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~
For Jolie
~
One More Winter
Teresa has been watching me from the gate for at least five minutes, but must think I don’t notice. I’m careful not to turn my face in her direction or change the lift-push rhythm of my broom on the splitting concrete of the drive. It bothers me that she would have to stare like that, wondering if she really wants to talk, but I don’t want to make my daughter any more uncomfortable. I don’t want to glance up and catch the trepidation playing across her face. So I wait for her to make the decision to walk in.
“Why don’t you just hose it down, Mom?”
I shrug and don’t answer, even though there are plenty of answers. It wastes water. It makes the yard muddy and then the house muddy with dog paws. It makes your shoes wet and your feet cold. I prefer the push broom.
“I stopped by this morning, you weren’t here.”
“I went for a walk up Gilman Hot Springs Road,” I tell her even though I know it’s likely to thicken our conversation with discomfort and disapproval. That road is dangerous, but I love the view of Mystic Lake shimmering past the winter wheat. “The lake is receding again. It won’t be there much longer. One more winter, maybe,” I say. I don’t want to bicker. I wanted her to come inside and have a cup of coffee, but instead of asking I go back to grooming the driveway.
“Did you find any dogs?” she asks.
“No.” I stop to glare and her, but realize the question is an offering, not an accusation. “I didn’t walk all the way down. I got too tired. Didn’t see any where I walked.”
Teresa nods and glances at the door to the kitchen. She hates that I look for dead dogs on Gilman, even though I tell her that somebody has to do it. The two lane road twists between the Badlands and the crops and on certain years Mystic Lake laps at its edge to the east. Whether or not the water hits the road, no one ever slows to look. No one slows for anything, not even the dogs. The hapless canines are thirsty for lake water on one side or enticed by the musk of a thousand rabbit warrens on the other. The dogs cannot help but cross the road, managing only a quick and meaningless death. Their broken bodies are sometimes curled on the shoulder. More often they are tossed like flotsam, sprawled in the black-eyed Susans and prickly goatheads, hidden and pierced. It’s wrong for them to rot there.
“Let’s go inside, honey.” I prop the broom on the beat up Ford 150 and the two golden retrievers follow us in, Teresa patting their heads as they pass.
“They’re getting old, Mom.”
“We’re all getting old, T.” Moving toward the coffee pot I ask, “What happened with Andrew?” I look up to see her wince and am sorry I asked. She is convinced I want grandchildren. I really only want her to be happy, to have someone.
“It just didn’t work out.” She presses her thin lips into a sharper line. “Don’t make a whole pot, okay?” I can’t tell if her dark eyes are sad or irritated. She sits down at the kitchen table, rubbing smudges off the glass top with her sleeve. Her thick curls fall over her face and then I can’t tell what she’s thinking at all.
“You’ve got plenty of time to find the right guy.” I tell her, hoping it’s the right thing to say, even though I’m not so sure it’s true. Teresa is going to be thirty-eight this year, but she doesn’t comment. I pour enough water in the pot for four cups.
When the coffee has started to drip, I notice that Teresa has reached for the stack of mail in the center of the table and has a padded envelope in her hand. She holds it up with a question in her eyes and I shake my head, “You know what that is.” She stares at me as if she has no idea. “It’s another bracelet.”
“Don’t you want to open it?” she asks. “It’s postmarked from three weeks ago,”
“I know what it says, T, but if you want to read it go ahead. He was your dad.”
“Is my dad.” She corrects me like it’s habit, not like she believes it and then tears into the envelope.
I get Chloe and Cal a dog biscuit from the pantry and wipe down the counters, letting Teresa read. I should have given her the envelope when it came in the mail addressed from Defense POW/ Department of Missing Persons. I guess I wasn’t sure how to do it.
The people that have the bracelets are only supposed to send them to the family when the POWs and MIAs return, but in the last ten years they’ve started coming back to us anyway. Silver bracelets with Eddy’s name and rank and date of disappearance, some rubbed illegible by thirty years. The engraved metal trinkets come to us from the husbands of wives who have passed on, women who wore the metal clipped to their wrist their whole lives. They come to us from the children of parents who have died, the silver reminder still in their jewelry box. They send us the bracelets now not because Eddy is home, but because there is no one to wear them.
