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To Maria & Stephan, the source of all my imagination
“I think there is only one God. Oh, there are gods
everywhere, in the hallowed hills, in the wind and the sea, in the very grass we walk on and on the air we breathe and in the bloodstained shadows, where men…wait for them. But I believe there must be one God Himself, like the great sea, and all the rest of us small gods and men and all, like rivers, we all come to Him in the end.”
Mary Stewart, Merlin Trilogy
Prologue
An early spring shower, that had been brief but vigorous, was now ending. The clouds were beginning to part, letting broken rays of sunshine stream down from the sky onto various locations. The sky had been overcast for most of the day, but now gave way to smaller, more tranquil clouds, as the rain subsided. Color was slowly making its way back to the world on this March day, albeit delayed from the seemingly endless winter that stubbornly held on longer than it should have. This valiant reprieve of Mother Nature did not go unnoticed, and was taken in gratefully by a woman who had been caught up in paperwork for much of the day. She took a moment to pause and watch the changing skyline, from her kitchen window. She had set aside two hours today to grapple with those dreaded, overdue bills. As her four-and-a-half-year-old son amused himself in another room, she set to work on the monotonous paperwork on the kitchen table. She set it out in assembly line fashion, ordered by dollar amounts and priority. All things considered, she felt she was making great strides. She kept an eye on her son
while writing checks, stuffing envelopes, and placing them in the proper piles to be stamped, all while she prepared dinner.
It was progress.
Spring at last, she thought, gazing longingly from her chair through the window, breathing in the new-found brilliance. But in spite of the relaxed bliss the beauty
outdoors brought her, the late hour on the clock demanded her journey back to reality, and she began to gather up her things at the table. The bills would have to wait another day, because dinner had to be her immediate priority. Around the corner and down the hall, she could see her son. She shook her head and grinned, as she caught sight of
him. He was sitting in the middle of the living room, completely surrounded by toys, and intently captivated by the cartoon he was watching. She continued putting her papers
away. “Daddy’s going to be home soon hon,” she announced, “Better start putting your toys away before he gets home.” Unscathed by this warning from his mother, the boy
remained fixated by the TV and made no effort to budge. Knowing full well that her son had his own feelings on the issue, she asked again, “Sweetie…did you hear Mommy?”
Most times she would let this little sparring practice go on for a bit, but the day had gotten away from her, and she needed his cooperation. She stopped what she was doing for a moment and placed her hands on the table deliberately, but gently while she closed her eyes. There were no further words or even an exchange of glances between the two. After a moment, the child’s head turned slowly away from the TV toward the kitchen, looking startled. He quickly stood up and turned the set off as if fear or some strange instinct had grasped hold of him and forced him to act. Looking around the room aimlessly for a time, then back toward the kitchen, he slowly began to gather his toys, looking in the direction of his mother every now and then.
She sighed easily and watched the sun lower, never moving from her position. She called out, “Thanks, hon!”
ONE
“Daddy’s home!” The high pitched screech carried throughout the house as a young sandy, blond-haired boy ran to the front door in a flash. The window on the door was too
high for him to see through, so he had no choice but to eagerly rock back and forth from one foot to the other waiting for the door to open as he tried to contain his obvious
excitement.
There were three knocks from the outside awaiting a response. The boy began to giggle lightly and pushed his nose to the door asking, “Who’s there?” From the outside, a
muffled voice with false authority stated, “Delivery for Christian. One hundred fish heads. Is this your order?”
More giggles, and then a resounding “No…we don’t want it!”
There was silence, then the voice from outside stated, “Well…I can’t take ‘em back. I guess I’ll have to hide them in your bed.”
“No,” the boy chirped.
“No…how about under your pillow, then?”
Red-faced and laughing out loud at this point, the boy released the locks on the front door and pulled it open to its furthest point. Rushing to his father and wrapping his arms
around the legs about mid thigh, Christian gave a tight squeeze as any three-and-a-half-year-old could. Sam ruffled his son’s hair and patted him on the back as he entered,
stooping down to his eye level to ask, “No fish heads, huh?” With a quick laughter-infused shake of the head, Christian ran back over to the television to watch his interrupted cartoon.
“Pizza tonight,” the boy stated happily, never taking his eyes off the TV.
As Sam closed the door behind him and put his coat away, he thought of what his son had just said. “Pizza, huh?...Margarite must not be here today.” From the hallway
that lead to the kitchen came a woman about thirty years old. Her blond hair was almost glowing from the late day sun that reflected from behind her through the hall window. She had simple, although captivating features, sterling blue eyes, flawless skin, now with a touch of pink on her cheeks from the oven and a genuine appearance of contentment in her unfaltering smile.
Crystal stepped quickly toward her husband, greeting him with a quick kiss on the cheek and a hug. “Nope, Margarite’s not here today. She called this morning–something about her sister or aunt. So…we are having…”
“Pizza,” Sam broke in.
“Pizza…no fish heads.” Crystal finished the statement and gave him a wink as she headed back to the kitchen. “It’ll be about twenty minutes, so relax. I’m not doing so good today. My head’s not screwed on too tight. I guess I’m just not used to all the excitement.”
Sam kicked off his shoes, knelt down to Christian’s ear, and whispered purposely loudly, “Mommy’s losing her head again.” The boy giggled again and Sam smiled.
“Hey, I heard that!” came the response from the kitchen. Sam and his son both looked at each other mockingly.
“She hears everything” Christian said.
Sam went to the entrance of the hallway. “She’s going to be here tomorrow, right? Remember…we have a date.”
“Well, she said no problem, especially because ‘Mister make so much fuss about it.’” Her broken English version of the nanny and housekeeper’s nickname for Sam made them both smile, even though Crystal knew just as much as the housekeeper did that Sam was sometimes annoyed with it.
Sam and Crystal had been married for a little over five years. They had met several years after college through Sam’s sister, who had known Crystal through some mutual
friends. The couple dated for about six months before talking seriously about the future, and even then they were both very cautious of the undertaking of commitment, having lived together for a time before deciding shortly after to forge ahead to marriage. Both Sam and Crystal came from the New England states, so it seemed a good choice to make southern Rhode Island their home. Sam was a very logical sort, and deemed that the whole experience was a successful experiment–living together, leading to the natural
progression into wedlock.
The only natural progression Sam was not prepared for was pregnancy. With only a few months under their belts as newlyweds, Sam and Crystal found themselves not merely husband and wife, but readying themselves for family hood. Crystal had mentally prepared herself for being a parent ever since she graduated college. She could never picture herself as one of those women who form a relationship without the
thought of bringing a new life into the world. Such an existence seemed ridiculous and lonely, and she simply could not fathom it. Being a mother was a natural extension of life
to her, and she greeted her pregnancy wholeheartedly.
To say Sam was in shock the day Crystal came bearing the news from her doctor was the understatement of his life, but it was not as if he had never imagined being a father, or
even disliked the idea completely. He liked children; he always had. He simply did not conceptualize that one day he would be in a position to have to be more than just a
husband. Marriage was a big enough step in his book. He didn’t take it lightly and believed he had adapted in an adult fashion, that everything was going smoothly after enjoying his bachelorhood during his college years. Things were working out well, just the way he liked it–the way it was planned. But now this.
Crystal’s pregnancy gave Sam time to rethink his own ideas on life, and reminding him somewhat painfully how much randomness there was in the world, and it would do him an ounce of good to become more flexible and go with the flow. There were nights when he sat contemplating his responsibilities and his place in the world, often begging
for Crystal’s input on such weighty matters. She would put it as simply as she knew how by saying such things as “Sam…get over yourself!”, which proved to be the kick in
the head he needed–his reality check, as it were.
Crystal often told him that he thought too much about things that were out of his control. Since the time they had met, Crystal had always been the emotional stronghold in the relationship, unyielding to any type of stress or upheaval. Sam was the more practical one, constantly racking his brain for accountability and normality in a world that often spewed chaos.
As Christian came into the world, Sam gradually loosened up to the point that he began to endure the little uncertainties that fatherhood placed upon him. And, lo and
behold, he even began to seemingly enjoy the randomness and spontaneity of it all. Their partnership strengthened day by day, as many often do when something as prominent as a
child forms a bond between them, and Sam slowly gave in to the fact that life was too short to be all fussed up over.
When Christian was a little over three years old, both Sam and Crystal decided it was time to seek outside assistance in their busy lives and considered hiring a part-time
babysitter. Christian was at the age where he needed more attention than a daycare could offer, and between Sam’s full-time job and Crystal’s occasional part-time position, that attention became increasingly difficult to give him.
Initially, Margarite was to be only part-time in her duty of sitter, while Crystal would juggle her hours at her job allowing time with her son. Even having Sam’s sister Ellen
watch Christian now and then when Margarite was not available became a hassle. The imposition got to the point where Margarite was brought on almost exclusively as a fulltime care giver without regret to either party involved.
“Did you go to work at all today?” Sam asked his wife, as all three of them sat at the kitchen table devouring the quickly-made frozen pizza.
“No. Margarite called ‘bout a quarter-of-seven this morning and said her…” she paused a bit, “…I don’t know…either aunt or sister was sick and she couldn’t make
it. She did say she was okay for tomorrow up ‘till eight o’clock, so dinner is still on.”
Christian stared at his mother, asking, with a mouthful of pizza, “Why can’t I go with you guys? I like to go out ’n eat sometimes.”
“Your daddy and me are going to a fish place, honey. You said before that you don’t like fish.” The boy let the comment set a while and then added pitifully, “I like to look
at ‘em sometimes. They have tanks and stuff there.”
“How about this…” Crystal stepping in quickly, “…how about next week all three of us go out for dinner? You can pick the place. Okay?”
“Yeah!” Christian stated, satisfied, and went back to the business at his plate.
Sam was finishing up at the table, and he rose to place his plate in the dishwasher. He gave a smile to Crystal, then added “Oh, by the way, I’m not meeting Eric tonight.”
“No?” Her question sounding as a surprise.
