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…It smelled like a
refinery up there. Whoever was throttling it was going to town with
it, the diesel smoke was as thick as fog. Three guys were yelling
at each other, pulling on the bumper, trying to steady it, Red,
Shaved, and a new guy with a baseball hat. There had to be a fourth
guy trying to unjam the accelerator (maybe?-why was the truck
racing forward like it had a mind of its own? I’ll never know) –
the door was open on the driver's side, so I couldn't see much of
anything up in the front. But I could see the license plate now,
upside down, over my head - California 9845BTRS - and I could see
we were apparently on some high, curvy bridge thing which
overlooked downtown maybe a mile or so away. I got up onto my one
knee, off the pavement. I pushed myself onto one leg. I edged away.
There wasn’t another car or other person in sight. Just the yelling
men, me hopping on one foot, and the possessed delivery
vehicle.

You know, the odd thing was,
the bridge curved up high, almost unnaturally, and in a circle, as
if it were a boomerang propped up on stilts in the middle, ready to
boomerang itself away from this crazy city and make its own way off
into the starry unknown and a new, exciting, city-free life. Weird.
And it sloped. Boy did it slope. It’s a good thing San Diego didn’t
get much snow, huh? We were at the top.

The truck was doing a
slow pirouette towards the water, a long, long, long ways
down…

 


from the story Night Streets.
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FOREWORD

 


You wouldn’t notice it unless you were
consciously looking for it (which perhaps was the intention) but
once you realize what you’ve found, when you’re standing on the
buckling sidewalk, looking up at a Niagara waterfall of concrete
embellishment rearing above you, well, let’s just say it’s a little
hard to miss. But what is it?

Look at it. A new, poured-concrete apartment
block, a sort of Spanish Baroque Special Units Architectural
Assault Force of massive pediments, heroic architraves, triumphal
arches, fountain-filled patios, faux bell towers, rivers of red
ceramic tile roofs pouring down from every direction, all of it,
every wildly ornamented piece of it, firmly fastened together with
six story colonnades wrapping around the entire complex. This
California retro newcomer recently arose a couple of blocks away
from me and my very modest house. Color me surprised.

Our neighborhood of tiny Deco bungalows from
the Twenties and Thirties didn’t have a chance. Yes, that frothy
bubbling concrete apartment block is, in fact, architecture you’d
expect to see at a World’s Fair from the turn of the last century,
not something you’d want to find in a politely decaying inner city
suburb, but somehow it squeezed by the zoning boards (and the rest
of us – where and when were all the neighborhood meetings? - all
the citizens group’s input committees? - all the petitions and
notices? - we were, all of us, obviously asleep at the wheel), and
it sprouted like a stucco-covered fungi.

The Beast (that’s what we call it) appeared
as if out of thin air a couple of years ago, at the end of a rainy
winter, just at the beginning of a foggy spring, on a lot that had
hosted a bowling alley – a mostly-abandoned, once-popular,
round-cornered, neon-festooned Deco concoction that had been
politely decaying for so many, many years in that spot, that no one
who lived here could remember it not being randomly open at various
hours of the day, on that same corner, in exactly that same
condition. We thought it immortal. We were wrong. Nothing is
immortal.

But why bring all of that up now? It’s in the
past, isn’t it? What’s done is done.

Yes, now we have to learn to live with it,
somehow.

We have a Spanish Renaissance gateway
ponderously and authoritatively dancing over our heads every
morning. In the light from the rising sun it looks as if it were a
door to another dimension.

It is a beast, truly. Untamed. Beautifully
wild. It is life. It has its own agenda. You wouldn’t want to turn
your back on it. But I’m being silly, aren’t I?

The Beast has, of course, proper setbacks,
xeriscaping, and a modest, self-effacing presence on the corner of
a busy boulevard and a quiet side street (the last sentence, of
course, is from the sales brochure for the condos being sold
there). But it is true to some extent – maybe the city made them do
it - you really don’t see The Beast because they left a lot of
those big Eucalyptus trees standing everywhere, up and down both
blocks of the corner it sits on.

In other words, it hides.

What is it hiding?

Well, I had to stop by, just to check it out.
So I went. Carefully.

In the elevator lobby, I saw 12 pictures, all
in a row, all on one wall. And beneath it, on a shelf, many copies
of the same small book containing reproductions of the 12 pictures
with 12 stories to go along with them. I took one. It was some kind
of promotional literature. Later that day, I wrote this note to the
management telling them how I felt. They thanked me (The Beast is
nothing if not polite) and said they might include my note in
future printings of their little book, if I would give them the
permission to do so. I did. And they did. So, if you’re reading
their book, and reading my note, it (and I – frightening thought –
how did I let this happen?) must be a part of The Beast now, in a
manner of speaking, and, well, now you’re seeing the same pictures
I saw and now you’re reading the same stories I read too.

So, you tell me. What is The Beast?
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WOMAN WITH YELLOW UMBRELLA
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Jolene never told anyone the first time she
saw the angel.

There was a scratchy towel. It had a hole in
it. Just big enough to put her small hand through. And there was
sand. Squirming through the hole. White and slippery. It ran away
when you grabbed at it. She listened and she looked and she pushed
the sand away from her, when it crept out of its hole, she pushed
it back, way back, where it was supposed to go. It was a lot of
work. But someone had to do it.

What else could she do? She was just a baby,
but she still had responsibilities, even back then. It was, maybe,
her first memory of this earth – that globe spinning through
confusion, suffering and delight we all cling to in fierce
desperation although we’d be hard-pressed to say why exactly. The
earth, the globe, it all fell on her, all at once, all at the same
moment. And she remembered it.

Air. Brightness. Gold. Green. Warm. Grassy
dunes, foam-flecked, blue surf stretching long and wide in front of
her, laid out as if it were a gift, pulled tight in front of her
admittedly unfocused eyes, an empty, expectant landscape of blurry,
shimmering morning light – and all it for Jolene. Just for her. She
was smiling to herself. She was alone. But she couldn’t enjoy it.
She had to work at the attacking, squirming sand problem. There was
no one else to do it. She didn’t complain. She didn’t fuss. She
worked.

Her mother had to have been nearby, surely.
But Jolene swears to herself (yes, she could be mistaken) that her
mother wasn’t there. Jolene remembers it very clearly – feeling
uncomfortable, curious, bored, irritated, patting at the aggressive
sand, tumbling over here, twisting over there, finally she fidgeted
clean off her beach towel right into the floury piles of sand grit
crouching everywhere along the towel’s edges, ready to spring,
fixing to eat the towel and gobble up Jolene up in their entirety.
Abruptly her towel work ended, right then and there and Jolene
found herself face first in an angry white hell and that’s where
she stayed.

Dirty grit up her nose, even more in her
mouth, she didn’t like it - who would? - she opened her mouth to
yell for her mother – a technique that had always worked in
situations like this in the past - and more powder poured its way
in. That puzzled her. And made her afraid. She wasn’t crazy afraid
yet, but she was getting close. She coughed. She opened her mouth
to yell. More sand found her and choked her. Now she decided to
panic. Jolene didn’t often yell, but this time she was going to do
it, yes she was. She tried to suck some air in, preparatory to a
heroic scream of fear, and more sand found its way inside instead.
She spit and gasped and tried again and again and again and - no
luck for Jolene. She threw her head around, backward, forwards, to
each side, it did no good. She felt dizzy, funny, she didn’t feel
happy. Not at all. There was plenty of air out there, she could
tell it was there, but none of it was getting to anywhere near
where Jolene needed it to go. Funny how you don’t appreciate a
thing until it’s gone, huh?

