

It was done. He sat again, the door latch untouched, his office secured as he observed her drama, as he was brought in and out of the theater, helplessly.

well, alright then “Please continue. I have the time you need. I can listen, at least.”

“I have two homes now, John.”

again ‘John’?

“I am not here so often. I escape, I guess, when I must. New York is where my marriage is, was. There is an apartment I keep here in Toronto. I need your authority. In New York I have a psychiatrist. Charles, you know, made me see a therapist, get the picture? Stupid irony. That shrink guy is my authority there. But I need a different voice here, local authority, but most of all, a connection.”

“But I am not a lawyer. Tell me, what is it you wish to pursue, your complaint?”

“Haven’t I said it? It was Charles, Charles, don’t you understand? After eight years, it wasn’t intimacy. He came home, he travels all the time. He made me pregnant, then took it away, again! It was not love, it was force. I think I might charge my husband with... abuse. He must be made to understand, don’t you see?”

She was waiting, anxious, expectant. Deuter could not answer at first, frightened by the evocation, by the anger behind it. But he must speak.

“I’m so sorry, but was this here, in Toronto?”

“No John, I told you, in New York, where we... I live.”

“Ma’am, I see you are suffering, hurt, but you have not in fact told me anything. How can a constable in Toronto open a case for marital assault which occurred in New York? It is out of my juris—”

“I need your authority, your standing with Charles, here.”

‘standing’? “But tell me, please, what is it you want me to do?”

“Do you have a family, John, children? No, you don’t, do you? not even now.”

‘now’? Her gaze finally left him, and her head bowed to her lap. She spoke quickly, almost reciting, only glancing up at short intervals.

“A small child doesn’t question the world she is given, but accepts, you understand, as there can be no other. She searches for excitement, fantasy in each day. A child is blessed who expects happiness. You’ve seen it, I’m sure, yes? When a child looks up, you can read her eyes, you know, what she expects from you, the soft and the rough. With… Charles, I was like a child. I did not want to find this pain, my joyous figure of a man become the silent agent of loss, of destruction, John, of evil, do you understand? I see disease every day at the hospital. It is my work to wash it away, the unseen, action to remove what destroys life… This is a good office, John. I see how you live here, keep your order, files, books, soda crackers, little refrigerator, water cooler, the right light. You have what you need, yes? Uh huh, I might have imagined it.”

why ‘imagined’? After a short pause she looked up again,

“You can live here and think. Consider it then, for me. My man, an essential presence, chosen and loved, who slowly takes away all comfort, all joy. I see my hope dissolve as if eaten away even as I love him. Have you known this, John? Have you sat in this office with such a force, with an end to understand? It is as if there was a controlling hand that corrupts, that cannot be contained, some virulent actor. I imagine, sometimes, that it is not my Charles who creates this, but some dark angel, truly, another hand.”

“You work in health care, is that right?”

“Yes, of course, I thought you remembered.”

‘remembered’? “Does he come here to be with you?”

“Come here? Does who come here, you mean Charles?”

“Yes, is he with you here in Toronto?”

“Of course not. I am away from him. He doesn’t know I am here. This is impossible. Why don’t you see? This is so difficult for me. I am working so hard at this. You should understand.”

“I’m trying, ma’am, but I don’t know what we can do here. Perhaps if you—”

“Why don’t you understand? Charles and I are apart now. I need your help, someone who can act for me, even at a distance. Someone who can grasp the tragedy of it, the loss. Don’t you see that I have come to you, trusted you? Too long, I suppose. I had expected...”

She stared at him, watching, waiting for something, some recognition or understanding, preserving the silence almost as a reproach. But finally, when he did not answer or meet her gaze, her response was deliberate, resentment in motion. Yes, he saw that, at least. She stood up abruptly, opened the door herself (he remembered with mild self-rebuke) and before he could speak, she turned and whisked away. As he recalled it, often afterwards, she may have spoken, so softly, “Goodbye John,” but he wasn’t sure. Fitting: She had entered as her own agent, closed the door as in confession, then opened it and left without absolution. Deuter sat uneasily, she was angry, I suppose.

The pen and paper were his own again. With a true feeling of regret, Detective Constable Deuter repositioned them on his desk, and restored his files to familiar disarray before him. His memory was more than sufficient, but he wrote it down automatically, what little there was, a matter of form. Having no name, no way to alphabetize, no phone number or address, he placed the page in a file folder and after a moment of hesitation, put it in his own bag, not police business, not here, that’s all, I guess, don’t imagine I’ll see her again, out of my...

There was no scent in his room, but there was the disquiet of memory, of her face transformed, restored in a smile, and the sound of laughter, words and gestures that did not yet connect. And “Charles,” what Charles? But the thought of her face, captured in memory as a silhouette, was dominant. Then turning to him, those eyes. And always the question, what should I remember? (and later, remembering, why did I not remember?)

John Deuter sat quietly, staring across his desk where the figure and spirit of his interlocutor had for some minutes ruled as an artist, mistress. He sat in the mercy of silence as time passed unrealized before he stood again, reluctantly, to resume his work: another case, some other drama of distant resonance. He drew himself a cup of water from the cooler, opened a package of soda crackers and sat again at his desk. He gazed across to her seat, the awful vacancy, perhaps still warm; but there before him were his hand-written file folders, a concrete presence, waiting. He had wanted to understand, to respond. There was something... How might she laugh, with what eyes?