“Nah. Not in the mood to hear about his most recent female fiascos. That’s all it ever seems to be about anyhow. I’ll catch him next time.”
Eric was a co-worker that Sam had become good friends with. They had been on good terms for about a year and often joined up for the occasional boys’ night out. Sam did enjoy Eric’s company, considering that Eric was close to the same age, but Eric’s lifelong bachelorhood made for too many one-sided conversations for Sam’s taste. Thoughts of the single lifestyle seemed as remote as being back in high school as far
as Sam was concerned, so he generally spaced out the get-togethers with Eric as much as possible.
“Glad you’re home tonight,” Crystal said, joining him at the kitchen counter and giving him a soft pat on the back as she stood beside him. She laid her head gently on his
shoulder.
TWO
“Okay, I’ll be there when you pull up. Love ya, too…bye.” The cell phone made a short blip sound as Crystal ended the call with Sam and folded it up, placing it back into
her purse.
“Mister is running late?” Margarite asked, watching Crystal check herself in the hall mirror, lightly brushing wisps of hair off her face.
“Yeah,” she announced to the housekeeper, “he got caught up in something at the last minute at the office, and the traffic is crazy because of the rain. He’s going to pull up
front and we’ll leave quickly. Don’t want to miss our reservations.”
“Good lord, no!” Margarite stated. Crystal picked up on Margarite’s sarcasm and tried not to smile too widely as she put the finishing touches on her lipstick that held a widening grin.
“Be nice Margarite, you know Sam went to a lot of trouble for tonight. No mocking, now.”
“I not mock. Mister is very good to you and Crista. I can see this. He just need to…” Margarite’s voice trailed off and she stared upward, searching for the correct words.
“Needs to loosen up a bit, maybe?” Crystal finishing her sentence for her.
“Well…yes. As you say,” agreeing to Crystal’s statement. She stopped what she was doing in the kitchen and walked over behind Crystal, fixing the collar on her blouse. “Can’t go nowhere with that sticking up,” she said. “You and Mister have good time. Crista and I will be fine. Don’t you worry.”
Crystal turned and gave Margarite a hug, placing her hands on her shoulders, and then followed it with a small kiss on the cheek. “Margarite, have I told you recently how lucky we are to have found you?” Looking off to the side for only a moment and then back into Crystal’s blue eyes, she said in very matter-of-fact way, “Last week. Yes…it-it was last week!” Smiling with an honest, light laugh, Crystal gave another quick embrace. They both heard the car horn blow from outside. “Oops, gotta go.” Crystal hurried her coat on and walked to the door all in one smooth movement. “Be good, ” she teased Margarite as she closed the door behind her and darted out into the rain to the car where Sam was waiting for her.
It was hardly dusk, but the overcast skies and unwelcome rain made it seem much later than it was. The world outside the car seemed to quickly grow smaller with little haste as low, dark blue clouds hovered above the town. In the distance, street lamps and parking lots threw off an orange glow to the ceiling above, outlining the base of the clouds, revealing the shape and texture of their form.
The oncoming traffic was just as brilliant; the glaring headlights reflected off of the wet pavement, shimmered, and bounced as a beam through a prism, making driving all
that more maddening. Sam was getting an eyeful and squinted as he drove onto the ramp that merged to the highway. In spite of the short run from the front stoop to the car, Crystal was shaking off the rain that had soaked her coat completely. “Are we going to be late?” she asked, settling into her seat.
“We’re good for about an hour, I think. Anyway, I’ll bet a lot of people are showing up late today.” Sam spoke mechanically to his wife in order to pay proper attention to
the cars ahead of him, all the while checking and rechecking the digital clock on the dashboard. Although he anticipated they would arrive promptly, even with time to spare, he kept a keen eye out for any break in traffic that would allow them to arrive even earlier—even if it were only twenty-five seconds earlier. Nevertheless, he also knew his persistence at meticulous time-saving bothered his wife so against his instincts, he did his best to keep the car’s speed at a reasonable rate.
The wind was beginning to pick up, and the rain that was steadily falling began to spray across the cars and roadways. “Thought about vacation any?” Crystal asked Sam looking over at him and through the driver’s side window.
“Thought…yeah, some. Haven’t had time to really go over anything much, though.”
Sam was half-listening to his wife and maneuvering the car down the exit ramp at the same time. Knowing he was preoccupied, Crystal let the subject she brought up sit by
adding, “We can talk in the restaurant...okay?”
“Sure,” Sam agreed, coming on to a straight-away from the ramp. Ahead in the opposite lane, a utility truck was exiting off the ramp from the other direction, heading north while Sam and Crystal veered south. Where the ramp merged with the road, a small, red economy car was stopped, trying to negotiate the traffic through the hindrance of severely fogged windows. As Sam remembered it, the truck saw a break in the quickly merging traffic and scooted from behind the red car without stopping. The rainstorm did not lend itself to full visibility, and the driver of the truck failed to notice a cement partition six inches high that separated the oncoming lanes of traffic.
Christian sat on the floor in the living room, surrounded by building logs. It was moments before dinner, and he was doing his best to finish construction on the small house illustrated in the directions. Margarite had called once for him to stop and wash his hands, but he was too intent on completing his project to hear or obey her at first. Then
suddenly, he stopped building.
The building logs that he was holding in his small hands slipped to floor. Had anyone been in the room at the time, they would have seen the child’s face alter to a blank expression. His eyes stared forward, lifeless. His body went limp. Christian sat without movement for a time, as if in a tunnel, too far off to hear Margarite’s calls in the distance.
After striking the abutment, the truck jumped into the lane with a rampage. The frame of the truck twisted and bent, hopping along on two wheels at times as cars behind it slowed and scattered along the roadway to avoid the uproar. Sam felt Crystal’s hand brace against his leg, as they watched the large truck careen toward them.
A few car lengths separated the two vehicles as the driver of the truck tried to bring it under control by avoiding the oncoming traffic. Sam turned the wheel to the right as the
back end of the truck skipped over the median strip separating the lanes. In an instant, both vehicles collided at their rears. The force of the collision sent Sam’s car in a counter-clockwise spin. There was a loud crunch from the impact, and a feeling of weightlessness from a free-fall as the car whirled off to the shoulder of the road.
He heard a desperate cry from Crystal when the car came to a halt. Glass from the passenger side windows shattered and sailed throughout the car’s interior as the vehicle rammed lengthwise against a telephone pole bending the frame of the car inward where Crystal sat. The air bags had gone off sending white dust everywhere. Trying to overcome his blurred vision, Sam saw that Crystal had been thrown to the side and forward, but still braced by her seatbelt. Her body, now a mess of mangled hair and jumbled with glass and blood, was doubled over with her head resting on the front floor board.
Margarite gave up on calling Christian to wash his hands and went to find the root of his ignoring her, which she was sure was either a pile of toys or an addictive cartoon show.
But, when she walked into the living room, she found the boy lying on the floor, balled up in a fetal position. At first, she believed he had fallen asleep or may even be playing a game of possum with her, but then she noticed that his eyes were wide open, as if he were in some sort of strange trance. Checking his forehead, she could feel cold sweat on the child’s brow. Traces of dried tears still lay a sticky path along his cheeks that were red, almost feverish looking. Gently shaking him and calling his name proved ineffective, so in her alarm, she quickly and instinctively dialed Sam’s cell phone. There was no answer.
Panic enveloped Margarite as she stared helplessly at the child on the floor, now covered with a blanket. She frantically called the number again.
THREE
The voice came from somewhere in the distance. It seemed far away, yet somehow in the same room. That he was in a room at all did not make an impression on him. There was brightness about, some sort of unnatural type of glow coming from all directions.
Disoriented and suffering what seemed to be blurred vision, Sam pulled his right hand from the blanket and rubbed his eyes. Blanket? I’m in bed, he thought, although
nothing else felt familiar. The voice now calling Sam, along with his current physical state, gave him the realization that it must have been a bad night. How much had he drunk to put himself in this condition, coming to at what appeared to be mid-day? Bad news. He would never hear the end of it.
As he rose to meet the voice and take whatever punishment lay ahead of him, he felt an arm (no, arms) holding him back and set him back onto the bed. This brief movement made his head scream with pain as he laid back now bringing to focus to the figures surrounding him. There were pale white walls in the distance and contraptions blinking alternate colors by his bedside.
Sam rose again, more quickly this time as his mind snapped out of its murky fog to what was happening.
“Sam, you’ve been sedated. My name is Doctor.…”
“Crystal… where is my wife?… please!”
“Sam, you can’t get up right now,” the authoritative, but smooth female voice said. She was dressed in a white jacket and leaning over the bed with her hand on Sam’s head. There were other people in the room also, but Sam’s attention was held by this woman. “Sam,” her voice easing up a bit since he had tried to rise from the bed, “you are in County Hospital. Do you know why you’re here?”
Splintered images of the accident tore into his head: rain, the truck bouncing out of control, spinning into the pole, his wife’s body, glass, blood…
“The car…? ” Sam stated, flatly. “My wife, Is she here?”
“You were in a car accident, Sam. You were a bit out of control when the paramedics got there, so they sedated you to keep you from harming yourself.” The woman still hovered over the bed. “I am Doctor Allison.” She paused for a
moment adding, “your wife is in ICU. I know you are concerned about her, but she is in critical condition at the moment and cannot be disturbed. We called your place of residence. Your sister is taking care of your son. You should be able to see him by tomorrow.”
The doctor went on for a while longer, explaining Crystal’s condition and that there was no visitation, at least for the moment. He needed rest, she told him.
Any attempt to resist the doctor’s orders was short-lived. While Sam rambled on, all but pleading and demanding in vain to see his wife and call his sister, another individual on the other side of the bed was injecting a fluid into Sam’s IV bag. His voice soon began to trail off, still mumbling as the drug took hold of him and his eyes closed until morning.
The morning was not as much as of a shock as Sam had anticipated. He awoke easily and was somewhat stunned to find that his own injuries were minimal. At first, he moved
around gently in bed, not noticing any pain or discomfort. He threw away the sheets to find no scars, bandages, or even a black and blue mark across his legs or arms. A very young nurse came into the room and he asked to see Crystal. She placed a small paper cup on his nightstand along with a glass of water.
