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Wind Chimes

A light chill rain but she doesn’t want to come inside just yet.

Gusts of wind, a sound of wind chimes.

So happy!—at the faint, fading sound of the wind chimes hanging from several trees at the rear of the house.

Is it selfish, she wonders. To be so happy.

Something about the wind on this October afternoon, rich ripe autumnal smells, wet leaves, a grainy sky, wind chimes with a distinct silvery tone, that makes her almost faint with yearning as if she were (again, still) a young girl with her life before her.

All that you have, that has been given you. Why?

She has been (carefully) pouring seed into bird feeders, that hang from a wire above the deck. Corn, sunflower seeds. In nearby trees the birds are waiting—chickadees, titmice, sparrows.

It is such a small task. Yet it is crucial to her, to execute it correctly.

Realizing then that she has been hearing, from inside the house, a ringing phone.




Lightning-Struck

He’d been electrocuted—had he? Struck by lightning?

Not once. More than he could count.

All he can remember—torso, throat, face. Hands, forearms lifted to protect his face.

Bolts of electricity. Stunning, burning. Sizzling flesh he’d smelled—(had he?).

Mistake. His mistake.

Not a mistake: had no choice.

NOT A MISTAKE. BLUNDER, MAYBE.

What’s a blunder but a soft sort of mistake.

Words uttered without thinking. Actions recklessly undertaken like you’ve forgotten your age (what the hell’s his age?—not young). Clumsy footwork taking you somewhere you’d never intended to go, Jesus!—and now can’t turn back.

Whitey wants to argue. Plead his God damn case.

BUT SOMEHOW, WHITEY IS MUTE. Tongue too large for his mouth, gluey sensation in his throat. Can’t speak?

Lightning-bolt struck his throat. Burnt out his vocal cords.

He, John Earle McClaren—“Whitey”—all his life the very reverse of mute.

Could speak, for sure Whitey would protest. Could summon words, syllables, sounds articulated by (damp, not dry) tongue, (damp, not dry) interior of mouth, however the miracle of speech is executed, if he could remember how—Whitey would plead his case not to a jury but to the electorate, see how he does at the polls. Whitey McClaren would be vindicated!—he is sure.

It hurts! Heart hurts.

Some kind of shunt or clamp in the heart or (maybe) where the heart used to be, now there’s a pump.

Iridescent-silver wire threaded through—(what is it?)—(an artery?)—and through the artery and into his brain strangely shaped and textured like a walnut.

Smell of burning flesh, hair. Sizzle-smell.

Skull-bone. Skin-flap.

NOT WONDERING WHY IT’S SO NUMB in this place where he finds himself in a kind of tight-wrapped body-bandage, so dark, and why so silent, tremulous reverberating silence with a quick-pulse like falling water beneath—not wondering, yet.

Not wanting to think that once you’ve been struck by lightning you are finished.

Point he’s trying to make: a blunder should be fixable, not lethal, fatal.

God damn blunder not the last thing Whitey McClaren will ever do on this earth.




The Cruel Sister

Oh. Oh no.”

Passing by an upstairs window of her house on Stone Ridge Drive and happening to glance out, and down.

Seeing—what was it?—a shiny-yellow-clad figure on a bicycle frantically pedaling up the long gravel driveway to the house. Shiny safety helmet and jutting elbows and knees like a large insect awkwardly riding a bicycle and the bicycle itself singularly ugly, rusted and mended with black tape.

Something so urgent about this creature, something so desperate, you did not want to know what urgency so propelled it, what desperation, you wanted only to shrink back against the wall to hide, not to hear footsteps on the front porch, a loud rapping at the door and a faint cry—Beverly? It’s me …

Could it be?—(quickly Beverly had stepped away from the window hoping not to be seen)—her brother Virgil?

Her younger brother, by five years. Her vagabond-brother, she thought him. Whom she had not seen in—how many months? A year? Virgil McClaren who had no cell phone, no computer, no car—with whom she had no way to communicate except through their parents, unless she wanted to write him a letter and put a stamp on it which no one ever did anymore.

Of course, it was Virgil. On the bicycle he’d boasted was too old, too ugly for anyone to steal. Who else!

That silly slick-yellow raincoat. Wouldn’t it be awkward, riding a bicycle while wearing an actual coat?

Had to be bad news. Why else would Virgil bicycle so frantically to see her?

Now he was knocking at the door below. Rude, loud. Not taking time to ring the doorbell as a polite visitor would. Bev’ly? H’lo—expecting her to drop everything she was doing, or might conceivably be doing, run downstairs to see what on earth he wanted.

Beverly’s heart beat rapidly in opposition. No I will not. God damn I will not run downstairs to you.

If Virgil had had any sense or good manners—(which, being Virgil, he did not)—he’d have found a phone to use, to call her. To call first. Oh why couldn’t Virgil behave like other people?

Beverly stood very still, listening in disbelief. Was Virgil trying the door? Actually turning the doorknob, to see if the door was locked?

Of course, the door was locked. All doors, windows. Locked.

However Virgil lived—(Beverly had an impression of a slovenly commune, persons like himself sharing a ramshackle old farm property that never had to be locked or secured since there was nothing worth stealing from it)—Beverly and her family lived very differently in Stone Ridge Acres where no property was smaller than two acres and all of the houses were four- or five-bedroom Colonials with landscaped lawns.

Not a gated community, it was not. Not a “segregated” community. Virgil was always saying it was, and that was why he wasn’t comfortable there amid myriad yellow signs and warnings—SLOW 15 MPH, PRIVATE ROAD, NO WAY OUT.

Virgil must have known that Beverly was home, he continued to call to her, and rattle the door.

(But—how could he be certain? To see Beverly’s SUV behind the garage he’d have had to bicycle back there. Or maybe he’d seen her at the upstairs window, peering down at him?)

It was too much like a child’s game. Hide-and-seek. One of their games, that had left them excited and sweaty.

If the door hadn’t been locked, Beverly wondered if Virgil would have dared to enter the house. Probably yes. He had no respect for boundaries. He had no private life, he often said, whether boastfully or simply truthfully, and didn’t think that others should have “private” lives, too.

Beverly recalled how, if Virgil hadn’t been able to find his big sister, he would cry for her plaintively—Bev’ly! Bev’ly!—until she couldn’t bear it any longer, the child’s fear and yearning, and stepped out of hiding to run to him.—Here I am, Silly-Billy! I was here all along.

How happy it had made her, to be so wanted. And to so easily placate the frightened child.

But not now. The hell with Virgil, now. Too late by too many years.

She didn’t want his bad news. She didn’t want his agitation, his emotion. Too late.

The more Beverly hardened her heart against Virgil, the more adamant she was he had wronged her.

And she was not going to bail Virgil out if he was in debt, or desperate. Not her!

Making her way to the guest room at the rear of the house, and into the bathroom beneath the slanted roof. Quickly—door shut and latched behind her as if there was a serious possibility that Virgil might come looking for her.

What is wrong with you? What has happened to you? Hiding from your own brother?