A shadow loomed over her. It went away. It
came back. Jo didn’t notice it much at first. She was too busy
trying to breathe.

Above and behind here she felt (more than
heard) a whispery flutter of soft, supple wings, she coughed and
wrinkled her noise at an unexpected smell of sappy, sweet spice.
Then the light left her, gone completely, and gray soft feathers
tickled her above, behind, below, from every side. There were
everywhere at once. Something changed. Air pushed its way into her
lungs again, her mouth surprised itself at being wet and dustless.
She laughed. She breathed and she laughed again. She dug her
fingers into soft cotton toweling, found the hole again with her
fat fingers, rested easily on it, neatly on her back – she was
athletic even back then - and balanced herself exactly in the
center of a field of friendly, clean, yellow cotton stripes. The
sun was shining. The breeze was warm. She wasn’t afraid at all
anymore.

Later, other hands, familiar hands wrapped
her favorite blanket, the one that smelled sharp and clean like
wash day, around her tubby legs and tucked her dimpled chin in and
nibbled at her ears with the sound she loved the best – “Jo Jo
Jo.”

And that was that.

It wasn’t anything special. It just was. It
was hers. The wings, the feathers, the spice, the tickles.
Jolene’s. So she didn’t talk about it. You’ve got to have some
things that are secrets that you can keep all to yourself, and not
blab first thing you did to every person you met and so that’s what
Jolene did with her first experience with an angel and that’s all
there was to it. That’s it. Everyone saw angels, Jolene was pretty
sure about that, it’s just no one, apparently, wanted much to talk
about them. So neither did Jolene. That’s how Jolene saw it. It was
a plan. It worked for her. That was her memory of her first
angel.

 


~ ~ ~

 


The second time with the angel, well, she
kept that a secret too.

Afterwards she could never look at a pair of
mittens again. And the winter, it became a season that was spoiled
for Jolene Ann. Utterly destroyed. Truth is, she tried not think
about any of them all too much. Angels were becoming something
unavoidable. She didn’t like it. It made her feel oppressed by a
constant plague of immanent divinity. She read something like that
someplace. Jolene thought it applied to her situation,
especially.

Angels were different. They weren’t like us.
They had their own ways. And Jo had hers. And the two did not mix
very well. She was finding that out the hard way.

The second angel, well, Jolene was older
then. And the older Jolene got, the less Jolene said. All manner of
secrets were coming easier and easier to her. Secrets were as
natural as breathing. To Jolene’s way of thinking, the more you
talked, the more people had hooks to snag you and drag you off to
places you didn’t want to go. Jolene wasn’t about to let that
happen. Jolene saw what they were doing. She was too smart for
them. She kept angels to herself. She kept generally to herself.
She kept quiet.

Yes, Jo was silent and calm as she grew up,
allergic to fusses, arguments, and loud voices, vigilantly
navigating her simple days in wide circles around and away from the
bounding people surging about her. She spent a lot of time each day
trying to squeeze her small self in between their ricocheting
bodies trying to find a place to go and rest easy. Brothers and
sisters, moms and dads, aunts and uncles and cousins popped up
everywhere. Busy, loud, rough - it was just too much for Jolene.
Peace was best. It just made sense. That was just Jo’s way.

“JoJo, now you just stay put up there until
supper's set, you hear?”

That from her ma downstairs in the warm, red
and white kitchen, but nobody had to tell Jolene twice to stay put.
No one had to tell her to settle down in one place and get
comfortable and feel safe. She knew how to do that. She was
patient. Not like her siblings.

A brother and a sister or two - or maybe
three - would rapid-fire fly past her – resembling kid-sized rocks
discharged from a six-foot tall demonic slingshot – and they would
yell harshly as they flew “Ma, Bobby hit me on the arm again”, and
“Give it back! Give it back I’m telling!” and “You best bet you’ll
be sorry!” In situations such as those, Jolene could only shrink
into the corners, disappear into the faded, orange wallpaper,
evaporate and turn into tongue-less dust, sprinkled in a breathless
Jolene-shaped pile, deposited in a forgotten closet and wait. That
was a lot of her life - waiting out the fury and bluster of the
latest family storm – hoping it would pass entirely over her and
move on – listening to it distantly, bursting onto another
unsuspecting room of their house, bringing only torment and
disorder to all who sat there and didn’t have the sense to hide
like her.

So Jolene learned – you blend and wait, blend
and wait.

And it worked.

In a second everyone would be outside or
downstairs again, and Jolene would be back to smiling into her
large rectangle of sunlight warming her little wedge of afternoon,
pushing her fingers carefully into the frayed carpet and squeezing
the fuzzy pile gently in and out of her small fists. Quiet was her
best friend back then, as she remembered it.

But that wasn't where she saw the angel.

No, it wasn’t. As she already mentioned,
Jolene still didn’t like to think about it. Although Jolene for the
most part liked to sit and think quietly to herself about all kinds
of things. Maybe more than was needful. Maybe more than was
healthful. Still she did it. People noticed her doing it. “JoJo,
why you just sit there all the time, all silent and still-like?”
one of her loud siblings would ask in a hurry, going (once again)
from some important place in the house to another, leaving before
Jolene could even answer with her quiet voice and short, but
careful explanations.

They noticed. But they didn’t notice a lot,
and they didn’t notice for long.

It got lonely sometimes for Jolene. It
did.

And yes, Jolene may not have talked much, but
when she did, she made sure it counted. She made sure it meant
something.

You see, when Jolene was doing some
explaining, Jolene always imagined she was talking the way her dad
did, when he was doing some explaining. Dad said you had to be
mindful when you described things. Dad said one wrong step, one
sentence put wrongfully in front of another, even one word uttered
out of place, and the whole thing would just fall apart, right in
front of your eyes - fall to pieces and you’d be days getting it
back together again, orderly and correct and understandable. Dad
was serious about talking. So Jolene didn’t say too much.

Jolene and Dad were the quiet ones in the
family. The careful ones. The ones you could trust to get things
done right the first time. Not like the others. Especially not like
her ma. Ma was always commenting on some thing or other and was
doing a hundred things at once. Of course, with a big family, there
was always a hundred things to do, every minute of every day, and
ma was the one who had to do it, that’s true. Still, her mom was a
little too active and talkative for Jolene, and she loved her
quiet, sad dad and their slow, measured, and infrequent
conversations. A person had to know what you wanted to say before
you said it. You had to be careful. She knew it. Dad knew it. They
were a pair. Two peas in a pod.

In fact, it was not unknown for Jo to stumble
at, over, on top of, and through an important explanation in front
of her dad, just so he would get another chance to do his crooked
smile, his arching eyebrows (Jo loved to watch her dad maneuver his
bushy eyebrows around his face), and start up that wrinkling thing
he did with his big nose, telling her to slow down, start at the
beginning, think about what she wanted to say, get him interested.
She knew what she wanted to say. She wanted to tell her Dad that
she loved him, bigger than the sky was blue, she wanted to stay in
that house forever and take care of him and love him and be loved
and that would be enough. But it never happened. The appropriate
time didn’t occur. While she waited for the perfect moment, Jolene
made do with saying it all with her bright blue eyes. She
telegraphed it, from her irises directly into his. She hoped he got
her message.