“Mom, I’ve been thinking.” Teresa rubs her cheekbones and sniffs, tucking the letter back into the envelope and leaving the bracelet on the table. “I really think you need to get the roof done. Another winter like the last and it’s going to leak.”
“I don’t know.” I pour us both a cup of coffee and bring them to the table. She’s not avoiding talking about the envelope, there’s simply nothing to say about it. “It’s ten thousand dollars at least and even if I had the money I hate having people over here working on things,” I say this and pause to think why. “They’ll leave the gate open and the dogs will get out.” Teresa rolls her eyes at this. “The roof can make it a couple more years.”
“I can get the money, Mom.” She doesn’t tell me how and I don’t ask, drinking my coffee instead. Teresa takes hers black, just like me. We both sip from our cups, watching the dogs nosing for scraps of crunched biscuit on the floor.
“I’ll think about it,” I finally say. She sighs at this reply and reminds me how much rain we had last winter. She doesn’t have to tell me, Mystic Lake is a distant mirage wavering in the view between the yellowing lace curtains of the kitchen window. Three thousand acres of water, it sparks in the distance, back in a flood after a fifteen year dry spell.
Teresa never stays long. I don’t know what she does on the weekends and try not to ask her too many questions. If you ask her a question she can’t or doesn’t want to answer, the conversation is over, cut down to two word comments and nods. I’ve learned not to pry, but I’ve never stopped worrying.
When the phone rings, I know who will answer when I pick up and it won’t be my daughter. It was enough of a surprise for Teresa to seek me out on a Sunday, but Jimmy calls me at about this time every week.
He asks me how I am, the same inquiry that has started our conversation for more than thirty-years, the same concern in his voice, the same hint of apology. I tell him I’m fine like I always do and when I ask he says the same, but he doesn’t sound fine. I’ve never thought these calls were for my sake, but I’ve never asked him to stop calling.
“We should have tied the knot, Mary,” he says this after we’ve dispensed with the regular questions. This is something new and I laugh. It’s only funny because it’s so ridiculous, but Jimmy goes silent like I’ve hurt his feelings.
“I’m not your responsibility. I never have been.” I say this softly, like something I’ve been meaning to tell him a long time, although I’ve said the exact thing in a thousand different ways over the years.
“No, but you’ve always been my friend. If I were in your position…”
“I’ve never blamed you.” I mean this, I’m sure I do. Even though Jimmy has told me the story about leaving Ed behind so many times that it’s as if I was there, I don’t think it’s his fault. They were kids and Jimmy and I aren’t kids anymore.
“Jimbo, if you ever decide to switch teams, I would marry you in a heartbeat.” I’m not sure he believes me, but I mean that too. He sounds worse than usual and I do something I don’t think I’ve ever done before, I initiate the shop talk. “I got a bracelet in the mail. Teresa took it. I wonder what she does with them.”
Jimmy doesn’t venture a guess. What can you do with them? Jimmy told me once that he had an MIA bracelet made with his own name on it and the date that Ed was lost. Jimmy was drunk on whiskey and water, rubbing his eyes at my kitchen table, remembering the explosion in the tail of the F-4, the panic of ejecting, the yank of the deployed parachute, but mostly remembering the radio conversation with Eddy. Jim knew he was somewhere nearby him, but wasn’t sure where. When the boys found Jim, he had already lost radio contact with Ed. Search and rescue couldn’t find him or his parachute. Jimmy was sure even after all these years that they had left him alive in the jungle. With whiskey softening his memory Jim speculated that he too was missing in action in his own way. I wondered if he really had his own bracelet or if it had been the drunk talking, but I didn’t ask him, even though I want to know who he would give it to if he found himself.
“Mary, I think I remember gun shots that night in the jungle.” He sounds like there’s water at the back of his throat and he needs to swallow. “I woke up in the middle of the night and remembered something like small fire arms and voices. I remembered voices.”
I don’t know what to say to him. After all these years, what is memory worth? I can barely remember Eddy myself. If it were just Teresa and me, I don’t know if I would be able to tell someone the color of his eyes or explain the shape of his smile anymore. Jimmy makes a better war widow than I do.
“Laos, I mean damn. It had to be Laos. I’ll never know.” He chokes a little on the words.