Actually it felt good to be hiding from Virgil. Felt good to be behaving as selfishly as Virgil behaved, and without apology.

But why was she panting? Was she panicked? As if this really was a game of hide-and-seek played with their old ferocity.

In the bathroom mirror a flushed face like a blowsy peony. Was that her?

The toilet lid, not plastic but wooden, covered in soft fuzzy pastel-pink, was down. Feeling weak, Beverly sat.

She was thirty-six. Her legs had grown fleshy, like her thighs, belly. Not that she was an overweight woman, she was not. Steve still called her my gorgeous wife. My Olympia. (Sometimes, meaning to be exotic, he’d called her my odalisque—but Beverly wasn’t sure she wanted to be one of those.) Standing too long, especially when she was tense, made her legs ache.

Hearing him—where, now?—at the side door, that led into the kitchen?

Beverly? It’s Virgil … But really his voice was too faint, she couldn’t hear.

The wild thought came to her: maybe Virgil had “snapped”—there was a good deal of “snapping” in the U.S. today—and had come to the house with a firearm, to slaughter her … Maybe the Zen Buddhist peace-lover had imploded, and was revealed as murderous.

Bev’ly? Hello …

A few more seconds and the knocking ceased.

Intensely she listened, hearing only the blood beating in her ears.

Was it safe? To emerge from the bathroom?

Her brother hadn’t forced his way into the house, had he?—hadn’t crept up the stairs, and was approaching her hiding place with the intent to—accost her?

What relief: no one.

At a front window she saw Virgil in shiny yellow bicycling away, out the driveway and along Stone Ridge Drive. As suddenly as the threat had appeared, it was disappearing.

Trembling! Her hands! Why on earth was she …

Why hidden from her brother when he’d needed her. Had something crucial to tell her.

“Oh, why!”

QUICKLY THEN, downstairs to check if Virgil had left a note stuck into the door. Front door, side door. Nothing.

And this too was a relief. (Was it?)

And quickly then calling their mother.

Oh why didn’t Jessalyn answer the phone? That was not like Jessalyn, if she was home.

Five rings, a forlorn sound.

Then Whitey’s solemn voice mail clicked on.

Hello. This is the McClaren residence. Unfortunately neither Jessalyn nor Whitey—that’s to say, John Earle—John Earle McClaren—can come to the phone at this time. If you will leave a detailed message, complete with your phone number, we will call you back as soon as we are able. At the sound of the beep.

Beverly left a message:

“Mom? Hi! Sorry to miss you. Guess who was just here just now—on that ridiculous bicycle of his—Virgil … I was upstairs and couldn’t get to the door in time so—he went away looking miffed. Any idea what is going on with him?”

Wanting to say what the hell is going on. But Beverly’s phone voice to her mother was her good-daughter voice, bright-glittering like bubbles on a stream beneath which, if you looked closely, you’d see sharp-edged rocks and rubble.

Hung up. Waited thirty seconds. Called back.

No answer. She was sure that Jessalyn should be home.

John Earle McClaren’s computer-voice recording like something out of a mausoleum.

If you will leave a detailed message … At the sound of the beep …

But by this time, late afternoon, Jessalyn should have been home. Beverly was the only person apart from Jessalyn who knew her mother’s weekday schedule virtually hour by hour.

Through Jessalyn she kept tabs on Whitey’s (much busier) schedule. He’d had a Hammond Public Library trustees’ meeting that day, downtown at the library.

Whitey had a cell phone, in theory. But he rarely took it with him. He didn’t want personal calls, and he didn’t want interruptions at the office.

Beverly called her sister Lorene at North Hammond High, where Lorene McClaren was principal. Had to leave a message with a secretary, of course; Lorene would never answer her own phone and if she had, she’d probably have been rude—Yes? What do you want, Bev?

“Just tell her—‘Please call Beverly immediately.’”

There was a pause. Beverly could hear the secretary breathing.

“Oh.”

“‘Oh’—? What?”

“You are a relative of Dr. McClaren? She is out of the office for the rest of the day …”

“‘Rest of the day’—why?”

“I think—I think—I think Dr. McClaren said—there is a ‘family emergency.’”

Beverly was astounded. “‘Family emergency’? What kind of—‘family emergency’?”

But the secretary was sounding frightened, as if she’d revealed too much. She would pass on Beverly’s message to Dr. McClaren, that was all she could do.

Family emergency. Beverly was frightened now.

Called her father’s number at McClaren, Inc. And here too a secretary informed her that Mr. McClaren was out of the office.

“When will he be back, do you know?”

“Mr. McClaren didn’t say.”

“This is Mr. McClaren’s daughter Beverly. I need to reach him. Can you give him a message …”

“Yes, ma’am. I will try.”

Oh, why didn’t Whitey carry a cell phone! Though Whitey did use a computer he was of the generation of Americans who were quietly waiting for the “electronic revolution” to go away.

Hurriedly then Beverly left the house. Jamming her key into the SUV ignition. She’d had time only to grab a corduroy jacket, her oversized purse, cell phone. It was crucial to get there—to the house on Old Farm Road.

There was no direct route. There was only a circuitous route. Long ago Beverly had memorized every turn, every intersection, every four-way and two-way stop, every blind corner and landmark of the slightly more than three miles between Stone Ridge Drive and Old Farm Road.

Fumbling with her cell phone trying to call her younger sister Sophia, who worked in a biology lab and (probably) had her cell turned off. Trying to call (again) Jessalyn who might now be home. And Lorene on Lorene’s cell phone—which was virtually always turned off.

Even Thom seventy miles away in Rochester—their big brother.

No one answered. All the phones went at once to voice mail.

It was eerie, unsettling. Like the end of the world.

Like the Rapture—and only Beverly left below, of the McClaren family.

In an emergency Whitey could be tracked down. Of course. During the day he would check in at the office for messages.

He’d said that he hoped to retire at the age of seventy—but that time was coming faster than he’d anticipated. No one believed that Whitey would retire before seventy-five. Or ever.

Your father’s secret is, he has to keep in motion.

Jessalyn had said this, admiringly. For Jessalyn was the still point in the McClaren family about whom the others revolved.

Their beautiful mother with the soft voice and unfaltering optimism.

Pleading now into the silence, “Mom? Aren’t you home? Pick up? Please?”

Family emergency—what could that mean?

Someone should have called Beverly. For it seemed that someone must have called Lorene.

Bitterly Beverly resented it, whoever had failed to call her. In fact, Lorene should have called her. Might’ve had her secretary call her.

As a little girl Beverly had tormented herself with the question: Which of her parents did she love best? If there were a car crash or an earthquake or fire which parent would she hope would survive to take care of her?

“Mommy.”

Immediately came the answer, unhesitatingly: Mommy.

All the children would have answered Mommy. When they’d been younger, at least.

They’d loved Mommy the most. Everyone who knew their mommy loved her. Yet, it was their father whose respect and admiration they sought, precisely because John Earle McClaren’s respect and admiration were not easy to attain.

