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He stood there looking out through the window at the garden. It was a bright sunny day, and the garden was alive with color. But none of it got through to him. He was looking but he wasn’t seeing, and worse, he wasn’t feeling. His mind was clouded in a dark gray that nothing outside himself could penetrate.
He’d looked out the window not to see the garden, but to search for answers. Maybe there was something out there that could tell him what he needed to know. But there were no answers there. He knew that. Knew it even before he looked, but he didn’t know what else to do.
The house around him was quiet with that lifeless stillness only found in an empty house. And the house was empty except for him. Him and the memories. And the memories occupied the house as patient ghosts waiting in the silence.
He was still dressed in his black suit. He hadn’t the energy to change his clothes. And it didn’t matter anyway. He didn’t know what he’d change into, didn’t know what he’d wear. Making such a decision was too much for him right then.
Kathy’s friends had gone to the lunch he’d arranged, but he didn’t go. There was nothing they could offer him, nothing they could do or say to him. Nothing anyone could say or do that would mean anything to him. He’d buried all meaning that morning.
He’d walked through the last three days like in sleep, not able to accept what had happened, not able to feel what had happened. If it weren’t for Kathy’s friend Jennifer, he would have been lost. She’d arranged everything, and she’d pushed him around here and there to get him through it all.
But she was Kathy’s friend, not his. And now that it was all over, she was gone.
They were all gone. And he stood there draped in the dark gray cloud. A thick mist that sucked everything out of him, and let nothing come in to him. Except the memories. It couldn’t drain away the memories.
Tears slowly formed in his eyes and distorted his vision of the garden. He didn’t noticed. He was looking inward, seeing another time, another place. Seeing a happiness that was long gone and would never return.
A child was there in that happy place. A little girl who smiled and laughed and hugged him. He wanted so to be with her there again. God, oh God, how he loved her.
He suddenly began crying openly and aloud. The memories stabbed with a great tight pain of longing at his heart, and wrenched the tears from him, and with a terrible force tore the cries of anguish from his throat. It was the uncontrolled weeping of a human whose soul had been abused and tormented beyond its strength.
For the days that followed he wandered through the house searching out the memories, each room housing its own images of the past. He fingered everything that breathed of Kathy, from the baby shoes and lock of hair and kindergarten drawings in the box in the attic to the pictures of her prom and the awards for athletics in her room, drinking in the memories that rose up from them. He found the photo albums and sucked the pictures dry of all they offered. And he ran the home movies over and over. Outside in the garden vignettes appeared of skinned knees and laughter in the sun, and snowmen and making snow angels.
He wept through it all, and he drank. He slept only when the body refused to go on, and then he slept wherever he happened to be. Eating was forgotten. The drink quelled the hunger. He never changed from the suit, but somewhere he’d taken off the suit coat and tie.
The days slipped by in a blur of tears and exhaustion. He didn’t know what day it was, and didn’t know how many days had past. And he didn’t care. He didn’t care about the time, didn’t care about his appearance, didn’t care about sleeping or eating or anything else. He only cared about the memories. He lived in them constantly, feeling their textures and their warmth with a clarity that was almost real. But he could never get deep enough inside them to forget the present. And remembering the present brought the bouts of weeping.
The phone rang a few times. He let the answering machine pick it up. A couple of times people came to the door and rang the bell. He never answered the door. He wanted no part of the world that was now. There was no one in the world of now that meant anything to him. No real friends, no relatives. No one. His world was gone, except in the memories. And that was where he wanted to be. And that was where he wanted to die.
He heard the pounding, but believed it to be his own heart. He heard the shouting but it held no meaning and he pushed it away. The scenes that followed were disjointed and vague like the broken fragments of a dream. And the voices, too, were disjointed.
There was a crashing sound. Then a voice that said, “Jees, this place looks like a pig sty.” Someone said, “Call nine one one.” And there was a face in his vision. A policeman’s face with a serious expression.
He was angry at the intrusion into his world of memories. But he hadn’t the strength or inclination to fight against it. He tried to run away from it, tried to slip deeper into his own world. It took little effort, and the dark world of memories slipped around him like a warm comforting oil that shielded him from the world outside. Then he disappeared.
A formidable figure in white, broad and solid with breasts like thrusting armor. She stood over him. There was a hard look on her face. He felt pain somewhere. The image was liquidy, shifting and sliding about. He fought against her. At least he thought he fought her. He couldn’t be sure. And he screamed at her. But he couldn’t be sure of that either. They were thoughts of intention filled with rage, but everything was too vague, too slippery for him to be certain they had materialized. Then he disappeared again.
The light was dim and far off in the darkness. It floated gently about. He watched it, not with curiosity, but thoughtlessly. It was there. It moved. And that was all. It remained in the distance for a very long time. Then, slowly, still wavering about, it began to move ever so slightly closer. And it grew larger as it moved nearer, but it didn’t get any brighter. He watched it again for a very long time. Watched it grow slowly, and watched it form just as slowly into a soft gray rectangle that kept slipping in and out of shape.
He heard a voice. It was a woman’s voice, pleasant and gentle. He didn’t understand what she said, and he couldn’t see her, couldn’t see where the voice was coming from. All he saw was the gray rectangle - now a window. He could see that. It was a window. And the area surrounding the window was oozing out of the darkness. He could see the wall, the frame of the window, the chair beneath the window. It was all soft and having trouble holding its shape.
“It’s nice to see you open your eyes.”
It was the woman’s voice.
“They’re such a nice warm pretty brown. You shouldn’t keep hiding them.”
He tried to say something, but his mouth and throat didn’t work right, and only a grunt came out.
“Oh, you’re awake, Mr. Holloway. Well, it’s nice that you’ve finally joined us.”
There was a smile in her voice. It was comforting to hear her speak.
He felt her hands rubbing his back. Warm, soothing hands. He felt pleasant and dreamy like he’d come out of a comfortable sleep, but wasn’t ready to wake up all the way.
“Now, you just take it easy, you hear? You’ve got a whole lot of the best drugs in you science has created. It’s the only time you’ll feel this good legally. So, now you just relax and enjoy what you’re feeling. It’ll take awhile before things feel more normal.”
He struggled weakly to speak.
“Now, you just don’t try to talk. And you don’t fret any. I’ll be here to take care of everything. You got nothing to do but lie there and feel good. And remember, this back rub I’m giving you would cost you plenty from the girls on the street.” She giggled.
He smiled inwardly. He wasn’t sure if it showed outwardly. Nothing about him seemed to be working right. But he didn’t worry about it. He was feeling too good right then to care about anything.
His eyes were very heavy. He closed them, and slowly sank into the darkness.
When he came to again, he was sitting up. The vision of the room was clear and the shapes were solid and steady. The window was dark, and the room was coated in a soft light. He knew immediately he was in a hospital room.
A large woman stuffed tightly into a white uniform was tucking the sheet around him. Her face close to his, her brown hair short and in soft waves like a cloud, her attention focused on what she was doing. He frowned at her as the vague image of fighting with this woman came to mind.
“There,” she said satisfied as she straightened and looked at him. “Oh, you’ve opened your eyes again.”
It was that sweet comforting voice he heard before. He wasn’t sure how much time had passed since then. Hours, days, a lifetime ago?
He nodded weakly and made an effort to smile. He wasn’t sure his face was working.
She gave him a broad smile that lit up her face. “Oh my. And you’re awake as well. Now that’s a good sign. I always like to meet the people I’ve handled so intimately. Makes for good customer relations.” The smile turned playful.
She pointed to the name plate clipped to her chest. “Just in case you can’t focus on this just yet, it says Betty Sue.” Then she chuckled, her dark eyes sparkling with an inward joy. “Don’t you love it? My parents sure were original in picking out my name.”
He enjoyed watching her. Though she stood still, her spirit was animated and alive, and that showed through.
“Now, you just relax here awhile. I’ve got other people to tend to. But you need anything, you just press that button pinned to the bed near your head, you hear? And I’ll come bustling right along.” She smiled at him again then turned and headed to the door. There she stopped and turned to him. “And I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake.” Then she left and closed the door behind her.
She took the life out of the room when she left. Even though the light was soft and warm, the room was cold and clinical. The television set mounted on the wall opposite the foot of the bed looked ominous - a dark eye peering down at him.
There was a clear plastic bag mounted on a stand next to the bed. The liquid inside dripped into the thin plastic tube coming out of the bottom, the tube ending in a needle in his hand.
He felt sleepy, yet not enough to go to sleep. He just lay there and looked around the room, feeling comfortable and content. Not a care in the world. His mind still, thoughts didn’t have the strength to form. And the time slipped by unnoticed.
Well, not completely unnoticed. He did see the darkness behind the window slowly change to a lighter then still lighter gray. And then from gray gradually to the bright of day.
Sometime later a gawky-looking man, with a knobby face, tight dark hair and eyeglasses that made his eyes appear crossed, came into the room. He wore a white coat, and a stethoscope hung around his neck.
Chapter 2
“Well, good morning, Mr. Holloway,” the man said. “I’m Doctor Pagrinni.”
He tried to nod a ‘hello’ to the doctor, but he wasn’t sure how that came off. Things still weren’t working too well.
“So, how are you feeling, Frank?” Pargrinni leaned in close to look into his eyes. “You don’t mind my calling you Frank, do you?”
He tried to avoid Pagrinni’s eyes. The distortion of the man’s eyes through his glasses made him dizzy. He did manage a shrug of sorts.
“Yeah,” Pagrinni nodded, and straightened. “With the drugs I’ve got you on you should be feeling no pain.”
He wasn’t sure what Pagrinni meant. “I should be feeling pain?” He was surprised! The words actually came out okay. Weak, but clear.
Pagrinni smiled, and waved away the remark. “Figure of speech.” He frowned. “Do you remember what happened?”
He hadn’t tried to remember. He’d been content to just lie there in the warm comfort he’d been feeling. No need to think. No need to remember. Everything was just fine.
“No,” he said.
Pagrinni nodded. “That’s probably best right now.”
“What happened?” Frank was more curious than concerned.
“Well,” Pagrinni said, then hesitated.
He could sense that Pagrinni was choosing his words carefully, that he didn’t really want to tell him.
“Let’s just say you collapsed, and…”
“Collapsed?”
“It’s okay. Nothing serious. Believe me. But we can talk all about that later when you’re ready. You just relax now, and build up your strength.”
“Okay.” Anything you say, he thought. Staying around feeling like this was just fine with him.
“I’ll check in on you again soon.” Pagrinni smiled then left the room.
Frank stared at the door after Pagrinni left. Collapsed? Hmm. Wonder what really happened? He started wandering through the corridors of his mind looking for the answer. It was the search of a drunk who’d forgotten what he was looking for. Lazy, confusing, unfocused, easily distracted by things he uncovered. Behind every door he opened there was a scene that stirred a mild curiosity, and had to be explored. He aimlessly followed trails revealed by the things he’d found.
And there was no timeframe allotted to the search. One minute he was tracing a vague path to his first job in high school, the next he was exploring a memorable meal Frances had cooked for a party they’d had.
Each incident he recalled, each scene he viewed was like looking at a movie from way up in the balcony. The emotions these incidents recalled were subdued and distant. Almost like happening to someone else. Somewhat interesting, but not emotionally moving.
He didn’t know how long he was at that. Time had no relevance in the state he was in. But he grew tired of the search, and he was no longer sure what he was searching for. He drifted off into the oblivion of sleep.
The time passed, but it had little meaning to him. He remembered eating, but couldn’t remember what he had. He remembered it because Betty Sue actually fed him, spooning stuff into his mouth. And all the while talking, just as cheerful as could be even though he didn’t respond.
He thought that happened a few times, but he couldn’t be sure. And he remembered Doctor Pagrinni coming in and looking into his eyes, and checking the chart hanging off the foot of the bed. At least he thought that had happened.
And then one day he woke up and things were clearer. Dr. Pagrinni was sitting in the chair next to his bed, a clipboard propped on his crossed legs.
Pagrinni smiled. “Good morning, Frank. How are you feeling?”
A good question. How was he feeling? Uncomfortable, that was a good word. But it wasn’t right. He still felt pretty good, mellow but not as dreamy, not as out of it. He wasn’t content to just lie there and not think. The thinking started and things began bubbling up from the past.
“All right, I guess,” he said. But even as he said it, the memories came back. The memories of what had happened. The memories of Kathy, terrible heart-wrenching memories. A tear ran down his cheek.
Pagrinni noticed it, and nodded. “Sorry, but I had to bring you out of the wonderful world of pharmaceuticals. Can’t keep you there forever. Now I guess you’ve got some idea what brought you here.”
He nodded, and sighed. “Yes.”
“Well, I’m here to help you.”
Frank just looked at the man.
“It’s what I do - help people like you. In this hospital my job title is ‘shrink’.” He grinned at his little joke.
Frank didn’t acknowledge it.
“Now the first thing we have to do is get you to understand that you do need help.”
“I was doing fine,” he said.
Pagrinni chuckled. “Sure you were. You were found in your home unconscious, with an alcohol level off the charts, and near starvation.” He nodded. “I agree, you were doing just fine. Actually, for a man out to kill himself painlessly, you were doing great.” He shrugged. “Another couple of days would surely have done it.”
Then he shook his head. “But you didn’t get those days, and now your problems are mine. Too bad for you.”
“Who found me?” He had no friends. Nobody ever came to his house except when Kathy was home and her friends came by. When she was away at college months would go by without anyone coming to the door.
“Police. They had to break the door down to get to you.”
That didn’t make it any clearer. “What the hell were they doing there?”
“Aah,” Pagrinni said with sudden understanding. “You want to know who initiated your rescue. Well, it was your brother in Arizona.”
George! What the hell? The anger flared up inside him like a violent flame. But something was tempering it, holding it down, or he’d have raged violently. The best he could manage was any angry frown. “Bullshit. I haven’t spoken to that son-of-a-bitch in more than twenty years.”
“Yes, he told me,” Pagrinni said.
“Why the hell would he be involved in this?”
“He was trying to reach you. He heard about your daughter, and wanted to give his condolences.”
Heard about it? That didn’t sound at all right. “How could he possibly have heard about Kathy?”
“I asked him the same thing,” Pagrinni said. “He said he saw the obituary in the newspaper.” He shrugged. “He checks the obits for your area online everyday.”
“Why the hell would he do that?”
“Comes with age. Some old people just check to see if friends have passed on. Guess he was checking to see if you had passed on.”
It really pissed him off that George had stuck his damn nose in and screwed things up. “Jackass.”
Pagrinni snorted. “I’ll extend your gratitude next time I talk to him.”
“You tell him I’m not grateful, and that he should go to hell and leave me alone.” There were other things he wanted to say, to shout, but realized he couldn’t. He didn’t have the energy. He was still sluggish and his body felt like dead weight.
With sudden realization he frowned at Pagrinni. “You didn’t stop all the drugs.”
He calmly shook his head. “I’m not the one that’s crazy here, Frank. I don’t know what you’re capable of, and I’m not going to risk you going off your head and hurting yourself. And most of all, hurting me.” He shrugged. “I don’t get combat pay on this job.”
“I’m not crazy.”
He tilted his head slightly. “I’m not sure your opinion carries any weight here, Frank. That’s why I get the big bucks.” Then he leaned forward and looked at Frank. “Let’s clear the air a bit. Right now it’s up to me to evaluate you, and depending on my recommendations you either walk out of here and go home or you get put in a home. Understand? So be nice to me.”
He sat back in the chair. “Now the choice is yours. You can either live out in the real world, or stumble around in a drugged stupor in a nut house. Those are the only options. Suicide is not on that list.”
He pointed to the television set mounted on the wall staring down at him. “We’ve got a camera in there, and somebody at the desk outside is watching you constantly. So don’t think you can come up with any other choices.
“Don’t forget I have all the tools. I can put you in restraints so you can’t even scratch your nose, and I can keep you in a drugged fog so you can’t even find your ass to wipe it.”
Pagrinni shrugged. “I know it’s a shit position for you to be in. And I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is.”
This can’t be right. “How can you do this?”
“You mean where do I get the authority? Well, your brother as your only living relative has given me that authority. But, even if he didn’t, and we found you on our own, the state gives me the authority. The people don’t want you messing up things by killing yourself. And if I were to let you go without a thorough head exam, and you did something bad, my ass would be in a sling.
“So you see everybody is going to do their damnedest to keep you from killing yourself, even if they have to make you miserable for the rest of your life. Now that’s the full picture, Frank.”