But back to the angel.

She had red hair. Jolene could still see and
accurately describe to this day that living, joyful kind of hair
flowing backwards and upwards, flipping over the angel's shoulders
spilling over her front and splashing off to either side of her
face. Jolene couldn't really remember the color of her skin, or the
exact color of her eyes, but if you looked into those angelic eyes
long enough (a second would do) you would feel as if you were
falling, falling, falling deep into a something – usually not a
scary something – no, it was an entirely different something - a
kind of meaningful, strange and comfortable, yet uncomfortable
something. And this something that was waiting there, it was
waiting especially for you. Just for you and only for you. You just
knew it. You did. As soon as you saw those eyes.

The angel had wings of course. The wings were
broad and covered the whole sky and were colored in patches – some
parts gray-blue, soft and pure as a dove's chest, and some other
parts fluffy white, bold and terrifying as a summer afternoon’s
storm cloud. You expected to see lightning, hear thunder. Her body
was some transparent color, but her hands were warm and lined and
used to hard work, same as Jolene’s mother's. In fact, they looked
a lot alike, the angel and Jolene’s mother. Their hands, that
is.

The angel appeared over Dalton's Department
Store downtown one December morning before Christmas, smiling
conspiratorially at Jolene and putting a single finger to her lips,
her bottomless eyes twinkling (Jolene remembered the twinkling
especially, she hadn't ever considered angels as possessing a sense
of humor before, especially in the eyes). The angel swooped down
upon Jolene and her mother and a couple of brothers and sisters on
the wind-swept corner of Fifth and DeLaporte and Jolene naturally
reached up to touch her hair and see if it was as soft and silky as
it looked. Her collar pulled back, she remembered that, the cold
scraped against her neck and ears - a frozen nail file, frosty
sandpaper, it hurt to be honest, she’d forgotten her scarf again.
She remembered that too. Jolene stepped a few feet forward, letting
her new yellow mittens with the puppies on them drop into the dirty
ice-and-salt-crusted gutter, keeping her eyes up on the swooping
angel as best she could.

She remembered two familiar hands twisting
and yanking her backwards with as much gentleness as you would
handle a sack of potatoes being thrown into a dark corner of the
pantry on Big Shopping Day, and really loud horns and a high
whining, whistling sound, and a wall of metal and color coming
towards her and her ma, magically at her side, no, maybe in front
of her (or was she in back of her?), yelling, screaming something
in a voice Jolene had never, ever heard her use before. Her
brothers and sisters told and retold the story, but no matter how
many times they told it, Jolene couldn't ever remember exactly what
happened next. She couldn’t. It was true. No matter what anyone
else said. That was where the story in her head always stopped. She
couldn't recall. No matter how hard she tried. She couldn’t. She
couldn’t. It was the truth.

Jolene was in the hospital for a month and a
half. Everyone visited her. Even the bus driver visited her. But
her ma didn’t visit her. She never saw her ma again. She missed the
funeral. She didn’t even hear about it until she got home.

And she never, ever forgave the angel.

 


~ ~ ~

 


That was over forty years ago. Forty years.
Two words. Such tiny drips and drops of words – how could they hold
such a flood of time? They couldn’t. It was too much. It was all
too much.

I will not cry. I won’t.

And whatever had happened to her, to happy,
trusting little Jo? How did she go from the corner of Fifth and
DeLaporte to where she was (wherever the heck was she anyways?)
right here, right now?

Her head felt buoyant. It bobbed. It bounced.
She was dazed. Sand was in her clothes, in her hair, in her face.
It made no sense.

No. No crying.

“How did I get to here?”

She whispered it, she asked, she begged, but
would there ever be an answer for her, for Jo? No. No one would
answer. She was alone. That’s what alone meant. No one answers you,
Jolene, if you’re alone. When will you ever learn that? When?

Jolene blinked and wiggled her eyebrows and
tried to get the sand out of them. No crying. None. Forty years and
fourteen rounds of Chemo ago (not to mention round number fifteen
about to start), and there had been more of the red-haired angel,
more than once, and that was too many times really, but nothing
ever changed did it, and Jolene had never, ever really wanted to
talk about it - well only to one person, maybe two, but she was
still pretty sure she didn’t want to talk about it - and who knew,
maybe there were more angels to come, maybe more unplanned, random
life changes ahead of her, so why complain now? Who could possibly
know how to conduct their life with angels on the loose in the
middle of it?

And what would she say, really, if she
started unburdening? If someone actually listened to Jolene’s
trials and tribulations? What? What? How unjust it all was? How
unfair? Don’t make her laugh.

She spit sand out of the side of her
mouth.

Look, the world was unfair, no getting around
it, you just made do with what you got, improvising some kind of
dance that worked, worked with whatever you had and whatever they
sent your way - including the occasional angel, of course - until
there was nothing left to dance around or about, until there was
nothing to make the inevitable pain stop.

And after that, well, after that, when there
was nothing left, well then, well you… what? What do you do Jo? You
did something else. Something else to make the pain stop. Something
else so that you can get through the day to get through the night
to get through the next day. Something less like a band aid and
more like an amputation. A slicing off. A pain-ectomy. Cutting off
the pain and the nothingness, and well, everything, entirely. A
more permanent something. A something that worked, that gave you
results. That kind of something. A permanent solution. That’s what
she needed. A lasting, permanent solution. A pain-free, permanent
and lasting solution.

She found herself shaking her head forcefully
back and forth trying to jar loose a raw and throbbing (but
increasingly familiar and bittersweet) train of thought. She
succeeded in getting herself even dizzier than she already was.
After a while, she stopped shaking her head. She looked around her,
a little embarrassed by her twitching and jerking.

She was alone, of course. She whispered that
to herself, small words, weak and lost in the wind blowing between
the dunes.

“No, that’s never any good either, pretending
life is all pain and broken promises. It’s not always that way. Not
always. Some promises are kept. Now, you know better, Jolene. It’s
just the chemo talking, that’s all.”

“Just the chemo talking.”

“It’s the chemo.”

“You know that.”

“No, no use talking about it. Absolutely
none.”

“Won’t change a thing, Jolene.”

“It certainly won’t change the fact you might
be lost.”

Well, Jolene didn’t want to think about that.
She didn’t want to think about anything. She was tired of thinking.
And compensating. And waiting, and wondering, and wanting. She’d
thought too much and too long lately. She’d decided to give herself
a think-vacation.

No thinking. None.

Because just now Jolene was not happy. Not at
all. She was lost. Better to admit it. She was tired. She was cold.
No, she was hot. Well, both. No, she was irritated with herself,
with life, with everything and everyone really, and anxious and
feeling a little nauseous – well, more than a little - and, to top
it all off, knew she was about to start crying. Again.

“I am not going to do it, I am not going to
start bawling, not here, not because of a walk from a parking lot
to a beach.” She talked out loud. She talked clear and careful, in
order to make it true. It order to fix it. Tight

She said “No. I won’t. I will not cry.”