Part One

How it Began 
A Touch—four months earlier

Charles Portland, New York

Being of an introspective nature, Charles had chosen to examine the eclectic stew of his emotions as he stepped through the doorway, East Wing of St Ambrose Hospital, NY, on that day, expecting to find his wife, Erica, at work, yet curiously anxious in approaching. Most often confident in stress, resistant to dread, he felt something in his chest: a tightening knot, that in these, his middle years, felt like weakness—an intimation of error, but above all, in his every step (self-watched in the motion of dull-scuffed shoes), a furtive shame.

A somber day, overcast, dim; his substantial form might well intrude on any scene, even as the gray raincoat might suggest a shadow without source of light. Whereas he would most often enjoy the dignity of his six-foot one-inch frame and affable visage—ready to cajole a political response from some operative or legal aid to state—this drab afternoon he imagined himself an ungainly figure: the highest cornstalk, a breaching whale. He stood out, he presumed, quite contrary to his present design, well anyway, Erica won’t be here in reception, he thought hopefully—and as it happened, she was not.

It was just a notebook and snacks she had left by their front door, an oversight most likely, but Charles swept them up unopened. After a short meeting at work on the west side of Manhattan, he found himself swaying and bobbing through Central Park, back across town in a taxi. Once inside the doorway, blazing in pervasive hospital light, he approached Erica’s station.

Again, he wondered at his own motivation for this uninvited visit. He did not belong, his movement felt unnatural, his shoes an insult in each step, his progress a moral ambiguity of undefined provenance.

But there she was, his Erica, her familiar pleasant hip curve accentuated as she stood with weight on one leg. Such power, this image, especially at a distance; he pictured her smiling eyes, the tilt of her eyebrows, the angularity of her smile, such that his trepidation was swept aloft as by her soul’s breeze, her breath, her taste. He chose to stop some distance away and watch his wife in her delicate motions, beyond his hearing. Like a silent film with odd music from a foreign source—the light texture of voices, carts and elevator signals in motion—he might go unnoticed. The knot in his chest relaxed somewhat. He found it hard to imagine what significance lay in the perusal of papers, smiling acceptance, purposeful gestures he witnessed for those moments; it was all a prosaic episode, and she was... his Erica. Remembering the package with her materials under his arm, he decided it was safe to approach. But ahead of him a younger man of delicate build, dressed in physician’s blue scrubs like herself, intercepted his Erica, drawing her eyes to him with a single sheet of paper proffered. Charles fought his own mass in forward motion as he watched, witnessed as that foreign male hand released the paper to Erica, and in a single motion quickly caressed the back of her hand with three adroit fingers as he moved away. It could not have been imagined.

Only steps away, Charles was again that ungainly interloper, at best an unwelcome guest. As a mercy it was clear that Erica had not seen his advance. He quickly greeted her. Because his nature and training impelled him to assert with confidence, he simply said, “hello.” She looked up at him and he immediately read the progression of this intrusion of worlds in her quickly modulated expressions: first, confusion at seeing her husband’s face at this unexpected time and place; then recognition, and finally, her happy greeting. Yet between the recognition and the greeting he saw that moment of questioning and fear, perhaps in the unique dilation of the pupils of her eyes, because he did not belong in her immediate consciousness, her curtailed imaginings; he was not the source of that warmth upon her hand, that caress still active in her memory.

“Charles, well hello, is everything alright?”

“These things, you left by the door, I thought you might need them, but I guess?...”

“You were thinking of me. Thank you, yes, I will take them. Will you be home tonight?”

“Yes.” He had promised that morning that he would be home. The question was placed in the agitation of the moment, for the flow of comfort, just to speak, that there be words between her honest smile and that which she must obscure. He saw this too.

“I can take a minute to talk. Will you come over to the waiting lounge with me?” She was herself already, beckoning, his Erica.

“I have to go now, but I will be there tonight... home, certainly.”

 

◆ ◆ ◆

Declaiming, February 8, New York

“...I’ll tell you how it all began because it is possible now, these last few days, for me to speak of it without choking, because I’ve rejoined myself with the little bit of hope that is necessary to recover, and I promised, yes, to Charles and myself that I would do this. My background, my work, is medicine. Specifically, I’m in Internal Medicine at St Ambrose over on the east side, you know it of course. I have my office there. I take the ferry from Staten Island each day for work, often on weekends too—

“I waited because I didn’t want to come here and wail or be some sort of undignified fluff—

“It wasn’t that way. Really, I’m not like that. Loving was fine. In our marriage I have been confident, in both of us, that there would be no wandering or any foolishness. If anything, I’ve believed in Charles above myself. We all have wild thoughts, you know, imagining certain things, but I wouldn’t act on them, my little fantasies, no. I was happy, really. And the age question. I never minded that we are twelve years apart. I appreciate it because I don’t want to drag a man up to my emotional level, honestly. With Charles and me, emotional compatibility has been natural, easy. I always thought he was admirable, and I needed that. There was that respect that I could have without the struggle. He had already proven that he could prosper in a difficult field, journalism, so I could trust that he might fight for what counts, you know. I could be proud of him, my Charles, he had a name and the right values. He’s the one who recommended you for this... soul-baring, declaiming, whatever, because I was sad, and he was afraid, I guess, because of what he did, how he behaved with me. There is more, but I’ll tell it later. He was afraid for me, I was angry, I am angry, so I am here to—

“Yes, as you might expect, my work keeps me long hours, but he was often away. There was travel for work, I always understood that, so I had nights at home to myself, but honestly, I’ve never feared being alone, as long as I know who I am. I knew that out there he could be trusted, that he would always return to me, clean and all, and there would be nothing to fear, you know, no games, truly, always trust.