He looked down at the clipboard, and pulled a pen from his jacket pocket. “I’ve been doing a lot of the talking, and answering all your questions. Now, Frank, it’s your turn.”
“You don’t have much of a bedside manner.”
“I’m not here to coddle you or cure you, Frank. That’s somebody else’s job. Now, why did you try to kill yourself?”
Chapter 3
“I wasn’t trying to kill myself.” He wasn’t sure that was true.
Pagrinni looked up from the clipboard. “Oh, I get it. You just wanted to die but hadn’t quite figured out a way to do it, is that it?” He sighed. “C’mon, Frank. The sooner you give it to me, the sooner we get this over with.”
Frank just looked at him. He didn’t want to give Pagrinni anything. It was none of his damn business.
After a few moments of silence, Pagrinni said, “So the death of your daughter brought on this urge to kill yourself. Why? Figured you join her in the afterlife? She took something you wanted back?”
“Jesus,” Frank said. “Go easy, will you?” It was a painful slap in the face. Belittling and without mercy.
Pagrinni cocked his head and waited.
Frank sighed in surrender, too tired to fight him off. “She was all I had left in life. My heart beat because of her, if you can understand that?”
Pagrinni scribbled on the pad and did not respond.
“Can you understand that?” Frank said again, annoyed Pagrinni was paying no attention to him.
Pagrinni looked up from his pad. “No questions, Frank. I answered all your questions, remember? This is your story without editorializing from me. No nods of approval, no indications you’re telling me what I want to hear. Got it?”
“Fuck off.” Arrogant bastard. He didn’t want any part of this. Why didn’t they just leave him alone?
Pagrinni stood. “You’re not being nice to me, Frank.” He shrugged. “Maybe we did enough for one day. But, I have to tell you, Frank, that I’ve only got a few days left in which to make my recommendations. And I always error on the side of caution.” He put the pen in his pocket, and tucked the clipboard under his arm.
“You sleep on that, and I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and left.
A few days left? How the hell long had he been here in the hospital? What damn day was it anyway?
Betty Sue came in right after the doctor left. All smiles she was carrying a covered food tray.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Holloway.” She set the tray on the bed table. “I’ve been outside waiting for Dr. Pagrinni to leave. I hope your lunch is still warm. Now if it isn’t, I’ll take it back and have them heat it up.” She removed the cover of the tray, then brought the table to extend in front of him over the bed.
He looked at the tray. On it were a bowl of chili, some slices of apple, a container of milk and a cup of tea. It stirred no interest in him. He was too angry.
Betty Sue took out a syringe and injected it into the valve beneath the plastic bag hanging by the bed.
“How long have I been here?” he said.
“Oh dear,” she said, her eyes looking up as she searched her memory. “Let me see? Must be almost three weeks now.” She dropped the syringe in the plastic box mounted on the wall.
“Three weeks!” He’d been out of it for three weeks! It couldn’t have been that long.
“Yes,” she smiled. “And you’ve made a remarkable recovery. You were about dead, believe me. I’ve seen some people in bad shape, but you were close to starving to death. We had to feed you through a tube down your throat for a week or more before your body started responding and adding some weight.”
He raised a hand to where he could see it. Damn thing was skin and bones. It looked like a skeleton with a coat of paint. He never carried much weight, but this was unbelievable.
“I was very worried you wouldn’t make it,” she said. “But you came through it okay. You must have had a strong will to live, I’ll say that.”
He snickered. Strong will to live. Fat chance on that. More like not a strong enough will to die.
“And now you’re just filling out more each day. Pretty soon you’ll look your old self.” She said that with a genuine smile and a really happy tone that said she was so glad he had made it. Like his living was a truly important thing in her life.
“What day is it?” he said.
“It’s Tuesday…” She looked at her watch. “September 4th.”
Jesus! September 4th! The funeral had been July 8th. Almost two months ago! What the hell had happened to all that time?
He tried to look back in his mind but the time back to the funeral was a cloud of black mist and gray images that refused to become clear. He couldn’t believe he had lost all that time. Two months!
“Now, Mr. Holloway,” Betty Sue said. “I’d eat your lunch soon, because the drug I injected into your bag will take effect rather quickly.”
“More drugs?”
She gave him a gently understanding smile. “Doctor’s orders. He doesn’t want you getting too excited before he has a chance to work with you. Dr. Pagrinni is a very caring man.”
Yeah, right. Arrogant nasty s.o.b. if you ask me, he thought.
“So, now let’s start on your lunch, shall we?”
He ate it. He didn’t want to. He wanted her to leave him alone. He needed to think, to figure out how he got here, and what he had to do to get the hell out of here.
But Betty Sue wasn’t about to leave until he had eaten everything. Smiling and chattering away, she practically crammed it down his throat. The way she scraped the bowl of the last bit of food he thought she was going to have him lick the bowl clean.
She removed the cup of tea and placed it on his beside table. “In case you want it later.” She smiled. Then she moved the tray table away, took the tray, and headed for the door. “You have a nice rest now, you hear?” she said just before she closed the door behind her.
He was already feeling drowsy. She wasn’t kidding about the drug acting fast.
Looking back into his memory the last thing he remembered was the day of the funeral. Everything after that was buried in the black mist. He tried to penetrate the mist, and vague things showed themselves.
He saw himself at home after the funeral, but the image was ghostly and transparent. He was standing at the window looking out at the backyard. That was what Frances always called it - the backyard. He called it the garden. But it really was a backyard.
Now why was he thinking about that? His mind just wouldn’t stay anchored in one place. It kept floating around in time and place. That’s what it felt like - his mind was floating. Had to be the drugs.
Even as he thought of that everything was drifting away.
When the world drifted back there was still daylight coming through the window. At first he wasn’t sure he hadn’t closed his eyes for just a moment, but he saw the light was a little different. And slippery images of Betty Sue came out of the gray clouding his memory.
Betty Sue bathing him, rubbing down his back and legs, tending to his bag of ‘sleepy juice,’ and checking where it went into his hand. They weren’t the solid images of one who was totally conscious. They were more dream-like. But they had a greater clarity than a dream.
“Well,” Betty Sue said. “You certainly can’t tolerate that drug.”
Jesus! He would have jumped out of his skin if his body were working right. He turned his head and saw her standing by the door.
“That dose was only supposed to make you mellow. But, Lord, you were gone. Dr. Pagrinni will have to cut that dose down a lot more.”
He just looked at her, still too tired to say anything. Not that he had to say anything. Betty Sue did all the talking for both of them.
“I’ll be right back with your breakfast.” She left.
It seemed only a moment before she returned with the tray, and set it up on the table in front of him.
She feigned a stern look, but it didn’t come off. “Now you know the rule. You have to eat it all. I’ll be back to check on you. Right now I have to contact the doctor and let him know you’re awake.” She smiled. “You enjoy your breakfast.” Then she left.
While he ate he thought. Now that he knew what was coming he had to prepare. Pagrinni had only one chance to surprise him, and that was yesterday, if it was yesterday. Time was fluid under the drugs.
This time he must be ready to deal with the doctor, and also figure out a way to get out of here. He had no intention of being put in any home but his own.
When Betty Sue returned Dr. Pagrinni was with her, clipboard under his arm, and two Styrofoam cups in his hands.
“Good morning, Frank,” he said. “How are you feeling?” He stood to one side while Betty Sue removed the tray. Then he placed one of the cups on the table in front of Frank. “Don’t know if you drink coffee, but I brought you a cup just in case. Cream and two sugars.”
Betty Sue left, and Pagrinni pulled up the chair next to the bed. He sat in it and took a sip of his coffee.
“I’m sorry about the drug. The nurse said you were really out of it.”
Frank shrugged. “Just another missed day to join all the others.” He took the lid off the cup and swallowed a small sip. It was hot, but not bad.
“Well, from what I saw when you first arrived, maybe they should stay missed. As they say, this is the first day of the rest of your life. Let’s see if I can help you make the rest of the journey better.”
“Tell me what you need to know and I’ll give you as much as I can remember.” Cooperate, cooperate. That was the first thing he had to do. Just like the Borg in Star Trek - resistance is futile.
“Good. I’m glad to hear that.” He put his cup on the arm of the chair, crossed his legs, and propped the clipboard on his lap. Then he took the pen from his pocket.
“So, tell me what you remember since the funeral. I hear that was the last anyone saw you until the police came.”
How did he know that? “I’ve been trying to remember, but not much has come back. Let’s see. I came home alone. I left the lunch.”
“Why did you do that - not show up at the luncheon?”
Again, how did Pagrinni know he didn’t even show for the luncheon? “I had enough consoling during the two days of the wake. I just couldn’t stand having another person come up to me and say they were sorry. I needed to be alone. Needed the time to let it sink in for real. It all had seemed like a bad dream.”
“So what did you do to let it ‘sink in’?”
“That’s the part I’m having trouble remembering. I know I spent time walking around the house, trying to get the feel of it being empty. It’s strange how an empty house can be so … so lifeless. And how it seems to beg for life.”
“You did that right away?”
Frank nodded. “Yes. That’s the way I remember it. I went to her room, and my heart just tore. The essence of her life was there in that room. You could feel her in the air. And the room cried out for her to come back.”
He stopped talking, and Pagrinni looked up from his note taking.
He shrugged. “The rest is not clear at all. I remember something about the photo album. Also home movies. I remember looking at home movies. And I think I walked around outside, too.” He hesitated. “And I remember crying a lot.” He sighed. “That’s about it. It’s all just a black mist that I can’t penetrate.”
“You don’t remember drinking?”
“Oh yes. I remember getting out a bottle of scotch and pouring a stiff one. I’m sure I did that a few times. Didn’t help, though. Couldn’t stop the crying. Couldn’t stop the terrible ache in my heart.”
“How do you feel now? Still despondent?”
He shook his head slowly. “Not while I’m on these drugs of yours. Don’t feel much of anything. Try as I might I can’t get my thoughts to dwell on anything for more than a few minutes.” That was a small lie.
Thinking back to the funeral, seeing Kathy in the coffin, his heart tightened painfully in his chest and an ache filled his whole body. But he fought back. He forced himself to believe it was somebody else experiencing all that, not him. It wasn’t him, he kept telling himself. It couldn’t be him.
He didn’t want to give Pagrinni the impression his emotions were out of control. That would definitely not get him home. Once home there would be plenty of time to let his emotions loose.
“Who have you been talking to? I mean, my brother wouldn’t have known that I never showed for the lunch.” And that he hadn’t been seen by anyone after that. Hell, he didn’t even know that himself.
“Well, Frank, it seems your daughter and brother were communicating without your knowledge. And her friend…” He glanced down at the clipboard. “Jennifer, had spoken to him. Got his phone number from your daughter’s address book. He stretched the truth when he told me he’d seen the obituary online. He actually got the news from Jennifer.”
What the…? It was like a sudden punch to the face. “Kathy was talking to my brother! She was talking with that son-of-a-bitch and didn’t tell me! Why would she do that!”
Chapter 4
“Not something I can answer,” Pagrinni said. “You’ll have to ask him.”
“My brother? Never.” The absurdity of it! He’d rot in hell first.
“You don’t have any other relatives? Friends?”
“No. Stay pretty much to myself. Kathy was my friend. Frances was my best friend.”
Pagrinni glanced at his notes. “Your wife.”
“Yeah. Frank and Frankie. Frick and Frack.” This was a better subject. Less painful. The wounds were very old and for the most part had scarred over.
He gave a small shake to his head, thinking about that. “I used to know who Frick and Frack were. I think a famous vaudeville team or something. Don’t remember anymore.” He sighed sadly. “Don’t remember much anymore.”
Frank took a sip of his coffee, thinking. “It’s only when you’re old that you regret not recording the memories when you made them.” That was something he’d been kicking himself about ever since Frances passed away. “There was so much to our lives together. And there’s so little I remember. It would have taken only a few minutes a day to keep a diary.” He shrugged. “I could have spared a few minutes each day.” He sighed sadly. “Life seems to be filled with regrets.”
“Half empty or half filled,” Pagrinni said.
Puzzled, Frank looked at him. “What?”
Pagrinni shrugged. “The glass is half empty or half filled. It’s all in your point of view. You can look at the dark side or the bright side. Life is filled with both. So how you look at it is your choice.”
“I thought you weren’t going to editorialize or comment?”
Pagrinni waved off Frank’s remark. “Sometimes I forget. Nature of the business.” He looked down at his notes. “Your wife died a long time ago.”
He nodded. “Twenty years. Two years after Kathy was born.” He looked back, but dared not vault over the walls he’d placed to hide that part of the past. “Some complication with childbirth. Don’t know much about it except she never was quite right after giving birth to Kathy. Took two years before she finally couldn’t take it any longer and stopped fighting.”
Pagrinni was scribbling on his clipboard.
“She was thirty-eight when Kathy was born. The doctors said something about complications with having the first child at that age. I don’t know. I did my best to help her, but my best wasn’t good enough.” It was a lie he’d repeated over and over like a mantra during all the years since her death.
“How did she die?”
He shook his head sadly, carefully peering over the wall back to that time. “Just wasted away. The doctors tried every tool they had in their bag, but nothing helped.”
“So you raised Kathy all by yourself?”
He nodded. “Yes. I was mother and father to her. And it was a real joy.” The ache had welled up again around his heart. He had to keep it together. If he wanted to get out of there he had to fight it down. He took a deep breath forcing back the sadness. “I just wished that Frances had been there with me to enjoy it.”
“Did you … crash then like you did with Kathy’s death?”
He shook his head. “No. It was a very long and slow process before the scars formed over the hurt.” That was a lie. The wounds had never fully scarred over. The devastating pains of his guilt had gone, but he walked with the burden of that time like a heavy weight constantly pressing on his shoulders. He shrugged. “I had the baby to take care of. I just couldn’t ‘crash’, as you put it.”
“Why do you think you ‘crashed’ this time?”
What kind of dumb question was that? He couldn’t hold back the facial expression that revealed that thought to Pagrinni.
Pagrinni ignored his look and sat calmly waiting for an answer.
He struggled to put together an answer. “Kathy was so sudden. I mean she was so young.” He sighed at the sadness of it. “Her life was really just beginning. With Frances it was slow and there was time to prepare. I guess that’s what the difference was.”
“Has this sort of crash ever happened before?”
He shook his head. “No. Nothing even close to it.”
“How about when your parents died?”
He shook his head again. “It was tragic, but I never went off the deep end. As they got older I kind of expected it would happen one day. I guess I prepared myself then, too.”
“Have there been times when you drank heavily?”
“Nope. I’m a social drinker. And since I don’t socialize, the only time I have a drink is sometimes after dinner while watching TV. A jigger of scotch or a glass of wine.”
“They found empty bottles all over the place. Why did you have so much liquor around?”
He grunted. “Christmas presents. Every year when I was working it was the standard gift - everyone in the department got a bottle for Christmas. Also every raise and promotion was accompanied by a gift-wrapped bottle with which to celebrate. Since I don’t drink that much, it accumulated over the years.”
“I thought companies stopped that sort of thing? Liquor was out and fruit baskets were in.”
He shrugged. “Not the one I worked for. At least not for the twenty-six years I worked there. I retired eight years ago. Early. They were looking for volunteers to take early retirement. Trying to cut back on the work force without having to fire anyone. I had made good investments over the years, and with the nice retirement package they offered, I no longer needed to work.”
He smiled at the warm memories of being home with Kathy. “It freed me up to spend all my time with my daughter. That was absolutely terrific.”
And now she was gone. The sudden thought practically crushed him. He hugged his soul tightly and tried to think of something else to get his mind off the pain. He had to remain in control. He just had to.
Pagrinni scribbled more notes on the clipboard, then looked at him. “I don’t have anymore questions for you right now. If there’s anything you want to tell me, I’m listening.”
He shook his head. “Except that I’ve heard people say there is nothing as tragic as burying your own child. I can say they are truly right. It’s an experience I don’t wish on anyone.” How can the pain ever go away?
Pagrinni stood. “I’ll be in touch if I have more questions. Right now we’ve got to get you on your feet. Nurse Rudolph will help you with that, and she’ll keep me informed of your progress.”
He smiled. “I think she’s on some of your happy drugs.”
Pagrinni smiled back. “She’s a godsend in the depressing atmosphere of the hospital. Remember you’ve got to get up and move around.” Then he nodded goodbye and left.
And that was what he did - got up and moved around. Betty Sue removed the bag attached to his hand, and from then on gave him medications by mouth. Then it took a week of struggle, Betty Sue propping him up and pushing him on, but he did it. And it felt good to be free of the bed, to be able to walk when and where he wanted.