Their mother loved them without qualification. Their father loved them, with many qualifications.

There was Whitey McClaren, good-natured and approachable. But there was John Earle McClaren who was capable of looking at you, forehead creased and eyes narrowed, as if he had no idea who the hell you were and why you were daring to take up his time.

In the McClaren family, sisters and brothers contended for the father’s attention. Each family occasion was a test of some sort from which you could not exclude yourself even if you’d had an idea how this might be done.

Like gold coins Whitey might toss at you with that special dimple-Daddy smile that signaled Hey kid. You know, I love you best.

“Oh. God.”

She thought too much about this. She knew.

It wasn’t that Whitey—their father—was rich, that was the surprising fact. If Whitey hadn’t a dime, if Whitey were in debt, they’d have felt the same way about him, Beverly was sure.

Like dirty water the memory washed over her: that birthday dinner she’d given for Virgil. Tried to give, and been rebuffed.

The first time she’d realized that Virgil didn’t love her. How rude, how indifferent he was, she counted for so little in his life. How embarrassing it was, to be so snubbed.

Poor Beverly!—she tries so hard.

Poor Mom!—the teenagers made mouths at one another, dangerously close to laughing, under their mother’s very nose.

A place at the beautifully decorated table—Virgil’s place—empty.

Like a missing tooth, an emptiness in the mouth which the tongue seeks, irresistibly.

“I spoke with him. Just the other day. I made it a point to—remind him. And he’d seemed …”

Jessalyn had laid her soft, calming hand on Beverly’s tremulous hand. Telling her not to feel bad—“It’s just a misunderstanding, I’m sure. Virgil would never—you know—be deliberately rude.”

Like one positioning to deliver a coup de grâce Lorene leaned forward on her elbows to smile cruelly across the table at them. “‘Would never’—what? You’re always making excuses for Virgil, Mom. Classic maternal ‘enabler.’”

“‘Enabler’ … Well, I think I know what that means.”

But Jessalyn sounded uncertain. No one ever criticized her—she could not see, comprehend, somehow.

“Yes! An ‘enabler’ is one who ‘enables’ another individual to persist in addictive and self-destructive behavior. An enabler invariably ‘means well’ and her well-meaning can precipitate catastrophe. No one can dissuade her.”

Lorene spoke with zest. She was never so much in her element as when she was pointing out the flaws in others; her zinc-eyes glittered.

Her face was an unsentimental elf’s face—plain, small as if squeezed together, tough.

The other McClarens were intimidated by Lorene when she was most herself. Even Whitey preferred to stay out of the fray.

Sophia suggested driving over to Virgil’s cabin. She would volunteer.

Lorene said irritably: “That’s exactly what he wants. All of us jumping loops for him.”

“Jumping through hoops, I think you mean.”

“Don’t be flippant, Sophia. If there is anything that grates the soul, it’s adolescent flippancy—I am surrounded by it every day, and it’s destroying me. You know exactly what I mean, and you know that I’m right.”

At last Whitey spoke, somewhat reluctantly.

“Sophia, no. You will not drive over to get your brother. That would be approximately fourteen miles round-trip—you are not his keeper. Nor will we further interrupt this meal. Lorene is correct: we should not ‘enable’ Virgil to behave rudely.”

Lorene smiled, triumphant. Never too “mature” not to brighten when your parent corrects a sibling in front of everyone.

Beverly too rejoiced, inwardly. Her position, exactly! A family is a battleground, constantly shifting allies and enemies.

At the other end of the table (Beverly saw) Jessalyn pressed a hand to her heart, in silence. She was trying to smile, bravely. Obviously it pained her to hear the father of her children speak harshly of any of the children.

For any displeasure the father takes in their children has to be the mother’s fault, somehow.

Well, perhaps not entirely! That is an outmoded notion.

And yet—unavoidably, it did seem to be so. Like a table at a tilt, if just a very subtle tilt, the blame would roll down to Jessalyn’s end, where Jessalyn would put out her hand gently and unobtrusively to arrest it.

(Did Beverly feel that way, too? When Steve complained of the children?)

(You could not just shout at the man: They are your children, too! Whatever their faults, you are half to blame!)

“But, Daddy, what if something actual has happened to Virgil?” Sophia asked; and Thom said, with a wink, “Nothing ‘actual’ ever happens to Virgil. Haven’t you noticed?”

Thom, named for an older brother of Whitey’s who had died in the Vietnam War, had long been designated his father’s heir. In his late thirties he was still the aggressively competitive boy, smartest of the children, or in any case the most charismatic, very good-looking and sturdily adult-male, with a cruel, cutting smile. Even Jessalyn was fearful of his sarcasm though never in memory had Thom turned his wit upon either of his parents.

“We will eat this delicious meal which Beverly has prepared, without Virgil. If he joins us, we will welcome him. If he does not, we will not. We will begin.”

Whitey spoke somewhat flatly, not with his usual ebullience. The exchange had begun to annoy him, or to weary him. Beverly glanced at her father covertly.

He was an imposing man, big-boned, with the fatty-muscled build of a former athlete. In his mid-sixties he’d begun to lose height and so it was startling to his children to see him, and to realize that he wasn’t any longer as tall as they expected; though each time they saw him was a surprise, for they could only imagine him as he’d been when they had been growing up—well over six feet tall, weighing well beyond two hundred pounds. In repose his lined, boyish face was affable, big and broad with the look of an old coin, somewhat worn, of a faint coppery hue as if heated blood beat close beneath it. His eyes were wonderful eyes—quick, alert, wary, suspicious and yet good-natured, humorous—crinkled with laugh lines. When he’d been quite a young man his brown hair had turned a remarkable snowy-white, and had become his most distinguishable feature. In any crowd you could pick Whitey McClaren out immediately.

Though Whitey was not so easy to know, as people wished to think. His genial demeanor was a kind of mask that did not suggest the gravity of his soul; his playfulness, prankishness, was a way of hiding from others his intense and brooding seriousness, that was not always so very nice.

In his innermost heart, a puritan. Impatient with the foibles of the world. In particular, impatient with so much talk of his younger son.

Seeing him frown, Jessalyn caught Whitey’s eye. The length of the table between them, but instantaneously Whitey’s expression changed.

Whitey darling. Don’t fret! I love you.

It never ceased to amaze Beverly, how her parents could connect.

She was envious, perhaps. They all were.

Jessalyn said, “Whitey is right! If Virgil shows up he won’t mind at all if we begin dinner before him.”

They began. They ate. The meal, passing for Beverly in a buzzing blur, was to be pronounced a great success.

Beverly laughed as if delighted. Well—she was delighted.

Is this my life? Reduced to this? Humored by my family.

Humored, pitied by my children. Not a model for the girls!

But—better humored (and pitied) than not.

“MOM? HELLO …”

Nothing so unnerving as walking into a house that is unlocked—and, seemingly, empty.

A house that should not be unlocked. And should not be empty.

Beverly would long recall entering the house on Old Farm Road that afternoon. As it would come to be recalled—that afternoon.