“And then there was that absurd incident. He saw me with someone, a young physician at St Ambrose, an anesthesiologist. The guy liked me, I could tell, and... you know, it was so strange really that Charles was there, he brought me some papers and things from home, some stuff in a bag, and just happened to witness a little flirtation, right. The guy touched my hand after we spoke. Honestly, it was a little forward of him, but I didn’t mind so much. Yes, it was inappropriate, but anyway, Charles evidently suspected that there was something, some sort of idiocy going on between me and that refined, thin-nosed Doctor Nilsson. So damned ludicrous, Jesus. We didn’t talk about it. I thought, I’ll just be tender and sweet, and Charles will forget, at least not worry, whatever.

“But I didn’t get a chance. You know, there is that critical time when speaking is natural, those immediate minutes, but we let it pass. He was suppressing, I think. He was angry, I see now, and probably afraid, not to lose me, he wouldn’t think that, just to lose our intimacy, our trust. Yes, jealousy is often earned, I must say, I concede this, but that touch, why did he have to see it? It hurt us, but then I was angry back at him, you know, because I am good and didn’t deserve it, that roughness to me, it was too much. I am his wife, and he should have no doubt… a touch, a hug, whatever, such public forms, meaningless. I didn’t earn his jealousy, I don’t believe, I—

“Perhaps because he felt dislocated, standing there like a visitor from a strange land, seeing me at the hospital living well as I do, that I am successful too, trusted, admired in those ways, woman ways too, there is that, though I lose that confidence when I have lost… Maybe it was a shock. Anyway, at home I showed him love, I didn’t turn away, lower my eyes or act guilty or anything. That would have been silly. I wasn’t guilty, really not.

“We have a right to our minds, to live in there sometimes apart from a partner, apart from settled love, you know. He doesn’t read the words I read, even my own. He doesn’t see the colors with the same stream of images, taste as I do or even share perceptions. My metaphors are mine alone. His is not the same emptiness to fill. A man cannot claim to... neither can I, of course, with no sense of his physical difference. I can’t feel it, not like a guy with one of those, excuse me for saying, though I think of it. He cannot claim that we are one. We may not indulge that conceit. I would never expect to enter such a symposium, not that kind of inseparable unity which denies personhood. We each fly or fall on our own. Yeah, you know, it might have been enough, a little kindness, but it must have been deeper for him, I don’t know.

“It’s why I’m here, that’s clear. I won’t give up easily, that’s not how I am. If only we had more time together, Charles and I, without the questions, the words unspoken. I think that’s what we need, more time. Of course, I understand his travels, I ask him to share, and I share. And his home time is our honeymoon, over and over, our weekly affair, meeting again after my nights alone… that quiet, the night terrors. Yes, I’ll tell you that stuff too. But when he’s home, we share, we make love like young kids, laughing. I know he wants me at just those times and I never refuse. I prepare myself and I’m ready, always—

“Thank you, no, the water is enough. I haven’t done this before, though I knew it would help... the truth, nothing less. Does everyone get like this, all weepy, or just women? Charles was right, recommending you, sending me here. He did, you know. He and I don’t talk as much these days. He is waiting for me to be ready, I guess, and he is fearful, I see it. After what I went through, there was too much sadness for him to handle alone. His own and mine. It was the second time, that’s why I’m here. But that’s for later. Thank you, Doctor Milo.”

Erica Seames held her anxieties closely and expressed them in her own fashion, in unspoken musings, paragraphs quickly typed, with the anonymity of distance and the illumination of a bright screen, often before first coffee; she, warmed in a bathrobe and her burning consciousness, wrote for herself. An affinity for words had brought Erica and Charles together, and words alone, nearly silent or whispered like a prayer, divided the realm of marriage. Erica did not question his rituals as she pursued her own. Well before sunrise, she rose some mornings with a clarity that demanded expression—a written drama, begun months earlier. It was her own:

Mother-Wife, “What Matters”

I love the quiet time of 5:00 am, to awaken, to be aware (escape the tyranny of unconsciousness, demon live, without true passion, the opaque mirror of joy and sex, with little love), better this conscious somber quiet, peace startled with the minor explosions of apnea. Yes, Bill is here, whose sepia shadow recalls for me the love forgotten in dreams. It is autumn, the fall, the steady drift to darkness against which we struggle, we of the north. It matters, matters very much.

I sense dark morning even as I sleep within my insular cave, its inner fire, its wooden frame, my protection. I grasp with attentive ear, the entrance and exit of that reality which is the other side of the painting, the night realm. I know when the traffic lights change by the pattern of engines. I feel the impatience of red, the surge of green, and there are the unknown repetitions, the ringing, grinding, distant screechings which remain obscure; and always there are footsteps and voices, steps leading to some progress, sinister in regularity, male and female made he them, indefinite vocalization, variously rambling, vehement, interrogatory in pitch. They speak in tongues, all against the stationary pattern of the broad shore, pulsing the mounting cacophony of morning. Of course, there is the deep rumbling of the ferry, punctual as church bells, rich and regular like my Bill who grumbles, turning, porting me; the scene closes and I am home again, and all else is distant murmuring.