During that week his appetite returned, and his spirits lifted. He thought Betty Sue’s happy chatter was as much of a help to that as the physical therapy and the drugs. He marveled that she never once seemed to be down or troubled, and wondered what her secret was. Maybe it was Dr. Pagrinni’s pharmaceuticals.
He even watched television, and better still, sometimes enjoyed it.
And during that entire time he kept his sadness to himself, held it tight inside not wanting it to get out, not wanting anyone to see how torn up he was over Kathy’s death. There would be time later to let it out once he was out of this place and back home. He did allow himself to weep for her at night in the darkened hospital room where no one could see. For there was no way he could hold it down all the time. Once the lights went out he released the thousand sharp spines of his sadness, and he cried quietly until the sleeping pill dragged him down into the darkness.
He had become two people. Inside he suffered. The outside him acted more normal as if the inside him did not exist, the crazy relative hidden behind a locked door in the attic. It was not an easy thing to do, the sadness so overwhelming at times. But with each day he got better at it. He was sure the drugs he was taking were helping him handle that.
There was something else he held inside, something he would deal with when he was free of this place. It was stuffed into a corner out of the way, but where he could see it, where he wouldn’t forget it, where he could hate it. Black and hard, prickly and hot, it had a name on it. George. How dare George be mixed up in all his pain and sadness? It was a violation of his life. A foul-tasting and ugly intrusion on the most private and tender and personal part of his private experience. Again.
For that week Pagrinni did not stop by once. Frank didn’t know whether to worry or be thankful. He asked Betty Sue about that, but she brushed him off, saying, “Dr. Pagrinni is a very busy man. He has a lot of people who need his help.” And it was left at that.
It was that Thursday morning a week later when Betty Sue brought him breakfast and Dr. Pagrinni came in with her. She seemed especially up as she placed the tray before him, and gave him a happy smile.
“Good morning, Frank,” Pagrinni said. “You’re looking a hundred percent better than when you were admitted.”
“’Morning, Doc. More questions?”
He shook his head. “I can’t keep you in the hospital any longer. You’ve recovered physically. You’re walking around, doing everything normally. No reason you should be taking up a bed.”
“So, you’ve made up you mind what to do with me?”
Pagrinni nodded. “I’m sending you home.”
He’d won! Great news!
“But there are conditions,” Pagrinni added. “The first condition is that you eat three meals a day plus a snack. No skimping on the meals. You’ve got to get your weight up. And no alcohol.”
He produced two bottles of pills from his pocket. “Here are two medications you are to take. This one is for anxiety.” He handed him the bottle. “Take that in the morning right before breakfast.” He handed him the other bottle. “And this is to help you sleep. Take it about an hour before you go to bed.”
“Easy enough,” he said.
“You’ll get the prescriptions when they check you out. Now someone from my office will stop by everyday to check on things. Expect the first visit tomorrow.”
Shit. He didn’t like that at all.
“They are trained counselors, and will report back to me. You backslide and we’ve got a nice rubber room reserved for you at County Care, and a tailored jacket with very long sleeves.”
The man certainly didn’t pull his punches.
Pagrinni then placed his card on the table next to the tray. “And I’ve set you up with an appointment to see me in a month. Time and date are on the back.” Then he shrugged and shook his head. “And you thought you’d be rid of me. You’re not that lucky.”
Pagrinni glanced at the clock. “Checkout time is eleven, just like any fancy hotel. Nurse Rudolph will take it from here. Now you take it easy at home the rest of the day.”
Frank didn’t see that as possible. “I’ll have to clean up the place. I heard it was a mess when they found me.”
Pagrinni shook his head. “It’s been taken care of. People came and straightened up. You just have to relax for the day.”
He frowned at Pagrinni. “Who arranged for that?”
“Your brother.”
Damn!
Chapter 5
“What about my clothes?” he snapped. “He take care of that, too?”
Pagrinni nodded to Betty Sue. “Nurse Rudolph has taken care of your clothes. Now, remember, someone will be by tomorrow to see you. And I’ll see you in a month.” Pagrinni turned and left.
Frank looked at Betty Sue.
She put on her scolding face and stance. “Now, Mr. Holloway, don’t get yourself all worked up. You’re going home. Don’t spoil it.”
She emphasized ‘spoil’, and he knew exactly what she meant. He starts acting up and Pagrinni might change his mind about letting him go home. Right then he resented Pagrinni having such power over him that with a turn of the wrist can dictate what his life would be about.
“Can you get me my clothes? I want to get dressed. I want to feel human again.”
“Okay,” she said. “But you’ve got to eat your breakfast. Remember what Dr. Pagrinni said about you eating three meals a day and all.”
He nodded. “After I’m dressed. I promise.”
She stepped over to the wooden wardrobe against the wall, and opened the door. “I had them cleaned up a bit.” She pulled out a hanger with his white shirt and black pants. The shoes were in a plastic bag looped around the neck of the hanger.
When he saw the clothes his heart sank. He recognized the pants as part of the suit he wore to the funeral. He couldn’t believe he’d never even changed his clothes during that lost time.
After he’d dressed he ate his breakfast like he’d promised. Of course Betty Sue stood over him to make sure.
Checkout was quick, and Betty Sue brought a wheelchair. Hospital policy, she said, and handed him a little plastic bag containing his medications, the prescriptions and the paperwork. Then she wheeled him out to the ambulette waiting by the front entrance. He got up from the chair and turned to Betty Sue.
“Thank you for everything,” he said warmly.
She smiled. “I ain’t finished with you just yet.”
Curious, he looked at her.
Her expression became serious. “Now the doctor is a real good man, and he sure knows all about drugs. But, my mama told me the way you handle adversity is to keep busy. A busy person don’t have time for adversity. They just move on by it.” Then she looked at him, on her face the question - do you understand?
He gave her a little nod that he understood.
She smiled warmly. “Now I don’t want to see you here again, you hear?”
He nodded and smiled. “I hear.”
Then he turned, got in the ambulette and closed the door. The driver started the van and drove off, leaving Betty Sue, the wheelchair and the hospital behind. He wasn’t the least bit sorry to see it all disappear behind him.
During the ride the driver didn’t try conversation. To Frank the man looked Middle Eastern and probably couldn’t speak much English. That was fine with Frank. He was not up to conversation. And it gave him plenty of time to prepare himself for the return home.
He had been anxious to get out of the hospital and back to his home. Now he realized that there was nothing at home for him. He was going to a house that was empty of life, a house that held nothing for him but a lonely emptiness and volumes of poignant memories. It was like he was once again coming home from Kathy’s funeral.
When the ambulette parked in the driveway of his house, he hesitated before getting out. He wished there was someplace else he could go, but he knew the emptiness and the sadness would follow him wherever he went.
He got out of the ambulette, thanked the driver who nodded back to him, then, carrying his plastic bag of drugs, walked up the little walk to the front door. He took out the key that Betty Sue had given him. The front door had been broken into by the police and the door and lock had been replaced. He didn’t ask her who had arranged that. He didn’t have to ask.
Now standing at the front door with the new key, the thought of his brother angered him. It was that anger that pushed him through the front door and into the house.
When he closed the door, he stopped and stood there in the foyer listening to the dead silence of the house. The silence was oppressively heavy. It filled the house like a thick liquid and pressed a hard ache in his heart making it difficult to breathe. He felt like he was drowning in it.
How the hell was he going to get through the next minute, hour and day? And did he really care? Nothing was important enough to make him care. He could simply let go, release every thought, and collapse where he was, and never move again.
He didn’t know how long he stood there in the foyer before he stepped further into the house. The outside him, the man who had been created to deal with Pagrinni, still had some say. He assumed the drugs he was taking had prevented the inside man from surrendering into the gray mist of depression, as tempting as it was, and had kept the outside man alive.
Now the outside man grabbed the inside man hard by the throat, held him at arm’s length and, face tight with determination, walked into the living room directly to the television. He turned it on, and pushed up the volume. He needed the sound of living things to drive away the weight of the silence.
It was going to be a long day.
He drove to the supermarket and bought more food than he really needed, picking out things he hadn’t eaten in years, browsing the aisle and looking at everything. Busy work, like Betty Sue had said. He avoided the liquor store, because that was what got him into the hospital. He didn’t want that again.
He brought all the stuff home, and the first thing he did before he unpacked it, was set the coffee pot brewing. While the coffee was being made he spent a good deal of time putting things carefully away, making sure there was a method to the storage, making sure all the labels pointed out where they could be read – more busy work. Finished, he put the shopping bags away to be recycled. Then he set the two bottles of drugs on the counter by the sink, and neatened up the kitchen obsessively.
He was totally involved in all this, as careful and thorough as a surgeon doing open-heart surgery. So completely occupying his mind was the only way he could keep the dark spirits down in the shadows.
Finally he sat down at the table with a cup of coffee. Busy work did take his mind off things. But he couldn’t spend all his time shopping. For busy work to succeed, one needed to have things to be busy about. He no longer had anything to be busy about.
He realized that Kathy had been playing that role in his life. He had busied himself with raising her, busied himself with her needs to ward off the ghosts of his own life that threatened to haunt him. She was the reason he’d kept going. In all the decisions he’d made she was at the center. It made making those decisions a lot easier.
Now he had nothing to protect him from the overwhelming sadness that waited to engulf him.
It was in the middle of that thought that the blinking light on the telephone caught his eye. Someone must have called while he was at the store. He got up, walked over to the phone and pressed the play button.
It was a woman’s voice. “Mr. Holloway, I’m calling from Dr. Pagrinni’s office to let you know someone would be stopping by tomorrow at two in the afternoon. If you can not keep that appointment please call the office at…” He pressed the stop button. Yeah, I call and you come and spirit me away to a rubber room. No thanks. I’ll be here. Then he added, I hope.
Two tomorrow afternoon was a long way to go without thinking, which was what he was doing – not thinking. The only way to protect himself from the overwhelming sadness and despair was to not think about it, not look in those corners where it hid. Give the mind other activities so it wouldn’t be drawn into those corners.
But what the hell sort of activities could he come up with that would take him to tomorrow afternoon? He had exhausted his list of busy activities by going to the store. That was it. There was nothing else. At least nothing else that mattered to him.
He stood there looking around the kitchen, looking for something to do, as if the ideas were lying around on the counter, or tucked in next to the small appliances. The phone call was still with him, and the fear of having to go to a rubber room. Not the way he wanted to live, that’s for sure. The question was – did he really want to live?
Then he remembered Betty Sue warning him not to spoil it. And he saw Pagrinni, his eyes distorted by his glasses, peering at him. That was when he decided to eat something. Not because he was hungry, but because he didn’t want to go back to the hospital. And cooking and eating would give him something to do.
He thought of putting together an elaborate meal, but couldn’t raise the energy to do it. So he settled for soup and a sandwich. He heated up a can of soup, and assembled a ham sandwich. Then brought it into the living room to eat in front of the television.
It seemed as if it took only a few minutes to finish the soup and sandwich. He sat there staring at the television, not hearing anything it was throwing at him, and wondering what he was going to do next? How the hell was he going to get through the night?
He looked around the room, much as he had looked around the kitchen, for something to do to occupy his mind. There were photographs of Kathy on the mantle and scattered about the room. The painting she had done of the summer at the beach hung above the mantle. And there was the vase she made in art class in high school. So many little things that breathed of her.
Seeing them was like suddenly opening a door and Kathy flooded into the room. Images of her flashed everywhere – sitting and laughing, running, a little girl, a young woman home from college. So many images. Too many images. He couldn’t hold out against it all, and he slipped into the dark corners of his mind where the pain and memories hid waiting for him.
The welling ache of loss that flooded over him filled his eyes with tears that spilled down his face, and brought a gasping weeping to his lips. “Oh God,” he sighed through the weeping.
The outside man got him up from the sofa quickly before the sadness completely destroyed his ability to move and think. He went into the kitchen, picked up the medicine bottles by the sink, and looked through the tears at the labels. He opened the sleeping pills, poured a glass of water, and swallowed a pill. Sleep was the only escape opened to him.
While he still had the strength of will he went straight upstairs, stripped off his clothes and dropped onto the bed. And then he let himself go and fought no longer, the inside man free and in control. He cried heart-wrenching and terrible sobs of pain. He did that for a long time until the pill took him into the dark relief of sleep.
Chapter 6
As the darkness receded, the world that slowly emerged was blurred and hazy and out of focus. And so was his mind. It was like his thoughts were immersed in a thick glue that made it hard for them to move about. He struggled to sit up, and his limbs were as heavy as lead.
“Some damn sleeping pill,” he mumbled aloud. He didn’t remember drifting off, but it seemed like only a few minutes had passed since he’d dropped into bed. No dreams had haunted the darkness of his sleep.
He stumbled out of bed - the room slipping around from his sudden change of position, somehow got dressed, and went downstairs. He could hear the television as he descended the stairs. He’d left it on all night.
The sleeping pill had numbed everything. There were no emotions pulling at him. He moved automatically, his body responding to whispers of intent that weren’t demanding and didn’t carry much logic or strength.
In the kitchen he put a cup of coffee into the microwave, then took one of the pills by the sink, being careful to be sure it was not a sleeping pill. The time slipped by in a flow that he couldn’t measure. He made eggs and toast, then sat at the table and ate, washing it all down with the cup of coffee.
He sat at the table with a second cup of coffee, and slowly his thoughts began to organize. Scenes from the hospital came back along with the cheerful voice of Betty Sue. The scenes linked together, then the chain grew and his life gradually came into view. But the remains of the sleeping pill dulled the emotions revealed in those images. Like he was not fully awake.
Is this the way he’s going to have to go through the rest of his life - stumbling around in a mental stupor? Seeing the world through a dreamy mind? That did not appeal to him, but it also didn’t upset him. Truthfully, he didn’t really care.
Then he noticed the light blinking on the answering machine, and he remembered that he never deleted the message from Pagrinni’s office. He looked at the clock for the first time. Jesus, it was almost twelve-thirty. That damn pill really had put him out. And that guy was coming at two.
He knew he and the house had to look presentable to give the guy the right impression. He got up from the table carefully, still a bit lightheaded when changing positions, and began first in cleaning up the kitchen and getting rid of the food tray he’d left in the living room last night in front of the television.
Then he headed upstairs to shave, shower and put on clean clothes.
By two he was ready, sitting in the living room sipping a cup of coffee and staring at the television. Staring, but not seeing it. He’d made a fresh pot of coffee, more for his ‘guest’ than for him. He would have kept microwaving the pot from last night a cup at a time, before making a fresh pot.
He was feeling better, more alert, but a bit on the mellow side. The shower helped to clear his head, and the effects of the sleeping pill were gone. He assumed the mellow feeling was from the other pill he’d taken earlier. And the mellow feeling was a plus. It helped smooth the edges of the anxiety surrounding the coming visitor, the man who would now control his fate.
When the doorbell rang, he took a deep breath and stood. Even with the drugs his heart was pounding a bit hard. He walked to the door and opened it.
A short dark-haired woman in her forties was standing there. Overweight the dark suit she wore strained at the seams. No jewelry, little makeup, and a slim leather briefcase tucked under her arm, she looked to him like she was selling something. He had no patience with sales people, or anybody else who intruded without being invited.
She gave him a small smile, and was about to say something when he said, “Not interested in what you’re selling, giving away or begging for.” And slammed the door. He heard her say “Wait” before the door closed fully.
He had started to turn away from the door when the doorbell rang again. At that same moment he realized that she might be the person he was waiting for! He had assumed it would be a man, though he didn’t know why he’d assumed that.
Now, as he reached to open the door, he felt like a jackass. Slamming the door in her face was certainly not the right foot to get this process started on.
“Mr. Holloway,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Beverly Radner from Dr. Pagrinni’s office.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. He took her hand, gently shook it, and released it. “I don’t know what made me think they would send a man.” That didn’t come out right. “Please come in.” He stepped aside. He felt awkward and unsure of himself, like a kid suddenly thrust into the world of adults.
She walked past him and stood inside the doorway. He closed the door.
“Please,” he said and indicated the living room.
He watched her as she walked ahead of him into the room, and he didn’t like the idea of this dumpy woman holding his future in her pudgy little hands. Bad enough it would have been a man. A woman, this plain overweight woman made it worse.
She took a seat in an armchair and signaled him to sit on the sofa.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” he said.
She smiled politely. “That would be nice. Black, one sugar, if you don’t mind?”