At least she thought she had said it, clearly
and carefully. Had she? She couldn’t tell anymore. Was she talking
to herself? How could she know? She couldn’t, that’s how. How could
a person, alone, ever know? They couldn’t. That (of course) made
her want to cry.

“I can’t, - don’t even think about it. No.
No. No. I won’t.”

But then she did. She felt hot liquid tracks
betraying her, softening and washing away her resolve and willpower
(as they always did) and sliding their purposeful way earthwards
down both her sunburned cheeks. They melted her. She dissolved.
Right on the spot. A very familiar feeling, especially lately.
Jolene was left gasping, standing, swaying and waiting for the
short, welcome feeling of calm release that these crying jags
brought her. And it came, blessedly. Like it usually did. And she
felt release. For a moment. She did.

And it felt good.

Then she started hiccupping. And the
realization that crying was one of the few times nowadays that she
felt anything approaching hope or happiness made her even more
miserable and that brought on stronger hiccups, and then the
hiccups brought on more tears, and the tears stopped the hiccups,
but the tears also made her more hopeful. And then that started up
the hiccupping again. And Jolene was off and running. Round Number
Two.

Smiling lopsidedly, she looked upwards,
closing her eyes and rooting herself to her sandy spot, twitching
her flip-flops off and pushing her toes and heels into a puddle of
warm, floury white powder at her feet. She waited. She was good at
that. The emotional storm raged on, and Jolene felt a warm sun bake
her gently and softly dry, smoothing out her tear-lined face.

Quiet.

It felt good.

Except for the wind – which slapped at her
unmercifully and slung sand at her.

You know, chemo was one long (well-known to
her by now) hormonal rollercoaster of anger, then tears, then
exhaustion, then back to anger all over again. And she was always
tired. Always. She was a walking, one-woman mood-swing lately. She
ought to sell tickets. Or better yet, bottle the wild rides up and
down, and hawk them on the streets as the latest designer drug, the
new cocaine. What would it look like? Like small plastic bags of
tears, of course, Jolene tears.

That started her crying all over again.

Jolene, really!

The breeze continued to pester and needle her
mercilessly, she turned and turned mechanically, wiping away her
tears and trying to get out of the wind’s way. Both actions were
pointless. She began to wonder if she’d have enough energy to cart
all her stuff all the way to the beach and back to the parking lot
again – or even get it back to the car from here if she decided to
give up this National Geographic Expedition to the Atlantic
Ocean.

The more she thought about it, she really
didn’t know if she had the energy or not.

Could she get back?

Could she? What if she couldn’t? Then for a
moment, squeezing her eyes shut to concentrate on this situation,
she couldn’t remember what in God’s creation she was doing in the
middle of a bunch of sand hills on this particular afternoon,
dragging piles of things around here and there.

Why was she here?

Why?

There had to be a reason.

But her mind was a total blank.

Where was she?

Another vicious whip of the wind, and Jolene
had just about had it with the wind. That did it. Enough was
enough.

Lurching into action, she swatted violently,
but precisely at the sly, obnoxious blasts of fine, white particles
of mineral which seemed determined to gum her eyelids together and
give her exposed arms and face a thorough, impromptu dermabrasion,
- as if she, Jolene, were a paying customer at a fantastically
malevolent outdoor spa.

She swatted backwards, flinging both hands
around her head.

And then again, forwards and to the right,
across her nose and her eyes.

Anyone looking at her would wonder who this
crazy, crying lady was, and why she was being attacked by angry
beach-bees. Or maybe beach-wasps. Well, at least some kind of
dangerous stinging insect, but probably not annoying gusts of
beach-wind. They’d never guess the wind. Only mentally-imbalanced
people did that. Only deranged people, people who saw angels,
people who talked to themselves and didn’t know it, people who had
terminal diseases – only those kinds of people did things like
that.

She swatted and snuffled and shook her head
back and forth, felt the dizziness coming on and stopped the
shaking, squeezing her eyes shut and willing herself to a state of
calm.

“Don’t think. You’re on a think-vacation.
Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out. A think-vacation,
think-vacation.”

It wasn’t working. It was hard to take
herself seriously when she was making the same sounds a cartoon
steam locomotive did, pulling up a steep pastel-colored hill. Her
head was spinning.

Jabbing at the wind was obviously not a
helpful response to the situation at present, but there was an
aspect of it that was becoming immensely satisfying to her - no
matter where she punched, she hit the air every time, right on
target. She couldn’t miss. She was a non-stop success, totally in
control. It was wonderful. Breathing hard she tried out a few more
experimental jabs. The wind ignored her.

Where was she again?

Let’s see… This beach path she was shuffling
down curved to her left, branched about a thousand times and
continued winding its various ways right out of her sight, in every
direction. All she could see were dune tops ahead. That’s all she
could see to either side also. She thought she could hear surf
futilely pounding away at some much-abused, but distant shore, but
then, it could have just as easily have been her heart pounding in
her chest, self-righteously complaining about this last-minute
impulse to hike into sandy wastes.

So it’s a beach. How did she get here?

She looked towards where the car might have
been, but couldn’t see a parking lot. Sand, fence, and emaciated
grass greeted her on all sides. Paths twisted and recombined
merrily in back of her, in every direction. Her footsteps were
already being erased.

She continued jabbing absentmindedly,
straining to see something, hand on her forehead shading her eyes,
her bright orange-striped beach bag swinging awkwardly from her
elbow, squinting to see some landmark that would at least get her
in the general direction of safety and her parked car. But safety
was invisible, hidden now, off by itself, tucked away in a sandy
corner in a far away, sand-dune-surrounded lot, screened behind
devious, mind-numbingly complicated labyrinths of moving sand
hillocks.

She was lost.

Lost.

She tried to feel sad about it. But she
couldn’t. She didn’t feel anything about it.

That actually felt good.

She touched her cheeks. Oh. She was crying
again.

The wind scooted behind her and wrapped
around her ankles, circling her - a cat with sandpaper for fur.
Twisting to the left, in what she thought was an especially
energetic, and totally unexpected move on her part, she began a
wild upward swat, truly heroic, and then thought better of it (she
was actually getting tired of the swatting), but stopped too late,
way too late.

She managed somehow (it was just her luck
too) to trip on her ridiculously heavy umbrella - the one that she
had been doggedly dragging for what seemed miles - and to topple
over dramatically and finally. She disappeared from sight. Not
without a prodigious grunt of surprise first, and not without a
spectacularly theatrical crash. It was a good imitation of a great
oak being felled in a medieval forest of long ago. One second the
massive she-oak was there. The next second, she wasn’t.

Her majestic arc downward was arrested by a
crumbling, sun-blanched, slatted fence - a fence that slowly, and
with a certain amount of grace and generous consideration for her
un-athletic frame, crumpled and shattered into dozens of pieces,
depositing her carefully, face-up on a pillow of warm, sloping sand
under the bright, open September sky.

Suddenly it was very quiet.

The wind died down immediately, and a heavy
hush, an almost abashed silence fell on her and on the dunes. The
indian summer heat was a heavy blanket bundling her up for a long
winter’s nap. She blinked for a few moments, breathing heavily. She
frowned. She started mentally feeling around her body for broken
bits and pieces of herself, eventually coming to the conclusion
that the majority of her middle-aged parts were in as good a
working order as they had been thirty seconds earlier, and started
laughing instead of crying – a thing which surprised her.

