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NEW ORLEANS-

CARL DEVEREAUX (62) black man , my husband, works for the railroad. He plans to retire at 65.  I’m SAUCERAI DEVEREAUX (62) black woman, I’m a retired head nurse. We’ve been married for forty three years.  Everybody calls me Ray.  I retired on disability, due to carpal tunnel in both wrists.  I know there’s a word or term for this but anyway...as I’ve gotten older, I’ve noticed how your friends don’t call as often, that goes for family too.  My coworkers were my closest friends, but it was convenient ‘cause we worked together. Some people move away, some have died. Or they may be dealing with health issues.  I’m trying not to take this personally. But it’s just  that one day you look up and you’re all alone.  I watched this happen to my momma. Subconsciously I knew what was happening, but I was busy living my life.  Tho’ I tried to help, she became a recluse. And that’s when your health deteriorates. There are programs for seniors to keep busy, exercise, and meet new people. But at the end of the day, you have to decide if you’re gonna fight for yourself.  Now don’t get me wrong, there are those who thrive in solitude. Some have never lived alone,  they travel and do all kinds of things by themselves. I’m gonna tell this story as best I can.

Anything for me?
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Carl  and I pull into the driveway, just back from Atlanta. We  live in the lower ninth ward, ‘NAWLINS’. I  glanced at my phone. Oh my...hahaha(snorts). Look what Mario sent- I showed Carl the text.  He  mugs. That boy nasty.   I’m still grinning, Uh huh.  I get  out, I check the mailbox. Carl unloads the truck. He unlocks the door and walks in. I followed.

I exhale as we walk in,  exhausted from the long drive.  I glanced at the picture of my BABY BOY on the wall. Carl drops the luggage on the floor.  We walk thru- I  tossed the mail on the table. Carl opens the fridge out of habit, he looks in. He leaves to carry the luggage into the bedroom. I sit at the table to sort the mail, Carl joins me. He takes a seat. Carl shakes his head.

I feel sorry for my brother, that woman gon’ drink herself to an early grave. I  nod in agreement.

She’s a handful, I will say that. Uh huh. Carl looks at the mail on the table. Anything for me?

I shuffle the letters. Look at one, handing it to Carl. Here ya go. I continue to shuffle. Carl opens the letter. Mumbles to himself. Hmmm, looks like I gotta start treatment. His eyes meet mine as I look up from the mail. My curious look turns to worry. Carl reaches over, grabs my hand. He winks. I’ll be fine, ya heard me? I pull  my hand away nodding. Once you retire, can we take that cruise? Carl smiles. Absolutely, that and more.

I get up from the table, I look out the kitchen window and stare for a moment. Gonna call that guy to look at the siding and gutters, might as well get my projects done.

Carl nods.

I sit in the waiting room as Carl gets his chemo treatment. I’m scanning my phone. A text pops up. Andrea (text) Hey girl, you up for lunch tomorrow? I  think for a minute. (text) Yeah, what’s up?  Andrea (text) Pick you up ‘round 11:30, we’ll talk then.  I think it’s good to have that ONE best friend.

Ain’t we friends?
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ANDREA MCCULLOUGH (63) black woman, digs in her salad.  I sat down with a plate of food. So, what happened to retirement?  Andrea chews her food. I’m looking at her, girl, I’m waiting-

Andrea,—I took this job up north ‘cause I need the money.  I dropped my fork. What the hell? What about Charles and his pension- Andrea puts up her hand. —Stop right there. We’re getting a divorce. Now I know-  So I say, —A divorce? Andrea pushes her salad away. I get quiet.  Andrea, it’s my fault, I- I slept with this guy. It didn’t mean nothing. I looked on, stunned.  Andrea, Charles found out, he blew up.  I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Girl you too damn old to be doing crap like that, I know you not that stupid. Andrea glares, sighs. Am I? She pushes back from the table, stands. Look, why didn’t you tell me? Ain’t we friends? I wait.  Andrea puts her hand on her hip. Seconds of awkward silence go by, a school girl stare down.  Then she says,  I can drop ya off, or you can catch a ride. Your choice. I  looked away, pissed and frustrated. Andrea turns and walks out the door.

Carl sits in his recliner, surfs. He hears the front door open, looks up.

I walked in, tired and sad.  Carl,  aye, Andrea not coming in? I flop on the couch and  kick my shoes off. Andrea’s gone. Carl looks over. Gone? What-—Look, she left me at the buffet, had to call an Uber.  Carl, What? Why didn’t you call me?  I say, your chemo, I knew you were tired.

Carl listens. I continue,  apparently she and Charles got a divorce, and she’s moving up north to work. Ain’t that something?  Carl, fo’ true? You kidding right? Stop playing.

I sit back, pull my feet up on the couch. She was sleeping with some man, Charles found out, and divorced her.  Carl, damn, really?  I replied, yeah it’s true. I thought we were close, but not a word until today. And she got pissed at me for what, I don’t know. Maybe I called her stupid, but she was stupid. Carl settles on a movie to watch. He gets up and sits on the sofa next to me. I’m sorry Ray.  I am disgusted, when we were working, we talked about everything, no secrets. Maybe I was hurt finding out like I did. Maybe it’s my fault. Carl puts his arm around my shoulders, he pauses the movie.  Carl replies, stop right there, she’s the one that cheated, she was embarrassed, let her go. Maybe she’ll realize you’re a real friend and circle back.

Carl starts the movie. I  lay my head on Carl’s shoulder. I hope so.

I heard that, talk to me 
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I’m moving around, trying to wake up. Carl lays with his back to me. He winches, rolls over on his back. He sighs. I sat up. Carl? I heard that, talk to me. Carl grunts as he sits up, pivots, he slides on his slippers. Oh, not feeling well, it’s nothing tho’.  I say, uh huh, we’ll let the doctor say it’s nothing.

It can be fatal
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The doctor listens as Carl speaks about his pain. I sat next to Carl, holding his hand. It’s nothing really, compared to what I’m dealing with. DOCTOR WILGRAVE(45) black woman, looks at Carl’s chart as he talks. She’s suspicious.  Carl, since I’ve started chemo, I think there’s improvement. Wouldn’t you say Ray?  I am   still, I don’t  answer Carl as I squeeze his hand.

Doctor,  I'm gonna admit you Carl, immediately-  Carl says--What? Doctor Wilgrave nods. I suspect you are experiencing acute neutropenic sepsis. It’s a depletion of platelets due to chemo. There’s silence. The Doctor pauses. It can be fatal. For some reason I had no expression, no emotion, I just  knew somehow. Carl is DISTRAUGHT.

People get busy
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