He nodded, went into the kitchen and poured the coffee. All the while annoyed that this woman was there. He never trusted the judgement of women. They always seemed to be not quite up to the workings of the world. And especially the workings of men.
He came back into the living room, placed the cup on the coffee table in front of her, then sat on the sofa. She had opened her briefcase, and held a folder open on her lap.
“So, how do we do this?” he said.
“Could you turn off the television?” She indicated the TV with a slight nod of her head.
He hadn’t been aware it was on. It was only background noise to keep away the deathly quiet of the house. He picked up the remote and turned off the television. The silence of the house returned like an ethereal presence, and it made him more uncomfortable.
She took a hesitant sip of her coffee.
It had to be real hot, he thought. “Would you like an ice cube?”
She smiled and nodded. “Please.”
He got up, went back into the kitchen and returned with an ice cube. He slipped it into her coffee cup, then sat back down on the sofa.
“Thank you,” she said. She folded her hands on the folder and looked at him. “I’ve gone over the notes Dr. Pagrinni had left for me. Tell me, how did yesterday go for you?”
“Fine, I guess.”
She sat expectantly waiting for more.
He waited, too. Until the silence became unbearable. When two people were in a room, someone had to talk. Silence was an unwanted guest, and did not have a role in communication. And this particular silence was the silence of a dead house, which made it worse for him, a reminder of what used to fill the house and was now gone.
He shrugged lightly. “I spent the afternoon shopping for food. Then had dinner, watched a little TV, and went to bed.”
“I see,” she said. And waited again.
Damn. “Seemed strange not being in the hospital.” He smiled. “Missed Betty Sue’s chatter, for one.”
“And did you have breakfast today?”
He nodded. “Eggs and toast. And coffee. Can’t forget the coffee. Without it, I wouldn’t be able to open my eyes.”
She gave him a small smile. “I can relate to that. Did you take the medications Dr. Pagrinni gave you?”
“Yes. That sleeping pill sure packs a wallop. I slept about twelve hours.”
“So things were normal.”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“I see.” Then she glanced at the television. “Was the TV on all night?”
“Yeah. Forgot to turn it off when I went to bed last night.”
She sighed, and her shoulders relaxed. “Okay, Mr. Holloway. Our first dance is over. You’ve waltzed me around the room. Now let’s tango.”
He frowned at her, not understanding what she meant.
She looked straight into his eyes. “Since I can not believe everything was normal, as you say. Either you are waltzing me around, or your normal is extremely stressful. So, how about we get down to it now, and you tell me exactly what yesterday was like.”
Damn. Whatever happened to the calm gentle shrinks? Thought they were supposed to stroke you and soothe you, put you at ease. Pagrinni and this one come on like freight trains. Nothing gentle or soothing about them.
“I guess, when I said ‘normal’ I meant it was what I expected. It couldn’t be normal, because Kathy’s no longer…” He choked back the sudden swell of emotion that grabbed his throat. It had come on him so quickly he almost didn’t capture it in time. “…here.” Him blubbering his heart out would have surely earned him that rubber room.
He sighed at the ache in his heart. “I went shopping to get out of the house. Spent a lot of time picking out groceries. Then I came home, busied myself with dinner. After dinner I couldn’t find anything to distract me from the emptiness of this house, so I took the sleeping pill and went to bed.” He cocked his head. “And that’s it.”
She nodded, took out a pen, opened the folder, and made some notes. Then she lowered the pen, and once again looked him in the eyes. “That’s better. But the tango is a dance of emotion and concentration. So, let’s try it again.”
He was starting to not like this woman at all. A graduate of Pagrinni’s Gestapo school of psychology. This was not going to be easy.
Chapter 7
“Look, I don’t know what you want me to say.” He couldn’t keep the anger from his voice.
“It’s important that we both know how you’re dealing with the tragedy of your situation. So, you have to look at me as another side of you. Reveal to me the emotions and experiences that you are walking around with, as if you were talking to yourself.”
He looked hard at her. He wasn’t about to do that. That part of him had always been private. Nothing of that part had ever been revealed to anyone. Not even to Frances.
“What did it feel like when you came through that front door yesterday?”
But she wasn’t going to let up. How the hell was he going to handle this? He couldn’t tell her about that. Even thinking about standing there in the foyer, the terrible haunted emotion was once again growing inside him, pulling hard on his heart, inflicting aching pain and fear.
“Did you do a dance in the foyer? Shout Hallelujah? What did it feel like?”
“Look, couldn’t we do this some other way?” He tried to keep the whine from his voice, but it didn’t work that well.
“What did you feel when you walked through that door, Frank?”
“Rotten,” he said. He had to give her something.
“Frank, I feel rotten when I have indigestion. You had to have been feeling more than that.”
He shook his head. “I’m not ready for this.”
“How long will it take for you to be ready?”
“I don’t know. Maybe tomorrow.”
She looked at her watch. “I’ll give you five minutes.” She looked up. “Then you can chat with the people down at County Care.”
He suddenly stood, frowning down at her. “Look,” he snapped. “Get off my back! I’m perfectly fine! Now stop all this bullshit about Country Care.” He stomped away to the fireplace, trying to get his arms around his anger. He turned to her. “I don’t even know what you’re doing here. This is all ridiculous! Just damn ridiculous! I’m fine. Why don’t you leave me alone!”
“Sorry, Frank, I can’t do that. And it’s not bullshit about County Care.” She shrugged. “It’s your choice. Sometimes life sucks that way, but that’s the way it is.”
She sat there looking at him, waiting.
His anger was like hot lava exploding up inside him. Roaring heat beyond the abilities of the drug he’d taken to temper it. What right did this arrogant bitch have! What right did any of them have to do this to him! Why the hell didn’t they just leave him alone!
“Well, Frank, what’s it to be?”
“Go to hell!” The words surprised him more than they did her. The words flew out of his mouth right past the part of his mind that would first make a judgement on them before speaking. They were no sooner out than he wanted to take them back and take back the damage he knew they had caused.
She sighed and closed the folder in her lap. “Like I said, it’s your call.” She put the folder in the briefcase, then stood and straightened her suit.
His mind was doing gymnastics trying to wrestle control of his anger before it would spur him to do more damage. It had clamped down hard on the words that were to follow the “Go to Hell!” that had gotten by. And it hurried around looking for some way to salvage the situation before it was too late. One thing he knew, he couldn’t let her go. She leaves and his future is in County Care.
“Why do you need to know this!” The anger was still hot in his voice. He was stalling her, while he tried to find a way through this.
“Frank, you’ve got everything jammed up tight inside you. You don’t get it out, and you’ll be back in the hospital again. If they find you in time. This is the way to start that process.”
“But, damn it, I’m fine! I’ve had a terrible tragedy in my life, and I’m dealing with it. But I’m fine. I can handle it.”
“We’ve been down this street before, Frank.” She turned and headed for the foyer and the front door.
He followed after her, shouting now. “I’m upset! Damn it, I’m upset. But that’s normal! I don’t understand why you have to prod my pain!”
She reached for the doorknob.
He grabbed her arm.
She stopped and turned to him frowning hard, making it clear he’d stepped over a line by grabbing her.
He realized he had his hand on her arm, and removed it. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” His voice was breaking under the raw emotion he struggled with.
“I don’t understand why you need to hear about all that.” Pleading now, trying to hang on to himself. Trying but not succeeding. A crack forming in the dam that held everything back. “Why, God … why do you need to hear how I … I stood right here in the foyer for I don’t know how long, afraid to take a step into the house. How it hung with death, and loss, and it hurt so damn much. I’d have left right then if I had somewhere else to go.”
It came out in a torrent. The crack had burst open and there was no stopping it. Tears welled in his eyes. “How I turned on the TV only to break the awful silence that pressed in on me. How I spent hours in the supermarket afraid to come back to the house. How I cried myself to sleep. And I slept only because of the pill I took.”
He stopped, tears now dribbling down his face. “Why do you need to hear that?” His voice a whisper now. What had he done? He turned away from her, ashamed. Not wanting to look in her eyes, not wanting her to see him like this.
He felt her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go back and sit down.” Her voice gentle now.
He nodded and walked back into the living room. His emotions were a confused tangle pulling in all directions. He kept swallowing against the tears and fighting down the ache that swelled his heart. But he couldn’t gather his twisted emotions together and organize them. They were arrogant, defiant and refused to be controlled.
He sat on the sofa and gave up trying. His spirit was too tired to fight any longer for control. The inside him was loose.
“How do you take your coffee?” she said softly, leaning down to him.
“Milk, two sugars,” he said.
“You take it easy while I get you a cup.”
He nodded wearily. And he did take it easy. The outside man had surrendered, no longer able to hold down the inside man, no longer able to keep him locked in the attic room. And it was a relief in a way to drop his guard and let the emotions run free. The deliberate energy he’d needed to hold them down exhausted him.
However, the outside man was not out of the game. He stood nearby and kept up a steady whispering in Frank’s ear that he’d better be careful or he’d wind up in that rubber room.
Chapter 8
She returned with the cup of coffee and placed it on the table in front of him. Then she sat down in the armchair. Though she was only gone a few minutes, it gave him the chance to calm down a bit, and get himself more under control. He watched her warily as she took out her pad and pen, then looked at him.
“I know that wasn’t easy for you,” she said. “You’ve truly had a bad time. Some people never make it through what you’ve experienced. You’re very lucky to be alive.” She added a few little nods to punctuate that sentence.
He didn’t think he was lucky to be alive. There were times when oblivion was preferable to the alternative. Right then he wished they hadn’t found him. Damn George for interfering!
“You know,” she said. “On second thought, I think we’ve done enough for one day.”
He could feel the relief settle over him like a warm coat. He couldn’t wait to be rid of this woman.
“Now, there are some things you’re going to have to do before I come back tomorrow. First, I’d like you to start a diary. And throughout the day jot things down. Things you’re feeling, experiencing.”
He sighed. Good enough. He could do that. It wouldn’t be as traumatic as what he’d just gone through. It would give him a chance to compose the truth. Creative fiction to give her what she wanted to hear, and to keep him in his home.
“And I want you to get out of the house. Take a slow walk around the neighborhood. Look around. Observe the life that is going on around you. And enter those observations in the diary.”
“I assume you’re going to read those entries?”
“Yes,” she said. “It will help me evaluate how you’re coming along.”
She put the pad and pen away, then stood and straightened her suit. “I can find my way out. You stay there and drink your coffee, and think over what happened today.”
She smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow at two. And thank you for the coffee.”
“How long is this going to go on?”
“Do you mean my coming here or when you will stop suffering?”
“Your visits.” He didn’t think he’d ever stop suffering.
“Hard to say right now. It’ll be clearer in a week or so.” She gave him a small nod. “Goodbye Mr. Holloway.”
A week or so! God, how was he going to get through this?
He nodded and gave her a small smile. She turned and left.
With the click of the latch when the front door closed, the silence of emptiness rushed in, surrounded him, and threatened to smother him. He got up to reach the remote on the cocktail table and turned on the television. The sounds of voices chopped up the silence and gave him room to breathe.
He sat back down on the sofa and took a gulp of coffee. He felt like he’d been cursed. Some voodoo hex put on him that brought Pagrinni and this woman into his life. Damn George! Why the hell did he bother at all? What could have come over the man to stick his nose in Frank’s life?
Called me to console me on Kathy’s death, Pagrinni said. Yeah, right. No matter how you dress it up, bullshit is still bullshit.
And what was Kathy doing talking to George? And behind his back. She knew how he felt about George. Knew he hated the man, and didn’t want anything to do with him. The Prick. Stupid, unfeeling, sanctimonious prick.
He never told her why he wanted nothing to do with George. It was a personal matter between him and his brother, he told her. His ex-brother. If killing people was legal he’d have put George in the cemetery a long time ago. Instead he kept the better part of the continent between them, and made it very clear he never wanted to see or hear from him again.
Why, Kathy? Why? If she only knew what she had done to him - bringing George back into his life.
Suddenly he realized he didn’t really know Kathy. She was not the person he mourned. There were hidden sides to her. For one, she had this relationship with George he didn’t know anything about. What else did she do he didn’t know about? What kind of person was she really?
And did he really want to know?
The emptiness he felt at losing her was now replaced by a deeper emptiness of not ever really knowing her. The person ripped from his life was not real. A being contrived by him. A ghost of his imagination.
His life had lost all meaning when Kathy died. There was no longer any reason to do anything, to even take the next breath. Now, he was faced with the question of whether it ever had a meaning at all?
That thought brought the blackness of despair to rise up around him like flood water, taking him in, submerging him in its painful darkness. His heart ached, his thoughts turned down, and he began to weep. It was the crying wail of hopelessness and despair. Each anguished sob took him further down into the blackness where there was no peace, only the intense and painful longing for peace.
The inside man was in control and brought his soul to its knees begging for relief, begging for a happier time, begging for a meaning to his life, and begging for it all to be over. His strength, his energy to resist spilled out. With each sob it continued to drain away. And he kept slipping further and further down into the darkness where the pain of longing intensified and the hopelessness consumed him.
He was abandoned and alone, and subjected to forces he didn’t understand. And he didn’t care. He just wanted to keep slipping down into that darkness until there was nothing left of him. Until he was gone. Until it was all over.
He cried out of control for he didn’t know how long. He just kept pouring out his soul in awful sobs until he finally had to stop, his energy reserves too exhausted to keep going. Then he sat there wallowing in the warm darkness. His mind not really thinking, his thoughts holding still.
He was far away from the world. Too far for it to touch him. He heard the sounds of the television, but heard them only as sounds, a sort of distant white noise. His mind was in a dark place where the world could not come. He liked it there. He didn’t have to think.
Chapter 9
He wasn’t sure what time he finally got up from the sofa. But he did know that if his body hadn’t needed to relieve itself he would never have gotten up.
Once up, the outside man started talking in his ear. At first it was barely a whisper, and it was enough to get him moving. He walked around on autopilot picking up the coffee cups in the living room and taking them to the kitchen. All the while the voice talked to him, growing louder, the admonitions more severe. The outside man had his attention and he wasn’t going to let up.
“You can’t give in!” the outside man hollered. “Damn it, you don’t want to spend your life in a rubber room! Think about it, man! Think about it!”
“Yeah, you’re right,” he’d say. “I’m going to do whatever it takes, but I’m not going to a rubber room.” However, there was no fire of conviction in that reply.
It went on like that. He would agree with what the voice told him, but couldn’t pull together the incentive of will to act. The draw of giving up was so strong. His mind wandered in a warm fog that filtered the voice of the outside man, taking the sharp edges off what he said. It was so much easier to stay in that fog.
What got him to move was the repeated threat of the rubber room. He imagined bright lights and stainless steel and cold people in white and needles and prodding and discomfort and attempts to bring him out of the fog that were disturbing to think about. They would never let him alone. At least here at home he could do what he wanted and not have eyes peering at him, and people poking him and shoving him around.
So, he moved. He walked right out the front door. That was the outside man’s idea. Get out of the house, get moving where he had to concentrate on what he was doing. Watching his step so he wouldn’t fall on his ass or get hit by a car. Inside the house, sitting, not moving, it was easy to slip down into the darkness.
Beverly Radner had said he should take a walk, and the outside man took that to heart. It was the busy work Betty Sue had talked about, as well. Something that required his attention, distracting his mind from his troubles.
It was a nice day, sunny and pleasant. But he didn’t really notice it the way an alert mind notices such a thing – taking a deep exhilarating breath, feeling great to be alive. He was simply aware of it, but drew no pleasure from it.
As he walked around the street he saw things, saw people walking, doing things. Cars moving. But he didn’t really look at them. He didn’t examine them at all. He just moved forward.
He walked for what seemed a long time. It was a hard walk. Nothing leisurely about it. When he got back to the house he was tired, and his legs ached. He hadn’t done much exercising in the hospital and the aches reminded him of that.
He felt better. Not great, but better. And he was hungry. He made some eggs and toast because it was quick, poured himself a cup of coffee and heated it in the microwave. Then sat down to eat.
As he ate he thought about his walk, remembering that Beverly had asked him to write down what he saw, and he realized he couldn’t remember one thing about it. Not one. All he had were vague images of being outside on the street. He’d viewed it all through the fog that clouded his thinking. The things he’d seen had slid off his mind like it was Scotch-guarded against remembering. Unimportant stuff not worth the effort to record it.
So much of what he experienced since Kathy’s death was falling into that category. His life was slipping away, just disappearing into the fog.