“The doctor is making his rounds,” she answered, mechanically pleasant, but with a somewhat distant sound. “He’ll be able to let you know when you can see your wife.” She waited for Sam to swallow the pills in the paper cup, then left.
From the window in his room, Sam could tell it was still early. He had little choice but to wait impatiently for the next person to enter the room, hopefully the doctor, while he went over the accident in his mind ad nauseam. It took all the strength he could pull together not to jerk the tube from his wrist and go on a tour of the hospital to find
the ICU unit and his wife.
He was entertaining the thought too closely, when a hospital person wearing a drab orange smock came through the doorway and dropped off the breakfast tray, giving Sam a start.
Halfway through the hospital’s version of food, the doctor arrived and Sam placed the lid on the tray and pushed it aside.
The doctor was a short, balding man in his fifties with some kind of indeterminable European accent that Sam noticed right away. Not wasting anytime with any pretense, the doctor dove in quite uninhibitedly to Sam and Crystal’s condition. She was still in ICU in critical condition, but more would be explained by the head physician in that unit, Sam
was told. He could see Crystal, but only for fifteen minutes this morning. There were tests scheduled for Sam, and if they came back with favorable results, he would be able to leave the hospital late today or tomorrow.
The tests were precautionary measures the doctor added, but considering the nature of the accident, he was impressed by Sam’s physical condition.
“You are very fortunate, Sam,” he said, leafing through the clipboard which held the hospital’s charts. “Looks like you came out of this incident virtually without a scratch.”
The doctor mentioned a few other minor details, but Sam’s mind began to trail off until the same young nurse came back into the room. She pushed a wheelchair to his bedside and escort him upstairs.
Being wheeled past the nurse’s station and down the hallway toward the elevator, Sam suddenly realized how silly it was to have to be pushed through the hospital like a geriatric, considering he felt physically fine. It was a matter of hospital policy, the young lady mentioned as they entered the elevator and Sam was spun around to face forward.
A low hum and a brief jolt from the elevator brought Sam back to the pressing issue of reality. In what condition would he find his wife in? He made up his mind that no matter what he would be faced with when he entered the ICU room, he would put his best face forward and be as calm as possible. Crystal had always been the strong one in the relationship, and now it was his time to step up to the plate. Best not to alarm her when I first walk into the room, he told himself.
They came to the end of the hall of one of the wings. Sam noticed the sign above, INTENSIVE CARE UNIT, as they rolled up to a door with a rectangular window plated with glass and wire mesh. The nurse punched a code on the security console on the wall, and there was a click as the door was unlocked. Sam was taken aback at the security measures in this department and even more so when they passed a waiting room with a number a families with distressed faces, some consoling one another, and others staring off into space with long, desperate faces. Whatever self will Sam was trying to muster
was soon dashed after seeing these few forlorn images. His nurse-chauffer stopped at the nurses’ station and talked to whom Sam believed was the head nurse. Sam was told it would only be a few moments before the doctor would be over to talk with him.
Placed off to the side of the main throughway, Sam sat idle and watched the monitors that surrounded the large U shaped staff seating area. The idea of putting a happy face on the situation seemed implausible. The uneasiness with which he had woken this morning had been building with intensity, and had now reached the point to which he found himself constantly trying to calm and console himself in his head.
It’s going to be okay…it has to be.
“Sam...?” The words pulled him from his worrisome meditative state. A man in his early forties, wearing blue scrubs was hunched down to Sam’s eye level sitting on the back of his heels.
“I’m Doctor Simmons. I’ve been looking after your wife, Crystal, since she arrived last evening.” The doctor paused for a moment. Sam, putting aside any formalities of greeting, sat and waited for the doctor to begin.
“I wanted to give you a brief rundown of your wife’s condition before you see her.” There was no hesitation from the doctor as he went over the situation. Straightforward, but not brash, he outlined the situation for Sam. There was emergency surgery done to stop the internal bleeding as soon as she arrived. More of this surgery would be necessary, as well as the setting of fractures and dislocations, but that would need to wait until the swelling went down and her condition became more stabilized.
The doctor took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Sam, she’s not conscious at the moment.”
Looking off in the distance, Sam went over in his mind at what had been said. “She’s in a coma?”
“Not exactly, Sam.” Standing up, the doctor searched for words that would be truthful, yet some sort of aid in Sam’s discomfort. But there were none. “She’s not in what we’d call a ‘vegetative state’ or a ‘coma.’ She has opened her eyes on occasions, but I wouldn’t say she’s completely coherent. Drifting in and out of consciousness, I guess is the best way to put it.”
“Can I talk to her? Will she hear me?”
“Yes, please do talk to her.” Doctor Simmons said, hunching back down again. “Sam, there is one other thing. There was some brain damage. How much and to what extent isn’t clear now, but it appears she suffered a stroke.”
“A stroke?” Sam’s voice was now elevating and his nerves were beginning to tighten.
“Yes. It seems that it has affected her right side, where she had the impact.” Having given the information, the doctor waited for a response from Sam. There was only a blank stare. “She is in critical condition, Sam. It may be a few days before we can say for sure what the outcome will be.” He paused briefly, sensing Sam’s dismay, and continued, “Do you have any questions for me?” Sam looked up and inhaled deeply. Looking at the doctor, Sam said, “Take me in, please.”
The darkened room was the first thing Sam noticed when he was wheeled in. A single light fixture mounted on the wall above the headboard was the only source of light in the room. It was dimmed, reflecting off the ceiling in hushed tones that were just enough to make one aware of their surroundings. At the center of the room, besieged on every side by monitors, tubes, and a horde of wires leading to her fragile body, was Crystal. Bandages covered a majority of her head, arms, and torso. Scrapes beginning at her right temple and disappearing underneath the neckline of her gown appeared aggravated and swollen. A large tube was inserted in her mouth and taped in place around the back of her head. Her right arm had been set in a temporary cast that wrapped
partially around her waist. Her eyes were closed. Sam trailed his hand along the cast on her arm to the large tube that protruded from her mouth.
“Careful, Sam…” the doctor stated softly, placing his hand on Sam’s back for a brief moment, “…it’s a ventilator, until we can be sure she’s breathing on her own
successfully.”
At that point, Sam noticed the mechanical breathing that the ventilator made, assisting his wife with every breath. Sets of wires ran from monitors, some to her chest, others attached to her forehead and temple. Each led to a small television monitor displaying graphs and lines that crawled across the screens in random formation.
Spying the readouts on the monitors, the doctor glanced back at Sam. “You have a few minutes. I’ll be back shortly. If you have any questions…”
Sam nodded at the doctor as his statement trailed. Understanding this gesture, Dr. Simmons left the room.
The proposed normal human reaction of grief, confusion, and despair that toyed with Sam’s mind was short-lived, after he was alone in the room to view his wife’s horrendous condition. In a matter of a few moments, breathing in what was facing his family, Sam plotted out in his mind what the next proper step should be. The next logical step.
There were people to contact, doctors to talk to. Things would need to be put in motion. Once she was well enough to leave the hospital, preparations would need to be made to accommodate her. More than likely, there would be physical therapy involved and a strong husband, one with all his wits about him, would be crucial. Everyone would have to pull their own weight if we were going to be a regular family again.
As the thoughts rolled past his mind in an ever increasing speed, a nagging feeling kept creeping back. Sam pushed any adverse thought off to the side.
The first step, he believed, was to have the barrage of tests the doctors had ordered for him to completed and set him on his way out of the hospital. That would be progress and more could be accomplished once he was not trapped inside these walls by his unknown physical state.
He exited the room and waited by the nurses’ station for an escort to lead him back to his room. When Sam arrived back on his floor of the hospital, he began making calls. First, he called home and spoke with Margarite, who assured him she could watch Christian until later that day when his sister Ellen would take him for the rest of the weekend. After that, he contacted his sister to confirm the arrangements. He gave her a brief detail of his and Crystal’s condition. Ellen was to drop by later with Christian, and although Sam welcomed the visit, it was clearly expressed that his son could not see his
mother as long as she was in ICU.
Sam placed the phone back on its cradle as a nurse came back into the room with the wheelchair to take him to his tests.
He felt a lift of his spirits as he saw that things were getting done and coming together as they should be.
Sam had more than enough time to agonize over the events of the last twenty-four hours. Among the whirling and humming gadgets designed to verify any and all possible health issues, Sam laid motionless and replayed the scenario that got he and Crystal into this mess.
The accident was foremost in his mind. Remembering the truck and its angle as it tumbled toward the car, Sam could not escape thinking if there was anything else he might have done to avoid the disaster. He knew well enough that the car along side of him had just scooted out of the way, allowing him to whip the vehicle into a quick right turn. But, what if he had turned left instead? There was plenty of room, and although it would have been a bit messy, it may have been the difference between his wife lying in a trance, grasping at life and having her breath fed to her from a machine, and her being discharged with him with only a few scrapes.
No. There were many possible actions and reactions he could have taken, Sam believed. Reliving what could have been did not accomplish anything. What was done was done.
After being passed off from one gurney to the next and one testing area to another, Sam’s patience was wearing thin and there was nothing he could do to hurry the process along; this left a sense of helplessness and frustration to toy with his
mind.
It had been a little over three hours, when a different nurse had rolled him back to his room, only to find his sister Ellen and Christian waiting for him.
Surprised and grateful at the sight of them, he was struck hard with emotions. Sam’s eyes filled momentarily, but he shook it off as he embraced both of them as they gathered
around the wheelchair.
Moving on his own accord to the bed, he settled a bit. “I didn’t think you would be here so soon,” hugging Ellen again.
“Not so soon. I was here earlier when you were getting tests done. I went up to visit Crystal.” Nodding, Sam rubbed Christians back as the boy leaned against him. “I was up earlier. Talked to the doctors for a bit.”
