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 50 Years Waiting

 


 


 


Andrea was seventy-two years old that
morning. She stared in the bathroom mirror, tucking short gray hair
behind her ears, wondering if she looked any older, or was the aged
glass part of the problem. Dim slivers were reflected like layers
of her life. She smiled, unable to do anything else. It was her
birthday after all.

Later over coffee, her daughters asked what
she wanted for dinner. She requested spaghetti with plenty of
parmesan, and Samantha, her eldest, smiled. “You have that every
night Mom.”

“Well, make it special. Throw in a
meatball.”

Catherine sighed. “For God’s sake, can’t we
take you out or something?”

“No, too much trouble. Save it for Mother’s
Day.”

Both women, in their late forties, grimaced,
as Andrea never went out for that annual holiday either. As the
coffee pot was emptied, they agreed that Sam would bring the pasta
and sauce, Cat some bread, salad, and dessert. “I am baking you a
cake and you are gonna have a slice,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Andrea’s tone was
that of Cat’s twenty-four-year-old daughter Laurel. They would all
show up with cards, but no presents. Andrea hadn’t wanted any gifts
since Carl died.

But flowers didn’t count. As the sisters
left, Sam agreed to pick up roses, while Cat would grab gladiolas.
Their girls would buy lesser bouquets, and their sons might
remember a card. They would plan for an early dinner, so their
mother wouldn’t fall asleep in the middle of it.

 


Andrea spent her afternoon speaking to her
grandchildren; she had been a relatively young mother, so had Sam
and Cat. No great-grandchildren yet, for which Andrea rejoiced.
Laurel had threatened, but Andrea wasn’t sure if Cat knew her
daughter had been pregnant at seventeen. Carl had been dead for
three years then and Andrea had plenty of time to listen to a
teenager’s woes. An abortion was certainly dramatic, and Andrea had
known similar heartache.

Until then Laurel hadn’t, and that
experience had straightened her out. Cat always wondered why her
youngest had gone from being a slacker to earning solid B’s, then
attending nursing school. Laurel worked at the local hospital, but
told her grandmother that she wasn’t sure she could perform CPR on
her. Andrea said she would try to die when Laurel wasn’t on
shift.

She wasn’t that close to all her
grandchildren, but didn’t need to be. Justin, Laurel’s older
brother, was so much like his late grandfather, it was sometimes
hard for Andrea to look at him. She had loved Carl with as much of
her heart as what remained, but it was more than many men received.
Carl still dwelled deeply in his widow, but he wasn’t the only
one.

As Justin looked like Carl, Laurel took
after her grandmother, and why they were such spitting images, no
one knew. It just happened sometimes, the way all of Sam’s kids had
Carl’s crooked teeth, or how both of Cat’s had Andrea’s formerly
red tresses. That was the only way to set Justin apart from Carl;
he’d had nearly black hair, while Justin was a deep strawberry
blonde. Every time Andrea laid eyes on that grandson, she thought
of her late husband. Then she considered another man.

She never told anyone, it would be poor
form. Besides, seventy-two-year-olds didn’t go around talking about
their past lovers. Andrea spoke about her children and
grandchildren, and how glad she was that there weren’t any
great-grandchildren yet. She never said that around Laurel, only to
Justin, Carissa, Megan, and Anthony. All laughed, in full
agreement.

 


That evening Andrea received kisses and hugs
as old vases were retrieved from cupboards, then filled with a
variety of blooms. Justin surprised her with a bright spray of
carnations, and an enclosed card: Happy Birthday Grandma, Love
Juss. Andrea had called him Juss when he was little, and Laurel
still referred to him that way. Dressed in scrubs, she teased her
brother; he would always be Juss this and Juss that. Everyone
smiled, and it wrenched an old woman’s heart, seeing her spouse’s
face on this vivid young man.

Andrea was the matriarch, but didn’t always
feel her age. Seventy-two was a legal way to count the years, but
she recalled feeling much younger, watching descendants who weren’t
little anymore. Justin was twenty-six, and Sam’s girls weren’t far
behind. Anthony was nineteen, Sam’s baby, but at nineteen Andrea
had just met…

“Grandma, Grandma?”

“What?”