There wasn’t much pleasure in the food, but he finished eating. Then he took the sleeping pill and went up to bed. The escape into oblivion it offered was what he wanted.
When he got up the next morning the first thing he did was take the ‘calm me down’ pill. That was what he called it. Though from what he’d experienced he didn’t think it was working worth a damn. Then he made some fresh coffee and put together a quick breakfast.
After eating he scrounged around the house looking for something that would serve as a diary. Beverly was coming and expecting him to have something for her to read. He was still moving around surrounded by the fog, not really wanting to do any of this, but the outside man pushed him on. He managed to put together a three-ring binder of blank ruled paper - something he found in Kathy’s room, probably from college.
He sat at the kitchen table and started to compose. This had to be good to convince Beverly he was doing what she asked. ‘Asked’ - now in this case there was a euphemism for ‘demanded.’ In no way did he have any real choice.
He put together some comments using the words ‘depressed’, ‘tired’, ‘hurt’, and ‘loss’. He figured those were the key words she’d be looking for. His account of his walk was purely fictitious since he couldn’t remember any of the details. When he finished, he read it over and smiled to himself. He should get a prize for creative writing.
When Beverly showed up at five to two he was ready for her. He’d tried to ‘normalize’ the place. With the help of the outside man he was going to pull this off. He was going to look and appear normal and in control. Not a person standing at the precipice of a breakdown.
The house was neat, a fresh pot of coffee was made, and the television was off. That was the hardest – the television. Its chatter of voices kept the overpowering silence at bay. He thought of putting on some music CDs to at least put some sounds into the silence. He quickly rejected that idea. Music was too emotional and would only stir up the ache of his loss.
On the coffee table in the living room opposite where she would sit, he’d placed the three-ring binder opened to the first page of his composition. He’d managed to create almost two pages of material, and he was proud of that. Whatever it takes to stay out of the rubber room.
When the doorbell rang, he opened the door, gave Beverly Radner a welcoming smile, and stepped aside to let her in.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Holloway,” she said as she walked past him.
“Mrs. Radner,” he said with a deferential nod.
As he followed her into the living room she said over her shoulder, “It’s Ms. Radner. But why don’t you call me Beverly.” She headed for the armchair she’d used the day before.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?” he said.
“Yes. That would be nice.” She sat down, immediately picked up the three-ring binder, and started to read.
He went into the kitchen and assembled her cup of coffee, all the while wondering what she would think of his creative writing.
When he returned with her coffee, she had finished reading and placed the binder back on the cocktail table. He set the cup down in front of her, then sat on the sofa.
He was feeling pretty cocky. He looked at her, and nodded in the direction of the binder. “So?”
She was thinking like she was carefully composing her reply, and his cockiness slipped away. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Now he was apprehensive.
“Frank,” she said, looking him straight in the eye. “Let’s see if we can’t straighten out a few things here. First, I’m a lot smarter than I look. Second, this isn’t playtime. There are plenty of people I could be helping instead of being here. Third, no matter how this turns out, I’m not the one who has something to lose here.”
He didn’t know if his face was turning red, but it was sure heating up. He felt like a little kid in the principal’s office.
“Does that give you a better picture of this situation?”
Chapter 10
She didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Now, did you go for a walk?”
He nodded, not trusting his voice, his throat tight with embarrassment and anger.
“Good. Now tell me what you remember of your jaunt out in the world.”
He shook his head. “Nothing.”
She frowned. “Nothing?”
“No. It’s all covered in sort of a haze.”
“How about the rest of your day after I left? Do you remember what you did?”
He shrugged. “No. Kind of just slipped away. I remember eating and going to bed.” And crying himself to sleep. But he didn’t tell her that.
“What did you eat?”
He frowned searching his memory. “Not sure. I think I had eggs.”
She let out a sigh heavy with resignation. “We have to get you moving, Frank. We have to get you seeing the world again.”
She stood. “C’mon. We’re going for a walk.”
He frowned at her.
“C’mon, get up.” She coaxed him with a wave of her hand. “We’re doing no good here. Let’s see what’s outside.”
He didn’t resist. She held too much of his future in her hands. He followed her out the front door and along the walkway to the sidewalk. They started walking side-by-side slowly up the street.
“Beautiful day,” she said. “Makes you glad to be alive.”
“Yeah,” he said, though he felt none of that.
It was like there was a gray cloud the size of his fist pressed between his eyes. All his senses and emotions hit that cloud and bounced back at him. They couldn’t get around it to touch the scenery beyond and draw inspiration from it. Everything was simply there – the houses, the trees, the cars, the people, the sky. Familiar, but nothing else.
“How long have you lived here, Frank?”
He dug back into his memory. “A little more than twenty-two years. Frances and I bought the house when she was pregnant. We lived in an apartment before that, but figured a house was better for raising a family.”
“Then you must know a lot of the people on the street?”
“Yeah. Know them enough to wave, say hello. But we didn’t socialize much. A widower doesn’t fit in with the married couples.”
“When did your wife die?”
He took in a deep breath to push down the ache that came with the reminder of his loss, and slowly let it out. “Two years after Kathy was born. Doctors said it was complications from the birth. Something to do with the blood. I never told Kathy that. Didn’t want her to feel guilty, like it was her fault.”
“So what did you tell her?”
He shrugged. “That her mother had a heart attack while she was out shopping and died almost immediately. She was one of the few people who have heart attacks while they’re still young. Figured that was far enough removed so there was no way Kathy was going to find a way to blame herself.”
“She never knew the truth?”
He sighed at the memory. “When she was sixteen I had to tell her. She was talking about how she was worried that she too would die early of a heart attack. She was learning about genes in high school and she figured this was a genetic tendency in her. I had to tell her. I didn’t want her walking around with such a fear.”
“How did she take that?”
“Fine.” He said it with a tone that said that he didn’t want to talk about that anymore. That conversation was over.
He was thankful Beverly didn’t push it.
They walked in silence for awhile.
“This walk doing anything for you?” Beverly said.
He shrugged and shook his head. “What’s it supposed to do?”
“Being here all those years, there must be some pleasant memories of Kathy growing up. In their innocence kids give wonderful memories.”
He shook his head again. “Nothing’s coming through.”
She gave him a look when he said that like she knew he was lying.
And she was right. It was a lie. Memories were bubbling up, but he kept pushing them back down because he was afraid they’d hurt to remember them and he’d breakdown in tears on the street. He didn’t want to appear not in control of his emotions. That was a sure way to County Care.
“Tell me about her, about her friends, about her life on this street.”
She said it innocently enough, but he could feel the panic rising in him. He started talking about that and he knew he couldn’t hold back the pain and the tears that were dammed up with it all.
“Not much to tell, really.” He didn’t look at her when he said that. He didn’t want to see the accusation in her eyes. But he did hear her sigh thick with frustration.
“C’mon, Frank. You’re stalling. You need to learn to face all that past with an acceptance that it was good, and it is part of your life. You hide from it and it will eat you up.”
Hide from it. That was a good one. He had dived into it, wallowed around in the memories, and wanted desperately to live in them again - the future holding nothing for him. A part of his life - hell, the memories were his whole life.
And what did his life mean, anyway? With Kathy gone all his struggling, all his sacrifice, all his hopes had gone with her. She had been the meaning of his existence. Now he was left with nothing.
When he didn’t respond to her, Beverly said, “All right, let’s try a different approach. How about you write down your memories of her?”
He frowned at her. What purpose could that serve? he thought.
“You invested your life in her,” she said. It was like she was reading his mind. “It’s what parents do. Let’s not let that go to waste. Preserve her life on paper so others might know her.”
“Who would care?”
“Well, your brother for one.”
“George? Fuck him!” The words came out before he could censor them. Now he couldn’t take them back. And he saw in her eyes that she knew she had struck gold.
“Hmm. A little bad blood there. You do know that Kathy had a relationship with him?”
He was on alert now. Words were not going to get by him without a good deal of consideration. “I didn’t know until Pagrinni told me.”
“It surprised you.”
“Yes.” More than she knew.
“Do you hate her for it?”
Did he? He wasn’t happy about it that’s for sure. In fact he was pissed and hurt that she would go to George behind his back. “I don’t know why she did that?”
“Kids reach a point where they think for themselves. And because she did, it saved your life.”
Big deal. He didn’t want to be saved. And that George had a hand in it only made it worse. Didn’t she understand that?
“Did she know about the problem between you and your brother?”
“She knew there was a serious problem. But I never told her the details.” Through the look he gave her he tried to warn her not to go there.
She must have gotten his message, because she said, “You do know that one day we’ll have to go into that.”
Over my dead body, he thought. “Why?”
“It’s an unresolved issue of your past. And it’s eating you from the inside out. That’s not helpful for your mental state.”
Now she was starting to sound like a shrink. She was wrong - it was not unresolved. He hated the bastard and that was not going to change. That was its resolution and it suited him just fine.
He didn’t say anything to her. He let her comment die in the air around him.
“Let’s go inside,” she said.
He saw they were in front of his house. That surprised him. He hadn’t been paying attention about where they were going and she’d guided him back to the house.
“Okay.” He headed up the walk to the front door.
God, he wanted this session to end, wanted her out of there. She was stepping on too many nerves, and he didn’t want anymore of it. Fighting her off, guarding the inner man was too damn tiring. He just wanted to sit someplace and slip into the darkness of his mind even though he knew there would be no comfort there.
Chapter 11
Inside the house she returned to her place on the sofa in the living room.
Frank took his same seat.
She opened her notepad and took a sip from the cup of coffee still sitting there.
Frank stood up and reached for the cup. “Let me warm that up for you.”
“No, no. It’s okay. I like it cold as well as warm.”
He sat back down.
She looked him straight in the eye. “All right, Frank. It’s time we got this train moving out of the station. Actually, it’s time you got this train moving out of the station because I’m getting a little tired of trying to push it all by myself.”
He didn’t like her aggressiveness directness. People shouldn’t relate to one and other like that. Civility should govern how they talk. That’s what he was brought up to expect from people. And her directness was especially annoying because she was a she, a woman. That wasn’t a woman’s place. It was belittling to be talked to like that by a woman, to be talked down to. Damn, he didn’t like that at all.
“Looking at what’s happened I can see why people think you tried to kill yourself. But you and I both know that’s not true. If you wanted to kill yourself, it would already be done and I wouldn’t be talking to you right now. You’ve had plenty of opportunity to do the dirty deed since you were released from the hospital and you didn’t. I mean, I’m here only an hour a day. The rest of the time you are alone to exercise your ingenuity to kill yourself.
“No, you don’t want to kill yourself. What you want is death to come to you. And I’m supposed to be helping you change that. But I can’t do it by myself. You’ve got to cooperate. If you don’t I’m wasting my time.”
And he knew what she meant by that. She would let County Care see that death came to him in its own time.
“So, let’s see if we can’t make a little progress here. What I want you to do is write in your binder some of the memories you have of Kathy. It doesn’t have to be in any chronological order. Just write down what comes to you. The good, the bad, the ugly and the silly. Put in down uncensored. No more creative writing. Understand?”
He nodded. He was too embarrassed to speak. The creative writing remark dug deep, and showed she saw right through him, that he was not as clever as he thought.
She stood. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the same time.”
He stood and walked her to the door.
At the door she turned to him. There was something in her eyes. A plea, maybe? He wasn’t sure. She left without saying anything.
He closed the door and returned to the chair in the living room. He was mortified that she had exposed his fraud. It made him feel very small and very stupid. He sat there for a long time wallowing in that embarrassment.
His emotions ran all over the place.
He felt the extreme mortification of a little child caught in a shameful act. The embarrassment was deep, hot and painful.
Then there was the ache of longing to just be left alone. Why did they have to intrude on his life? This was a free damn country. And it was his life. Why couldn’t he be left alone to do whatever he wanted to do?
Next was anger. Who the hell was she to treat him like that anyway? To step all over his feelings? To embarrass him that way?
Embarrass was the word that kept cropping up in his thoughts. Why? Why did he give a shit about what she thought? Who the hell was she anyway? Some dumpy spinster who had no damn life of her own. So she pokes her nose into other people’s lives, into his, and enjoys making them feel like asses. She was the one who needed a shrink, not him.
Yeah, not him. He grunted at the stupidity of that thought. After all, all he did was try to drown himself in alcohol. Nothing wrong with that. Right?
Shit. He sighed long and deep, letting all the hot colors of the anger drain away as best he could.
Okay. What the hell was he going to do about this? Did he have much choice? Play along or, like Pagrinni had said, be suited with a jacket with extra long sleeves.
He looked at the notebook. She wanted him to write down his memories of Kathy. Well, why not? He could do that. He’d been drowning in those memories, why not write them down?
He reached over, picked up the binder and opened it. He took the pen from where he’d left it in the rings of the binder, turned to a blank page and sat there looking at it. At first nothing came. The residual effects of his anger were still shoving his thoughts around.
A mental picture of Kathy as a child laughing and running around the backyard suddenly bubbled up into his consciousness. He started writing.
Putting that little backyard image on paper was done easily. But then more images began to crowd for attention in his mind, and his writing couldn’t keep up. He had to choose one, and hold the others back until he had recorded it. Then he had to go through that process again. And again. Each time more images crammed into the crowd waiting to be recorded.
And then he was so overwhelmed he couldn’t keep writing anymore. He stopped, leaned back in the chair, closed his eyes and surrendered to the memories, letting them flow over him. They invaded his mind like a violent sea, drowning him in the images and emotions that brought tears and the terrible ache of longing. It just hurt so damn much.
A long time passed. A very long time before there were no more tears in him. No more energy. He was too exhausted to go on, too exhausted to continue to walk the halls of the past. All he wanted to do was sleep, to slip into the darkness and let it all go away.
He forced his eyes open. It was dark in the room. Night had sneaked in. The only reason he opened his eyes was because of the sleeping pill. He could have stayed where he was in the chair and let sleep come. As tired as he was it would have come easily. But sleep without the sleeping pill would be tormented with dreams. The pill took him to a dark oblivion. That was where he wanted to be.
He turned on the light on the table next to the chair. Its brightness hurt his eyes forcing him to squint. Heavily he got up from the chair, went into the kitchen, took a sleeping pill from the bottle and swallowed a glass of water with it. Then he went upstairs, stripped off his clothes, letting them drop to the floor, and fell onto the bed. Within a few moments he sank into that oblivion he’d craved.
Chapter 12
When he woke the next morning he was again grogged out from the sleeping pill. In a way that was a good thing, because it required a force of will to concentrate on doing even the mundane things, leaving no room in his mind for the memories to flood in. He stumbled around getting rid of the clothes on the floor next to the bed, washing, shaving and getting dressed for the day.
Downstairs in the kitchen he took the ‘happy pill’ then struggled through putting together breakfast and making a pot of coffee. He ate mechanically, and wondered if he’d eaten dinner last night. All he could remember was getting up from the chair and going to bed, and even that memory was hazy.
His mind was having a tough time shaking off the effects of the pill and he wondered if he had taken two pills instead of one the night before.
He putzed around cleaning up the kitchen and the living room. He’d left the light on all night, and the coffee cups were still there from that woman’s visit. ‘That woman’ was what he was calling her in his mind. The more he thought of her the more pissed he got. What the hell could she learn from psychology books that would in anyway give her an understanding of the reality of what he was going through? Superior, arrogant bitch.
When he finished all that he sat in the living room and looked through the notes he’d made in the binder. What surprised him was reading about the memories did not evoke the same powerful images he’d experienced when he was writing them down. As if now translating through the writing to the images organized the way they would be processed in his mind, rather than allowing them to run free on their own. A controlled fireworks display rather than a mass of chaotic explosions. The memories flowed more orderly through his thinking and brought warm emotions with them. The ache of loss was still there, but not overpowering. Interesting, he thought.
He didn’t read everything he had written, just the first few pages. He was afraid reading more would release the avalanche of memories not recorded and he’d be overwhelmed. He didn’t want to be in that condition when ‘that woman’ arrived. And she was due to arrive any time now.
He closed the binder and leaned back against the sofa. He still felt groggy and his eyes felt sandy like he didn’t get enough sleep. The effects should have worn off by now. He must have taken more than one sleeping pill.
Sitting there with his thoughts the quiet emptiness of the house stirred the ache of loneliness in his soul. Damn it, he hadn’t turned on the television for background noise. He picked up the remote from the cocktail table and switched on the television. The chatter of excited voices of a game show stabbed into the air. Too jarring. He flipped to a soap opera. Voices that did not irritate. Better.