Her parents’ house was more familiar to her than her own house yet, empty, made unfamiliar as in a distorted dream.

“Mom?”—her voice, confident elsewhere, thinned in this house to the voice of a frightened girl.

Well—no one appeared to be home. Beverly had entered into the kitchen, by the side door that was the door most frequently used.

That the kitchen door was unlocked did not mean that Jessalyn must be home; for Jessalyn often neglected to lock the door when she left the house, to Whitey’s displeasure if he knew.

“Mom? Dad?”—(but it was less likely that Whitey would be home, if Jessalyn were not home. It did not seem probable that Whitey could be home if Jessalyn were not home).

Bad news. Family emergency. Unmistakable. But—what?

Of the McClaren daughters it was Beverly who worried the most. You never get over being the oldest girl.

Their father had chided her: “It doesn’t do anyone any good to be always imagining the worst case scenario.”

Worst case scenario. As a girl she hadn’t quite known what it meant. Through the years the phrase had echoed in her memory as Worst Case Scenario.

Of course—(Jessalyn also understood)—Beverly imagined the Worst, in order to nullify its power. The Worst could never be exactly as you imagined it—could it?

Daddy stricken with a stroke, heart attack. In a car crash.

Mommy ill. Collapsed. Among strangers who had no idea how special she was. Oh—where?

Nervously Beverly went to check the front door—locked.

In all, there were several entrances to the McClarens’ house at 99 Old Farm Road. Most of these were kept locked most of the time.

The house was an “historic landmark” originally built in 1778, of fieldstone and stucco.

In its earliest incarnation it had been a farmhouse. A square-built stone house, two stories, to which a Revolutionary War general named Forrester had retired with his family and (according to local histories) at least one African-American slave.

By degrees the Forrester House, as it came to be called, was considerably enlarged. By the 1850s it had acquired two new wings, each the size of the original house, eight bedrooms and a “classic” facade with four stately white columns. By this time the farm property consisted of more than one hundred acres.

Through the early 1900s the village of Hammond grew into a fair-sized city, on the banks of the Erie Barge Canal, and began to surround the Old Farm Road farms. By 1929 much of the Forrester farmland had been sold and developed and by mid-century the area known as “Old Farm Road” had become the most exclusive neighborhood in Hammond, suburban yet still partly rural.

The elder McClarens had come to live in the Forrester House at 99 Old Farm Road when Thom was just a baby, in 1972. Much of early family lore had to do with fixing up a somewhat neglected property—about which the younger children knew little except these tales.

Why, if you were to believe their father, Daddy himself had painted many of the rooms of the house, or struggled to wallpaper the walls in comic-epic struggles. Paint that dried too bright—“eye-glaring.” Floral wallpaper strips not-quite-precisely matched so that you felt “like one-half of your brain was separated from the other.”

Mommy had chosen most of the furnishings. Mommy had “single-handedly, almost” created the several flower beds surrounding the house.

All of the McClaren children had grown up in the house, that no one in the family called the Forrester House. All of the children loved the house. So many years—decades!—Jessalyn and Whitey McClaren had lived here it was scarcely possible to imagine them elsewhere, or to imagine the house inhabited by anyone else.

Upsetting to Beverly, to imagine her parents seriously old, ill. Yet with a part of her mind Beverly imagined one day living in this beautiful house, to which she would restore the original name, with an historical plaque beside the front door: FORRESTER HOUSE.

(Whitey had removed this plaque as pretentious and “silly” as soon as they’d moved in. Hadn’t General Forrester been a slaveholder, like his revered comrade George Washington? Nothing to boast about!)

The Hammond Country Club was close by, to which she and Steve might belong, though the elder McClarens had never joined. Whitey hadn’t wanted to waste money on a country club since he rarely had time for golf, and Jessalyn hadn’t approved of the membership requirements—at the time, in the 1970s, the Hammond Country Club had not yet admitted Jews, Negroes, Hispanics, or “Orientals.”

Now, individuals from these categories could become members if they were nominated, and if they were voted in. If they could afford the application fee, and the dues. So far as Beverly knew, there were indeed Jews—a few. Probably not so many African-Americans, Hispanics. But a number of Asians? Yes. Half the roster of Hammond physicians.

Most nights, when Beverly dreamt, it was of the house on Old Farm Road she dreamt. Sometimes the house was the setting for the dream, and sometimes the house was the dream.

But, wait. This was not a good sign: newspaper pages scattered on a kitchen counter. Unlike Whitey who pored over newspapers in finicky detail, reading virtually every page, Jessalyn only read through the paper, turning pages quickly, often without sitting down. Usually the front-page news upset her, she had no wish to read it in detail and absolutely no interest in staring at photographs of wounded, dead, suffering human beings in faraway disasters. In any case Jessalyn would not have left newspaper pages scattered in the kitchen, as she would not have left dishes in the sink. Yet there were newspaper pages in the kitchen, and there were dishes in the sink.

Jessalyn had had to be surprised by something, and had departed the house suddenly. Whatever had happened, or had been revealed to her, it had been suddenly.

Beverly had checked: Jessalyn’s car was in the garage. Naturally, Whitey’s car was gone.

Since she wasn’t in the house Jessalyn must have departed in someone else’s vehicle.

Beverly searched for a note. For how often her mother had left notes for one or another of the children to discover, when they’d been growing up, even if she’d gone out for a very brief time.


Be back real soon!

[image: Image Missing] Your Mom



It wasn’t just that Mom was “Mom”—to be precise, she was “Your Mom.”

For as long as Beverly could remember there’d been, on a wall behind the breakfast table, a cork bulletin board festooned with family snapshots, graduation photos, yellowed clippings from the Hammond Sun-Ledger—less frequently changed since the McClaren children had grown up and moved away.

When she’d prospered in high school Beverly had quite liked the family bulletin board in which Bev McClaren had been displayed to advantage in snapshots, newspaper photos and headlines. Varsity Cheerleaders Choose Captain: Bev McClaren. Senior Class Prom Queen: Bev McClaren. Most Popular Girl Class of ’86: Bev McClaren.

So long ago now she could barely remember. Felt not pride but a dislike for the bright-smiling girl in the pictures. In the strapless pink-chiffon prom dress like cotton candy, she’d had to tug up, hoping no one would notice, all night long. Damn strapless bra cutting into the flesh of her underarms and back. In the photo looking both glamorous and bereft for the tall handsome prom king beside her had been scissored out for whatever unforgivable transgression Beverly could barely recall.

In more recent photos Beverly was fleshy-faced but still attractive—if you didn’t look too closely. Her hair was highlighted to a radiant blond she’d never had as a girl. (She’d never needed as a girl.)

Of course, she’d never dare to wear anything strapless now. Anything that showed the bunchy flesh at her upper arms, and at her knees. Her teenaged children would erupt with horrified glee if they’d seen. Their mother might draw admiring glances from men in the street, at least men of a certain age, but she could not impress them.

When they’d been girls, Beverly had been the good-looking McClaren sister—(maybe, in some quarters, the sexy one)—while Lorene had been the brainy one. Sophia was too much younger to have competed.