Megan smiled, those bent bottom teeth hidden
by her lower lip. “You ready for cake yet?”

Andrea looked at the clock, six thirty. Then
she gazed to her plate, a few bites left. Eager faces stared at
her; they had places to be, things to do. “Yeah sure, let’s cut
that sucker.”

All giggled, even the boys, then Justin set
a gentle kiss on top of her head. “Who’s the young’un Grandma?”

She smiled as he pulled out his phone.
Andrea’s cell didn’t even take pictures. She had a digital camera
somewhere, but her offspring and their broods chronicled the
evening, telling her to check Facebook when she woke. All the
photographic evidence would be waiting in the morning.

She suspected some was there already, as
Carissa and Anthony tapped screens, then snapped more pictures.
Andrea was caught blowing out candles, cutting the cake, eating
part of a slice. She preferred ice cream; Carl had always bought
extra, which they would enjoy for another week. Cat had picked up
just one container. By the evening’s end, it would be gone.

Cake would remain, but Andrea would insist
it go home with someone. As they put away leftovers, she told them
to take whatever they liked, watching as the empty ice cream box
went into the trash.

By seven, the kitchen was clean, kids were
itchy. Andrea wasn’t tired, only because she had napped that
afternoon. She had no intentions of being drowsy for her party,
even if it was just spaghetti. She loved Italian food, Carl had
hated it. Now she ate pizzas and pastas all the time, but not ice
cream. That was for special occasions, and she always wanted a
little bit more.

Cat sat down with a cup of decaf. “So Mom,
what’re you doing tomorrow?”

“Nothing special. Why?”

“You wanna go with me to the vet? I gotta
take Ginger for her shots.”

Was this what being in her seventies meant,
traipsing around with Cat, or some silly errand that Sam might
mention. “No, I’m going fishing tomorrow. But thanks all the
same.”

Everyone stared at her. “You’re gonna do
what?” Justin asked.

“Go fishing. Just ’cause I’m seventy-two
doesn’t mean I’m bored stiff.”

She said it politely, but hoped the point
was made. Her daughters had started bringing up these ridiculous
outings last year, and while most of the grandchildren forgot she
was alive except on holidays, Andrea had no intentions of being
obliging. She had her own life, even if it meant watching TV or
scant gardening on nice days.

“Okay, well, I was just asking.”

“I know and I appreciate it. But I’m gonna
dig up some worms and…”

The grandchildren laughed. Andrea could
deadpan; Carl had taught her after years of dishing it out with a
big spoon. It was one of the things she missed about him, something
Anthony might not remember. But Justin and Laurel did, both
blinking away tears.

Justin wiped his eyes, then kissed his
grandmother. “All right, just don’t dig all the way to China.” He
kissed his mother, waving goodbye to his sister and cousins. “See
you all later.”

“Drive safe Juss,” Andrea said.

He stepped out as Laurel flipped on the
porch light. Then she peered through the tattered screen door.
“Justin?” she called, following him. “Juss?”

Anthony ran outside as voices flew, Justin
and Laurel’s against another young man, or maybe not quite as young
as them. “Who the hell is it?” Sam stood, walking to the door.

“See anything?” Cat asked as her daughters
joined the rest.

Andrea’s hearing wasn’t perfect, but sharp
sounds carried; Justin was angry, Laurel confused, Anthony curious.
Megan and Carissa were quiet, which allowed an outsider’s words to
be discerned, or a stranger to those grandchildren. Blinking, then
pinching herself, Andrea headed for the screen door, disbelieving
what her ears took as truth. Thom Sugerman stood on her front
lawn.

 


Slowly Andrea approached the group, her
daughters beside her. Thom was dressed as she last saw him; she had
never forgotten that day, even after fifty years.

Jeans, a white t-shirt, boots; it was his
James Dean phase, even if he was thirty-two. What stunned her most
wasn’t his apparel or the way he gaped at Laurel. What shocked
Andrea was that he looked as though not a day had passed. He should
be decrepit, or dead like Carl. Instead he shook with fear, similar
to her last moment with him, as if no time had elapsed at all.

But five decades had moved through her
world, the proof in young voices trying to project older. Justin
shook his fist. “Get the fuck outta here before I call the goddamn
cops! She’s my sister, not, not…”

“Juss, step back. You all just step back and
leave him alone.”