But in my deepest repose, finding access to my heart, there may be a closer voice of indefinite emanation, high-pitched, beckoning, a song without words; but I feel helpless, unable to attend as I drift away, until only the memory of a voice remains, too soon intruded upon, lost in footsteps, rolling humanity, meaningless mutterings. The traffic light has changed to acceleration. Somehow this matters, matters very much. Bill sleeps on, with varying disrespectful snorts.

I’ll miss it when I go on the late shift. Sure, I’m tired most mornings, I rarely sleep well, the women’s curse, or the blessing of attention to a pleading call. Five or five-thirty then, I am up and out at early light in this season. Sometimes I feel the cool too deeply and need to sit in my bathtub, but usually the warm shower is sufficient for my beginning. I make strong coffee for the taste and the ritual awakening. Most mornings I read on my necessary pilgrimage, one half-hour over wide water, oblivious to almost everything; some days fiction, some science. When a bleak twentieth-century tale has taken its measure, I return to Dickens or Austen, and the hopefulness of a well-turned phrase or a poem, because sometimes one strong pill is a perfect cure. In thirty minutes, before the rush, there is time for circulating, footsteps in my freedom, and I am proud, the breeze against my clothing, that I am forward not following, I, the belle of the barge.

Early morning travel is harsh sometimes, but I still enjoy the lights and slow turn of docking, the bump and push, the capillary squeeze. We all turn as if pursued, and I can’t help it, I’m smiling on my way, because it is love, you see, to reach my dominion, as home as home. This matters, matters very much.

Mother-Wife, “First Memories”

Quiet, dark. Mama isn’t in the room. My bed is on the floor so I can’t fall, just a mattress. I faintly hear Daddy roaring-snoring in their room, away. I’m traveling again, inside, behind my eyelids and there is much color so I must run and run, but when I turn there is something following me whose eyes are red and burning like a rushing fire, so I open my eyes and the color is gone and the following eyes are far away and will not catch me.

Where is Mama? I wait, quietly listening to the sound of water. I hear pulsing, my own and noises like a beast, far below. I am alone and the world starts to spin. I’m so afraid to break the silence, afraid to move except to pull the blanket up to my mouth. I want to call out and I tell myself that it is alright, that if I call it will be Mama who comes to me even though she is far. So I call her, “Mama” so softly at first, just to hear myself, just to know it is alright to speak, and then again, “Mama” louder and “Mama” again and I think I hear something but I’m not sure so I wait, but it is even more quiet, no noises but in my head, pulsing, ringing, so I call louder because she must come to me so I can move again or I will never move again, so I call “MA-MA.”

I’m waiting just as before; there is sound now but the steps are not Mama, so I am quiet, my eyes moving toward the door because I can see the door, closed, motionless, but I know it will move, until I see some shape, and it does move, and I hold my breath until I see it is Daddy, not Mama. Its dark, but I know it is Daddy because I see his form as he stands in the doorway, but I know he is smiling. I hear the toilet flush downstairs and I smile too but want Mama, so I ask, “where’s Mama?” and he tells me that she is coming, but I already know because I hear her steps, Mama’s footsteps on the stairs, and I am breathing quickly. I wish he would touch my face, but he doesn`t come in. He asks me if I had a bad dream, but I don’t answer because I hear Mama coming. I don’t talk about it because I don’t dream, I travel when I sleep, and I am alone. But now I need Mama and she is here and Daddy waits. Mama is here and she lifts me up to her. Daddy gives me a quick kiss as they walk by. I need Mama to stay but I know that she will put me in the bed with her. I must be close to her, so I press against her. She is Mama but smells a little different, warm, and her hair is flat and wet-cool; I don’t mind because she is Mama, but I can’t get close enough so I press closer. I feel small and smaller by her as I close my eyes. I know the colors will return but I am less afraid of the red eyes and the rhythmic pounding feet that followed me when I traveled. At some time later I feel the bed move and then I hear Daddy’s steps away on the stairs, slowly, down the stairs, softly away, and I remember his smiling at me, remember the evening “nighty-night,” his rough face against my own, his Daddy breath and his little kiss, still warm on my cheek and it is alright, his footsteps away. It is clear now, and I am not afraid. It is early morning.

I remember because I was so alone in that feeling, so human. To be in a mind is to know loneliness of the first order: every soul in seclusion, a closed parenthesis, yearning ever to breach the solitude in expression, body to body sharing heat, part of the same life, in motion swaying, in words affecting. Another soul is near. The second order of loneliness is removal at a distance, when the house is empty, too quiet, or I am awake gasping from deep water where there is an island, or in the hostile morning train where the passengers would rather be travelers, travelers like me. The mind breaks out symbolically, knowing that there is no one to touch your face, no voice to share, living as a silent film in continuous projection, rewound, edited, without fulfillment of color, watched by the other, the one who lives syntactically in the same sentence. There is a projection of family or a friend watching with benevolence, the same paragraph in belief. There is hope.

I can summon a deeper loss, a third order of loneliness, this is the ultimate disgrace: an empty carriage without a driver in descent, motion without progress, no sound, no voice, forgotten. It is near-death. Let us not even imagine such immorality.