In high school Lorene McClaren cut her hair short, “butch” style, wore wire-rimmed eyeglasses and a perpetual scowl. Not a bad-looking girl but nothing soft-edged about her though there’d been boys—(Beverly had always been astonished)—who’d found Lorene attractive, who had not seemed so impressed (indeed, Beverly had been baffled) with Beverly. Every picture of Lorene on the bulletin board showed a scowling smile, or a smiling scowl, through the years; it was remarkable, how relatively unchanged Lorene appeared. Face like a pit bull and personality to match—so Steve had said, meanly. But Beverly had laughed.

And there was Sophia. Wanly pretty, delicately boned, with a look of perpetual concern. It is hard to take seriously a sister nine years younger than you are.

Virgil—where was he? Beverly didn’t see a single picture of Virgil, come to think of it.

The bulletin board was festooned with numerous pictures of Whitey. Family snapshots, public photos. Here was Daddy presiding over a birthday cake blazing with candles, children tucked about him, and here was dignified John Earle McClaren, mayor of Hammond, in black tie, commemorating an anniversary of the opening of the Erie Barge Canal locks at Hammond, on a barge with local and state politicians.

Playful Whitey, silly Daddy, stiff-backed John Earle McClaren shaking hands with Governor Mario Cuomo of New York State on a stage banked with giant gladioli like sinister upright flower-swords.

But where was Jessalyn, among this profusion of snapshots and photos?

Beverly was dismayed: there appeared to be no pictures of Jessalyn except in group shots in which she was a small, peripheral figure. Beverly holding a baby, Thom with a toddler straddling his shoulders, Jessalyn looking on with a radiant-grandmother smile.

No pictures of Jessalyn alone. And no pictures of Jessalyn at all that were less than twenty years old.

“As if Mom doesn’t exist.”

So long Jessalyn had been the perfect wife and mother, invisible. So happily living for others, she scarcely lives at all.

Her husband adored her of course. When they were young the children had been embarrassed seeing Daddy kiss Mommy’s hand, hug Mommy and burrow his face against her neck in a kind of rough play that offended them to have to witness. How mortified they were, seeing their parents greet each other with something like tenderness!—it did not seem right, in persons so old.

Yet, Whitey took Jessalyn utterly for granted as they all did. He didn’t know it, and Jessalyn didn’t know it. But it was so.

They’d tried to convince their mother to spend money on herself, not just presents for other people.

But, but—what would she get for herself? Jessalyn had stammered.

Clothes, a new car.

She had more clothes than she could wear in a lifetime, Jessalyn protested. She had fur coats. She had a new car.

“Don’t be silly, Mom. Your car is not new.”

“Your father oversees my cars, as you know. I need a car only to drive a few miles, and back. It isn’t as if I am a world traveler.”

World traveler—they’d laughed. Jessalyn was very funny at times.

“And why do I need new clothes? I have such beautiful clothes. I have a mink coat your father insisted upon giving me that I never wear. I have ridiculously expensive jewelry—to wear in Hammond! And shoes—far too many shoes! But I am just me.”

Not that they were laughing at her. Their laughter was tender, protective.

It was so, Whitey was the one to oversee household expenditures. He’d insisted upon a lavish kitchen renovation a few years ago, which Jessalyn had resisted; he was the one who became obsessed with granite counters, Spanish tile floor, recessed lighting, state-of-the-art stainless steel stove, refrigerator, sink. Beautiful as something in a glossy magazine, and very expensive.

“Just for us? Me? I’m not even a serious cook …” Jessalyn had stammered with embarrassment.

Whitey was the one who oversaw the exterior of the house—the condition of the roof and chimneys and driveway, snow removal, landscaping, care of shrubs and tall aging trees. Jessalyn’s idea of reckless spending was buying flowering plants for her garden, wind chimes for the deck, the “very best” wild-bird seed, the kind that contained dark sunflower seeds amid the more common corn kernels, to attract fancier birds like cardinals.

Yet Whitey often said, with an air of protest—It’s not like we’re rich. We are not.

It had become a joke within the family, and within the McClarens’ circle of friends.

We’re not rich! Jesus.

With an expression like Groucho Marx’s. Not rich! Not us.

In fact, how rich were the McClarens? Their neighbors assumed that the McClarens had as much money as anyone else on Old Farm Road. Within the Hammond business community, it was understood that McClaren, Inc. was “profitable.” But this was a sensitive subject the children never wished to discuss as, growing up, they would not have wished to discuss their parents’ sex lives.

Beverly winced, considering. No!

Still, it was known that, as a young man, Whitey McClaren had been given the responsibility of the McClaren family business to run, a commercial press in (evident) decline; within a decade Whitey had managed to double, treble, quadruple the company’s size and profits by dropping old-time, small-scale printing jobs (menus, calendars, flyers for local businesses, material for the Hammond Board of Education) and specializing in glossy brochures for professional schools, businesses, pharmaceutical companies. Unskilled in what he called “high tech”—(anything to do with computers)—Whitey had cannily hired a young staff skilled in computers and digital publishing. He’d begun a line of school textbooks and YA books with a Christian slant, which had proved unexpectedly successful.

Thom, the eldest, had been (tacitly) selected by their father to work with him at the press even before he’d graduated from Colgate with a degree in business administration; it was Thom who directed Searchlight Books, with headquarters in Rochester.

How is the business doing, Thom?—Lorene might inquire through clenched teeth; and Thom would reply with a disingenuous smile—Ask Dad.

Yet you could not, really. You could not ask Dad.

Whitey had invested in real estate, and he was a co-investor in several shopping malls, that had prospered as the downtowns of old, industrial cities (Buffalo, Port Oriskany) had faded. Though on principle he didn’t “believe” in most pills and drugs which (he was sure) were no better than placebos, he’d purchased stock in the pharmaceutical companies for which he published his lavish brochures.

While other investors had lost money in the Wall Street debacles of recent years, Whitey McClaren had prospered.

He hadn’t boasted, however. Whitey never spoke of money at all.

None of the McClaren children wanted to think about their parents’ wills. Or even if they had wills.

“Hello? Steve …”

After several tries Beverly had managed to get through to her husband at the Bank of Chautauqua. Before Steve could interrupt she told him excitedly that she was feeling desperate, she was at her parents’ house and no one seemed to be here—she had no idea where anyone was and before this Virgil had bicycled to their house but had gone away again before Beverly could find out what was wrong …

“It isn’t a great time to talk, Bev. I’m headed for a crucial meeting …”

“But, wait—this is crucial too. I think that something must have happened … I don’t know where anyone is.”

“Call me back in a few hours, OK? Or—I’ll call you.” Steve was a senior loan officer at the Bank of Chautauqua who took his work very seriously, or gave that impression to his family.

“No, wait—I told you, I don’t know where anyone is.”

“Probably nothing. They’ll explain. See you tonight.”

How like Steve to respond to an anxious call from his wife with all the nuance of a boys’ sports coach. You blink back tears, the man hands you a stick of gum.