Five pairs of eyes stared at Andrea, and
Laurel’s were the biggest. Justin’s were a close second, and Andrea
waved them off like pesky insects. “Go in the house now, give me a
moment with this gentleman.”

“Grandma, he thinks Laurel’s…”

She smiled at Thom, who blinked. Then she
looked at her oldest grandchild. “Juss, it’s all right honey. Go
inside.”

Andrea reached for his face. Then she
glanced to a relic from the past as youthful as her grandson. “Go
on now Justin. Do what I say.”

“Honey, come on,” Cat called. “All of you,
do as Grandma says.”

Trudging steps were taken as Andrea stared
at the frightened man trembling on the grass. “Thom, my lord. Is
that really you?”

He nodded, then took small strides her way.
“Oh Jesus Andy, is that, are you really…”

Her arms opened. “Oh Thom yes, my God.
What’n the hell?”

Before he could answer, he was wrapped
against her, weeping into her shoulder.

 


They sat alone, a plate of spaghetti
remnants between them. He had eaten two helpings, what Laurel was
going to take home. Instead it went into this man; Thom’s gray eyes
were ringed with dark circles, brown hair was unkempt, yet
everything else was the same, from the mole on his right cheek to
the cowlick that never laid flat over his left eyebrow. He had told
her that cowlick was hereditary, from his great-grandfather. In all
truth, he could be a great-grandfather; he was eighty-two years
old. But he looked fifty years younger than that. He also looked
weary, as if a week’s sleep wouldn’t be enough. He looked… Andrea
sighed, then gently grasped his hands. His were tanned, hers were
ancient.

“Where have you been?” she asked. Then she
smiled. “Thom, oh Thom.”

He glanced around the kitchen, which wasn’t
modern by normal standards, but to what he was accustomed, it
looked positively new. Andrea had a dishwasher, but she rarely used
it. The coffeemaker and toaster oven were her favorite appliances,
but nothing remained of the early 1960s, when she had last seen
him.

He found her eyes, then he gazed to the
light fixture, wall switches, and toaster oven. Andrea preferred it
over the microwave; reheated pizza came out crispy, breadsticks
too. She would nuke pasta, but loved that little oven, last year’s
Christmas present from her grandchildren.

Her eldest grandson was in theory just six
years this man’s junior. Andrea didn’t wonder why Thom was here and
so young, how time had stopped for him and not her. Instead she
studied his eyes, gray and so fearful. Then she gripped his hands,
and he responded with strength.

“How, I mean, I don’t know where I am, I
mean…”

“It’s 2012 Thom. It’s been fifty years.”

“Oh no, no, I mean, oh Christ no…”

His head went to their clasped hands. His
tears were plentiful, her heart feeling each one. He had
disappeared after a silly argument, over what she couldn’t even
remember, and no one knew where he had gone. At thirty-two years
old, he had fled her life just as he had drifted into it, like some
dream. Five decades later here he was again, but now he wept. She
had never seen him weep before.

“Thom, can you tell me what happened?”

He nodded, then looked up. “You were so
pissed at me, so I got drunk. I can’t remember where I laid down,
but I musta passed out, Jesus Christ.” He gazed at her face. “I
dreamed about you, like this. I swear to God Andy, I was dreaming
of you the whole…”

He stroked her bobbed hair, then caressed
her cheek. His hand remained, like touching reality. “Andy, my God,
your eyes, they’re just the same.”

She smiled. “Thom, you’re just as big a
liar…”

“No, I mean it, I…” Then he shivered, as if
authenticity was a slap along his face. “Oh Christ, what the hell’s
happened to me?”

She scooted closer, wishing for some answer.
She didn’t disbelieve any of it, for she knew this man, he had not
changed. She had, and everything else too, but within her heart and
mind, the time with Thom Sugerman was as fresh as yesterday. She
glanced at the vases, flowers so lively, just like who she sat next
to. He leaned into her. “Andy, what’s going on?”

“I don’t know honey, I have no idea.”

He took her face in his hands, searching for
what, she wondered, truth, lies, anything that might explain lost
years. He had slept off one hell of a drunk, far longer than Rip
Van Winkle, Andrea considered, as he moved toward her face.