Sam ended the statement awkwardly, almost meaning to continue. He looked at Ellen in silence and his eyes drifted downward. Sensing his pained look, she placed her hand over Sam’s and rubbed gently.
“When can I see Mommy?” Christian asked in a subdued voice. Sam took a breath as he slowly rubbed the boy’s back.
“Not today, bud. Mommy needs to rest for awhile. Maybe tomorrow, okay?” Christian shook his head lightly without question.
“Can I watch TV in the other room?” glancing up at Sam and then back to Ellen with a pleading look.
“Sure,” Sam said, “Go ahead to the room next door, bud.” Christian pulled away from Sam and walked out, leaving Ellen in the room with her brother. Sam noticed how
wide with concern her eyes had become so he let her talk first.
The accident, Crystal’s condition, notifying her family, and what comes next were just some of the pressing issues Ellen pumped Sam on. Sam, trying not to be rude, talked
steadily about what he knew, what the doctors had told him, and when, hopefully, he would be getting out. The dialogue had no rhythm, it seemed. Too many questions and far too may uncertainties made her head spin as well as Sam’s.
Both of them went on in this manner until a nurse came in and asked to see Sam privately. Ellen made her way to the waiting room to check on Christian. Sam was guiltily relieved to see her go.
“Doctor Simmons requested that you come to ICU for a few minutes,” she said. “I’ll get someone to take you up.”
“I’ll go myself,” Sam said, now becoming irritated by all the attention.
“It’s not hospital policy…”
“Please, I can use the walk,” he said interrupting her, and shuffled off to find his sister.
He told Ellen he would call her later this evening when his mind had cleared from all of the day’s activities; he gave Christian a bear hug lifting him off the ground, and reassured him he would be home tomorrow if everything went well. Christian simply nodded again in silent acceptance.
He walked them both to the elevator and saw them out, then made his way to see Doctor Simmons.
FOUR
As he plodded along to see the doctor, Sam noticed that his legs ached and were sore not from the accident, but from simple atrophy. What will she feel like? Sam wondered, realizing that his being bedridden for only a day would be nothing compared to what Crystal would feel when she woke up and had to go through physical therapy.
Sam waited at the secured door to the ICU to be let in by a staff member. Hearing the metallic clank of the locks releasing, Sam pulled the door open and headed to the
nurses’ station.
Doctor Simmons saw Sam approaching. He closed the folder he was writing in and set it aside as Sam neared.
There was an odd look about Simmons’ face, Sam thought. Very serious—to the point of being grave.
“Doctor...?” Sam asked, waiting for a response as Dr. Simmons’ eyes met his.
“Sam, there has been some change in your wife’s condition.”
“What change?” Sam asked, hearing the doctor’s muted tone. He struggled to keep his own voice steady and calm.
“Crystal has suffered another setback, Sam. In the last few hours, she’s had a number of mini-strokes. We were concerned of this possibility, but had hoped the blood thinners we’ve been giving her would prevent them.”
Sam opened his mouth to question, but Simmons raised a finger to hold him off and continued. “Sam, because she is still not one hundred percent coherent, it’s hard to estimate what damage this has done to her brain, if any.”
“She’s awake?” Sam voice peaked.
“In and out for now. She’s receiving a sedative to stabilize her. We’re hoping this elevates her status to the point she can go into surgery. An EEG will be run to determine that, but to be honest I believe we’re back at square one.”
They both stood at the desk in silence. The doctor let Sam digest the information and held back from saying anything further, studying his eyes as they gazed at the floor.
It’s falling apart, Sam thought. Crumbling down piece by piece, and he could only sit back and watch it happen. This was not in the plans—the normal course of everyday life that he and Crystal had arranged with such care and determination. He felt foolish that, only a few hours before, he was imagining his and Crystal’s future; a future that was
somewhat hectic due to such new and changing circumstances, but in the end manageable.
It was utter confusion. Sam’s mind raced in every corner of reasoning and rational thought, which had always been his mainstay, only to be confronted by disorder and helplessness. Placing his hand on the counter to steady himself, Sam began to feel the rush of adrenalin bringing on panic. Simmons saw the fear in Sam’s wild eyes and tried to head off any hysteria.
“There is some good news, though. The respirator tube was removed. She’s breathing on her own now, Sam.”
Without emotion and staring at the floor, Sam addressed the doctor.
“I’d like to see my wife.”
Crystal’s room, as before, was immersed in darkened solitude. Venetian blinds, which covered the only window, were drawn shut allowing the setting sun to filter through and project red slits of colors against the far wall. The dimmed overhead lamp gave off enough of an antiseptic glow to highlight Crystal’s profile as Sam entered and closed the door. The breathing machine, along with its tubing that had once been inserted into his wife’s airway, was gone. The room was silent except for a few remaining gadgets that beeped and hummed in random fashion.
Sam closed in on the bed and pulled a metal chair from against the wall, setting it along Crystal’s right side, and sat down. Her breathing was her own, shallow but steady. The air passing through her body came with a rasp from the plastic tubing that had been inserted just hours ago. Sam neared to only inches away to hear her breathe. A sound that had become ordinary and commonplace over the past years now had become the only recognizable feature of a woman he intimately knew.
He closed his eyes, and the images came blaring through the meditative darkness. Images of when they had first met. When his eyes took in Crystal’s beauty in all its awe and brilliance. He had never seen such life in another person’s eyes. He recalled how Crystal had tested him on her eye color during a phone conversation the day after, simply because she thought that if a man could recall the color of a woman’s eyes, he must have something beyond the typical one-track mind thing—something worth her time and investigation. And as Sam found out, the intrigue would be mutual. There was more than just a captivating little twinkle in Crystal, and he soon found himself falling for her total
beauty for all that she was.
As a nurse changed a hanging bag near the head of the bed, Sam opened his eyes and gazed painfully at the motionless person lying there. His reminiscing had kept him from noticing the nurse at all until now.
The stroke had twisted and contorted Crystal’s face to an unnatural mask. Her body, although not emaciated, appeared wilted and pale as she lay quietly. Her shallow breathing was the only resemblance of human activity, as fragile and difficult as it was to watch. Some bandages had been removed from her head. Sam
brushed a tuft of her hair that had spilled out from the remaining gauze and gently trailed down to her right hand, free of any needles or tubing.
“What am I going to do, hon?” Speaking under his breath, he looked from his wife through the blinds to the last of the day’s glow. He tried to keep his strength, but failed as
his eyes swelled.
“I don’t want to do this on my own. Our boy needs his
mother.”
He sat there cupping Crystal’s cold, motionless hand, and wanted to say anything and everything that could turn the future around for them both; he wanted to fix it. Sam released her hand and placed it on her chest, burying his face into the covers on the bed as if in prayer.
“I wish it could have been me,” he said in a muffled sigh, his face still in the covers. There was pressure to his wrist that jarred him. Expecting a nurse or doctor to be by his
side, Sam lifted his head to see Crystal’s eyes open, and realized it was her hand grasping at his with a delicate hold.
A tear ran down from her right eye on the side of her face not affected by the stroke, and she opened her mouth to speak, keeping her eyes fixed on her husband. Her features
showed no pain or discomfort. A knowing appearance of ease took over her as she held her husband’s gaze.
“No dear…” she spoke in a withered, raspy voice, “…no…not possible.”
A piercing screech came from the corner of the room. Sam lunged at Crystal; his eyes were still open, but felt arms surrounding him and lifting him to his feet and to the door. The room filled with hospital staff. As a large man pushed Sam out to the hallway, he could see his wife’s gown being torn from her body while people surrounded the bed.
Instruments sealed in plastic bags were ripped open in a frantic manner and applied to her chest. The last view of the room was the back of Simmons’ white coat entering as the
door closed behind him.
Minutes later, Doctor Simmons came from Crystal’s room and placed his hand on Sam’s shoulder. There were no words between them for some time. There was no need for them.
FIVE
Chilled winds blew from the east, off the bay, carrying low, gray clouds that raced over land at a quickened pace. Their swift movement was noticeable to anyone who took the time to peer upwards and observe. Although not welcomed by many, the wind managed to push the predicted rain off to the west some seventy-five miles, leaving an overcast day that gave hints of breaking and exposing partial sunlight. With the weather being of little concern to him, Sam stared from a window into the parking lot of The Morris Funeral Home, watching people arrive. He was alone in a small room set aside for families. This solitude gave him time to pull himself together and join the others with some semblance of grace and strength that would have made Crystal proud of him. Glancing at his watch, he noticed he had been in the tiny room for just under a half hour. Snuffing out cigarette number five in what was turning into a chain smoking marathon, Sam thought weakly of rising to his feet and facing the crowd that had been building while he sat in seclusion.
It was the day of Crystal’s funeral. It was not so much grief that he was experiencing since leaving the hospital without his wife, or attempting to reason with a child that his mother would not be returning. No. It was not an overwhelming sadness that he felt, but more of a disembodied type of sensation, as though he had seemingly floated through the last few days in a bizarrely realistic, yet phantom-like dream. Now the funeral was at hand, and he wandered about in a haze as he greeted friends, loved ones, family, and co-workers who appeared in droves to help with sympathy and support. Sam could not shake the surrealistic perception of all the events that had clashed together into this bizarre reality. He found himself stepping back at times and asking himself, Is this my life? Is this really what is happening?
Sam wrenched himself back to where he needed to be before delving into the depths of his own morbid psyche—much more self-pitying and loathing could take hold. Almost
to the point of mentally kicking himself, Sam shoved any and all self-centered thoughts to the side for now and took his responsibilities as they were presented to him. It was his
wife’s funeral, and he was the grieving husband and single parent now. He knew that, above all else, he needed to be strong. Not just for the immediate family, but to all those
who had come to pay their respects. There would be time later to anguish. All the time in the world.
As he entered the main room of the parlor, he saw Ellen and her husband enter through the front entrance with their two children alongside them. Their eyes met at the same time, and Sam made his way over to greet them.