Oh, she hated him! She could not depend upon him.

So often it was like this. Steve brushed her away as you’d brush away an annoying gnat. Not angry with her, nor even irritated, just—it’s a gnat.

Always Beverly was suggesting to Lorene how wonderful it was to be married. To have a family. She could not bear her sneering younger sister to know how Steve disrespected her, so often.

Married seventeen years. Sometimes she wondered if that was a few years too long.

The ungrateful husband would miss her, she thought, if she didn’t come home to make supper. All of them, her dear family, would miss her then.

Trailing through the house. Bev? Mom?

Nothing in the kitchen? No food being prepared?

Another time, Beverly tried calling Lorene. Futile to try Lorene’s office, Beverly could never get past Lorene’s assistant, so she tried the cell phone, also usually futile, but this time, unexpectedly, Lorene answered at once.

“Yes? Hello? Oh—Beverly …”

Lorene was sounding anxious, distracted. Saying she was at Hammond General in downtown Hammond where their father was undergoing emergency surgery for a stroke.

The initial surprise, Lorene had answered her phone. For Lorene never answered her cell phone.

But what was Lorene saying?—Daddy has had a stroke?

Beverly fumbled for a chair. Her nightmare come true.

She’d tried to nullify bad news by anticipating it. So often, she’d tried this superstitious ploy. Her father stricken, her mother, both parents—family emergency. Somehow, she had not—quite—believed that the Worst Case Scenario could ever occur.

“Calm down, Beverly. He isn’t dead.”

“Oh my God, Lorene—”

“I told you, calm down. Stop that wailing! Daddy has been in surgery for almost an hour. He had a stroke driving home on the Expressway but he’d been able to pull over to the side—thank God! Police officers saw his car there and called 911—looks like they saved his life.”

Beverly was trying to make sense of this. She was badly shaken and could not hear her sister’s voice clearly.

Except she did hear Lorene say: “Everyone is here at the hospital except you, Beverly. And you live the closest.”

And: “I tried to call you, Beverly. On the way to the hospital. But your phone doesn’t seem to be working.”

Was this an accusation? Which phone? Beverly tried to protest but Lorene said, “Thank God for those police officers. Thank God Daddy was able to park the car at the side of the road, before losing consciousness.”

“But—is he going to be all right?”

“‘Is he going to be all right’—” Lorene’s voice swelled in sudden fury. “How can you ask such an inane question? Do you think I can predict the future? Jesus, Beverly!”—pausing then, to say in a calmer voice, as if someone with her (Jessalyn?) had admonished her, “They did an fMRI—they think the stroke was not ‘massive’ and it’s a good sign, Daddy is—almost—breathing on his own.”

Almost breathing on his own. What did that mean …

“I—I—I’m just so—shocked …”

Beverly was feeling light-headed. But she must not faint!

“We’re all shocked, Bev. What the hell d’you think?”

How she disliked Lorene. The brainy middle sister who’d always been too certain of herself, bossy, smug. Not for a moment did Beverly believe that Lorene had made any actual attempt to call her, on any phone.

“Is Mom there? I’d like to speak with Mom, please.”

“All right. But don’t upset Mom with your hysteria please.”

Fuck you. I hate you. Beverly was eager to console her mother (who had to be frantic with anxiety) but, as it turned out, Jessalyn seemed determined to console her.

“Beverly! Thank God you called. We were wondering where you were. Virgil tried to contact you—he said. There is good news—I mean, the doctors are ‘optimistic.’ Whitey is receiving the very best care. His friend Morton Kaplan is chief resident here and Dr. Kaplan arranged for Whitey to be given the fMRI at once, and taken into surgery—it all happened so fast. By the time Lorene and I arrived. We’ve been assured that Whitey has the very neurosurgeon available, the very best neurologist …” In a slow careful voice Jessalyn spoke like one making her way across a tightrope, who dares not glance down. Beverly could imagine her distraught mother smiling a ghastly smile. For how like Jessalyn McClaren it was, to assure others that all was well.

Jessalyn had enunciated “Morton Kaplan” as if the syllables possessed magical properties testifying to Whitey McClaren’s connections with the Hammond medical elite—exactly as Whitey would have done in such circumstances.

“It’s a miracle, Beverly—what they can do today. As soon as Whitey arrived at the ER they did a ‘screen’ of his brain—there was a blood vessel that had ruptured the surgeon is going to repair … Oh sorry, Lorene tells me it’s scan. A brain scan.”

Beverly shuddered at the thought of her father subjected to neurosurgery. His skull drilled open, baring his brain …

“Mom, do you need anything from the house? Any clothes?”

“Just bring yourself, Beverly! And pray for Dad! We are hoping that he will wake from the surgery sometime tonight, and he will want all of you here if he does. He loves you all so much …”

Pray for Dad. It wasn’t like Jessalyn to speak this way.

Lorene took the phone back from their mother whose voice had begun to quaver and told Beverly yes, good idea, bring things for Whitey, underwear, toothbrush and toothpaste, comb, toiletries—one of Jessalyn’s sweaters, the hand-knit heather cardigan, she’d come away dressed too lightly; she’d run out of the house when Lorene drove up, and they’d gone at once to the hospital.

Reproach in Lorene’s voice. As if she were scolding subordinates at the high school.

Hastily Beverly packed a small suitcase upstairs in her parents’ bedroom. Her hands were shaking. Her eyes were filling with tears. Dear God let Daddy be all right. Let the surgery save him. Except at such desperate times Beverly had not much use for God.

Who knew how long Whitey would be hospitalized! Days, a week—even if the stroke was minor, it would (probably) require therapy; it would require rehab. Maybe bring a (flannel, plaid) nightgown of Whitey’s, he’d hate hospital attire and insist upon his own bedclothes. Poor Whitey, how he hated to appear weak.

Jessalyn would insist upon staying with Whitey as much as possible and Beverly was determined to stay with her.

Dear God. Please!

Hurried from the house. But then, at her car, remembered that the kitchen door wasn’t locked, and hurried back to lock it.

Remembered to leave a light on downstairs. Two lights. To suggest that someone was home, the beautiful old stone Forrester House with the steep-slanted slate roof set back from the road at 99 Old Farm Road wasn’t empty, vulnerable to invasion.

“GRANDPA WHITEY IS SICK. WE’RE at the hospital with him.”

“Oh.” The girl’s voice was small as a pinprick. Her usual sarcasm had vanished in an instant.

“We don’t know how serious it is. We don’t know when he will come home.”

Brianna had called Beverly on her cell sounding peevish and exasperated. She’d been waiting for forty minutes at a friend’s house for Beverly to pick her up and bring her home and—(how was it possible?)—Beverly had totally forgotten.

“I’m sorry, honey. It’s an emergency. You can defrost something from the refrigerator for supper. OK?”

“Oh, Mom—gosh.”

Beverly had not heard her teenaged children speak so solemnly to her, so respectfully, in a very long time. A sensation of giddy relief washed over her.