Today there is music, and the permanence of symbols, something that holds a place at the table, the imprint of a head on the pillow, the semblance of warmth and order remembered, at least that, a memory. I miss them, Mama and Daddy, and I know it is my pain, alone. They feel nothing but I am their song.

Sometimes, often, before I sleep, a voice emerges, far less than a song, though more than the memory of the flutter of wings, a whisper in stillness, a summary borne in time of my incarnate desires and dwells beneath my breasts, squeezing weakly in insistence. “Mama,” I hear, and softer still, “mama” and then again, behind my halting breath, with pain educed, grasping still in near-silence, pleading and apart, “mama.”

 

◆ ◆ ◆

Declaiming, February 15

“...We didn’t speak about it, that was how it was. Neither of us quite wanted to say anything. There was that provocation, you remember, when he saw me with Nilsson, that damned touch. Jesus, I’m human, but it was without meaning, really. People are like that, yes, they may behave a little differently when a certain person is present or absent, it is understood and accepted even if it is mildly hypocritical. Happens all the time.

“You know, I have thought about this some, that ideally we might be consistent in our actions, that within an appropriate context our voices should be the same, reflect only the truth of what we are. I believe in it, this ideal. But we balance it all, don’t we? not to inflict unnecessary discomfort or pain, little deceptions once in a while, to others, to ourselves. I know it is true for me.

“So, there we were, Charles and I, with this memory, his and mine, the coil that should have been released, but we were afraid, I see it now. I was afraid he might be angry and he was afraid to tip any balance at all. I believe that he would rather suppress his fears than face them… and it is sad really. I could have told him that there was no threat to him, that the doctor (I wouldn’t even name him), could not turn me from my home and happiness, not like that, and he should have understood anyway, that it is not my way—

“No, no, I was not unfaithful to Charles, not in the way you suggest, physically. What little personal fantasies I may have indulged were mine alone—

“‘Focus moments,’ you call it? How does it work? I’m not sure, but I’ll try, this once.”

Minutes later, as Erica Seames walked out of Nathan Milo’s consultation room, dazed from her first hypnosis session, she was surprised to see a woman some few years younger than herself greeting a patient outside an adjacent room. This woman appeared intelligent and attractive; she was professionally dressed and, Erica observed, comfortable in her motions. Erica was not aware that Milo had a partner, a “fellow” therapist. Erica stood for an extended moment, catching the eye of the young psychologist who smiled in return. The fact that Milo would have such a partner was a contradiction of her image of The Doctor, though she could not identify the nature of her discomfort.

Mother-Wife, “Passage”

I am of a certain age shall we say... okay, over thirty, but without disgrace to womanhood, intimate with the conspiracies of my own consciousness. The mirror reflects another self, reversed of course, so the unsymmetrical façade I present, mildly highlighted with powders and creams, is the one I know best, that doppel-me. I mock myself there, play back to that preposterous smirk so that it is all balanced; lines cross and cancel, and we like each other well enough. We needn’t fight of course, since I’ve got all the power, and she has only helpless mockery. Sure, it is only me. But I am human and can remember the peculiar progress on my face, not lined with age but time-changed, nonetheless. I perceive the same chin, the same forehead, soft cheeks moved with laughter, tears, the focus of words; but in all I see there remains the temporal coding, the enigma: what I was and what I may become. And there is that other voice.

Okay, change is what it means to live, I get it. As I push the world under my feet, I can imagine it, the slowing gait, the cataract-obscured eye, the wrinkled knees and fallen breasts of my lost ambition, loving uncharmed, exhausted, numb. It is a shame really to imagine it, conjure such an indignity. I see them, past women, playing at pride amid personal shame; it’s a party to which I must be invited but may choose to ignore. Yes, of course, we are time-entangled creatures, we women; we live in our natural world, pulled beneath an ungraspable moon. But to consider it too closely is foolishness. My spirit is not prepared. I’m not ready, not nearly.

He makes me smile at even hours, my Bill. He has made of himself a harlequin in a curious spectacle. When we met he was that younger man I still recall (though as you know, some years older than I), his eyes unclouded, bright like a hungry bear, his touch eager and earnest, and his blood flowed where needed in hydraulic fervor: No doubt he had at age thirty-eight already despoiled his countless abstracted Aphrodites, naked in the night sky behind his eyelids in the quiet of his bedroom, his right arm more exercised than his left, caressing and peeling his ardent fruit, over-tested for tenderness. And no doubt there were a few, the proud daughters who shared his concerns, to whom a consummation was devoted, or two.

I prefer not to think of them, his dark beauties, no doubt like his mom don’t you know (some Jungian retentions to enliven his ravening), yet he was captured, with a deficient genetic path and the peripatetic mean of a master, taken surprised in his mind with the emergent calamity of his body. Now the skin on the back of his hand moves slowly when pinched, his fingernails are crisp, and his face, denied the custom of self-enhancement, is pallid at rest, ruby when exercised, uneven in chameleon variability; there is new hair to discover while other bits flee, and he is possessed of an English smile, no doubt; yet he is mine and I long for every ounce when he is away. But tonight there can be no doubt, he will come to me, his eyes a little red, his hands tired, no longer type caste (ha), his man parts slower but not reluctant, breath heavier, and his heart: the same heart that thumped for me (with undue pressure, both of us desiring intently that it repeat regularly, a nocturnal rondo, and again, again), that heart, still rhythmic and devoted as much for me as for himself, will play on, must play on.