A few moments later the doorbell rang.
‘That woman,’ he thought with a snarl. His sudden anger surprised him. He thought he had pushed those feelings down into a safe place. This wasn’t a good time to let that anger loose. She still held his future in her hands. Got to keep control.
He turned off the television, stood, took a deep breath to temper the flaring anger, and walked over to the door. At the door he stopped and took another breath before he opened the door.
“Hi,” he smiled.
She returned the smile. “Frank.”
He stepped aside and she came in. He closed the door and nodded toward the living room. “I’ll get your coffee.”
“Thanks.” She sat on the sofa and picked up his binder.
He took his time getting her coffee, giving her a chance to read his memory notes. He hoped they would satisfy her and she’d tone down the broadsides she threw at him.
When he brought her coffee into the living room she was still reading. He quietly placed the cup of coffee on the cocktail table where she could reach it and then sat down in the chair. He didn’t say or do anything that would interrupt her reading. He just leaned his head back, closed his eyes and waited until she was finished.
“Very nice,” she said.
He opened his eyes. She was sipping her coffee. The binder was closed on the table in front of her.
“You wrote quite a lot.”
“There’s a lot more waiting to come out. I had to stop because I was tired.” He didn’t tell her that he almost drowned in those memories, that he spent he didn’t know how long suffering and crying his damn eyes out. And that he was pissed at her for putting him through that. Even though he knew he’d have gone through the torment of all those memories without her assignment to write them down, it was easier to blame her and her stupid psych training. He still had both arms tight around his anger holding it in check as it tried to get free.
“It must have been very difficult for you to write this all down.”
He nodded. You got that right! he thought. But he didn’t dare say anything. His anger was really struggling hard to be free.
She looked at him like she was reading his mind. “Sometimes bringing order to those memories helps to heal the pain they bring with them.”
He didn’t respond.
“Did it help any?”
He shrugged. “I think it did,” he said more to satisfy her than to argue with her.
“Well then I think you might try writing down some more of them. Make it a daily exercise for awhile. Maybe put aside an hour a day for it.”
Put aside an hour a day! Didn’t she know he couldn’t do that? Didn’t she know that once he started writing he would be overwhelmed by those memories and smothered in the terrible ache of longing they brought with them? Didn’t she understand that? Something her damn psyche text books didn’t cover, no doubt.
When he didn’t say anything she looked hard at him. “Is there a problem, Frank?”
He looked at her but didn’t dare speak.
“Frank, I can see there’s something bothering you. Let’s air it out so you don’t have to keep dragging it along as we go on with this.”
Jesus! Was he that obvious? Were his thoughts planted all over his face? He always thought he had been pretty good at hiding his feelings. Maybe that was slipping with old age.
Finally he spoke. “I’m having a hard time with all this.”
“There’s a lot of emotional unraveling that has to be done before you can get on with living. It’s not easy, but it is definitely necessary.”
Maybe if he tried a gentle approach. “It’s like this. I know you’ve probably got all sorts of diplomas and training to be doing this work. But there are things text books can’t teach you.”
Something in her face changed. He wasn’t quite sure what, but there was a definite difference in the way she looked at him. He felt he was getting through.
“I mean, what do you know about the real suffering I’m going through? You come on with all this text book knowledge without the slightest clue about the torment I feel. So I find it difficult to accept the things you say because they are divorced from reality.” He thought he put that clearly and directly without letting the anger surround it.
Now he was sure of the change in her expression. It had become hard and her eyes stony.
He was going to say something, then stopped. Better to let what he’d said sink in before he added anything else.
They sat like that looking at one and other without speaking until the silence between began to solidify. Her expression did not change. It was cold and hard. He finally decided to mollify her a little.
“I’m not saying you don’t mean well, but...”
“Shut up, Frank.”
He looked at her with surprise.
“You’re saying that I don’t know what you’re going through.” She was biting anger into the words as they came out. She stood and looked down on him.
“You’re an ass, Frank! You don’t know anything about me. You have no clue what I know or don’t know. What I’ve seen or felt. What I’ve been through.”
He was frightened by the rage he saw building in her. He sat still, not daring to move or make a sound.
“Well let me tell you what I know about pain. I’ve got two kids, Frank. Eight years ago when they were little more than babies I walked into the bedroom and found my husband’s brains blown all over the walls.”
Jesus! The image of that stunned him! It was like a hard blow to his mind.
“Do you know what that was like? Do you have any idea what I went through just cleaning his blood off the walls and the furniture? Any clue about the crippling ache I walked around with every day? My mental state as a result of the shock of it all? I mean, I had two little kids to take care of while that inconsiderate bastard took the easy way out.
“And let me tell you, there was a time there when that idea was very appealing to me, too. Leave it all for somebody else to deal with.
“You think you walk around in a deep black hole. No hole was deeper or darker than the one I lived in during that time. That I’m here trying to help you is because of Dr. Pagrinni. He was the one who dragged me out of that hole. And I’m trying to do the same for you.”
“God,” he said. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” She was right in calling him an ass because he sure felt like one.
“Now don’t go trying to help me with my problem. I’m here to help you with yours.”
She picked up her briefcase. “Now get to writing. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He made to get up.
“Don’t bother.” She stormed out, the door slamming behind her.
Chapter 13
He didn’t move from the chair. He just sat there feeling very very stupid. He’d only known the woman a few days, and each day he seemed to make a bigger ass of himself than the day before. Until a few moments ago it had been a contest between him and the domination of society over his own life. Now it had gotten different, personal. Painfully personal.
Up until that foot-in-mouth moment it had all been about him, about leaving him alone to do with his life what he wanted. No one else mattered. He hadn’t even ascribed a real life for her. She was just another cog in the machine of society. A non-entity. Worse - an annoying naive do-gooder who had never been exposed to the realities of life. He’d pictured her as a spinster hiding in her dark apartment protected from the world at night and meddling in it during the day.
He certainly had gotten that all wrong. Damn. It pained him to have hurt her so badly. And from her reaction it was a very bad hurt.
His heart went out to her. What an ordeal she must have gone through. To have the life she knew suddenly crash down around her and her being thrust into the center of the new terrible turmoil alone and afraid. Where did she find the strength to go on? It’s not something that even supportive family and friends can help you cope with.
Especially the guilt. No matter how you tried to reconcile what happened there was always the guilt that if you had done something differently, recognized the signals, the cries for help, it wouldn’t have happened. And you see even in the eyes of comforting friends that accusation that it was your fault, that sense that you could have stopped it, that you failed.
And two kids to take care of. God, how awful that must have been for her. And being a woman. With a man in that situation there were always women ready to give him comfort. He didn’t think there was that same comforting circle for a woman.
Did she have a means to support the children? A man still has his job, his income to keep things moving along. Not always with a woman.
He thought of her with a new admiration. She had survived it all somehow. And there was Pagrinni. That screwball with the funny glasses had pulled her through all that. There might be something to Pagrinni’s blunt-club psychology after all.
Then he wondered - did she get into Pagrinni’s care the same way he did? Had she really tried to kill herself? She said the idea of suicide had become appealing to her. Had she tried taking the next step?
And there were the kids. How old were they when their father shot himself? Were they old enough to be shattered by it? What sort of trauma did she have to deal with with them? And how did they handle their mother’s nosedive into the black well? And maybe her attempted suicide?
The more he thought about her life the worse he felt about himself, about his own stupid insensitive remarks. He wished there were someway to take it all back, to make it up to her.
Jesus! How was he going to be able to face her tomorrow?
That thought got him out of the chair. He couldn’t sit there any longer. The more he thought about it the angrier he got with himself, and the angrier he got the more he wanted to hit something. He had to move around, do something to burn off that building fire. Preferably he’d have liked to run away from it all.
He went out the front door and headed down the street like a man on a mission. Walking it off was one way he had to burn it off, and he walked hard. Any angrier and he’d have walked hard enough to leave footprints in the concrete.
He didn’t want to hurt her. He didn’t want to hurt anybody. He’d just wanted to be left alone.
What could anyone expect of him anyway? He didn’t know her, didn’t know anything about her. So it was logical that he would assume things. Most of them wrong. But he couldn’t really blame himself for that, could he? All right, he was stupid about it. He made asinine assumptions. But hell, he was an ass! She’d got that right. A blind self-centered bumbling ass who shouldn’t be allowed out without a handler.
How to make things right? He desperately wanted to do that. But how? Was it even possible? How do you take the knife out without leaving a wound? Though the thought kept whirling around in his head, no answer came. Nothing even close to an answer.
A stupid uncaring mistake like this would haunt him forever. His past was filled with mistakes that never went away. Every time he thought back over any part of his life, those mistakes would be there glaring at him reproachfully stirring up his sincere regret and the words – “if only I had…” The good that he had done, the things he’d accomplished didn’t seem to weigh against them at all.
He should be left alone. The people of the world needed to be protected from him. Maybe a rubber room was the answer.
He shook his head at that stupid thought.
All right. He took a deep breath resigning himself to the fact that he couldn’t undo what he’d done. There was no way to take it back, and he had to move on from there. Tomorrow he would simply act as if nothing had happened. Ignore it and go on like before.
Now there was another stupid thought.
How could he ignore the pain he’d caused her? No, he had to show her he recognized the pain he’d caused. The best he could do was to apologize to her with as much sincerity as possible. He had to try to show her that he was not an uncaring bastard, just a man with terribly poor judgment. It wouldn’t be enough, he knew that, but it was all he had to give her. And he had to give her something. She deserved at least that.
And maybe he could stop giving her a hard time. After all she was only trying to help him. Yeah, be more cooperative. Go through the motions. He didn’t think it would help him any, but a least it would show that he was not out to give her a hard time, to hurt her. He’d done enough damage in that area.
He nodded in agreement with the idea. That was a plan. And having a plan to maybe redeem himself, he felt a little better.
He looked around to get his bearings and headed back home.
She’d never know how much he understood what she went through. And is still going through. He shook his head at his own thoughts. No one should ever have to live through such a thing.
As he walked he began to realize that he actually did feel better. And in a lot of ways.
He noticed the smells, someone was burning leaves. And he heard the sounds, the traffic nearby and a lawn mower buzzing off in the distance. And he saw the trees, their color faded readying for the fall. And there was the sky - a wonderful blue. He wished there were some big puffy clouds to break up the solid blue and add a little excitement to the sky. Even the air smelled fresh and clean.
He wasn’t sure why he was suddenly noticing all this, and why it gave him pleasure to experience it. But it was a nice thing.
The mood didn’t last long. As soon as he saw his house he was jolted by the realization that it and his world were empty of the one joy in his life - Kathy. The images of the tragedy flooded in. The brightness of the world faded and his mood collapsed.
There was a new feeling added to his dark mood - guilt. That guilt threw another shade of black over everything. By forgetting Kathy even for those few moments he felt he had betrayed her, betrayed her memory, denied her the place she deserved in his heart above all else.
Once in the house he went straight upstairs to Kathy’s room. He hadn’t touched anything in that room since the day she died. It was a shrine, a place where she still filled the air, her soul still lived in the furniture and things in the room. Sitting on her bed and drinking it all in was like almost being with her. He could feel her, see her, smell her in every direction he turned. It felt right for him to be there in the room even though it had been off limits when she lived. Her private sanctuary, now his private shrine.
But it was not enough. It could never be enough. It was only a tunnel to the past. A clear wide tunnel through which he could still feel her, still experience the essence of her living, still feel the emotional contact with his life. And worst of all still feel the total pain of her loss.
The tears came silently. God, he didn’t think he could have anymore tears. He wept not only for Kathy, but because the shrine was losing its power. Each time he’d come up here since the funeral the shrine held a little less of her. It was as if she were slowly leaving the room, slowly leaving him behind.
He wiped at his eyes, and looked around the room. He tried to focus on particular things in the room, tried to draw more of her from them. But not many of them held meaning for him. There were too few overlaps with his life and his memories. And he had drawn much of their power already.
There were the little trophies from school, the small souvenirs from the trips they took together when she was young. Pictures of her and him, and a number of pictures of her and Jennifer, her best friend. Also pictures of her with people he didn’t know, friends and teachers from college he guessed. One of them might even have been a boyfriend. He didn’t know. She never discussed boys with him.
And the old photograph of Frances on the night table next to the bed. It was a picture that he had taken on the boardwalk at the beach shortly after they found out she was pregnant. She looked so happy and excited in that picture.
Kathy was too young when Frances died to remember her. Kathy was ten when she wanted him to frame that picture and keep it in her room so she would know her mother. She had used the word ‘know’ as if they would be able to communicate through that photo. For all he knew, maybe they did. Stranger things have happened in life.
Sitting next to Frances’s picture on the night table was a book he hadn’t really taken much notice of before. He had seen it, but not really looked at it. It was just one of the many little things lying on the furniture around the room. He had always focused on France’s picture, the other things on the table never given any of his attention. But now he was searching for the essence of Kathy that was seeping from the room, looking for it in the things he had not looked closely at before.
At first he just looked at the book, not wanting to disturb its place in the room. That it lay in a place of honor next to Frances’s picture meant the book had some significant meaning to Kathy. From the smooth wear on its cover, Kathy had handled the book a good deal.
Then he thought he might draw out more of her from feeling it, touching it, touching the things that she had touched. Finally he reached over and picked up the book, careful to note just how it lay so he could return it exactly where it was. He didn’t want to disturb the shrine. That would remove Kathy from it all.
The book had a burgundy leather cover that was very soft and felt good to move his fingers over. And there was a gold-colored metal clasp that held the book shut. The gold lettering on the leather cover had been all but worn away. He strained to make out the lettering.
When he did decipher the lettering, his hands began to shake and the book burned like a fire his hands could not hold. He quickly returned the book to its place next to Frances’s picture.
Chapter 14
When he had deciphered the word ‘Diary’ on the front cover it was like he had committed a sacrilege even touching it. In that book was a view to Kathy’s soul he dared not touch.
He left the bedroom and went downstairs. He heated up a cup of coffee and brought it into the living room. There he sat in the chair and stared at the blank television.
It was a strange day, and getting stranger. It was like someone had scrambled up his mind and it could not find a way to reorganize back the way it was. The other days he was in a deep gloom that only circumstances, Beverly in particular, forced him to look out from. And then he was peering out at the world through a dark haze. When she had gone he settled back in the comfort of that black world where he didn’t have to think, where he simply let the emotions flow over him and tear at his heart.
Now he appeared to be outside that black world and trying to get back in. No, that wasn’t quite right. He wasn’t trying to get back in. He was trying to figure out what to do next. He was confused and not sure how he got outside the comfort of that black well. The world around him had become a maze and he didn’t know which way to go.
And he was tired, both physically and mentally. God, he was tired. His eyes were very heavy. He didn’t remember how far he had walked, but the ache in his legs told him it had been a hard walk. And his mind was weary of trying to deal with the sudden confusion of the world around him.
He leaned his head back in the chair and let his eyes close. He needed to rest, to let this all go away for a little while.
The pain reached in and yanked him out of the troubling world he was in, pulling him to consciousness with an immediate urgency. He grabbed at his leg, his mind trying to chase away sleep, and hissed through clenched teeth at the pain. God damn! The muscle of the leg had locked in a firm cramp that held the leg in a bent position. He worked at massaging the muscle and forced the leg straight, biting at the pain. It took a few moments before he was able to massage the pain down to an ache and to get the leg straight.
He sat there trying to catch his breath. Jesus that had hurt!
The dream he had been pulled from had slipped from his memory. Only the fumes of it remained, its lingering essence. It had been an annoying and troubling dream, that much he was aware of. But the details were ghosts just out of reach, quickly receding into oblivion.
He looked around the room trying to clear his mind and orient himself. The cup of coffee he’d brought into the room was on the table near him. He had not touched it. He reached for it to take a sip and he felt the cup was cold. Annoying. Right then he could have used a couple of swallows of hot coffee.
The light coming in from outside was late evening or early morning, he wasn’t sure. He looked at his watch. It was a little before seven in the morning. He’d slept the whole damn night in the chair! And without a sleeping pill.
No sleeping pill, that would probably account for how rotten he felt. His body and head were filled with low level aches that were irritating and uncomfortable setting his mood a bit foul. He snorted to himself. Of course, that had nothing to do with sleeping in the damn chair all night, right? And the after-effects of the bad dream didn’t contribute to his sour mood, right?