She wanted to hug the girl. Oh, she loved Brianna!

Even the bratty ones, you love. Especially the bratty ones because no one else is going to love them like their mother.

A little later, Beverly’s cell phone rang again. She left the Intensive Care room to take the call in the corridor.

Again, it was Brianna. Asking, anxiously: “Should we come to visit Grandpa?”

“Maybe, honey. But not right now.”

“Is it a—heart attack, Mom?”

“No. It’s a stroke.”

“Oh. A stroke.” Again the voice went small, frightened.

“You know what a stroke is, don’t you?”

“Y-Yes. Sort of …”

“Grandpa has had neurosurgery. He’s still unconscious.”

“How sick is that?”

“How sick? We really don’t know, honey. We’re waiting.”

Very sick. His brain has been bleeding.

Not so sick, Grandpa is “improving.”

“Is Granma Jess OK?”

“Granma Jess is OK.”

Beverly heard herself say in her heartening-mother voice: “You know Grandpa Whitey, he’d never complain. Except he’d hate to be cooped up in a damn old hospital bed and he’d want to come home right now.”

It was a breathless outburst. Beverly steeled herself for the girl’s response—You are so full of shit, Mom! What d’you think I am, a little kid you can bullshit like that?

But Brianna said, in a rush of words, bravely, “T-Tell Grandpa we love him. Tell Grandpa get well soon and come home.”

Beverly could all but see tears shining in the girl’s eyes. Oh thank God after all she was a mother.

IT WOULD BE SEVEN HOURS and forty minutes before Beverly returned to her own house on Stone Ridge Drive, to her sober-faced husband and teenaged children who’d waited up for her past midnight.

Whitey was out of surgery and in Intensive Care, still alive if not (yet) conscious; the prognosis was “guardedly optimistic”—his condition was “critical, but stabilized.”

How did Whitey look? Well—not like Whitey.

Yes, you could recognize him. Of course! But (maybe) Whitey wouldn’t have recognized himself.

Very bruised, battered-looking. Welts in his skin like burns—his face, neck. For (police officers had reported) he’d crashed the Toyota Highlander at the side of the Expressway, and the air bags had “burnt” him.

Alive. Dad is alive.

Still alive! We love him so.

Before returning to her own home Beverly had driven back to the family house with the others to see their mother to bed—by that time everyone was there, all five McClaren children—Beverly had not wanted not to be with them—and she was now staggering with exhaustion. Yet her brain felt perversely clear to her, bright-lit, as if it had been hosed clean, a terrible instrument of clarity.

She needed Whitey in her life, desperately. They all did, but Beverly most of all.

Without Whitey to give a sort of anchor to her life—what would be her life? And an anchor, a rightness to her marriage. Steve admired and feared his father-in-law in about equal measure and without Whitey as a presence in their lives, without the support and approval of both her parents, Beverly’s own family, including even the children she most loved, would not seem altogether—(Beverly hesitated to think this)—worth it.

Oh but she didn’t mean any of this. Just—tired, and scared.

Pleading with God to Let Daddy be all right. Oh please!

NEXT MORNING AT 6:30 A.M. as she was hastily leaving the house Beverly happened to notice, blown against the side of the garage, a scrap of paper. Grunted to pick it up, and saw to her mortification that it was a note from Virgil after all.

Must’ve stuck it in the door, and it had fallen out.


DAD IN HAMMOND GENERAL

THINK IT’S A STROKE

WHY’D YOU HIDE FROM ME BEVERLY

DESPERATION & HOPE

YOUR BROTHER VIRGIL






Still Alive

Hey! Let me explain.

But it isn’t clear: What can Whitey explain?

Problem is this burning sensation in his throat. No voice.

Eyesight all blotched. Like someone has rubbed ashes into his eyes.

And—breathing? Was he breathing?

Something is breathing for him. Like force-feeding. Pumping air into his lungs in an ugly chuffing like a bellows.

What happened was …

… struck by lightning.

Confused memory of his vehicle bouncing, jolting along the shoulder of the highway. Potholes, the kind you don’t see until it’s too late, God damn you can ruin a tire that way but you won’t know it immediately, the air will hiss out slowly and one day (soon) the (not cheap!) tire will be flat.

Trying hard to remember why he’d stopped. Leaving the highway at a high speed (?). Trying to remember what happened next.

Trying so hard, the effort is hurting his brain.

(But why assume that something actually happened? Maybe this condition he’s in is just—him.)

(Always liked to take the contrary position, if there was one. Even as a kid. Schoolteachers, smiling and shaking their heads at Johnny McClaren—long-ago as grade school. Flattering to Whitey all his life to be told he sounds like a lawyer. Except he isn’t a lawyer.)

Last memory has to be a face: glimpsed at a distance, as in a telescope in reverse.

Dark-skinned face. Dusky-skinned.

Stranger’s face. He thinks.

(Or were there more than one of them?—faces.)

Face recognition at birth. He’d read. Infant’s neurons “fire” at the sight of a human face.

Because survival can depend upon recognizing a human face. Does depend.

Is that true at the end—also?

End? Of what?

Can remember, must’ve been junior high, reading Scientific American. “Steady-state universe.”

Well, that was comforting. Never had to wonder what had come before the universe, or what would come after. Universe just was.

Made more sense than that God had “created” the universe in a few days like a stage magician pulling things out of hats. Even as a kid he’d never taken that seriously.

But then, the big bang was—(how’d you phrase it?)—discovered.

So the universe isn’t “steady”—isn’t a “state”—but erupted out of nothingness at a point before time began and is still exploding outward billions of years later. Are its components rushing away from the center, and from one another, forever and ever?—or just for a fixed time?

Not a theory. He thinks. Proven fact: Hubble telescope.

Jessalyn laughed and pressed her hands over her ears. Oh, Whitey! It makes me dizzy to think about that.

Think about—what?

Eternity.

This was a surprise to Whitey. Hadn’t expected to hear his young wife utter such a word, and the expression in her face suddenly serious—pained.

Hadn’t known that’s what they’d been talking about—eternity.

In fact he’d just been talking. Something out of the newspaper. Like Whitey McClaren, every crazy thing sifts through his brain and awakens some spark there.

It was like her, though. The young wife. Say something to her, any random remark, off-the-top-of-his-head, in Jessalyn it acquired meaning, gravity.

Other girls he’d joked with. Liked to laugh.

But with Jessalyn Sewell, you didn’t. Not much.

Hearing himself say What the hell, maybe we should get married and another girl might’ve laughed knowing it was, or maybe was not, not-serious but Jessalyn lifted her beautiful eyes to his—Yes. All right.

That look, piercing him to the heart. He’d felt it—actually: not a mere figure of speech—beneath his breastbone. Tough muscle-heart, pierced with certainty.

For he’d known (hadn’t he) from the start. Only one person like Jessalyn Sewell in his life who could make John Earle McClaren a better human being not (merely) accept him as he was, who could love him for what he might be, his deepest self. In this individual the gravity required to keep Whitey McClaren’s helium-soul from drifting up into the clouds, and lost.