I want it all to remain just the same, just as it is, unchanged, constant. Get it?! Let him roll over, sated and rosy and sweating sweet as he does with his breath rhapsodic, slowing in tempo like an uncoiling spring, but without god’s goddamned messages to his arms, to his chest (or medical meters tolling their doleful developments). I took him there, the school for life, years ago now, and he learned how to live and love, to persevere, exist for his own sake, and mine. He remembers as he must.

Alright, yes, I’m afraid sometimes, that it will matter rather sooner than later, that I might live timelessly (in penance for past pleasures), the same nurse who treated my man on our first meeting, our day together (never imagining the changes), laughing with him at our shared lust in discovery, that same arm held limp in my hands as I took his blood, as he pulsed for me. And ah, the pressure! He seemed ashamed, 145/110, as I chastised him with a smile as he looked at me more deeply and intently than I might ever know. He didn’t wait, nor did I, in accepting the shamelessness of his immediate invitation, and we laughed for it many times, remembering. The mind is primary, I know, and I am assured with old Bill. Sometimes just a kiss is enough, if lightly pressed, to remember. Though youthful, I am of an age to reflect, as he must, because of his heart.

Mother-Wife, “Merely Circulating”

You know the discomfort of being confronted by the sun. There is peace in the half-light, indoors surrounded by the barricade of walls, bloodless, toothless, protected, you know. I look out at daylight and an obscured sun (our place stands nearly latitudinal, east-west, front and back). My favorite window is west, meaning that the building eclipses direct sunlight. This gives me a vision of a world projected from behind like a movie house. An unbearable light. I see things differently, and it may be that in these minutes I resolve much more than in my fitful sleep, more than dreams, my traveling. It may be a delusional clarity, similar to a cannabis high, but I prefer to give myself credit for what I learn and revel in it.

One special evening I was already swimming in my own dopamine and norepinephrine, burning for Bill who was away don’t you know, when we were first living together. I wanted to know if I could learn something that my body would not resist just then, bypass the euphoria and compound it all without any residual effects. I went in to Bill’s basement, the gray room, closed off all light, and then, after my eyes became accustomed, I opened one window and sat facing the brilliance, turning away, gazing again at the nothing that shined for me. Sure enough, within a few minutes I was in the haze of the burning moon-crescent waiting for the second coming or to puke, not sure which to prefer, the former also a disturbing concept.

Well, in the quiet I believed I heard something inchoate, distant, not a voice, but the embodiment of motion toward me resolving, and even in full consciousness and with the realization that fantasy is not evidence, I believed that there was a man watching me, no true being of my acquaintance but the aura of a man, maleness in light if you like; and my body was engaged by the image, the fantasy of ideal manliness, yes, in full erect magnitude, watching me like a Greek god, totally without worldly awareness, because I am a woman and invite such intensity. I cannot guide a hand or touch, but the one approaches me as in a dream though I am not sleeping in the colored turning actuality of a migraine, but alive in the expectation of that which turns, becoming wholly possessed, and I lie back in ravishment.

I see them, out of the crowd, men you know, generic ones with eyes, mouth and a shape, just what is necessary to speculate; and I, the primal woman loosed among the tendrils of a willow with a man out of my experience, smiling for me, protected in the half-light, some Willoughby, gentleman of passion.

Charles Portland, reading—many months later

The printer overheated during the run, requiring a temporary cool down. Charles sorted a few pages of the early “Mother-Wife” entries. In minutes it was done. Before him lay the compiled work of months; about a year of entries as he calculated it, and several weeks of silence, Erica Seames’ living journal cast out mechanically to an unworthy world, without honor; his Erica in words, so distant—and he, dwelling in the despondency of ignorance, abandoned and at fault. There was no doubt it was she; as the words flew past, he was dizzy in greedy devouring.

To think that he might have lived on in ignorance for indefinite months never knowing of these words were it not for “D.” He had not even seated himself with the newly printed documents, dozens of pages taken from the exposed tablet of the internet, open to the rudest of men. He had given up trying to read in an orderly fashion from the site, scrolling ravenously, desperately. He might have been falling precipitously, a self-chosen victim riding in descent. It was not the falling, but the uncertainty of the bottom which he had not yet attained—the final purpose, spinning nausea from portentous words, so far away, untouchable—as he absorbed the multi-hued judgments wrapped around indefinite charges.

She was speaking as to a friend, some nameless intimate, about him, he knew, it is I, your husband, I am here now, do you know me, will you see? as if that privilege of love had long been lost or betrayed, and he was estranged in old discovery while the world watched in mockery.

Erica had left him for the second time, to his shame, and there had been no word, again, for many weeks. These printed words were her own, what she had told the world, more than a year before (that September). He fought to recall the days. The grip upon his chest was profound; it seemed to grasp his stomach, clawing upwards to his heart, colored with varied modes of bitterness and grief, but foremost, of fear: for Erica surely but also for himself. Consoling thoughts of her return were shattered, any benign resolution was distant, perhaps lost in that irrepressible torrent of pages. He went back to read carefully, back to a happier time.