What did he see? Her voice was croaky, her
skin baggy, her teeth… She giggled, those were still her own, but
everything else was another woman. “Thom, what’re you doing?”

“What, huh?” He backed away, but still held
her face. “Andy, I, I…”

She smiled, as if no time had slipped from
their grasp. He was still amorous, she was edgy. But instead of it
being due to her youth, now it was because she was older than
him.

“Thom, you need some…” Had he actually been
unconscious for the last fifty years, and if so, where? “Honey,
where again did you wake up?”

“About a mile from here, in some barn, but
it was like this place, new. Christ Andy, is this really 2012?”

The numbers were slow coming off his tongue,
and she nodded. “Yeah, 2012. Been easier to say it since 2010,
don’t have to say two thousand whatever anymore.”

“Two thousand, two thousand…”

She patted his hand. She had turned
seventy-two that day, and what kind of present was this? “Thom, are
you tired?”

“What, oh yeah. God, I’m beat.”

She nodded. “All right, let me make up the
sofa. No beds upstairs, grandkids don’t spend the night
anymore.”

She stood, but he took her hand. His eyes
were huge, and hopeful. “Andy, you really gonna make me sleep on
the sofa?”

“My God Thom, are you serious?”

“Do you still, I mean…”

“What?” she said, hands on hips. “Do I still
what?”

“Love me?”

She closed her eyes, wanting to fall into
the floor. She gripped the chair, took a breath. “Oh for God’s sake
Thom, you don’t expect…”

“Don’t make me sleep alone, please. Oh Andy,
Christ, sit down!”

Instead he held her close, his warm strong
arms like those of her grandchildren, but with a different need.
What did he see, who did he think she was? “Thom, my God, oh
Thom.”

He had started crying again, this time
releasing a flood. She struggled to reach the living room, where
they plopped onto the couch, his weeping deep and anguished. Andrea
cradled him, shedding a few tears of her own.

 


He fell asleep on the sofa, an old tattered
afghan over him. His boots were on the floor, and once he was out,
Andrea inspected them, her heart skipping; she had bought these
shoes for his thirty-first birthday. She had been twenty-one, and
he had needed new boots. The ten years between them seemed
erroneous; she was responsible, he was reckless.

Yet, he had taught her how to love a man,
lessons not difficult. Her mother hadn’t approved, and until Andrea
was twenty, they met on the sly, slipping away from church, which
he only attended to get on her mother’s good side. He always left
before communion, and once Andrea had taken the bread and wine, she
exited the building instead of rejoining her family. Her father
never spoke of it, but her mom…

They had been so relieved when he never
returned, and when Carl began knocking on the door, they couldn’t
get Andrea married off fast enough. That had been two years later,
and nine months after that Samantha arrived. In the mid-1960s
children right after marriage wasn’t an issue. And by then Andrea
was almost twenty-five years old.

She knew why Thom mistook Laurel for her,
and no one had called her Andy since he left, since that argument,
the point of which she still couldn’t remember. Thom hadn’t
mentioned the topic either. He had assumed Laurel was his lover, an
honest mistake, if this night was to be believed. Andrea
half-expected to come down in the morning to an empty sofa. If
nothing else, seventy-two had started with a bang.

But he was real, her daughters and
grandchildren had seen him. Justin looked ready to slug him, but
Juss might have been in for a surprise; Thom had a mean left hook,
although he was wobbly, probably would have gone right down. But he
wouldn’t have forgotten it, and at their next encounter, Juss would
have seen stars. Their next encounter; Andrea clucked softly, then
stepped away from the couch. Just how long was Thom going to be
around?

She stood still, trying to reason his
presence. Was it magic, some act of God? Had time really stopped
for this man, would the authorities haul him away and she would
never see him again? Her heart stopped; then as she took a large
breath, he flopped over onto his back. She eyed him from head to
those bare feet, his socks stuck in the boots. He wasn’t overly
smelly, like he had slept off a binge. She walked around the coffee
table, and picked up one shoe, sniffing inside; she had bought real
leather boots for him. She still knew the scent of his feet, of all
of him. She shook her head, placing the shoe back on the worn
carpet. Then she turned for the stairs, heading for bed.