He took a quick glimpse around the room, not noticing before him the array of lavish bouquets and other floral arrangements that had been sent. They flowed out from every
corner or wall space, and their fragrance was as overpowering as was their beauty. Sam’s mind leapt for a moment to think that the daffodils Crystal had planted this past fall would be breaking through the ground soon. Sam quickly squelched the thought.
It felt strange to him that such things of beauty should be associated with such a time of sadness. Just the same, they were impossible to ignore—the smell of a thousand flowers.
The brother and sister embraced, Sam grasping the material of her jacket in his fists like a clinging child and Ellen cautiously cradling the back of his head. Sam, reluctant
to let go, pulled away to see his sister’s reddened face. Her makeup was running already. It had occurred to Sam that he had hardly touched another person in the last few days. Not even Christian, who had become more than reclusive.
They had talked for hours on the phone just the past evening, but seeing each other face-to-face made the circumstances more real—more final somehow. They stood in silence for what seemed like minutes, and then Sam motioned for them to sit on a sofa just off to the side.
Both spoke in generalities of the situation: preparations, what needed to be done next, etc. and so on. Each doing their part to be as pleasant and non-abrasive as possible. Ellen broke the train of thought and asked Sam directly of Christian and how he was handling everything. “I guess okay. Honestly, I’m not sure,” Sam replied, “We talked last night. I explained what happened. He seems to be dealing with it.”
“Dealing with it?” Ellen asked, trying desperately not to be confrontational. “Sam, I said ‘hello’ to him, and he just looked at me like I wasn’t even there. You sure he’s not
in shock or something?”
“That’s not so hard to imagine,” Sam stated in one long sigh. “It’s probably to be expected. Par for the course.”
Sam said these reassuring words as he watched his son sitting in a Queen Anne-type chair in a corner of the parlor. Christian had been playing with a toy figure since he arrived with Sam, and showed little interest in the proceedings or other people around him. Sam knew that to say his son was a bit detached was an understatement.
It worried Sam that there was such a lack of emotion coming from Christian. He took solace in the fact the he, himself, was not ready to absorb the full impact of his wife’s
passing. How could he ask more of anyone else? Especially a child.
Sam did his best to relieve Ellen’s worry of Christian’s quiet indifference, and added that it was much too early to make any rash decisions on his emotional well-being. If therapy was needed, Sam would seek out and find what was necessary for his son, or maybe even for the both of them.
What took precedence in Sam’s mind at the moment was to get everyone through this day with as little uproar as possible. There was more than enough drama involved in this one room without trying to create more; of this, Sam was certain.
He hugged his sister again, shook hands with the husband, kissed the kids, and made his way again through the crowd that had grown.
The viewing was set for four hours, and Sam was happy that it was coming to a close. He had made arrangements for Margarite to watch Christian during tomorrow’s burial. Sam felt it best, along with fervent agreement from Ellen, not to have his son present during the burial; so this was the last leg of the evening’s journey.
Christian had moved from one piece of furniture to the next throughout the day, and Sam had to search for a while to locate him. Sam spotted his son’s sandy blond hair between a cluster of people that gathered in a corner, and knelt down alongside of him.
“It’s time to go, bud. You ready? We’re gonna say goodbye, okay?” Christian looked up at Sam and nodded at him as if he had just woken from a deep sleep. He took Sam’s hand and they walked to the front of the room where Crystal’s body laid in an open casket.
Both father and son stood together and took in the last glimpses of a woman that had been the most important thing in either’s life. Christian stood next to Sam on a kneeler that was at the front of the casket for only a short time. Sam placed his hand on Christian’s back and leaning toward Christian he whispered, “Ready…?”
There was no nod of understanding from the child, after
which Christian simply turned with his father and walked away in silence. As they walked to the front entrance, Sam attempted to find Christian’s hand to hold as they neared the door. He felt a tug at his side. Christian, digging into his father’s coat
pocket, was retrieving the forgotten object that had been weighing down Sam’s jacket pocket all day. Sam had been curious about it earlier that day, but never thought to examine it and soon forgot about it in all the chaos of the day. When it was already too late for Sam to see what it was, Christian had smuggled the thing from Sam’s pocket and into his little hand, and began running back to the front of the room—back to his mother lying in the casket. It was then that Sam realized what his son had—a camera!
The camera had been left from the previous New Year’s Eve party Sam and Crystal attended, and forgotten about until now. Sam raced to get his son, but in spite of his short
legs, Christian managed to outrun his father and had made it to the kneeler again. He took one quick step up before his mother while powering the device on and then, flash! The
picture was taken.
The crowd hushed, save those who managed to gasp, as they saw the little boy with the camera in his hand and leaning over his mother. Sam rushed up to meet his son. He looked at the steely determination in Christian’s eyes at that moment and then saw the transformation—back into a little boy—as Christian pressed the power button again and the camera made a buzzing sound and then turned off.
He handed the camera back to Sam.
His arm now around Christian, Sam said, “You okay, bud?” Christian nodded and looked at his father, now displaying traces of fear and sadness in his blue eyes.
“Let’s go home, then.” As the door opened, they met a stiff breeze and walked to the car, hand-in-hand.
SIX
Two weeks had gone by since Crystal’s passing. Sam was away from work during this time, which was a suggestion that was echoed by most everyone Sam knew personally. There were more than enough people now looking out for his and Christian’s welfare, and Sam took this in stride. Not to feel too overwhelmed by well-wishers, he
did his best to accept the advice of others, or politely ignore it while going on about his business of resuming what was left of a regular life.
It had given him time to adjust and regroup his thinking of the future, while coming to terms with the ache of the past that was around every corner and down every hallway. If nothing else, it was time to put old dreams to rest also.
More than anything, Sam found the time to get re-acquainted with Christian. He had always been a good father, but in the past, he was never exposed to many of life’s issues that had touched his son. This had been conveniently Crystal’s area of expertise and Sam, now grateful for the opportunity, was also grappling with the guilt of being somewhat of a fair-weather father in Christian’s formative years.
All that had changed now. Sam reflected on Crystal’s opinion of their son from an early age, saying that he was an unusual child—intense.
“Ever notice, hon?” Sam recalled her saying, “He never cries or throws a fit that much when he wants anything. But, those eyes. You can always tell by those eyes.”
Yes, intense indeed, he thought.
It was taking time and patience to break through the silence that Christian had mastered since the funeral, Sam was grateful for Margarite and her assistance. A bit wary of what may occur after the funeral, Sam was relieved to find out that Margarite had no intention of stopping or slowing down in her role as caregiver to his son.
He knew that she and Crystal had a strong bond and that he had always been on the sidelines to their friendship. A few days after the burial, Sam approached Margarite cautiously, if not timidly, to inquire if she would stay on in her current position for the time being. He explained that he understood that things had changed greatly over the past weeks, but if she could see to it to stay on for a time, he would be indebted to her.
Peering at him in wonder, she said “Mister, I took job for your wife, to take care of boy and so, as I can tell, job is not done yet. Boy is still here, isn’t he?”
Embarrassed, Sam smiled thankfully. He may not have always gotten along with Margarite swimmingly in the past, but he did appreciate her straightforwardness. It was one of those double-edged personality traits that Sam welcomed as well as cringed at.
The two weeks had gone by rather quickly in some respects for Sam. He was happy for the time off his employer had given him, almost forced him to take. But now Sam was
becoming stir crazy with just hanging around the house and trying to find errands to run to keep his mind occupied.
It was not an easy task.
When there were only a few days before he was to return to work, he became energized with this new activity and was glad for it. Two weeks of planning the future and reliving the past was more than enough time to survey all of these thoughts, unanswered questions, and unsolved dilemmas swirling around and roaming aimlessly in his mind. It was time to move on.
In his own mind, Sam wondered if the day-to-day routine of the office would seem trite or childish compared to what he had gone through. Politics, memos, and telemeetings all seemed distant and ridiculous now. The world of phone calls and double-entendres (Missy the office assistant was always good for these) was what lay ahead.
A few weeks before the accident, Sam was at work plowing into a mass of paperwork in his desk, while the office was virtually empty. It had been quiet for more than a half hour, but thought he had heard his name spoken aloud. When he had asked Missy if she had called his name, she said dryly, “Only at night, Sam.”
As with any office, this type of dialogue ran rampant throughout the day. It kills the mundane boredom with an occasional laugh or smile, and no one gets offended or hurt.
And so it went for the week, Monday through Friday. It was somewhat harder for Sam, in an uneasy sort of way, knowing that Christian was home with Margarite rather than his mother, of which there was no hope of her return. But he knew down deep that this would become as commonplace as the double-entendres and the tele-meetings.
Sam was putting the finishing touches of the week at his desk. He saw Eric poke his head around the corner.
“Five o’clock Sam, and it’s Friday. Mulligan's?”
“I’m not sure this time, Eric. Christian’s at home and All. I just don’t…” Sam’s sentence trailed off.
“You still have Margarite, right?” Eric questioned.
“Yeah, but…”
“Well then, I think one or two glasses will do ya some good. Wadaya say?”
“Eric,” Sam was almost pleading, “I haven’t done public in a while.”
Eric slid closer to Sam’s desk, shuffling his feet backwards. Propelling himself onto the roll-around chair, he reasoned, “Look Sam, everyone knows you had a shitty month. Keep in mind one thing, will ya?” “What’s that?” Sam asked.
“You’re with friends that care an awful lot.”
Sam let it sink in for a moment while thinking of his son. They had not spent nearly as much time together as Sam had planned in order to discuss Crystal’s passing, but he was giving Christian his distance. Or maybe it was Christian giving Sam distance.
We have all weekend together. One or two…
“An hour?” Sam questioned Eric.
“Okay. One hour,” Eric nodded.
Sam shut his computer down and grabbed his coat.
Sam walked down Fern Street to Mulligan’s knowing well enough that Eric had gotten there five minutes earlier and was saving a stool for him while the first round was
getting warm.