Mother-Wife, “Appetites”

I’m keeping quiet these days so Bill can finish his project. It is so good to have him home with me that I don’t mind his lack of attention as he works. Still, there are those moments when he fully turns my way. I wait for them, I laugh, I cry.

Bill cooks for us often, inventing the most elaborate and bizarre dishes. I encourage him to cook vegetarian, but Bill and I are omnivores, and he is my crazy salad.

He is already so tired by evening that there isn’t much hope for loving. He is up earlier these days, though rarely before me, quietly escaping downstairs to his little alcove each morning. Sometimes I can just hear his methodical tapping, more a heavy thud-thud on his computer keyboard. Bill still hits the keys like it was an old manual typewriter. He is a big guy as you know. Maybe it just feels good to bang on the letters as he does. At these seasons I have late evenings to write for you if I’m not detained at work; if Bill is home, you, dear readers, must wait for another day. I type these little offerings with a softer touch on my own laptop. He may never know.

Here is the thing. On a free day, Tuesday, sometimes Friday for now, I let Bill know when I expect something more. I sit by him for a while down in the gray room and wait. He’ll start to talk to me about his work and I listen, sometimes for a long time, and when I comment, he really likes it, because I really have been listening, you know. Sometimes he reads to me from his articles before submission and I find little errors or inconsistencies. He almost always takes my advice. Then he starts to touch me, just as I intended. I’ve prepared, you see, quick bath in the morning, and I wear various things, if I feel like it. He never asks, but I get it, those special feelings, created in childhood memories. And he knows me too, my Bill, knows that my back craves those fingers, that before the rest I want those dedicated fingertips touching me like the feet and steps of my favorite animals, all of them differentiated in weight and gait, even some swimmers and flyers. Each is distinct. He touches and I guess, you see. Heavy, the bear and the lion; lighter, a cat, a rabbit, a snail. It is an old memory revived, vital to me, that reference to Daddy’s fingertips before my sleep, never forgotten, a deeper warmth, a suitable prelude don’t you know.

It is beginning to be a bit cool in the gray room these days (because we don’t put on the heat until mid-October) but it is my choice, and worth the shivers. When he starts to look at me closely and smile, I just move closer. The creature feet have fled but are not forgotten. He usually gets serious by taking my feet and removing my slippers. Toe touching is good. Then he progresses upward, so very softly at first, not like his typing. It is something between a caress and a massage up behind my knee which I really like, then up my legs until he reaches my inner point. The excitement is especially intense because he stops just there, a sort of denial in anticipation, you know, and kisses my face with his big arms around me until I almost can’t breathe. I grab him by his Dr Johnson, that guy. I love to hear his sounds then, not like anything terrestrial, his own creature intensity. We know then that it is time to go upstairs. We move together, almost laughing, really laughing sometimes because it is shivery.

In the bed there is no special order. If I want it, I ask, and when he is inside me it is just the right time. I don’t know how he plans it but he knows me and it always works, and often when I need to breathe, he lets me breathe. He is a sensitive big lump, you see. But after, there is more sometimes, and always kisses. He is my husband.

After it all, he won’t sleep though, even as I see the red exhaustion in his eyes. I feel him changing, traveling, the focus steadily moving away from me to his other world and that indelicate caress of his keyboard. In minutes he is gone, the warmth removed, the animal touch, little feet absent, their eyes away. It is odd, but happy as I am, I sometimes cry then—my final release.

Mother-Wife, “Behind the Baobab”

I see her as I am with her, obscured by time.

(She stands behind the baobab, itself scourged, torn by competing life, hidden, but part of the play, part of the savanna, like a calf lying out or a sapling beneath its progenitor.)

Bill watches me like a tribal elder, confidant in his possession of a young wife and his entitled intimacy.

(She turns the fibers in her fingers in deep satisfaction, feeling every twist and pull, to take form at her imperious command, but her focus is on the scrub land near, and away. Her father told his stories and she may have her own in fine pages, turning slowly. The fibers intertwine steadily in her labor.)

Sometimes I sit reading and I know Bill is near. He approaches, cautiously, feigning a casual inattention (I don’t look at him), stepping cat-like, he imagines: I am reading (don’t you see, my man?). But he doesn’t care, it is his plot, you know, until his face is near mine. I sense his furtive glance, intentionally without expression, his pulse, his breath; but I don’t turn, his motion slowed, watching me, waiting, steady now, not yet touching (oh please, alright, once again) and finally his nose so softly against my cheek. A nose! This is what you offer, not lips? And sometimes he has audaciously licked his finger and wet the tip of that preposterous proboscis, such that it is cool and wet like the nose of a cat, hoping I will laugh, which I do, but he has earned a swat, figurative in a frown or more directly on his arm, you know, and still I do not give him the satisfaction of my eyes. I read still, just the words since the meaning is already lost, until his broad countenance obscures the page, his searching eyes, and we laugh, and then his hands. He will take all at his pleasure, laughing as we hug. Shall we dance? We will trip the light fantastic toe!

(How diminutive her voice in the sphere of her world, where she is she and the rumble of her husband as if by nature infused with a carrying wave, is a god-like command, ever denying her weak-light protestations. Yet in the fulfillment of his love, he leaves her, traveling as he must to sustain his herd, away from his wives. She may find another love, her warrior, who will attend her full in his cloak and ochre, as the elders, the husbands, live in their diminished colors, “had pretty plumage once,” struggle against their age, their dignity surviving as weak domination, having assumed the colors of the earth, a fallen feather, a dull blade.)