 


She woke first, finding him facing the back
of the couch, snoring loudly. She smiled, then nearly shouted;
Laurel sat at the kitchen table, looking pensive.

“Good lord honey, you scared me to
death!”

Laurel stood, leading Andrea to a chair.
Then she peered around the corner. “Grandma, who the hell is that
guy?”

“You make any coffee yet?”

“Grandma…”

“Start some coffee honey. I need some
joe.”

In jerky movements Laurel did as she was
told, but Andrea was just as shaky from feelings not conjured since
right after Carl died. A widow at sixty-two wasn’t that old, but
she wasn’t a filly either, some odd stretch of years that to anyone
younger looked like a vast field of emptiness. Sexual barrenness,
Andrea sniffed. That sound caused Laurel to turn her way.

“What?” Andrea asked.

“Grandma…”

“Coffee first.”

Laurel clucked, which made her grandmother
smile. Then Thom choked, and Andrea nearly got up. They had slept
together all night only a few times, and he had made that sound
when he was close to waking. But she needed a few minutes with just
Laurel, not that Andrea had any idea of what she was going to tell
her.

As the coffee brewed, Andrea closed the door
to the living room. Mostly to keep the scent of coffee away from
him, also to give the women some privacy. Laurel didn’t even let
the pot fill, liquid dripping right into the cups. Both women took
it black, and Laurel brought the mugs straight to the table, then
reached for her grandmother’s hands. “All right, coffee’s cooling.
Now who is he?”

Andrea stroked young fingers, then placed a
soft kiss on Laurel’s knuckles. Laurel sighed. “Grandma, you can
tell me anything.”

“Can I?”

Laurel glanced at the closed door. “You know
all my secrets.”

For the first time, Andrea wasn’t staring at
a child. “I suppose I do. But you won’t believe me if I tell you,
so…”

“Grandma,” Laurel smiled.

“Honey, anyone else know about your
baby?”

Laurel looked away, shaking her head.

“That’s what I thought. And that’s fine,
it’s your private business. That man in there, he’s my private
business. Now I’ll tell you, if you really wanna know. But like I
said, you won’t believe me and…”

“Of course I’ll believe you.”

Andrea rolled her eyes.

“Grandma, what? Is he a criminal or
something, or…” She giggled, then cut it off. “Did Grandpa, you
know…”

“Did he what?”

Laurel sniffed her coffee, then tried the
edge. “Did Grandpa, oh God, I can’t even say it.”

“Did he have an affair? You think Thom is
Carl’s illegitimate child?”

Laurel’s nod was slight, her eyes on her
coffee.

“No, he’s not Carl’s illegitimate son.”
Andrea snorted, then smiled. “Although that’s a great excuse, maybe
what I’ll tell people.”

“Grandma…”

“Laurel, you won’t believe the truth. Let’s
just go with that. Carl had an affair and…”

“Grandma!”

“Well, it sounds plausible.” It was probably
the only rationale any of them would accept. Thom was some lost
soul, and Andrea sighed. This wasn’t what she had wanted to do that
day. She hadn’t planned to go fishing either, had thought she might
watch an old movie, or maybe one not so old, so many channels, but
nothing good was ever on. Instead she was going to try explaining
how a man from 1962 had turned up at her house…

Laurel stood, then pointed to the door.
Andrea turned to Thom in his bare feet, otherwise dressed as he was
last night, gaping at Andrea’s granddaughter.

 


Laurel helped the unstable man to a chair,
his eyes all over her. He looked to Andrea, then asked for coffee.
Laurel brought him a cup, black like theirs. He sipped it slowly,
which made Andrea smile. “You always drank it so hot.”

He nodded, then gazed at the young woman.
“I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t mean to frighten you, any of
you.”

Andrea grasped his hand, then looked at
Laurel. “It was just unexpected, for everyone.”

He nodded, then gripped her hand. “I’m gonna
get my boots.”

“We’ll be here.”

He stood, giving Laurel another look. Then
he left the room. Andrea heard him mumbling to himself. Then he
headed up the stairs. “Probably forgot to pee,” she said.

Laurel nodded, then stared at her
grandmother. “He looked at me like he
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