Mulligan’s was a typical uptown tavern. Mostly business types inhabited the place this time of day. It was comfortable for Sam. The inside was decorated with artificial brick underneath a crumbling plaster cover to give the illusion that one was in an old warehouse that was converted into a bar. Sam was old enough to know that the building was once a five-and-dime up until the late eighties, and had a run of various businesses that never seemed to amount to much until its current owner.
The weather seemed cooperative this last week in April. A freakish, pre-dawn snowfall gave way to a more seasonal afternoon. Gentle breezes and warming sun settled on Sam’s back as he rose up the short flight of steps, swung open the oversized ornate door (also a replica), and stepped inside.
It only took a moment for him to spot Eric, already telling dirty jokes to the waitresses and over-tipping the female bartender who was on duty this evening. Eric saw
Sam out of the corner of his eye, spun around on the stool, clapped his hands together, and yelled out, “Sammy,” several times. Eric had little issue with attracting attention to himself. This he would claim to be one of his more endearing qualities—everyone else’s opinion be damned!
Sam smiled, lowering his chin to his chest and shook Eric’s hand as he climbed onto the stool and lit a cigarette.
“You know,” Eric said “those things are bad for you.” Staring ahead at the daily specials on the wall above the bar, Sam added, “So is playing slap-and-tickle with a married waitress.”
“Ah, shit, Sam, they love me,” Eric said proudly. “Hey, I’m glad ya stopped by, man. I know you didn’t feel up to it But, well, you know, baby steps.”
“Yeah. Baby steps,” Sam agreed. On the way to Mulligan’s, he had given Margarite a call letting her know that he would be about an hour and a half late this evening
and would be out with friends. Surprisingly to Sam, she did not seem irritated and even added “…it sounds like it’s good for you, Mister. Crista and I be fine.” It appeared she was looking out for him also. Sam was relieved by her flexibility.
The sun was setting later these days and gave an amber glow to Mulligan’s interior as it passed through the imitation stained glass that surrounded the dining area in the rear of the tavern. Sam was tired when he arrived, but slowly felt the heaviness lift.
Just numbing down after the shots Eric bought me, Sam thought.
A few empty glasses and full ashtrays later, Eric slid into
his heart-to-heart mode that Sam was waiting and dreading to arrive.
“How ya holdin’ up? Sleepin’ at all?” Eric asked with concerned eyes and slurred voice.
“Okay, I guess. I’ve been sleeping in the guest room across the hall from Christian. Not ready to get back to…you know…our room.” Sam paused after stumbling over the
words that felt foreign to him.
“Christ, I’m sorry Sam.” Eric said, somewhat embarrassed about prying and trying to move the conversation along. “Oh, not the one with the blue drapes?”
“Yep. The same one.”
“Hell, Sam…” said Eric, sitting back on the stool and leaning in toward Sam, “I crashed there about two years ago after a New Year’s Eve party. My back has never been the same since. How long you had that mattress anyway, twenty years or something?”
“Something like that,” Sam said. “The room doesn’t get used that much. Other things to think about besides my back.”
“Well, the time will come when you’ll claim your room back. I guess you’ll know when,” Eric said, cradling his glass. “Just concerned, that’s all.”
“Thanks.” Sam tried being genuine, but the idea of moving back into his room was unsettling at best, and he knew Eric could have no way of really understanding that the discomfort of an aching back was small in comparison torturing to his marital bed. He felt a swelling in his eyes and excused himself to head to the men’s room.
On his return, Sam’s fatigue crept back rather quickly. He took his place on the stool and removed his glasses, rubbing the sting from his eyes. The conversation quieted. Sam could hear an older man near the end of the bar droning on about baseball to no end. From the sound of his eroding speech and combativeness, Sam figured he had to have been there since noon and, more than likely, was soon to get his own personal escort out the door.
“You okay, man?” Eric asked.
“Shit…I mean, yeah, I guess. My eyes need to get used to staring at the computer screen all day again, I guess.” Sam placed his glasses back on while Eric studied his friend’s features. “Funny…” Sam mentioned.
“Hmmm?”
“I’ve been getting these headaches at the end of every day now. I’m having trouble reading and focusing, especially when it’s time to go home.”
“When was the last time you saw the eye shrink?” Eric asked. Renaming such things as optometrist was another one of Eric’s personality traits that he believed made him
irresistible to the twenty-something type waitresses. Sam never had the nerve to tell him otherwise.
“Not sure, really,” Sam answered, now wondering himself how long it had been.
“Eye shrink time ole boy!”
“I’ll have to find the time.”
Having a turned down face and wincing, Eric stated, “Take an extra hour for lunch next week and get it done.” He knew Sam was questioning his time away from the office and reassured Sam by adding, “Don’t give it another thought. Most people at the office were surprised you’re not part-time right now. Until ya get your footing and all.” He paused a moment and then said, “Take it while ya can.”
Sam agreed and knew just the place to go for the exam. The conversation took on a lighter tone the rest of the evening. Both of them finished their drinks and paid their
respective bills and said goodnight outside, beneath a streetlamp that was just coming on.
It was near dark when Sam drove up to the house. The sky was showing what was left of a spectacular day: purplish highlights ran across the clouds low on the horizon. As the car crept to a halt, silhouettes from the trees behind the house grew, stretching their branches into the dimming color as the night took over.
Margarite was putting what was left of dinner away into plastic containers as he closed the kitchen door behind him.
“Hello Mister, Margarite’s greeting to Sam seemed peppered with sarcasm as usual. “Glad you could make it home tonight.”
“I didn’t know you disapproved when I called earlier, Margarite.”
“Not my place to disapprove.” She said, “Just glad you call.”
Sam ignored Margarite’s comments, understanding that they were her way of kicking up dust just for the sake of it at times. He also realized that while Crystal was alive, he had managed to avoid Margarite’s wrath for the most part. The most grief he would get from her on a weekly basis revolved around leaving the toilet seat up, or not cleaning razor stubble from the sink. She would never approach Sam directly, but he would hear about his indiscretions by eavesdropping on Margarite’s conversations with his wife. He could now hear her ranting, “Room may be called toilet, but why man treat whole house like one? I don’t understand.”
Crystal would just giggle under her breath, while continuing to sip at her morning coffee. Margarite would look up to ceiling, as if she was asking God for help in her
plight.
Thankfully, there was not so much piss and vinegar this evening from the Mexican housekeeper. Sam looked around a moment. He noticed the house lights were dimmed, then asked, “Has Christian gone to bed, Margarite?”
“He was an hour ago, but could not sleep.”
“Where is he now?”
Without a word, Margarite stepped away from the kitchen counter and nodded toward Sam to follow her. She stopped in the living room and pointed at the coat closet.
Sam, still a bit tipsy from the drinks, opened the door and poked his head in. There was Christian, wide awake surrounded by toy cars and a few storybooks. He had spread a blanket on the floor of the closet and had even brought a pillow from his bed to his new home. Not to be completely in the dark, he also snuck in his pride and joy, a Big Bird flashlight that cast a yellow glow throughout the closet.
“You okay, bud?”
Christian looked up at Sam and smiled briefly, then continued leafing through the pages of his book.
“Be right back.” Sam said, and closed the door. Giving Margarite a strange look, he opened his mouth to speak but was cut off.
“Mister, Crista is okay. I think he feels more happy in there. More secure.”
Sam placed a hand to the back of his head and just sighed.
“I am sure it will pass, Mister.”
“Yeah,” was his only response. He walked back to the kitchen. Margarite followed.
“Crista is a special boy.” She told him.
“Yep…he’s my special little guy.”
Margarite gave a sideways glance to Sam as she gathered her things at the counter. Sam saw the look. He almost let it pass, but was wondering if there was something
more to her strange glance—if she was implying something.
“What, did I miss something?” Sam said.
She shook her head as she swung her purse over her shoulder. “Nothing Mister. Just, listen to him. That’s all. It will do both of you good.” She was halfway out the door. Sam said goodnight and thanked her again for all her help. Back at the closet, Sam opened the door once more and looked at his son. “Can’t sleep?” Christian shook his head from side to side, looking up at his father with a wide-eyed stare.
“Sleep with Daddy tonight?” Sam asked in a light voice. Christian’s eyes brightened and a look of relief swept over his face. He turned off the Big Bird flashlight, placing it in a corner and threw his arms around Sam’s neck.
“Come on, let’s go to bed.”
Sam walked up the stairs carrying Christian to the room he had called his own since the funeral. The blue curtains and saggy mattress awaited both of them.
“Daddy,” Christian asked in a soft tone, “when will you sleep in your room again?”
The uneasiness of the question was overpowered by fatigue and Sam decided to put the subject away for a later time.
“Soon, bud, very soon.”
SEVEN
The weekend came and went with one major observation by Sam: he was not twenty-five anymore and in no way should attempt to prove Mother Nature otherwise when it came to friends and spirits. After a few hours at Mulligan’s, Sam spent most of Saturday and Sunday vowing to act his age from this point forward, particularly where alcohol was involved.
Saturday was exceptionally brutal. Christian’s energy level, demanding attention while Sam was dealing with a hangover, just added fuel to the fire. Sam was relieved when his son did settle down to morning cartoons, allowing enough time to get cleaned up and the aspirin to kick in. Not completely at rest, Sam found himself arguing with Christian about what cartoons he could and could not watch. Christian’s argument was that the ones Sam approved were “for babies” and that Margarite let him have free rein of the remote control in these matters.
Sam knew he was beaten by his son’s persistence and his own weakened state, he would give his try at parental control at a later date, when he had full access to his
faculties.
When Monday morning appeared, the fog he had been experiencing had, for the most part, lifted and Sam was glad to get back to business as usual at the office. There was the general sluggishness he’d been dealing with since the funeral, not to mention the problems he was having with his eyes.
Sam hadn’t noticed any slow erosion of his vision that he could recall. Just since the accident and getting back to work had it become an issue. For this reason, Sam believed
the accident to be the likely culprit.
He had made an appointment with Dr. Mike, the optometrist, for a new prescription. Not being able to recall the last visit for an eye exam, Sam knew it was obviously long overdue. There was some uneasiness in his mind of going to a doctor’s appointment. Sam exhibited nervousness and a general disregard for the profession as a whole since Crystal’s passing, and was just looking to get the visit over with and move on.