“It could happen. They’re still trying to work things out with Laos. And just last year they repatriated the remains of an MIA, even after all this time.” Jimmy doesn’t respond to my assurances and I ask myself a question out loud. “I wonder how many bracelets came in the mail for him.” I also wonder if there were two funerals --as if you could bury someone twice.
~
“Please, Mary. Just let me bury my son.” Claire was crying and I wished I could give her what she wanted, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.
“We can’t bury him if we don’t know if he’s dead.” I pulled my hand through my hair and the lack of it startled me. I had cut it off the day before. I was only just managing my job at the gas company, getting Teresa to school, making cupcakes for class and keeping the house clean. Something had to go and I started with my hair. I was already regretting it and not being able to feel the silk of blonde between my harried fingers started my own tears.
“I don’t want to be buried without saying goodbye to my son.” Claire sounded like she was saying this through clenched teeth and for some reason the stubborn sound of it made me angry. How I could be angry at a woman dying of cancer I can hardly say, but I was. Teresa shouldn’t have to bury her father. She was only twelve.
“I thought you were a Christian, Claire.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Aren’t you going to see him when you get there? At least you get to see him. And when you do, you tell him for me that he’s a bastard for leaving me with his child and this house and no one to help.” I didn’t recognize my voice. It was shrill and hysterical. I sounded like Mrs. Miller across the street when she was drunk enough to throw dishes at her husband. I didn’t like it, but I meant it.
“I know this is hard for you too, honey. We would give you more help if we could.” Claire sounded tired and I told myself that it would be harder to lose a son than a man you had only known for four years before he went missing. I told myself this, but it didn’t make a difference. It didn’t even help to imagine the skin tight across Claire’s delicate face, her 5’2” frame looking even slighter from the lack of her breasts and the bright bandana on her head. There was nothing I could do for Claire. I had to look out for Teresa. She was my only real responsibility.
“You can help me by not forcing me to bury your son. You can help me by letting us believe that he’ll be back here soon and we’ll all be okay.” I was more accusation than plea.
“Oh, honey. Even if he comes back…” Claire’s couldn’t finish her thought, her breath hitched as if she couldn’t believe she was thinking it. What I heard was that it would be better if he were dead.
“I will never agree to a funeral. Never.” I don’t know how I managed to keep my voice so steady and if I had to say more I’m sure I would have burst into tears, but Claire beat me to it. The phone clicked and the line went dead.
I threw the receiver across the bedroom and it bounced against the wall, denting the plaster and pulling the rest of the phone off the bedside table in a clatter of plastic and bells. Burying my face in the pillows, I started to cry in earnest, not for Eddy, but for Claire. I wished I could rip out the piece of me that could be so cruel to my daughter’s only grandmother.
I didn’t hear Teresa come into the room, but I recognized her touch. She didn’t have the unabashed embrace of a little girl anymore. She was almost a teenager now and no longer had confidence in her arms, aware she could hurt someone or be pushed away. She tried to pull me tight, but kept adjusting her grip, whispering in my ear.
“Daddy will come back, Mom. Please don’t cry. I know he’ll come back.”
“I know, Baby.” I turned and pulled her into my chest, tucking her arms around my waist where they fit perfectly and she could wrap them tight. I pressed my face into the crown of her head, smelling Prell in her freshly washed hair. I wanted to tell her that her daddy really wasn’t coming home, that I knew in my heart he was dead. I wished I could tell someone, anyone that I didn’t feel anything anymore except tired. I needed to confess to someone that I didn’t think I had loved him. I couldn’t do any of these things though, so I cried myself to sleep in my daughters arms. Claire died six months later and we had a wake instead of a funeral.
~
“Are you listening?” Jimmy asks laughing, maybe hoping that I haven’t been. He had been going on about the guy he had just started dating, the one that had already broken up with him.
I don’t tell him that I haven’t been listening at all. Instead I ask him if he is okay.
“Are you okay?” he asks instead of answering my question. Then he wonders what I’m thinking about, why I’m so quiet. I tell him that I’m thinking about Claire and in the silence that follows ask him if he might want to come over for dinner the next night. When he suggests that I should ask Teresa to come as well, we make it a plan.