He took a deep resigned sigh and carefully got up from the chair, the aching muscle in his leg threatening to cramp up again. His thinking was still softened by the residual effects of sleep. With one part of his mind listening to the ache in his leg for any sign it might get worse and cramp up on him again, he headed into the kitchen and put a cup of coffee in the microwave. While it heated he swallowed the ‘happy pill’ with a glass of water.
He sat at the kitchen table and sipped at the cup of coffee. Having a cup of coffee relaxed him, helped him to think. His brain was still functioning in neutral, thoughts wandering around aimlessly.
He thought about Beverly coming that afternoon, and how he had to make his apology sincere. He was so sorry he had resurrected her hurt. And Kathy’s diary, he wondered what secrets it held - he didn’t want to know and yet he did want to know. And he had to clean up the house before Beverly arrived. And what sort of breakfast he should put together. He was hungry because he hadn’t eaten dinner last night.
As he sat there half awake the quiet lifelessness of the house gradually moved in on him, slipping its tendrils into his mind. The light dimmed around him, colors lost their energy, the distracting thoughts slipped away, and the ache of longing slowly emerged from the depths to drag him back down into the dark world of pain and loss and despair. That world hurt so much he began to cry.
There wasn’t much he remembered afterward about what he did over the next hours. The pain filling his soul blurred the scenes, melted them together into a slurry of images. The things he did were only movements in the present while he lived in the resurrected visions of the past.
He did remember that he desperately searched the house for a drink to temper the constant hurt, to cover it over with the anesthetic of alcohol. Opening cupboards, each time slamming them closed in growing anger when they proved empty of any liquor.
At first he thought, no he hoped the bottles had been moved from where he normally kept them. Then that they’d been hidden by those who cleaned the house while he was in the hospital. When he finally gave up the search, knowing in his heart that the bottles had been removed, he cursed his brother George in violent shouting for again meddling in his life. And for awhile he wallowed in the fiery hatred of his brother’s past betrayal.
Twenty years is a long time to hate. But some things, some actions deserve that sort of hatred. He knew he’d hate that bastard until the day he died. And if there was a life after death, he’d hate him then, too.
The hate was soon overwhelmed by painful memories of Kathy, memories he could never get enough of, memories he wanted to relive again and again.
He remembered screaming in agony because the memories were slipping around and becoming less clear with each reliving. He remembered slamming his head with his fists, wailing aloud in that agony, and cursing God for taking her from him, then taking the memories of her from him. He remembered he was in Kathy’s room for a long time touching things of hers, sucking them dry of her.
Then he remembered that exhaustion had overtaken him. He’d been drained of every ounce of energy, the tears worn out. His mind was no longer strong enough to sustain the pain it brought on itself, but it refused to give up, refused to slip away from it.
He remembered wandering the house searching for relief from the torment. Everywhere he looked, every corner of the house resurrected memories.
He couldn’t stand it anymore. It had to stop. He had to stop it! There had to be someway to stop it – at least for a little while. Please God, just a little while. Had to be someway.
And then he remembered the sleeping pills and the dreamless rest they gave him. Thank God. There on the kitchen counter was the promise of relief.
And then he remembered nothing.
In the darkness of his world he heard the doorbell. He knew it was a doorbell but there were no doors in this black world. There was nothing at all there. Just a warm peaceful emptiness. The doorbell rang again. Then in a moment again. And again. And again. It was starting to annoy him, to disturb the comfort of the darkness, but it was not strong enough to pull him out of the drugged black world.
Chapter 15
“Frank! Frank!”
He heard the shouts. Then he felt the shock of sudden pain in his face. And again the pain.
“Talk to me, Frank! Open your damn eyes and talk to me!”
He didn’t want to open his eyes. He didn’t want to do anything except stay in the dark quiet.
She slapped him in the face. “Damn it, Frank! Come on!”
The slapping was getting annoying. He tried to open his eyes, but it was too weak an effort.
She hit him again. “Frank, snap out of it! Talk to me!”
Now he was getting really annoyed at her slapping him. He fought harder to open his eyes.
She slapped him. “Frank, can you hear me!”
Stop that! he thought. He fought still harder and finally he got his eyes open but the lids were too heavy to open all the way. Beverly’s face was close.
She hit him across the face again. “Talk to me! What happened? Talk, Frank, talk!” And she slapped him again.
“Stop hitting me. That hurts.” It was an effort to talk. The words came out slowly as if they were squeezed through a narrow tube.
“Thank God,” she said with obvious relief. “What happened? What did you do to yourself?”
He tried to wave away her concern, but he could barely raise his hand.
“Did you take something! What did you take!”
It was difficult to think. His thoughts were trying to move through a thick dark syrup. He managed to point toward the kitchen. “Sleeping pills,” he said. His voice was so low he barely heard it himself.
“Sleeping pills? Did you say sleeping pills?”
He gave her a very slow nod.
“How many! Frank, how many did you take!”
He moved his head trying to shake it. It didn’t come off too well. It took too much effort to move. “Don’t remember.” Still a low whisper.
“Jesus!” she said, and left his field of vision.
Good, he thought. He closed his eyes and slipped back into the quiet dark world.
It seemed like he had only closed his eyes but a moment before she was slapping him again. “Frank come back to me! Frank!”
He opened his eyes part way and frowned at her. “Stop that.”
“Come on, Frank. Sit up.”
She had him under one arm and was pulling him, but he wasn’t about to move. He liked where he was.
“Damn it, Frank! Sit up!”
He wished she’d stop hollering at him. It was like gritty sandpaper in his mind. He frowned and struggled to sit up. Anything to stop her hollering at him.
“That’s it. Come on.”
With her help it took a few tries before he got his body up in a sitting position. He was aware he was on the couch in the living room.
“Here,” she said. “Swallow this.” She put a pill in his mouth, then pressed the edge of a glass against his lips. “Drink!”
He frowned. She was hollering again. He drank from the glass and the pill went down.
“Good,” she said, and took the glass away. “Now just stay there.”
Just stay there. That was good. He closed his eyes again, happy to return to the comfort of the darkness where he did not have to think.
He didn’t know how long he was in that dark world before his mind started stirring, started squirming around like it was shifting to find a more comfortable position. Something in the dark was getting spiky, disturbing the comfort of his mind. As his mind kept shifting, it slowly moved up out of the darkness as if floating up in a liquid, rising to the surface.
Then his eyes were open.
He felt like he was waking up from a not very satisfying sleep. His mind was still in a fog, unable to reach full consciousness. His mouth very dry.
Beverly was sitting in the chair looking at him. “Welcome back to the real world.”
She spoke gently and he liked that. He tried to smile.
She leaned forward and held a cup of coffee to his lips. His mouth was so damn dry. He took a few sips. It tasted good.
“Thanks,” he said his voice low and hoarse.
“I could only account for one sleeping pill missing. You had spilled the bottle and it took me awhile to gather the pills together.”
One missing. Meant he’d taken two of the pills because he hadn’t taken one last night.
“I was glad to see you weren’t trying to kill yourself. I didn’t want to have to call nine-one-one.”
“Sorry,” he managed to say.
“Pagrinni doesn’t give those sleeping pills to someone he feels is suicidal. I thought maybe he had made a mistake with you.”
He sat there for awhile, his mind moving further into the reality around him, but still very dulled from the pills. Beverly waited quietly.
Finally he felt strong enough to reach for the cup of coffee and take a few more sips. His mind had not noticed time slipping by because the coffee was getting cold. It had been hot when she first gave it to him.
“You want to talk about it?” Beverly said.
That was unusual. Normally she would have demanded he talk about it, pushed him until he did. He was still in a mellow mood and her pushing wouldn’t have gotten her anywhere. He would have let it roll off his back.
“Not much to talk about, I guess. The world got too much to bear. I wanted to sleep, to get away from it for a little while.”
Beverly nodded, but didn’t say anything. She just kept looking at him as if expecting more.
“For awhile yesterday I started feeling better. I mean, when I went for a walk things were clearer.” He shrugged. “Then the memories came in a flood.”
Beverly nodded in understanding. “That will happen a lot. You’ll feel like you’re out of the black well, then you’ll crash and fall back in even harder.”
Interesting that she used the words ‘black well’ because that’s exactly what it felt like. He was in the bottom of a black well trapped there on all sides with the memories. He smiled weakly, “You’re just trying to cheer me up.”
She smiled.
She had a pretty smile. She should do that more often, he thought.
“So, what prompted your feeling better yesterday?”
He looked at her but didn’t answer right away. His mind was working slowly but that wasn’t what delayed his response. He was struggling for the right words. After what he’d learned about her yesterday, he didn’t want to say something insensitive. But he wasn’t having much success in finding the words he searched for. Finally, he gave up on diplomacy.
“Being told I was an ass,” he said.
She smiled wryly. “Maybe I should tell you that more often.”
“I’ll try not to give you a reason to.”
Then he took a deep breath for courage. Time for some humble pie. “I was an ass to make assumptions about you like that. I’m sincerely sorry I stirred up those painful memories for you.”
She gave a slight nod of her head. The nod didn’t say she forgave him, didn’t say “It was nothing” or “It was okay.” It was more a signal that simply said she accepted that such things happened.
He didn’t know what he’d expected from her, but that nod did not soothe his shame. “After you left, I was so angry at myself for what I had said I went for a hard walk. All the while I walked, I swore at myself for being so damn stupid.”
She nodded again.
He sat a little straighter and leaned toward her as if getting closer to her would demonstrate his sincerity. “I thought of the terrible suffering you must have endured. And I realized I had been thinking only of myself when I said those things. It was one of those times when I would have given an arm to rewind the clock and take back the things I said.”
She didn’t move, but he could see her mind had moved off somewhere. Her eyes were welling with tears at what she saw there.
He wanted to reach out and console her. “It must have been so awful for you.”
She took a deep breath taking hold of herself, blinked away the tears and brought her mind back to the present. She sat straighter. “Okay, Frank. You’re not here to help me. I’m here to help you. Remember? So, let’s forget about my problems and deal with yours.”
He nodded sheepishly, feeling bad that his sympathy was rejected. “All right. I’ll try to remember that.”
“Just a little information,” she said. “People suffering from depression have said that when they are helping other people with their problems the depression goes away for a little while. It’s because depression is totally self-centered. It’s all about the ‘me’ not anything or anyone else. That inward concentration of consciousness is distracted in those moments where they are thinking about the welfare of someone else. It does not solve the problems of the depression. The problems are simply put aside for a short time.”
So that’s what she’s doing, Frank thought. She’s helping others so she won’t have to think about her own problems.
“I want you to understand that. It’s not a solution. But it also isn’t something you should cross off. It gives you a chance to rest from the strain of the depression.” She shrugged. “It’s better than drugging yourself to sleep.”
He nodded that he understood. He didn’t say anything, just sat quietly looking at her while his mind reached back inside itself. A dark mist was rising from the depths, covering over his thoughts. Faded images of Kathy appeared in the mist accompanied by the sad ache of loss.
He looked down at the cocktail table. Kathy’s diary was lying there. He frowned. He didn’t remember bringing downstairs.
“What’s that?” Beverly said.
He looked at her. She was nodding at the book on the table.
“Kathy’s diary,” he said.
She gave him a questioning look.
“I found it upstairs in her room. I didn’t know she kept a diary.”
“Have you looked in it?”
He shook his head.
“Why?”
He shrugged.
“You afraid of what you might find in there? Afraid you’ll find a different Kathy than you remember?”
He shook his head slowly. “I don’t know. It doesn’t feel right to look into her private thoughts. Like violating her.”
“Then why did you take it from her room?”
He shook his head again. “I don’t know.”
“I think you do.” She got up from the chair. “You think about that while I make us something to eat.”
He looked at her puzzled.
“If you hadn’t noticed, it’s going on six.”
Six o’clock! Jesus. His look didn’t change. Just different questions.
“I’m not about to leave you alone until I’m sure you’re okay to leave alone.” She waved away his concerns. “I’ve made arrangements for my kids, and I cancelled my other appointments.” She smiled. “I’m a pretty good cook, so just relax.”
As he watched her go into the kitchen he realized he was glad she was staying. She added life to the deadness of the empty house. It was a good feeling.
“By the way,” she called from the kitchen. “You might want to clean up a little before we eat.”
Clean up? He ran his hand over his face. Damn. He hadn’t even shaved.
Chapter 16
After he’d finished shaving, washing and dressing in fresh clothes, he returned to the kitchen, fully awake now. The air was filled with the enticing aroma of cooking. In the kitchen was a nice homey scene - the table set, Beverly puttering around, pots of food heating on the stove. But the thing that struck him most was the swirl of life around Beverly that encompassed him, that reached out like welcoming arms and embraced him and chased away the lonely stillness of the house.
“Just in time,” she said with a smile. She signaled him to take a seat at the table.
He sat down dutifully and watched her. It felt odd to have a woman in the kitchen, in the house. Since Frances died twenty years back there had been no women in the house except Kathy.
Beverly took the plates from the table over to the stove, and spooned things on them. She returned to the table and placed a plate before him, steam rising from the food. She put her plate on the table and sat down opposite him.
He looked at his plate. Steak, mashed potatoes and corn. It smelled absolutely great and looked great. His stomach moved. He hadn’t eaten since…when? Yesterday? He wasn’t sure, but his stomach was telling him it had been too long.
He looked across at Beverly. “Thank you.”
She smiled. “Don’t thank me until you’ve tried it. Looks can be deceiving.”
“All right,” he said. He cut a piece of the steak and forked it into his mouth. He took a couple of chews. His eyes widened, he smiled and said, “Absolutely delicious.” And it was!
She smiled and nodded accepting his praise.
“Cooking is something I never mastered. Kathy used to say that I didn’t cook a meal, I assembled it. You know, opening cans and jars and packages, and heating it all up.”
She listened intently to him while she ate.
“Oh, I do do breakfast,” he said. “I’m pretty mean with eggs. I’m the king of omelets. And pancakes, too. And sausages and hash browns. I mean, I put together a real mean breakfast. Yes siree.”
He looked at her face. It was warm and relaxed, pleasant to look at. And he wondered what the hell he was doing? He was acting like he was on a dinner date. Chatting away, smiling, making small talk. Trying to… to what? Impress her? Open up the lines of communication? Show her he was a nice warm guy? Something, anyway.
This was damn awkward. She was his shrink, for want of a better word. And you don’t socialize with your shrink. Right? Was that what he was doing? Or was he really trying to show her he was returning to normal so she’d leave him alone? Maybe that was it. Except after the fiasco with the sleeping pills, it was a little late for that.
Thinking it was not wise to continue he abruptly stopped talking and concentrated on eating. But silence is hard to maintain between two people eating together.
“Don’t you have any friends, Frank?” Beverly suddenly said.
“No, not really.” Now he was wary of her conversation. He felt it had to be connected to her psychotherapy or something. But he answered her, trying to keep the tone on a normal level. “After Frances died I could have been a hermit except I had to take care of Kathy.”
“But you did work for a long time. No friendships developed there?”
“I was a salesman.” Keep the answers brief and direct. Don’t reveal too much. “Sold IBM equipment. Salesmen don’t make friends at work. There’s too much competition and envy between them. No teary eyes when I took the golden parachute and left.”
“What about neighbors? No friendships there?”
“There were a couple of men I got to know a little years back when we were first in the house. We were all young and struggling with owning a home, and we helped each other out a bit with fixing things and such.” That was an exciting time, he remembered. The start of a new adventure. “Never really developed a social relationship. After Frances died a distance developed between us. Nobody wants a poor widower hanging around.
“But they’ve all gone years ago. I’ve got nothing in common with the younger people living around here now.”
“Then what did you do with your time?”
Careful now, he thought. “Mostly I spent it with Kathy. It’s terrific to be able to experience a child growing up. When she was in school or whatever, I spent my time reading, watching movies, that sort of stuff. The computer filled a lot of time, and I’ve always been a history buff. I had plenty of time to indulge myself with that.”
“What about your parents?”
“They’re gone.” Loving images of them flashed in his mind. He hadn’t thought about them in awhile, and he realized how much he missed them. “They moved in after Frances died. And they were a real help. Mom would take care of Kathy during the day while I was at work. Get her off to school. You know. About a year after I left work Mom died of cancer. Dad lasted eight months before he had a heart attack and joined her.”
“No other family?”
He shook his head. “Mom had a sister, Rose. She lives in Arizona someplace. Never really had a relationship with her. Dad was an only child.”
“Any other siblings beside your brother, George?”
The mention of George’s name was like a sudden rain of fire and brimstone on Frank’s mood. He just shook his head, and pushed his plate away. His appetite gone. A hard rock of anger in his stomach.