It is true, I am not complete as a woman, not as I am: desiring to be filled, grabbed and pressed, impaled with pleasure, yet remaining an empty vessel on a warm hearth. But it is what I am and it is my life, so when I walk it is with pride, not only in what I am, but in what I may become. It begins with pride in how I appear, desirable; yes, that vanity is real enough. But more, they see me, and because I am, I think, and right well too. I know that it is not the curve of my breasts in a certain Slant of light observed by which I complete myself, but by what I create, the life sustained, a ringing melody, a righteous stanza, this and more, tangible though tearless.

Would I still be me, born as I am, genetically unchanged, in another age in deeper custom, as a native child, aboriginal? Could I laugh with a comparable joy? Here in my time, I can express so easily to a lettered world, though often indifferent, but consider a child, a girl clothed in skins, fed milk and blood:

(She laughs too as the warrior-youth has found her: Her emergent basket falls away, twisted fibers pushed aside, pages and chapters forgotten and begun anew. They are loving fast and their words and laughter are their own, and if she fears another’s eyes—not her father’s but the other, the one to whom she was given, her husband and his stories—she will allow herself to forget in a few moments of tenderness.)

The rumble of men. I resent and resist even as I am drawn to the very body of the man who slights me. But I can’t be angry you know, with Bill, flying again as he must, finding his comfort in scribbling, much as I do. He has the admiration of men, his far-land dominion, but he leaves me, and I am alone again with my drama, my fears, my stories to weave, my empty arms.

 

◆ ◆ ◆

Declaiming, February 22

“...Look, I’m no fool, okay, at that point I was deluded, I don’t know, by some projection, by hope, no, by belief surely, at least at first, by the ease of the commonplace, our life together. It was easy, you see, being with Charles. He was dependable, strong, the kind of fellow you trust. I never feared that he would stray from me or that he would lie about anything important. And yes, we could be intimate easily, with mutual respect, at least that’s what I remember believing.

“But you know, there was something real, that fear which I didn’t permit to surface often, mostly at night as I lay awake, worrying as I do, that the guy might just die on me. I didn’t expect it, but I could see certain signs of a particular life-pattern, you know, type A, of course, where his drive for work was not balanced sufficiently with care for his body and emotional health. He doesn’t rest, you know, pushing and striving. He exercises a bit, but he’s still overweight, and has some real issues with his heart, blood pressure, cholesterol, the basic metabolic syndrome, right? It isn’t the sort of life that is sustainable, not for the long-term.

“It’s part of my work, you understand. I see this all the time, and I see the result, even the indeterminacy of it. I didn’t want to obsess about it, but I wanted a child and a future, and he was moving too quickly, sort of towing me along. I was not expecting anything from him but the purest intimacy, whatever potential there was from him. It was enough, the loving was good, necessary, right? There were too many nights alone, yes, and my body craved his warmth. We agreed to it, I agreed to it, he understood. I wanted a child—

“Not now, alright. I don’t know. I’ll just talk, alright? no focus trancing, hypnotic stuff today—

“Okay, yes, I do remember the first time, the strangeness of it, the gut emptiness, so unexpected. I cried for a while. I had not even given her a name, it was too soon. I was stunned, and it took something from me. I began to be afraid, you see, that something was wrong. I never imagined that it was me. I believe in myself, that I am right and that I must be a mother, how it must be, my story. Not me—

“No, really, I’m not ready to skip ahead, this must be at my own pace. I can’t control this otherwise, do you see?”

Charles, reading

At first he had raged through pages, reading quickly, racing ahead in ravenous consumption, but after a few entries of “Mother-Wife” scorched and confused him, he reverted back to take it in as a whole as best he could, only skipping ahead impulsively when the content did not hold him in his immediate need. He must be orderly and look for the real amid the story telling.

There was a desperate incongruity to it, that warm collection of print, a stolen fiction, he thought, often varying from his own recollections. Strangeness, yet presented as a public diary whose pages were tendered to every living soul—those snooping denizens scanning her nature off library tables, in desolate kitchens, lonely housewives, single mothers, a diversion of melodrama—perhaps a few with some art sense like herself. But then a deeper degradation, her unmindful ministering to lust-seeking men, men who like stories, the lewd and lascivious, aroused by her motions of passion which should have been for him alone—intimacies consumed for months and months by every abject lout, by all of them, everyone but himself!

And beyond his sense of exclusion, he could not shake the sense that even now he was invading her privacy, that his act of entering her private written world, consuming these words which were clearly not intended for him, was yet another sin for which he might never be forgiven, another violation. She was gone again, the second time, and might never return.

Mother-Wife, “Gatherings”

Sometimes I feel that there are divine eyes, just sometimes, in moments of fragile susceptibility. In the hospital there is order and discipline. People like me work there to attend the sick, a chosen profession. We accept what is presented, as a child does. The walls of the hospital have a certain off-white standard, the floors and tables, special wide doors, glass and metal to be sanitized against bacteria. The odor of battle against disease is as strong as the varying ferment in a forest as life rises and falls.

I stay clear of the geriatric ward most days as my skills are reserved for others. However, today I happened to walk with a pleasant old fellow who asked me for direction. There was such























































































































































































































































































