I leave a message on Teresa’s machine. Most likely she’s home, but isn’t answering. I don’t get offended anymore. She just does that. Then I make a grocery list for a meal of meatloaf and mashed potatoes, things I’ll pick up on my way home from work and then I settle in for the last few hours of my weekend.
I don’t really remember what Eddy and I used to do on a Sunday afternoon. All our days together have become weekdays in my memory, the same day lived over and over. Teresa was only two when he left for Vietnam and we were both too scared to talk about the “what ifs”. We had a few friends that had gone and not come back. We had heard the draft was ending soon and had been hoping our luck would hold, but it didn’t. So we drank beer and smoked Pall Malls, talking about old friends from high school and their troubles instead of ours.
I don’t remember kissing him goodbye. I only remember Teresa crying because we had left the plush bunny she had been carrying at home. Really, she just needed a nap. I think we had kept her up, trying to cover what felt like an ending with a night’s worth of casual conversation. Teresa claims to remember the scene at the bus station. I don’t know how, I had forgotten all but her crying. She’s recounted it for me several times, trying to prove that she knew her daddy. Now I don’t know if the goodbye I remember is my own or the shaky details drawn from her little girl’s mind.
~
I’m going to retire from the gas company in two more years although I don’t know what I’m going to do with myself. I don’t really want to retire, but they’ve made it clear that although I don’t have to stop working, I can’t work there anymore. I wouldn’t say I’ve ever loved doing customer service and since that is all I’ve ever done, there’s no point in getting another job. There will be enough with all my benefits to live comfortably and maybe even enjoyably. I just don’t know what I should enjoy. I tell myself I should plant a garden, take up some crafts, find some friends to travel with, but Better Homes & Gardens sits next to Budget Travel unread on my coffee table each month, gathering dust until I throw them away. I think about these things every day in the last half hour before five. Even as I’m taking calls or processing payments, I’m thinking that my day is ending and my job is about to end as well. Today is no different.
When I get home the answering machine is flashing two messages, but I put the groceries away first. I brought home a bottle of merlot, even though I rarely drink. The idea of a glass of wine while I make dinner is such a pleasing one that I hit the play button and immediately start to work on the cork. The first message is from Jimmy and I stop peeling the aluminum from the neck of the wine. Jimmy and his boyfriend are trying to reconcile. He’s going to spend the evening with him and hopes it isn’t too much of an inconvenience to cancel.
The second message is from Teresa and sounds practiced, the words perfect and lacking emotion. She loves me, but doesn’t want to see Uncle Jimmy, not tonight, not for a long long time. She is tired of hearing about thirty-year old sorrows and other people’s pain. None of this was ever her fault. None of this should continue to be her problem to solve. She wants to know why we all don’t get on with our lives. She apologizes and hangs up.
I don’t want a drink anymore. I want a walk. I want to walk up Gilman and feel the cars buzz past me so fast they tilt my body and make the tightrope I walk on feel real. I yank on my tennis shoes, grab my cell phone from the counter and stride out the door.
I’ve been walking for half an hour when Mystic Lake fills the horizon. I didn’t know the lake existed before I bought the house on the east end of Moreno Valley. And even then it would be three years before it appeared, only to disappear once more. This is the last ephemeral lake in Southern California. When it was discovered in the 1700s it was named Lake Bucareli, but we renamed it Mystic Lake, as if anything that comes and goes must be magic, unnatural.
It’s the lake and what is and isn’t real that I’m thinking about when I catch the flash of white and brown in the black-eyed Susans. I didn’t bring my camping shovel, the one that folds up three ways into a manageable walking accessory. I wasn’t worrying over broken dogs. I had only been worrying about me and for once I want to keep worrying about me. So I almost keep walking, but I don’t.
It’s a smallish dog, maybe thirty pounds and it looks purebred to me although I can’t say what breed. It has a short coat, mainly white with a brown patch on the rump and a brown head except for maybe a blaze. It isn’t in great shape, it has been out here for days, but it looks like it had been well cared for before it had died. I sigh, thinking about walking back, getting a real shovel and a pair of gloves. Then I noticed the collar. I’ve never found one with a collar or any kind of ID.