Funny he’s having such difficulty talking now, he who’d always been an easy talker. Never shy even as a kid. Oh Whitey! He can converse with anyone. Strike up a conversation anywhere. Any stranger.

But that had not happened, had it. Feeling the chagrin, the hurt, of an obscure rebuff.

Kick in the stomach, groin. That kind of rebuff.

Whoever it had been, they hadn’t liked him. Hadn’t been charmed by him. Problem is, he’s old.

Problem is, he’s cold.

Teeth chattering. Feels like bones chattering. That chit-chit-chittering noise the long-billed long-legged herons made, sends a shiver up the spine.

Problem is, some careless person (attendant?) has left a window open here.

Wherever here is.

Rushing wind. Rain-splatter flung like tears.

From where he’s lying, where the bastards have pinioned him, and with this God damn respirator down his throat, can’t move to reach the damned window to shut it.

He has glimpsed her—his wife. The young wife, face lit from within.

His dear wife. Has he forgotten her name?

Wife—the word is a burr in his throat.

Can’t speak. Words like thorns. Trying to cough up the thorns, to clear his throat to speak.

Has forgotten—speak.

Reaches for her hand—but he is being pulled from her.

Darling?—I love—

The wind is rushing, can’t hear.

It is so tempting, to give up!

So tempting, so tired. His legs heavy …

Not like Whitey McClaren, to give up. God damn he will not.

Never a good swimmer, his legs are too heavy. But he is swimming now. Trying.

Wind-buffeted waves. Very hard to swim against. Swift current. Cold.

Barely, keep afloat. Just—his head—uplifted, at tremendous strain. One breath at a time.

Swimming wasn’t his sport. Hadn’t the right body-shape to cut through the water. Too inward. Throwing you back on your own thoughts, not good.

Football was his sport. Running, careening together, tangling legs, head-butts, piling-on … Tackling: that word, he’d loved.

Loved the sweat-smell, his own and the other guys’. And the dirt-smell.

Swimmers stink of chlorine, too clean. Up your nostrils. Christ!

Touch another guy in the pool, brush legs, what the hell … Repulsive like lizard-skin.

Harsh clean chemical-smell in this damned place: antiseptic.

Germ-free. Bacteria-free.

What did his scientist daughter say: Life is bacteria, Daddy.

The kids, how’d they grow up so fast? Turned his back, there was Thom moved out of town. Beverly, pregnant. Slap in the face but no, not right to think that way.

You know better, Whitey. Please.

You can’t possibly be jealous of your own son-in-law.

And now grandchildren. Too many! Names slipping from him like water through outspread fingers.

Christ, life is a struggle. Anybody who tells you anything else is a liar.

The greatest effort—breathe …

Pushing, shoving. Trying to get free, to breathe. Shouts of strangers in his face, booted feet kicking. Two of them.

Had that been real? Had it?

Electrocuted. He’d stepped, or fallen, onto a wire cracking electricity …

His face. Throat. Afire.

Is he—dead?

Not possible. Ridiculous.

But in this rough-rippling current, a dark wind. Frantic exertion of arms, legs. His strong shoulders, or shoulders that had once been strong only days ago. Arms like frantic blades propelling him upward.

Can’t give up. Can’t drown. Love you so …

Oh God, love you all.




The Handclasp

It is a late hour, she is very tired.

Love you so, darling. We are all right here.

Saying his name. Many times saying his name certain that though unresponsive, he can hear her.

Numbly her lips move. Almost inaudibly.

Yet she doesn’t doubt, her dear husband can hear her.

Doesn’t doubt, her dear husband is aware of her.

How old he looks! Poor Whitey, vain about his age since (at least) fifty. And now—sixty-seven.

His handsome face now scarcely recognizable. Skin like creased parchment. Bruised, swollen where he’d struck the steering wheel or the windshield thrown forward in the crash.

Stroke preceding the crash. Or—had the stroke followed the crash?

Possibly, she has been told. Possibly, she has forgotten.

Police officers arrived at the scene, called 911, saved Whitey’s life.

Scene of the accident. No witnesses.

ER physician saying it looked like burn-wounds on the patient’s face, throat, hands. Scorch-marks on his clothing they’d had to cut away.

Speculating the air bag had exploded, bruising and battering. Acid may have splattered out of the air bag which sometimes happens.

Air bag injuries can be considerable. If you are small-boned, slender, a child, elderly, don’t sit in the passenger’s seat. Exploding air bags can kill.

Can you hear me, darling? You are going to be all right …

Leaning close, scarcely daring to breathe. All the strength of her being is required to keep her husband with her.

Holding his (right) (bruised) hand. But his hand is not holding hers.

First time in memory, she is sure. First time in fifty years Whitey’s large strong warm hand has not grasped hers.

If he knew, he would console her. Protect her. All I’ve been meant to do on earth, Jess—take care of you.

Joking but serious. Every other word out of the man’s mouth a joke, but serious too. Easy to misunderstand such a person.

Still alive. He is still alive.

Not sure of the extent of the stroke, just yet. What it will mean.

Which areas of the brain are affected, contiguous with the stroke-region.

She has heard the word—stabilized. She is certain that she heard this word and that she has not imagined it.

After surgery. Repairing (broken) blood vessels. Brain shunt to drain liquid. Catheter threaded into the brain through a hole in the skull. A second catheter subcutaneous, traveling down into Whitey’s abdomen, draining away there. The shunt is the life-saver.

Bargaining with God. Please God let him live. Please God we love him so.

She is very cold. One of her daughters has pulled a sweater onto her shoulders, that keeps sliding off.

Blood has drained out of her face. Her lips are cold and numb as death.

Holding his hand. Cannot give up his hand. No matter how tired she is, how dazed. For (she is certain) that his hand can feel hers even if it does not exert any strength and remains limp in her hand and alarmingly cold.

If she releases his hand, it will fall heavily onto the edge of the bed.

Not like Whitey McClaren, a cold handshake.

Not like Whitey McClaren not to squeeze his wife’s hand in his, bring it to his chest in a protective gesture that pulls her forward, awkwardly.

But he does not. The hand does not.

Hours she has been at his bedside. A high bedside, surrounded by machines.

How many hours coalesced into a single hour like something gigantic growing exponentially—iceberg, snow-mountain.

The larger the object, the more surface-area. The more surface-area, the most rapidly the object will grow.

It is not a quiet place. Even the Intensive Care Unit which you would expect to be quiet is not.

He will sleep, he will rest. He is exhausted.

He will be himself again—when he has rested.

Someone has told her this. She has half-listened, she has wanted to believe. It is comforting to her, that every nurse, every medical worker, every physician she has met tonight, has been so very kind.

The Intensive Care nurses are particularly kind. She will remember their names, Rhoda, Lee Ann, Cathy, she will want to thank them once the vigil is over.

Of course she has visited many relatives, friends in the hospital in her lifetime. She is not young: sixty-one. She has seen many people die, and most of them elderly and infirm—as her husband is not.

Not elderly
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