How long had it been since she’d really
stopped and let the constant buzzing in her head evaporate and
allowed a stillness to condense inside her instead? It felt to
Jolene that it had been a long time. Years. Decades. Centuries. A
very long time.

She closed her eyes and lay in the sun – for
just a few more minutes – her belongings scattered about her in the
dunes - an explosion in the beach supplies department of a
drugstore with one female mannequin lying motionless in the center
of it all. Quite the sight.

She stretched and lay and breathed.

It felt right, somehow.

She still didn’t know where she was.

Her eye was twitching, and there were sand
flies buzzing in her wig. She thought she could hear footsteps
approaching. She ought to get herself up, she definitely
should.

But she didn’t.

She was hopeful. And that was odd. The
thought came to her, (it was crazy, but she already knew she was
crazy) that if she stayed very, very still, what she thought might
be possible, what she imagined she was struggling to be hopeful
for, well, it might all materialize, right in front of her face,
and then Jolene could make a grab for it. She might still be saved.
Safe at least. Safer. She’d settle for that. Whatever form it took.
Assurance. Surety. Protection. Really, Jolene didn’t want much. She
didn’t want a lot. She’d settle for even a little. She assumed an
appropriately expectant mental attitude, and waited for the dews of
peace and quiet and salvation to rain down abundantly upon her.

But that’s not what she got.

Instead, as usual, random memories bubbled
and boiled on the surface of her consciousness. It wasn’t dew. But
it was better than weeping.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Sometimes she remembered the farm. When she
could. Those impossibly light-filled, boundless summer hours. Days
and days of them. Crumbly smells of old wood, cool iron smells of
pump water. The prickly smell of fresh baled hay, stacked in
unlikely towers of scratchy green blocks in her grandpa Dunne’s
barn (her mom’s father). Heavy country air soaked to slopping over
with a syrupy, spicy smell she could taste all the way in the back
of her mouth. Languid summer days, purple-shadowed afternoons, long
comfortable evenings, loud crickets, silent spiders catching
frantic moths by the back door light over hushed
porch-conversations with her gram Dunne after supper. It was
special. It was hers. Shelling peas, shucking corn, and whatever
and whatnot and all - and oh, everything - all of it – every bit of
it was pure, unadulterated heaven. Heaven. Always.

Anyways, that’s how Jolene remembered it, it
was her life, she could remember it any way she wanted to.

Jo had a secret self back then, back there,
only Jo could see her, and she was Jo-Esmeralda (Esmeralda for
short), that was her name, you see. There was this person, named
Esmerelda who lived on the far away Dunne farm, green and bright as
an emerald, a being who lived at a location where it was always
summer and it was always humid, hot, and life was tremendously
interesting. Esmeralda stayed there always, just because she wanted
to. And Esmeralda liked her situation. Esmerelda led a loud,
confident life out under the hot, yellow sun each day and every day
and Esmerelda explored and worked and took a bath every night and
had muscles and got brown as a berry, brown as a nut, so much her
freckles almost disappeared and everyone loved her. Even Jolene.
And that was something because Jolene was hard to please. Jolene
was picky. Esmeralda wasn’t. Esmeralda didn’t have time for picky.
Esmeralda was too busy getting happy.

Jo-Esmerelda was not at all like Jolene. She
wasn’t like the Jo that left each spring and returned each fall to
the city, quiet and pale and skinny, who lived with her family
overflowing with excess and excessive people in their small red
brick and white-porched house. Esmeralda lived a free life, a safe
life, a connected life, life with a direction to it. Esmeralda
lived where there was room enough for a person to stay out of every
single other person’s way, all day long, if Esmeralda wanted it
that way. But Esmerelda also got watched over by people, and was
noticed and not lost in a crowd of brothers and sisters. In fact,
Esmerelda was never lost. She was never confused or tongue-tied.
Esmerelda knew things, and knew she knew them, and wasn’t afraid to
say she knew them. Esmeralda was heading places. She had plans. And
she was going to take Jo along with her.

Yes, that was Jo-Esmerelda.

Later, life was different and things changed
- much to Jolene’s misery, things have a tendency to do that in
this world - and the plans and places and direction and knowledge
faded and faded until you couldn’t hardly tell they’d even existed
before. Jolene watched it happen, hating it, helpless to change it
or slow it down.

First, all kinds of things shifted, all
together, abruptly, one year in the spring. Everything. All at
once. Her body changed. Her complexion changed. Her moods shot off
in random directions at just the wrong times, and people started
acting different towards her. Expecting new things. Frowning at old
things. It was complicated. It was perplexing. It wasn’t fair.

Second, Jo-Esmerelda just up that summer and
moved away. Far away. As in never-speaking-to-you-again so far
away.

Last year Esmeralda was running free - a wild
thing - all over the farm. This year, she was missing, gone. A
memory. Where? How? Why? Jolene didn’t have a clue. Esmerelda
skedaddled for parts unknown and left Jolene holding the feed bag
so to speak, all summer (and for the rest of her life, by the way),
confused and wary and worried and overworked. Her confidence and
self-reliance were all a thing of the past. The new Jolene learned
– she had to, right? – the hard way - how to be Jolene all over
again – just Jolene, just her secretive self, shy and scared and
alone, and angry as all get out with a new, half-grown-up body to
boot. She learned how to be alone with the Jolene newness, and
learned she did not like it. She did not like it at all. It was not
something she would’ve asked for. No. Not that anyone had ever
asked her at all. Where was an angel when you needed one, huh?

And Jolene learned to loath all those
familiar smells, all the farm odors, and her boring life, and the
endless work on the farm during summers and how it got too hot and
how much she sweated and how it got too quiet and how lonely she
became and how embarrassing it was to be so, well, rural. She spend
more and more time up at the farm. Less and less down in the city.
At some point it became a year-round thing. She didn’t know why. It
just happened. The farm was always the same, all the time, all day
long, every day. Sweet day in the morning! – as her granma Dunne
used to say – her life was coming to a complete stop. When would
something finally happen to Jolene? When would life happen to
Jolene? When?

Well, Jo ought to have been more careful
about what she wished for. Yes, it was true, too true.

She graduated from high school, a graduating
class of nineteen, from her enthusiastic but tiny rural school and
no one even asked her if she wanted to go to college. In fact,
being the youngest child, she found herself politely shoved into a
spare bedroom, staying at home and helping out her aging parent. It
all happened to fast. She can’t exactly remember when and how she
agreed to it.

And everyone said it was for the best. Jolene
even said it was for the best. She said the words. Out loud. But
inside she didn’t say them. She hated them inside. Jolene hated
even more that she was the only one who ended up choosing to stay
home (well, home at their granpa’s farm house - they’d had to move
somewhere, didn’t they, after dad got cancer? - after they lost
their old red brick house in the city? - yes, they did – and guess
who did most of the moving? - one guess who did all that work –
just one). It was hard, of course. But it wouldn’t be forever,
right? And she thought it couldn’t get much worse. But she was
wrong.

Granpa Dunne died. Granma Dunne died. And
that was how Jolene got left high and dry up in the hills living
alone with her dad with a big farm and a big house to take care of.
No one even asked her if she wanted to help out. No sirree. They
just shoved Jolene in the direction of work and said – there you
are girl, get at it.