She looked at him carefully, her words gentle. “I don’t understand? Your brother seems concerned about you.”
He could feel the anger like a burning fluid moving through his body scorching every part of him, running hot in his face. Keep it under control! he warned himself. Not the time to get irrational! “It’s guilt, maybe. Or something his religion says he must do to save his ass. You know, turn the other cheek and all that.” But his anger had grown too strong and would not be denied. His words now came out dripping venom. “But I don’t care why he’s concerned. He has my hate for as long as I exist.” With desperate power of will he grabbed himself before he lost control, took a deep breath and stopped talking.
They sat there in silence for what seemed to him a long time as he struggled to push down the anger.
Then in that same gentle tone she said, “It must be terrible for you that Kathy was in contact with him.”
Jesus Christ! Why the hell did she do that! Why would Kathy even talk to that bastard when she knew how much he hated him! Did he feel terrible? He felt more than terrible. He felt betrayed. It was a spear in his heart, the pain an unbearable burning agony.
He didn’t speak. The anger and hate merged and threatened to overwhelm him. Tears formed in his eyes as he tried to dam up the surge of emotion. He blinked the tears away before he made a fool of himself and started ranting.
She was looking hard at him as if she were trying to see inside him. He didn’t like being looked at like that, but he didn’t know what to do about it. How the hell was he supposed to react so she would not think him off his rocker? He tried to keep as calm an appearance as he could, but his hands were trembling with the pent up anger.
Beverly pushed back her chair and stood. “I think I’d better go,” she said, and started to clear the dishes from the table.
“It’s all right,” he said his voice fragile. “I’ll clean up. Thanks again for the dinner.”
“You don’t need to show me out.” She got her purse from the kitchen counter and started toward the living room. She stopped and turned to him. “That hate is consuming you. I don’t think it is having the same effect on him. You’ve got to deal with that somehow.” She turned and left.
I was dealing with it just fine, he thought. Until now. He hadn’t thought of George in years. The man’s memory had been locked up in a dusty closet in his mind. The closet was now open, and that son-of-a-bitch George was popping out every damn day to haunt him.
He got up from the table and went down to the basement. A large punching bag was hanging there. He had put that up many years ago for only one purpose. He picked up the baseball bat leaning against the wall. He screwed up his face tight and throwing all his weight behind the bat he slammed it into the bag. “You slimy bastard!” he screamed and hit the bag again. And again. And again. Beating out the anger was the only way he could deal with it.
He often thought of putting George’s face on the bag. It would be very satisfying to smash the bat into that. But he didn’t really want to see the son-of-a-bitch’s face unless he was pissed. And with George’s face on the bag he’d see it whenever he went into the basement.
His arms wore out before his anger. Disgusted, he threw the bat on the floor and went upstairs.
In the kitchen he busied himself cleaning up the debris from dinner. But it wasn’t the sort of work that demanded his full concentration where the anger could be pushed aside. So his mind kept running over the anger like bumps in the road, each bump getting bigger and more difficult to get over. It just wouldn’t go away.
This wasn’t simply the “hate George” anger of the past. Kathy was woven into this anger. Images of her with that man stabbed pain into his heart. Kathy who he loved and had nurtured with his whole being had betrayed him. Why the hell did she go see that bastard? Why, why, why?
His mind screamed for an answer. He stopped cleaning up and headed for the living room and Kathy’s diary on the cocktail table.
Chapter 17
He sat on the sofa, reached over and picked up Kathy’s diary from the cocktail table. With his hand on the clasp ready to open the book Beverly’s words came to mind - “Afraid you’ll find a different Kathy than you remember?” He stopped and frowned at the diary in his hands.
Was he really afraid of that? Was it possible that she was so different from the person he remembered, the person he’d devoted his life to? God, it would be terrible to be mourning a person who existed only in his mind. Damn it, was George going to destroy that, too?
He couldn’t face that. He’d definitely kill the bastard. Be on the first plane out, show up at George’s door, and kill the bastard with his bare hands. The anger grew hard and solid. His jaw clamped tight, the muscles aching, and his hands trembled with the emotion as he stared at the diary. He realized he wasn’t ready to find out. The way he felt now, if that was what was in the diary it would shove him over the edge. There was a good chance he’d swallow the damn bottle of sleeping pills.
Then a twinge of panic. Unless, after what had happened Beverly took the pills with her! He never noticed. He put the diary back on the cocktail table, got up and went into the kitchen. The bottle of sleeping pills was still on the counter next to the sink where he’d kept them. He sighed with relief. They were the only things he had to take him away from everything for a short while. Or, he added, possibly forever.
He decided then that was what he needed - to get away for awhile. The inner rage was blinding him to where he couldn’t think straight. He wanted the peace of forgetfulness, the dreamless dark world. He took a pill out of the bottle, filled a glass with water, and swallowed the pill. Then, trying to hold the rage in check until the pill did its thing, he headed upstairs to bed.
When he woke from the dreamless sleep the next morning, the anger was gone, his mind dulled with the residual effect of the sleeping pill. He staggered down the stairs trying to hold onto the dulled effect, not wanting the thoughts to emerge that would provoke any emotion. He focused on the mundane tasks like walking down the stairs, taking the ‘happy pill’, heating up a cup of coffee. Images of the diary sitting on the cocktail table kept trying to sneak into his thoughts, but he forced them back along with any other thoughts not needed at the moment. There was time later to think about all that, he kept telling himself.
He didn’t finish the cup of coffee. Sitting there at the kitchen table sipping the coffee only presented opportunities for his mind to pull up thoughts he didn’t want to deal with. He went upstairs to wash, shave and dress for the day. Enough mundane activity to keep his mind busy and the disturbing thoughts down.
When he finally headed back downstairs little spikes of fear began to rise, fear of what he might find in the diary. There was no question about opening the diary. That was something he knew he could no longer avoid. He had to know. He couldn’t keep on mourning Kathy with memories of her that might not be real. He rationalized that the diary would not reveal a stranger, but would actually enhance his knowledge of her, expose more of her as the person he knew, and bring to life her memories of their being together.
The true motive he held off in the shadows trying not to acknowledge its existence. What he really wanted to find out was why she contacted George without telling him. Why she betrayed him.
He delayed confronting the diary by making a fresh cup of coffee, while he tried to convince himself that reading the diary was simply a normal task, not something to get overly emotional about. This was his daughter’s thoughts, and by sharing them he was going to learn more about the child he loved and mourned.
Still holding onto those thoughts he brought the cup of coffee into the living room and placed it on the table next to the sofa. Then he sat on the sofa and picked up the diary. When the book was in his hands the smoothing thoughts to justify his opening the diary started to fade. Opening the cover of the diary would be like opening a door to the unknown, a door he could never close. Was he really ready to step through that door? He looked at the book for a long moment fighting against the urge to put it down and walk away, to leave things as they were. Finally, he accepted the fact that he couldn’t do that, couldn’t leave things the way they were. Because George’s face was imprinted on the way things were, tainting all the memories, all the emotions with a sour taste. He had to know where George fit into Kathy’s world.
He opened the diary to the first page. The date at the top was four months ago. She was at college then.
May 6, 2007
Today was the anniversary of Mom’s death. I spoke to Dad on the phone. He was in a blue funk as always on this day. I tried to call Uncle George, but all I got was his answering machine. I kept leaving messages but he never called me back. There are things I’d really like to talk to him about.
Fucking George! Right there on the first page. Son-of-a-bitch! He slammed the book shut, his anger getting hot.
The diary started too recently. It wouldn’t answer why she contacted George in the first place. There had to be other diaries somewhere in her room.
He got up and headed upstairs to Kathy’s bedroom to look for other diaries. As he climbed the stairs he wondered what sort of things she wanted to talk to George about?
Once in Kathy’s room he headed straight for the closet. That was one area he had not rummaged through after her death. He opened the closet door and what he faced was a mass of clothes, shoes, suitcases, boxes and a variety of odds and ends. He stood there looking at it all, tempted to dive right in and throw things around looking for the other diaries.
But he hesitated for these were Kathy’s things, and they were imbued with her essence. She was the last to touch them, to use them, and that made them sacred and deserving of his respect. He had not yet fondled them, not yet drained them of her memory.
He sighed at the ache that welled in his heart. Tears formed in his eyes. Why was all this happening to him? Why was he so God damned cursed?
He took a deep breath and wiped at the tears in his eyes. Now was not the time for mourning. He had to know about George. Carefully he parted the hanging clothes and looked around among the things on the floor of the closet.
So many of her things. A tennis racket. She loved so to play. Small cartons of corrugated cardboard that did not reveal their contents. Shoes. She had so many shoes. He used to call her his Imelda Marcos. Remembering that made his heart ache worse. Shaking his head sadly, he smiled at the memory. Tears formed blurring his vision. He blinked them away and let the clothes loose to fall together.
Then he looked up at the shelf. Immediately his attention was drawn to the shoebox tucked among the things there. The part of the box that was visible had colorful decals on it of the Simpsons. Decorated because it was important, not just an ordinary shoebox. Decorated with the Simpsons because she loved that show, loved the irreverence, loved the idea of a bumbling loser surviving the world. When she was home they’d watch it together and laugh together. The memory brought at warm ache of longing to his heart.
He reached up and worked the shoebox out of the things piled on it, trying not to disturb anything else. He removed the lid of the box and saw a number of small notebooks all colors and styles. Some said ‘Diary’ on the cover, some simply said ‘Notes’ and a few said ‘Journal’.
Seeing those notebooks made him feel more distant from Kathy. He never knew she ever kept a diary. But from the number of books in the shoebox she had been at it for a very long time.
He put the lid on the shoebox, closed the closet door and went back downstairs. The reality of his life was going to change, and he could not stop it. Pandora’s Box had been opened and could not be closed.
Chapter 18
He placed the box of notebooks on the cocktail table and settled once more on the sofa.
He picked up the book with the plaid cover that was on top of the others in the box assuming the ones near the top were more recent than those at the bottom. He opened it to the first entry.
Dec. 28, 2005
Had a great Christmas!
I came home from college two days before Christmas. Dad put up a big tree as usual and we decorated it that night. Had a fire going and Christmas music on. It was terrific! Though Dad was a little sad. He said his little girl is all grown up.
Dad bought me a new laptop for school. And I had a painting I did in art class framed for him. He really liked that painting.
He looked up and smiled at the painting over the fireplace. It was a scene at the beach, a reminder of where they had spent many good summer vacations. That was a great Christmas. Giving him the painting was like giving him a part of herself.
He sighed at the warm ache in his heart and returned to the diary.
Saw Jennifer yesterday. That was fun. Don’t get to see her much while I’m in school. But we make up for that during breaks and in the summer. And on the phone (can’t forget the phone). I hope we stay close when we get older.
Oh yeah. And Uncle George sent me a neat pen. He sent it to the school so Dad wouldn’t find out.
Shit! George again! And that was more that a year-and-a-half back! When the hell had she contacted him?
He closed the diary and searched among the notebooks for the one at least a year earlier. It wasn’t easy finding it, because she didn’t really keep a day-by-day diary. It was more journaling – making entries on occasion.
Then he thought that she would probably not have contacted George while she lived at home. For one he would have seen the calls to Arizona on the phone bill. She must have contacted him after she got to college when he didn’t see her phone bill, just gave her money to cover her expenses including the phone. So he decided to search forward from when she graduated from High School.
He found one that began in 2003, and flipped through the pages to when she left High School.
June 24, 2003
I graduated! Hurray! No more high school! Thank you Jesus!
And I’ve got all summer before college starts. Yippee!
Jennifer and I are going to have a blast!
She’s going to a different college. I’ll miss her. But we promised to stay in touch.
Adventure awaits!
Too excited to write anymore.
He sighed remembering her graduation. She was class valedictorian, and she gave a stirring speech that had the teachers wiping their eyes. She had composed the speech without his help. That day was the first he’d heard the speech. His eyes filled up as well. He was so proud of her that day.
Those wonderful memories were an invasion that threatened to overcome the heat of his anger, his ‘George’ anger. He needed the heat of that anger to go on with this.
He could not read anymore entries like that without slipping into the well of dark despair. Instead he would scan the pages looking for the word ‘George’. Then he would start reading.
It didn’t take long. Barely a dozen pages in he spotted George’s name.
August 16, 2003
Looked through Dad’s photo albums today with Jennifer reliving old times. Our childhood is gone, she said.
We talked about Dad not having any family other than me. He’s sure going to be lonely when I’m off to college. I told her about my Uncle George who I’ve never seen cause Dad hated him but I don’t know why.
She said I should find out. Maybe I could bring them back together. Twenty years is a long time to hate someone. People change a lot over that time.
I’ll have to think about that.
Overwhelmed with emotion he put the diary down. She did it for him. God, that’s just like her. And he loved her all the more for it. The tears flooded his eyes. He did not try to stop them. He’d found out what he’d wanted and he could now let the emotions come.
He focused on the painting of the beach, and walked the sand with her, feeling the sun’s heat on his body, the soft breeze, hearing the loud crashing of the surf, and the laughter and excited delight of the little girl at his side.
These memories he strolled through, the ache of loss mixed with the joy of the memories. The walk on the beach led to the little house they always rented each summer, to the games they played, to the wonder of new joys he exposed her to.
It was a wonderful trip until black needles of questions began poking through the sunshine of the beach scenes. At first they were annoying, and he pushed them away. But they kept coming back stronger. One question asserted itself time and again.
What had George told her?
He sat up straight, and wiped away the tears from his face. What did they talk about? And the anger flared. What kind of poison did that bastard George feed her about him?
He went back to the diary and started searching for George’s name again. Two entries later he found it.
August 27, 2003
I leave for college in two days. Dad said to me last week that he was really going to miss me. I think that made up my mind to contact Uncle George.
Jennifer and I searched for George Holloway in Tucson Arizona on the computer. I wasn’t sure he still lived there. I remember one time when I mentioned Uncle George to Dad he went in a rage and said that Tucson wasn’t far enough.
Anyway, there were lots of them. Maybe twenty. We started calling them. We used Jennifer’s cell phone so Dad wouldn’t see the charges on our bill. He’d get crazy if he knew what we were doing.
We eliminated all but five who didn’t answer the phone. I wrote down the numbers. I’ll call them when I’m at college. If he isn’t one of them then I’ll have to give up on this. Poor Dad.
Damn, why didn’t she just give up then? He searched on.
September 12, 2003
I found Uncle George! He was the second one on the list.
I told him who I was and he was really surprised to hear from me. We had a nice long chat, sort of catching up. I mean he said the last time he saw me I was two-years-old so we had a lot of catching up to do.
He did ask me how Dad was. I told him okay. I didn’t ask him about what was between him and Dad. I figured I’d wait until we got our footing in this relationship.
He did tell me a lot about my Mom. He said she was funny, quick with the clever remarks, and full of life. And that she really loved Dad. He said they were a real happy two-some. I liked hearing that.
It’s late. To bed…
He didn’t like this at all. And he was afraid to go on. Afraid of what he might find. But he had to know. The next entry was a month later.
October 14, 2003
I got a letter from Uncle George today. It’s kind of nice to get mail. He sent me a couple of pictures. Also nice to get.
One was of Grandma, Grandpa, him and Daddy at Christmas when they were real young. Dad didn’t have any pictures with Uncle George in them even when they were kids.
The other was of him and Dad and Mom all dressed up at a New Year’s Eve party before they got married.
The letter was mostly about the pictures. But he did say that he was sorry how my mother died, and that he prays for her every night. I thought that was nice.
The righteous bastard! Couldn’t keep his damn mouth shut.
He now searched furiously, skipping quickly through the entries with George’s name. He was looking for only one thing and terrified that he would find it. And then he did. It was in the last entry in that diary.
May 6, 2004
Today’s the anniversary of Mom’s death. I talked with Dad on the phone. When I was home he’d spend the day talking about her. Telling me of how it was sheer joy being married to her, and how wonderful and loving a person she was.
But it’s not the same over the phone. I can’t put my arms around him, and all that. I felt sad that he was alone.
After what Uncle George told me about my Mom I could understand more of what Dad was saying and how he felt.
I called Uncle George after talking with Dad and I asked him to tell me about my mother’s dying, what my Dad went through during that time of taking care of her. I wanted to understand the terrible experience Dad went through.
I was surprised when he said he didn’t want to talk about it. And there was no kindness in his voice. I asked why? He said I should get a copy of the death certificate. It has all I need to know.
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