“Sam,” Eric whispered, poking his head around Sam’s cubical, “how was the weekend?”
“Worn out. Can’t keep up with the big dogs anymore, I guess,” Sam said stretching in his chair and rubbing his face.
“Oh…hang on. I’ve got something for you.” Eric scurried back to his desk. Sam shook his head, wondering what type of self-help remedy his friend was into these days.
Eric reappeared, “Here ya go partner,” and proudly placed two medicine bottles on Sam’s desk. Studying the bottles, Sam looked up at Eric. “I can’t even pronounce the names. Ginkgo…something. Eric, what is this crap?”
“The ginseng is for strength, which you are sorely lacking. And the ginkgo, pronounced - ginkgo-ba-lo-ba…” Eric phonetically chiming out each syllable in a slow manner as if speaking to a foreigner, “…is for mental alertness.”
“So when do you start taking them?” Sam said.
“Ha, ha, funny.”
“My own personal witch doctor. So when do I start burying chicken entrails by the light of the full moon?”
“Sam, shut up! You’re being an ass and a sorry looking one at that!”
Missy, a few desks away, was watching them both and smiling to herself in amusement.
“Take them, okay?” Eric asked.
“Yeah, yeah, I’ll take ‘em. Oh hell, it’s one o’clock already!”
“What’s up?”
“Dr. Mike at one–thirty. That’s what’s up” Sam said, becoming agitated.
“You have plenty of time Sam. He’s on Eloise Circle, right?”
“Yep. Gotta go. And thanks, Eric.” Sam pushed himself away from his desk, grabbed the two bottles and hurried out the door, and down the staircase that lead to the main entrance.
“Sam!” Eric shouted down the staircase at Sam.
“Yeah?”
“Take em only in the morning. Okay?”
“Okay, okay!” Sam’s muffled response trailed off as he exited the building.
Eric returned from the door to see Missy staring at him with a broad smile across her face. “You two are like a bunch of women.” She stated, still smiling widely.
Walking by here desk, Eric stuck out his tongue at Missy, she gasped playfully and returned the favor.
Eloise Circle was a quaint, out-of-the way cul-de-sac inhabited by small businesses. Its remote location away from the main boulevard, renovated townhouses, and tree-lined
streets gave it a colonial-type charm.
Doctor Mike, aka Doctor Mike Sutter, had been a close personal friend of Sam and Crystal’s for nearly seven years. Sam’s sister, Ellen, went to the same University as Doctor Mike and they frequented the same pre-med classes together. Whereas Mike Sutter a year after graduating opened a practice, Ellen dropped out of school as a sophomore. Although this aggravated Sam, she felt she was not cut out for professional life and married a delivery driver, blissfully falling into the role of a loving housewife, which suited her perfectly.
Sam sat in the overly cheerful waiting room thumbing through a magazine. The receptionist was a relative of Mike’s and treated all who entered as family. It was
somewhat refreshing, compared to the impersonal atmosphere that the medical profession has taken on recently. Sam always felt himself lucky to find such an oasis.
“Sam!” Mike said, coming from the examining room. “Good to see you. Come on back.” Doctor Mike’s appearance always caught Sam off guard. He was six foot four inches, had rumpled gray hair along with a handlebar mustache, and wore clothes that were ill-fitted at best. Sam wondered what century the good doctor was trying to
replicate in his fashion.
He followed Mike into a typical exam room that all eye doctors, or as Eric had put it, “eye shrinks”, had. The eye chart on the far wall displayed letters in descending height.
The “eye monster”(another of Eric’s terms), a huge, movable, snake-like crane that reminded Sam of a mutated submarine telescope, was positioned by the exam chair. Not since the funeral had he seen Doctor Mike, and even then it was only with formalities. He had prepared, almost braced himself for the sympathetically placed questions that were sure to arise. He knew well enough that Mike would not be overly melodramatic, but just the same, winced somewhat in rehashing the past events.
“Well, it’s been a while since you’ve come to see me. We’ll do the exam first, but I do think we should take some dirty pictures of the inside of your eyes. Just a
precaution.”
“Whatever you say, Mike.”
The doctor lowered the “eye monster” to Sam’s level. “Okay Sam, if you can read the chart starting with the third line from the top and go down.” Sam did as he was told.
“Oh, by the way,” The doctor said fidgeting with the controls on the machine. “I promise not to bring the subject up again.”
Dear God, here it comes.
“It’s just that, you two were…are very dear friends, Sam. We didn’t have much time to talk the last time we saw each other.”
“I know, Mike.”
Quickly, quickly. Please get this over with.
“I just wanted to say, Crystal was such a rare, spiritual person. She was full of goodness. I am sorry for you and your son’s loss.”
Silence.
There was a goodness in Mike, Sam knew. Not the warm, fuzzy, type but true compassion. Rare, he thought.
They talked freely of the old times for a period, remembering the best of things that were and what lay ahead, until Sam’s apprehension of the past melted away and the
exam began again where it had stopped. Sam began to recount to Mike the headaches, blurred vision, and overall discomfort he’d been experiencing. Mike seemed unconvinced at the results and went back over Sam’s chart to double-check the information, and then back to the exam.
“Okay, Sam,” he said while turning a few knobs on the machine, “let me make one other adjustment here and I’ll have you re-read the entire chart again.” A few clicks and
turns on the telescope-thing, and the doctor was ready.
“Okay dokay. From the top, please.”
Sam wondered what all the fuss was about as he read the chart again.
Gads. My eyes must be really out of whack this time. I’ll be wearing soda-pop bottles for the rest of my life.
“Okay,” Was all the doctor said as he swung the machine away from Sam’s face with a swoosh of air.
“Well?” Sam said nervously. After a moment, Doctor Mike sat down on the stool next to the examination chair. His forehead scrunched down as if in deep contemplation.
“Sam, I’m not quite sure how to say this, but it appears…”
But…that was all Sam had to hear. The room sank into darkness. Only the doctors moving lips were visible to Sam as a horrid grip fastened him into the chair. Sam knew at that moment it could only be one thing for Mike to take such time with the exam.
The accident.
No one can survive a crash like that with out some lifelong malady. Something that the physicians in the hospital missed with their barrage of tests. Something so sinisterly small and undetectable at first. Perhaps it was a minute brain hemorrhage just now breaking free, flooding his brain and placing increased pressure against…against the optic nerves, causing blurring, headaches, tired eyes and then death after the blood clot in his head broke free. Pulled from the wreckage without a scratch was a fanciful idea that a doctor had planted in his brain—a mere fantasy Sam had been living, and now was the time to pay what was owed. With one deep breath, Sam stiffened in the chair and waited for the terrible truth. “…it appears that you, for some reason I can’t explain…” Doctor Mike trailed off again, trying to collect his thoughts, all along keeping Sam in a state of purgatory.
“Well, heck, Sam, here it is. You seem to have 20/20 vision!”
“What? Say again.”
“20/20 vision, Sam. I did the exam three times while you sat there, and unless my equipment is crapping out on me, you have the eyes of a seventeen-year-old.”
“But, how can…?” Now it was Sam’s turn to babble incoherently. “The accident?”
“Well, I’ve seen what accidents can do to a person’s sight, but this beats all.”
Sam let everything he just heard seep in slowly. He wanted to ask again, but he was afraid that somehow he had turned the doctor’s diagnosis around in his head. It couldn’t
be. Sam had been wearing glasses since he was twenty-five. Each third year or so he received a stronger prescription, and looked to his forties, the moment he would surely give in and accept the dreaded bi-focals. He was hard pressed to even know what question to ask next.
“Listen Sam, a few things we can do. First, if you do indeed have 20/20, walk around the house or office a few days without the glasses. You’ll know right soon if your eyesight has improved or not by whether the headaches return or not. Try both ways also. With and without the specs.”
Sam accepted this news as the truth and proof he was not delusional.
“In the meantime, I’ll have my equipment calibrated for my own peace of mind. Oh. If for whatever reason the symptoms get worse, call me immediately,” Mike said, reaching into his coat pocket and handing Sam his business card. “One last thing, Sam. I want you to get another full examination in two weeks, possibly from another optometrist, would be best, okay?”
Sam nodded looking up at Doctor Mike, then down to the business card, and then at Mike again. This was good news, right? No tumors or blood clots, but the how and why
was mystifying.
Sam would follow the doctor’s advice step-by-step. Doctor Mike walked him to the lobby and then to the front door. Sam left the office.
“Everything alright, Mike?” The receptionist asked as he turned back into the office.
“I have no idea.”
Sam bounced onto the sidewalk of Eloise Circle, took off his glasses and placed them in his shirt pocket.
Wear them from time to time, Sam, when your eyes get tired and all, Doctor Mike had told him.
Unknowingly, from this day forward, he would never place his glasses on his face again.
EIGHT
Daylight was still an hour away in the middle class neighborhood. The working world would not be hearing the stirrings of their alarm clocks for some time. Sam sat at the kitchen table anticipating the light, and waited to greet them all. As does a child on Christmas morning, Sam throbbed with excitement, excitement that was more than warranted. He felt that he had been given a new lease on life as far as his vision was concerned. Slowly sipping his coffee and seeing the outside world brighten from the last moments of blackness, he positioned himself to view the sun break through a gathering of trees in the east and flood into the front windows of the house with life. Sam had been awake since 4:30 a.m. He was not the least bit tired, and wondered when was the last time in his life he had been up just to witness the sunrise?
New eyes?
He thought over again to himself in amazement even after a few days, without so much as placing his glasses on to read the fine print on the medicine bottles Eric had given him. But, it wasn’t only the benefit of reading the small letters that astonished Sam. Without the glasses, there was no discomfort, no blurring, no headaches. To test matters further, Sam held out a pack of matches at arm’s length and was surprised at what he saw. He then placed them on the counter and took two paces back. Three paces. Four paces. The words came back to him in amazing clarity and without falter.