That’s how it goes for people who are quiet
and keep to themselves. People do a lot of your deciding for
you.

For months and years afterwards, sometimes,
lying in the tall grass, exhausted from another long day of farm
chores and nursing chores and managing tenant-farmer chores and
whatever other chores the farm and life would saddle her with,
Jolene would will the angel to descend to her. Just for her. She’d
frown and she’d concentrate on a specific patch of blue above her
and focus a powerful beam of “please” at it and then she’d bite her
lip and close her eyes and will it six more times (for a total of
seven, which was her lucky number), and then she’d open her eyes
and she’d just wait.

That is, until the rain hit, or the light
faded, she would wait. Jolene would watch for the angel to appear
(why wouldn’t she appear? – she’d done it before), looking for a
speck of color wafting - angels do that, they waft - the angel
would waft graciously, towards Jolene, downwards from on high,
down, down through the late afternoon thunderheads piling and
spilling and rumbling over the blue mountains in the distance, and
Jolene would see her and wait for her.

Jolene was sure that was how it would happen,
that was the direction from which she’d arrive – from the west. It
was a feeling she had. So she went with it. She would watch for the
angel, who would drift over, fluttering towards Jolene with her
ever-twinkling, humorous angel eyes of indeterminate color, darting
here and there, tenderly motioning Jolene to come, come, and
finally floating Jolene and herself off, swiftly and softly, to a
new life, a life far, far away from farming and nursing, somehow
leaving everyone, including Jolene, happy and content with their
divinely instigated new living situations. The sun would set, and
that would be that.

Unfortunately, that never happened.

Which brings up the awkward question - what
exactly, then, is an angel good for?

Jolene would really like to know the answer
to that.

Anyways…

Other times, of an afternoon, lying in the
grass in the lower pasture, she’d stare at the blue sky and hate
it. She hated the clouds above her and the grass underneath her and
the old house on the hill and sometimes that felt better than
willing the angel to descend. It was certainly more dependable –
the hating that is. It always got her riled up. She didn’t know how
much longer she could take it - staying there, taking care of a
sick dad, scraping by on their tiny pension, doing the necessary
things of daily life without going absolutely, positively mad.

She would, you know. Insanity was just around
the corner. It was just down the hall, a short trip away, a few
footsteps really. Stark, raving, bonkers, cuckoo mad and she felt
she was going to explode and then they would be sorry. Wouldn’t
they? Huh? Wouldn’t they? You bet they would.

Lying in her bed at night, tossing and
turning, thinking, unable to sleep, she felt she could sympathize
completely with a fox or a wolf or mountain lion that got its leg
caught in a hunter’s trap and gnawed it off during the night to get
themselves free before morning. It all made sense. A gnawed-off leg
during the night was the smallest price Jolene would pay to get the
chance to start her life over in the morning for real. A very small
sacrifice. Tiny in the greater scheme of things.

She felt, deep in the ocean depths of a
sleepless midnight, if she didn’t get away from this farm and this
house and her family soon she’d start screaming and screaming and
would scream so loud and so long she wouldn’t be able to stop
screaming. That would show them. That would show everyone. Then
they’d wish they would have listened to her. The clean, white
padded wagon with the burly, but handsome attendants would pull up,
she’d be carted off in a bright white strait-jacket with the siren
screaming and Jolene screaming and then they’d all visit her on
Sundays and she’d be yelling in a muffled, strangled kind of way
(she’d be hoarse by then) and everyone would be crying and carrying
on and apologizing for how insensitive they’d been to her, and then
they’d regret it, probably for the rest of their natural lives.
But, by then, of course, it would be too late, way too late,
wouldn’t it?

Oh, if only they’d listened while there’d
still been time. If only…

Then she’d let her eyes close for only ten
minutes or so and right away light and flies buzzing would be
waking her up, and it would be morning already and the sky would
gleam a distressingly bright pink in the east before the sun came
up, and the predictable, non-stop busy-ness of her life would
overwhelm her again for another day, drowning all her pathetic
internal cries to be saved until the evening hit her smack between
the eyes as if it were a screen door some laughing someone had
slammed deliberately into her surprised and confused face.

That was her new life.

And, as it turned out, Jolene didn’t go
crazy.

Yes, life stumbled on, one, long day after
another.

And Jolene complained a lot.

And she watched the skies.

Then, that last day, she was in the green
hell of farming life - the humidity had to have been 170 % - her
head hurt, it was stuffed so full with cottony, woolly
non-thoughts, and the light was so bright outside it hurt the
insides of her eyes, and she felt sick.

The whole day she felt teetering on the brink
of throwing up. It was useless. It wouldn’t work. No matter how
often she ran all the old debates she’d had with her dad over the
years again and again in her headache-filled head, she never got
him to understand, ever. She fanned herself in the heat, making
dinner, and thought furiously. She fought for herself, by herself.
And she lost, of course. She had to leave. She was going to leave.
She would leave. She was an adult. She had a right to choose.

No, the truth was, she was going to live on
this farm for the rest of her life. She’d probably die here.

Mashing the potatoes (viciously and furiously
– she admits that), she tried to get them (the points in her
arguments, not the potatoes) to line up, but they refused. As she
cut the green beans, the logic congealed, lumped together, jumbled
itself up and came out sideways, backwards, every which way but
forwards. It was the opposite of orderly - so much so that even
Jolene didn’t understand what she was trying to say or why she was
trying to say it. When she was frying the pork chops she tried
talking to him in her head. It hurt. That’s all she understood. It
hurt to leave. It hurt to stay. It hurt. All the time. Something
has to change, papa. I have to change something. Help me, papa,
help me.

But that was not how you explained things to
her father, to her hyper-organized dad – cool in his careful
approach to life’s troubles, appalled at self-imposed chaos based
on sentiment and feeling. He was one man that was not going to be
afraid of calling confusion for what it really was – just plain
laziness, pure and simple, an unwillingness to work.

Well, that was the old dad.

The new dad didn’t say much, he slept a lot,
sat up in his chair staring at nothing, it seemed as if he was
trying to will himself somewhere else, he rarely held her hand as
she read the evening paper to him, he held his body still and stiff
and correct and he avoided her eyes if she looked his way one too
many times in one night.

She wanted her dad to let her go. She wanted
him to say “Go on, live your own life, I’ve lived mine it’s your
turn.” She wanted him to look Jolene in the eyes with strength and
fierce pride and… what else? Concern? Worry? Love? – and say “Enjoy
the time God’s given you. I’ll be fine. I’ll be happy. Don’t worry
about me, do what you think’s best for you. Go on, live!”

That’s what she needed.

That’s what she thought she needed.

Well, it was what she wanted anyways.

She climbed up the barn’s steep stairs that
afternoon, bringing him his supper, the stairs almost a ladder, and
she hated the stairs, sincerely, as she usually did. She had to use
both feet and hands and watch vigilantly for splinters and balance
the glass and covered plate and twist and squirm and hop her way,
up, up to her father’s room, and it was never easy. As usual, she
carried a book to read to him pressed painfully between her arm and
one breast. Today, the climb up the long ladder-stairs seem to
stretch higher and higher, much higher than usual, ridiculously far
above even the attic platform where they stored hay in the winter.
She rested for a moment, a third of the way up, blew at some hair
that had fallen in front of her face, jammed her wiry body between
a pair of two-by-fours for support. She looked at the rest of the
stairs, bit her lip and she concentrated on a tiny piece of hay or
dust floating in the air up the stairwell. She balanced and she
observed. She didn’t want to move. Ever. Not ever again. She
breathed and she balanced until that little piece of hay floated
its way up, up and out of her sight into the anonymous evening
shadows. So. What was she going to do? Stay here on the barn stairs
forever? She started hopping and twisting again. It was always such
a struggle for her.