The dog is lying on its side, its ears and the brush collected around its neck concealing what looks like black leather. At the edge of where the collar turns and is hidden by the weight of the dog, a silver plate glints, the first few letters of something stamped in the metal, barely showing. I can smell the dog from where I am standing and know that what I need to do is not going to be pleasant, but that it needs to be done.
The fur on the little dog is moist from the decomposition and the smell roils up from the ground when I lift and turn the collar to read. The stamped metal is already turning green from acids and whatever else the body breaks down into, but I can still read it. It says “Jolie” and has a Banning address and a phone number. Banning is a good 15 miles over the Badlands and I wonder how she got here, but wonder more about who might be looking for her.
I wipe my hands on my jeans and pull my cell phone from my jacket pocket, turning it on. Almost no one has the number to my cell. It’s only for emergencies. The way my heart is pounding in my chest, I’m feeling that this qualifies as some sort of an emergency, but what I am going to say?
I look at the dog and know that it doesn’t make a difference. I lean a little closer and dial the number on the collar into my cell. It only rings twice before a woman answers. I try to picture what she might look like in my head, but can only see Teresa.
“Do you have a dog named Jolie?” I ask casually, uncertain how else to ask.
“Yes,” she says with a breathless hopefulness that makes me forget what I wanted to tell her. I hear her breathing change in the silence or maybe I just imagine it, but she knows.
“I’m sorry, honey, but she’s dead.”
“Was it coyotes?” the girl’s voice shakes and I know that’s her worst fear, that it’s what she has been imagining for however many days. It takes a little of the pressure off because although the news is bad, it could be worse.
“No. She was hit by a car. Let me tell you exactly what I see so you know.” I explain to her that it looks like a blunt force trauma, that she couldn’t possibly have suffered. It would have to have been over fast.
“Is she…I mean, she’s been missing for five days.” The woman is crying now.
“It probably happened the day you lost her, but it’s not that bad. Her body is…it’s not in that bad of shape.”
“I can’t,” the woman whispers. Then she sobs. “I can’t come get her. I can’t see her like that.”
“You have to.” I demand, surprised at my anger. “You cannot leave this dog here. You loved her and she deserves a proper burial.” The woman is still crying, but more softly. “Do you have someone that can come get her for you?”
“Yes, but…” she sniffs hard like she’s trying to pull it together. She takes a deep breath and apologizes.
“There are a lot of things you can do,” I tell her. “You can bury her in your yard. You can have her buried at a pet cemetery. You don’t even have to see her like this. Your husband could take her to the vet and they can have her cremated. You could spread Jolie’s ashes in all her favorite places or keep them on your mantle.” I hear myself like a voice in the distance and wonder where all this practical advice is coming from.
“Jolie.” The woman says her dog’s name like it’s French even though she didn’t correct my pronunciation. “I think I have a friend who would come get her for me.” She sounds calm now. She’s making a plan, already getting a handle on the situation. “Is she on Gilman?”
“Yes,” I answer. Surprised that she knows. “How did she get here from Banning?”
The woman tells me that she was training in the wheat fields, that Jo was a hunting dog. “I need to take care of this now before it gets dark. Thank you,” she says ending the conversation.
I know I should just accept her thanks and let it go, but suddenly I don’t want her off the phone. I wanted to know more about this woman who doesn’t have a husband or any other family to come get something she lost. She said, “a friend that might.” I want to know about Jolie and how she hunted. I know that losing a working dog was losing a partner and that this woman wasn’t prepared. “Wait,” I blurt and then wonder what to ask. “What’s your name?
“Rebecca. What’s yours?”
“Mary.” I answer and tell her I am pleased to meet her even though it sounds awkward as I say it.
“Mary.” She tests my name and then says, “Thank you for finding her. I would have always wondered.”
“I understand,” I reply and let her go. I find it hard to walk away from Jolie. I know it isn’t right for me to stay, but hope that someone will be coming for her soon. On the way home I notice a flyer taped to a pole, wind-whipped, but with a beautiful black and white picture of Jolie. It says she is a Brittany spaniel and offers a reward. I peel the tape off carefully so that the paper doesn’t tear further. Then I fold the tape against the back of the flyer, crease the paper around the photo and tuck it in my pocket.
Back at home I call Teresa and surprisingly she answers the phone. The way she says, “Hi, Mom” is so crisp that I know she is expecting a fight.