For the thousandth time she asked herself -
why? - why did he stay alone up here so far away from everything
and everyone? Sometimes she thought it was a punishment for her, or
maybe it was a lesson, or maybe he’d forgotten about her entirely
and didn’t care anymore what amount of trouble he was to Jolene.
Who could tell?

She made it, this time, only spilling a
little bit of the milk. And she hadn’t even dropped the book!

You know, Jolene had never liked this room.
But as she’d mentioned, her dad refused to lie down anywhere else,
lately. She avoided it as much as she could, with the dolorous and
melancholy quality of its silences. It reproached her and shamed
her – the solitude up here felt like that - and it was broken only
by an irregular and nervous ticking – the unsteady gear sounds of
an ancient clock that had been salvaged (when any sane person would
have thrown it away in the garbage the first chance they had) from
the sad old brick house dad and ma used to have back in the
city.

The clock always reminded Jolene of her
mother. Her mother used to call it her pride and joy. It was a
curvy, brass-edged mantel clock, complete with angels and all sorts
of divine personages sprinkled here and there, now black-green and
unrecognizable in their corruption since no one had polished them
in decades. It was made of all kinds of darkish, layered wood, some
of it peeling away now. It rested precariously on a splintery
two-by-four her father had painstakingly nailed to the sloping
underside of the roof. The board slanted slightly. It looked as if
it were about to dump its contents on the unwary at any moment. The
clock itself didn’t work very well. It was ugly and lazy. It always
had the wrong time. It was not a clear nor a careful clock. All of
which hurt Jolene. Her old dad would have hated it. He would’ve
fixed it, all of it. The new dad didn’t seem to notice anything was
out of the ordinary.

The shelf hung in a shadowy corner next to
where her dad’s small metal bed lay, with his one table, and his
one old kitchen chair, painted three colors. Everything (including
her father, yes it was true) had this peeling, paint-flaking,
dry-rotted, badly-patched look of neglect and well, loveless-ness
that poked at her at odd times. As if someone had strapped a rusty
knife into her chest, and then decided to twist it in her insides
at random intervals. It hit her now. Not the most pleasant feeling
in the world.

The room was long, very long, the whole
length of the barn. She started across it. The wood of the floor
was soft with age.

Old bits of tools, odd shreds of leather and
stray assemblages of amputated equipment from machinery long ago
disassembled or sold for scrap, all of it lay heaped and piled
randomly throughout the first half of the space. It was a kind of
wall, a protection maybe. Maybe it was just despair. Her father was
buried on the other side of it, in the other half of the room.
There was a narrow, twisted path cleared through the clutter. She
started down it.

Holding her breath, (it smelled alternately
sweet and stale, felt cool and hot as she crossed different air
currents rising through the gaps in the floor boards) she scanned
the room for her father. She allowed herself a quick breath. The
dust always made her allergies worse. And yes, smoking probably
didn’t help much either, did it? She should stop. Her father said
it wasn’t ladylike. Well, he used to, back when he had opinions.
Now why didn’t Jolene didn’t see anyone up here? Her eyes only
gradually adjusted to a dim, late afternoon light streaming in the
lopsided window cut at an angle into the far wall.

“Dad?”

“Are you up here, Pa?”

“Dad!”

Oh. Twenty feet in front of her, she could
just see him, asleep, a grayish mound of clothes and blankets on
the his cot in the corner. His red and white checked handkerchief
was tied around his neck. He was turned towards the wall. All she
could see of him was his bald head. He looked pale even in this
reddish light. The table was covered again in piles of books.
Everything was messy. Is he sick? He usually didn’t go to sleep
this early.

He’s going to win again. They aren’t going to
be able to have a discussion. She’ll never get to leave here. It’s
starting all over.

No. It won’t. Not this time.

Think! Think about what you want to say and
say it. It’s not that hard. That’s what Dad always said. Think.
Open your mouth. Move your tongue.

She stopped in front of the bed and
table.

She set the milk and plate down on the uneven
floor, let the book drop softly onto dusty boards. Nothing made a
sound. Got to clear off the table. I suppose I’ll have to wake him
up. Yes, of course I’ll have to wake him up. He’s got to eat
something. But he’s breathing so easily. Isn’t he? Isn’t he? Dad?
Dad? He doesn’t look good, does he?

The books were open, spines broken, pages
fluttering to the floor. There were circular brown marks, water
stains, on the covers. Why does he live like this? Why do we have
to live like this?

Maybe she didn’t.

Maybe she wouldn’t.

How very quiet it was in this upper room of
his. Jolene used to like to sleep up here when she was just a
little girl. Great crossbars of syrupy golden sunlight slammed down
in front of her, outlined in floating chaff. A shadow or two moved
outside in the light. Owls? It must be later than she thought. The
window darkened, got light, darkened again, then it was light. It
was too quiet for Jolene, as always, quiet that is, except for the
wheezing arthritic clock. She hated that clock. Yes she did. It
should have been in a real living room, with a comfy sofa, and real
chairs and a big front window looking out on a proper front yard.
It shouldn’t be giving mice a place to live.

You know what?

Never again.

Never again would she settle. Yes, it would
be tonight. Tonight she would do it. Tonight she would declare her
freedom. Freedom day for Jolene. One of her brothers or sisters
would have to take up the slack. Yes, tonight. Now. Open your
mouth. Talk.

She would explain everything to her dad.

He would listen just like he used to do.

And they would sit together quietly and
calmly decide what was best. It would be like it used to be. He
would understand. He couldn’t not not understand, could he?. No.
This was her dad, her pa.

She was crying. And she was sneezing because
of the dust. It was hard to see. She’d need a light soon. She moved
to shake his shoulder. She touched his shirt.

“Dad?”

He’d understand. Wouldn’t he?

“Dad?”

And then Jolene caught the merest glimpse of
an oddly familiar grey and red blur, light and dark feathers the
color of heaven, it streaked, it made a long banking turn outside
the window three times and then it was gone. She saw it all through
the disturbing, wavy old glass of the barn window, true, but she
and the gray flyer knew what was going on. Jolene knew, knew it
with a certainty. Her Dad’s shirt was cold, His shoulder was cold.
He wasn’t moving at all. Not one bit. Nothing was moving in this
room except her.

There wasn’t a dad up here for Jolene to talk
to anymore.

The humorous old angel had fooled her
again.

Was it all an angelic joke? What did angels
laugh about anyways? What or who did they laugh at? Obviously, in
this case, what they were laughing at was Jolene.

So.

She’d been wanting to be let go for the
longest time, and all along she was going to be free anyways. Very
funny. She’d been wanting to worry about herself for a change and
here she was, finally, all alone, on her own, and not responsible
for anyone else’s happiness except her own. Such a good joke. So
glad to have been so amusing.

Yes, it was finally her time.

But now all she could do was cry.

She’d never hear her dad’s voice again. It
staggered her. She was a little astounded by the amount of pain a
person could feel all at once, in the tiny space of a second, and
still go on living.

After her father’s funeral, a long time
after, and after she’d been back in the city again for way too many
years, and after she’d started working professionally and coughing
professionally as any young professional smoker, and after she’d
landed her position as first assistant accounts-receivable manager
in an unbelievably dusty, smoky, sunless back office of
(ironically, angel-wise that is) Dalton’s department store, it was
only after all that, after she had gotten the life she’d been
wanting, that it began to dawn on Jolene, painfully, that maybe
this being alone stuff, well, maybe it wasn’t everything it was
cracked up to be.

Wanting was more complicated than it
looked.

She wondered what it was she really
wanted.

She wondered why everyone else seemed to know
exactly what it was they really wanted.

She wondered why an angel would dupe her into
wanting something she wouldn’t have wanted at all, if she’d known
what it was she was wanting, before she wanted it. Weren’t angels,
maybe, possibly supposed to be on top of things like that? Yes they
were. Jolene was sure of it.

Yes, Jolene wondered a lot of things.

You know, maybe the angel hadn’t fooled
Jolene. Maybe Jolene had been fooling herself. No. That’s not the
way life worked. That couldn’t be right. Could it? No.

Later, she stopped wondering so much about
maybes and possibles and ceased agonizing over thinking and wants
and might-have-beens. That’s because later, Jolene met the
unforgettable Robert.

 


~ ~ ~

 


It took most of the middle of the afternoon
for Jolene to make it out of the dunes and onto the beginning of
the beach, one hand on her head, gripping her inexplicably large
hat and her slightly inappropriate wig, the other hand stretched
out behind her, dragging a sled made of knotted towels containing
the sum of her multifarious and many beach-ly possessions.

A few people passed her. She tried to appear
normal and harmless. She felt she met with some success. No one
woman-handled her into a waiting police car. That was success,
wasn’t it?

She had to stop a lot. Almost every three
steps. She pushed forward, stubbornly, weakly. The wind fought at
her the whole way.

She dug in and pulled with her complaining
calves at every step, as would a veteran, middle-aged (and foolish)
husky in the long middle bits of the Idatrod dogsled race in
Alaska. It was a Jolene trip of heroic proportions, of monumental
efforts, of tough decisions made and hard triumphs won, of
monumental willpower and of stark determination. Yes, it was all of
that. But what else was new? Really, that was about par, nowadays.
That was how Jolene lived her daily cancer-ridden existence, her
everyday life, her every waking moment – the simplest things
required a hero’s dedication.

Or a dog’s.

Take your pick.

Frankly, Jolene could use a dog right about
now.

Yes, kind of lonely out, it being a week day
and all and this odd September starting out a boiling scorcher but
winding up tepid and lukewarm and pathetic and nothing special
really. Only a few fellow beach goers on her slow, detour-ridden
way in. Every one going home. Which was good, of course. Very good.
All the more beach for Jolene. That’s how Jolene saw it.

She smiled, keeping her lips over her teeth,
which were a little yellow, since she hadn’t been brushing hard
lately, what with the chemo and all. Her gums bled at the drop of a
hat. Or a wig.

And Jolene didn’t much feel like indulging in
a wide smile. She was nervous. Jumpy. She’d had to take some
anti-nausea stuff, and it always made her excitable and prone to
anxious moments. Well, nervous at first, then blurry and
indistinct, later. It was always something, huh?. Always
interesting. It never stopped, did it?

And the beach itself was cold-ish and empty.
What a surprise, huh? Until two young men in black pants and white
business shirts in red ties arrived and helped her truck her pile
of stuff the last ten feet to this mostly level spot in a gentle
feminine-shaped valley wedged between two bulbous dunes which
opened out halfheartedly onto wide, deep, blue-hearted waves
shooshing industriously below them.

What these two young men were doing on a
beach dressed for a church meeting Jolene had no idea. They seemed
just as puzzled by Jolene as she was of them. Puzzlement was in the
air, everywhere. No one was sure of anything. It was all a muddle.
All of it.

They asked multiple times why she was there,
and where she lived and all kinds of other details Jolene didn’t
want to think about. Jolene answered with multiple silences and
winning smiles, adjusting her new wig every time the wind blew it
and her hat sideways. Which was often. Eventually they got the
idea.

Alone again, the truth stared her in the
face, lopsided hairpiece and all - Jolene wasn’t sure she could
answer any of their questions. Why was she here? Why? Did she have
to have a reason? And she’d have to think a little bit about where
she lived. They called it chemo-brain, right? Memory loss. It was
just the chemo. Short term, medium term. A gently descending,
mercifully effacing fog of zen-like, involuntary
living-in-the-present. She was here. She knew that. She was alive.
For now. What else did she need to know?

She watched two black-white dots, red ties
winking on and off as they looked back down at the beach at her,
disappear down the edge of the dunes in curtains of salt spray
billowing off the surging surf. The spray was cold, but it felt
good in the sunshine, which was a little stronger now for some
reason. Two upside-down exclamation points, the dots wavered,
appeared, got closer, then receded, and eventually evaporated into
the sandy distances. It took a few minutes or so. The dots. Why was
she watching the dots? The dots looked familiar. She was certain
she’d seen them before. They seemed helpful somehow. Helping dots.
Strange, huh?

Her stomach or her intestines continued to
signal her that something was deeply and desperately wrong. Jolene
knew already. Yes, she’d taken poison. They called it infusion, at
the chemo center. Hang in there you guys, she patted her
middle-aged white torso, decently hidden behind a swimsuit
underneath a wildly leaf-patterned yellow mumu, the anti-nausea
cavalry are on their way. You just wait a minute. You’ll see. Peace
is just around the corner. Just a little patience. The drugs will
kick in. They will.

And the drugs did kick in. She felt hazy.
Pleasantly. Not painfully. A little like she’d been drinking. As
if! Maybe a sip of wine with her nephew Johnathan. Maybe. Years
ago? Months ago? Yesterday? Well, now, she wasn’t sure. Did it
matter? Of course not. But she couldn’t explain all that to total
strangers. Why should she tell strangers about her private life?
Why?

Who was she thinking of? What strangers? Who
would she be talking to? Jolene looked around her. A few seagulls.
Lots of grass, Sand. Hazy cream-colored clouds. Sky. Jolene was
alone. Who was she talking to?

No one. That’s who. And that was exactly how
she wanted it.

Enough with the thinking, Jolene.

Think – think-vacation, Jolene.

She watched the waves. The tide was coming
in. Or was it going out? You could never tell by watching. You had
to look away, pretend not to watch, look back a half hour later.
Watching never did anything.

“It’s funny…”, she thought (or maybe she was
talking to herself again), and while she was doing that she
adjusted the straps of her swimsuit, under her mumu, (not the
easiest thing to do while sitting down in a low slung beach chair)
so that they didn’t bind quite so much, then she had to re-arrange
her towel, then her chair. The wind picked up. She could smell
rotting seaweed, corruption, death, decay. She felt sick again. Oh,
darn. Her neck was a bright red – she could feel a scratching
against her














































































































































































STILL LIFE WITH FRUIT
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