“Can I ask you something, T?” She agrees as if she already knows we’re off topic. “What do you do with all the bracelets?”
“I put them in my divinity jar,” she answers without hesitation as if she was sure I would understand the answer. When I stay silent she continues. “A divinity jar is for all the things you worry and wonder over, but can’t do anything about. You write it on a slip of paper, put it in the jar and leave it to the divine.”
I would never have imagined this answer and I’m surprised by my own reply. “You know, we could take the divinity jar and have a funeral. It doesn’t have to be at Riverside National Cemetery. It can be wherever we want.”
“I would like that,” she says and I think I hear a hitch in her voice.
“Jimmy isn’t coming over for dinner. Would you like to come?”
“I would like that too.” No one else would be able to tell, but she is definitely crying. “And Mom, I think Uncle Jimmy should definitely be at the funeral.”
I agree with her and tell her that I have a bottle of red and suggest she might want to bring another, that we both might want to call in sick tomorrow and she is welcome to sleep on the guest bed. “We don’t need to talk about your dad, but I would really like to talk about what I’m going to do when I retire.”
“What about your roof?” she sniffs and there’s a chuckle in the question.
“Sure, we can have the roof done.”
“Great, because my friend Mindy’s dad is a fantastic roofer and I really think you’ll like him.” There’s mischief in Teresa’s voice, but she clarifies, “I mean, you know, he does great work.”
We agree that dinner is in an hour and I try to call Jimmy when we get off the phone. I know he’s on a date, but things so frequently don’t work out the way he plans. There’s no answer though, so maybe he really is working it out with his new beau.
Hanging up my jacket I pull the cell phone and the flyer for Jolie out of the pocket. Examining her smiling dog face, I open it up the folds a little further and read the phone number, dialing it as I read. There is no answer, but I feel like I just have to know that Jolie has gone home. I start wondering if Rebecca was able to get a hold of her friend. It occurs to me that I could go get her dog and she could pick her up, sealed in a box at my house. I keep trying every fifteen minutes or so while I make dinner.
When Rebecca finally answers she sounds harried. I ask if her friend was able to help and she tells me that everything has been taken care of and thanks me again. There’s an awkward silence and it occurs to me that she might be thinking I want the reward. So I tell her that I just wanted to make sure she managed and I explained the plan I had if things didn’t work out with her friend.
“That’s nice of you,” Rebecca says this, but her voice sounds strained.
“You must have loved her,” I say.
When replies that she did, of course, I know I should let this poor woman go. I just want her to know that I understand. Even though I know that I couldn’t possibly understand. It wasn’t my relationship or my life.
I’ve asked too much by calling back. So I let Rebecca gracefully end the conversation, knowing that I’ll never talk to her again, that we cannot be friends. I am thinking about friends, metal bracelets, and how things come and go when Teresa walks through the kitchen door.
~
Author’s Note:
Grieving is a personal animal and different for everyone. This is a story of grief, not just for the characters but my own as well. The astute reader might notice that the girl who lost the dog was named “Rebecca” and my friends might notice that the dog she lost was named “Jolie”. It’s true. I lost Jolie. She was my first dog and she changed my life in so many ways. I’m a falconer and a pragmatist about my pets. I never thought I could love a dog so much. I never thought she would die young.
I was frantic when I lost her. It was five days before a kind woman who was out for walk found my sweet Jolie and called to tell me she had been killed. I was a little hysterical when she called, hoping for good news and devastated by what I already knew was true. She was dead. I was panicked what to do about a burial and a goodbye. The woman on the phone talked me through it. She called me back to make sure I did right by my dog. I realized later that she had the same name as my grandmother and that she was a blessing.
I wondered what kind of woman would be so incredibly generous and wise. I wondered what life had brought her, taken from her and what made it possible for her to be such a gift to me. I wrote this story to explain her. I wrote this story for my own animal grief. It’s been six years, but I still carry Jolie’s ashes in an intricate draw-string bag my mother made me. I leave a bit of her at every beautiful field where I fly my falcon or we have a surprising hunt and she is still a part of her falcon’s moments—and mine.
My thanks to Ruth Nolan and the impressive Phantom Seed, a journal of the California desert’s poetry and prose for publishing this piece. Support small presses and journals! Small presses and journals support the future!
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