CLOSE COVER BEFORE STRIKING KEEP
AWAY FROM CHILDREN
Being cautious, Sam did his best on trying to hold fast the reigns on his enthusiasm. He heeded the words of Doctor Mike as best he could. Sam, this could all be a fluke. Come see me in two weeks after the equipment is checked out. Maybe we can get a handle on this thing then. Yes, Doctor Mike.
“’This thing,’” as Mike put it, was not going to slow Sam down this morning. Given his early rise, he set out for a quick walk before work to rid himself of the excess energy
he felt he had been injected with.
Sam dressed quickly in sweats and a ball cap and was reminded by a glance at the two bottles Eric had given him that he would give homeopathy a try. One week and then into the trash with it.
The walk did more than burn away pent up energy. It invigorated Sam as never before. No more corrective lenses for Sam. His entire vision, peripheral and otherwise, was dazzlingly in focus. The morning mist, dew setting on a spider’s web, and the early bulb flowers shooting from the earth struck his senses, particularly his vision, with a powerful sharpness and clarity. He walked briskly for twenty minutes, checked his watch, and saw that there was just enough time to dress for work and greet Christian and Margarite on his way out the door.
He grabbed a quick bite and acknowledged the household as he almost leaped out the door on his way to work. What grabbed his attention was how the world was so alive—almost breathing.
The colors in the trees and grass were greener than ever before. What was ordinarily a marginal grayish hue at best now looked as if it had been injected with dye and spirit. Yes, spirit. Leaves did not simply hang from the trees as before. Instead, they jumped and twirled as if dancing. Regardless of distance, Sam swore he saw the veins of each leaf branching out from its stems and spreading outward to its very tip. Birch trees that were once a blur of gray and white, were now crisp with detail. The papery bark, once oblivious to Sam, peeled from the trunk in a downward sheet, curling like an ancient scroll. Even dirt took on a new quality—more natural and rich, and bathed in…spirit.
Something else was taking shape in what Sam was reveling in. He noticed a clarity in his thinking and calmness in his whole demeanor. An overall feeling of well-being
filled his every step as he opened the car door.
“Hmm, damn good ginkgo!” He said out loud as he started the car. “Thanks, Eric.”
That day at work, Sam concluded that it was time to reclaim their bedroom. Actually, his bedroom. A total top-to bottom cleaning would be needed, and possibly a fresh coat
of paint to make the room his place. It had had been nearly a month since the funeral, and although the grieving process was ongoing, it had lightened up considerably. The love he
had for Crystal and their life together would always be a part of him. Sam also knew that Crystal’s wish would be for him to move on with his life, dismissing the paranoia of refusing to use their bedroom. He could almost hear her voice as well as see her head shaking. “It’s okay, Sam. Nothing in there is going to bite you.”
Sam made up his mind on remembering the past and weaving it gently into the future. He would attend to the bedroom would be this weekend. That night at dinner, Sam, Margarite, and Christian sat enjoying a roasted chicken. Sam enjoyed it most of all. Along with his new eyesight “of a seventeen-year-old” and mental alertness came another revelation. His sense of smell and taste had also kicked into high gear. Sam ate without talking, and marveled over the taste and texture of each bite. He consumed the meal as it was his first in a month’s time. And the smell! The vegetables tasted as if they were plucked from the vine that day. Sam noted the sweet, natural scent of the snap-peas and thought to himself: Do peas even have a smell? All this wonder posed some odd questions for Sam: Where has my head been the last month? Where were all these observations before? He felt as if he had been hidden like an ostrich's head in the sand to all that had been going on around him. They were there all along, Sam concluded. As if Sam’s observations weren’t enough, Margarite made a few of her own. “Mister, your eyes so green...so clear. You have new glass in eyes?”
“Contacts, you mean?”
“Yes, contacts.”
“Nope. The doctor said I don’t need ‘em.”
Not convinced, she questioned Sam further. Relating to an afternoon TV program on men in mid-life crises that she had seen, she asked Sam if he had been experiencing any of the symptoms that the experts in the show mentioned. “Huh?” Sam grunted, managing a mouthful of food.
“Yes. They said it on TV It is now called ‘man pause’. Do you have this, Mister?”
“You mean, menopause?” Sam asked, and then laughed to himself. “Male menopause. Nope, I feel fine. But you will be the first to know, I promise.” With a look of contempt that Sam had learned to expect from Margarite, she let the conversation end.
After dinner, Sam called his sister to see if she could watch Christian for the day while he renovated. Ellen agreed enthusiastically. Everything was set. That evening, Sam and Christian played with construction logs on the living room floor and created a town. With a potpourri of other toys including cars, trucks, and people figures of all different sizes, they made a patchwork type of town along with its inhabitants. Spacemen defended the fort against dinosaurs while cowboys and Indians drove sports cars from behind for a surprise attack. It all appeared quite normal to Christian, and Sam played along, grasping the rules of engagement as the night went on. Christian was tiring and retreated to the coat closet for some quiet time. Sam cleaned up the living room as much as he cared to this night, and took time to rest. After an hour passed, Sam knocked on the door to get Christian ready for bed. They both walked up the stairs and rounded the corner at the landing to Christian’s room.
“Daddy?”
“Yeah, bud. What’s up?”
“Can I bring Fireman Dave to bed?”
Christian knew the rules, Sam thought. Only stuffed animals in bed at night. But Sam also thought that such a nice evening with his son would be ruined by enforcing such
rules, especially when Christian was so tired and contemplative. Side-stepping what would be an eventual tantrum, Sam picked up his son, rearranged a few lines from an old time cowboy movie and said, “Fireman Dave. We don’t need no stinking Fireman Dave!” and slid Christian under the covers. Christian howled with laughter, delighted at his father’s sudden playfulness. The boy dropped off to sleep without a fuss. Sam went back down to the living room to finish the cleanup.
He opened the closet door where his son had created a nest for himself and detected a scent. Something faintly familiar, but not strong enough for him to put his finger on it.
Perfume? Sam wondered. The fragrance was very light, but distinct. Maybe Christian had gotten into one of his mother’s perfume bottles while Sam was at work. Probably while
Margarite was validating her male prejudice with typical male-bashing TV programs.
He would have most of the weekend to investigate while redoing the bedroom. Crystal’s perfume bottles sat on a dresser, out of the way, but not far enough for an inquiring child with a determined streak. Sam believed a possible chat with Christian may be in order.
Christian gave his father a brief hug, and then ran from the car , and up the steps to Ellen’s front porch. Opening the front door, she greeted Christian. “Ready for some fun today, sport?” Ellen awaited a response. Christian looked at Ellen, said nothing, and then darted through the open door, making a bee-line into the house to find his cousins.
“Hey kids, where are you?” Christian shouted. Sam could hear all of this from the road as it echoed throughout the house.
“Be back around six-thirty,” he told his sister.
“Take your time. We’ll see ya tonight,” she yelled back, waving Sam off as he drove away.
Sam was off and running. First to the paint store for a gallon of dark hunter green paint, then a few cleaning supplies, and then back home.
The paint was a 180-degree difference from how Crystal had decorated the room. Sam adored his wife’s ability to coordinate and furnish a room to her specifications. Lilac trim with a rose stencil covered the walls. And while he loved his wife dearly, the pastels simply had to go now.
The first order of work was to remove everything from the room. He started with the chairs and a small dresser, and then worked his way to the heavy stuff. Along the way, Sam began placing personal things of his late wife such as pictures, clothes, makeup, and perfume into containers. He remembered that, during the previous night, Christian must have gotten into his mother’s perfume. Sam examined three bottles on the dresser. A thick coat of dust covered the lids. He ran a finger across one lid and came back with a hairy glob on it. The boy, although sneaky and ingenious as any four-year-old, could not have tampered with the bottle without disturbing the layer of dust. As he moved the bottle
an inch or so, it showed a small circle of clear wood where the base of the bottle had laid for weeks. It had not been touched. Sam continued on with the project.
By four-thirty, the room was emptied and the second coat of hunter green was going on with ease. Sam checked the time as he finished for the day. New bed linens were in order now. It was a drastic change, but one he welcomed as he made a mental list of items that would fit the room’s mood. Sam admired his work, sniffing the new paint smell, but then his heart sank in disgust.
“Damn!” he yelled aloud, seeing that he had missed the entire walk-in closet that was still stuffed with a jumble of his and Crystal’s out-of-season clothes and a plethora of
who knows what else.
“Tomorrow,” he calmed himself. It was enough for one day.
NINE
The walk-in closet in the bedroom Sam vowed to clean and paint the next day was put in a holding pattern indefinitely. Summertime was like that. There were no shortage of activities to attend this time of year; lawns to be cut, weeds to be pulled, and balls to be tossed to little boys. Christian passed a milestone and was officially five years old in late June. Sam and his son had become closer during this time. Sam was becoming a major part of Christian’s life, a part he regretfully neglected in the past. So many things he was learning and thankful for the one-on-one attention he could now give.
The closet would have to wait. Sam had arranged the bedroom as much as he cared to for the moment. All of Crystal’s personal items were stashed in boxes to deal with at
a later date. Emotionally, Sam was not ready to part with the items, and handing them off to friends or family felt strange.
No time for that today, he thought. It was the last weekend in June, and he had promised Christian a day at the park. He told him he could have anything his heart desired: a picnic, playing Frisbee, or swimming; everything summer should be, along with a spotless sky to complement them both. They both hurried out the door early and sped to the market. Sam’s newly heightened senses did little to alert him to the fact that the rest of Rhode Island would be at the market this morning also, seemingly with the same idea. Sam had failed to remember that it was their last June weekend as well.
It was a mad house. There were five workers behind the counter, no less than twenty-five patrons waving numbered tickets, all jostling for orders. Sam scanned the frantic scene that looked more like the floor of the New York Stock Exchange than a deli.
Emerging unscathed from the market, father and son were on their way. Sam prayed silently to himself that the same spectacle was not waiting for them at the park. The mid-morning sun was bright and hot. They were driving east, the rays streamed in through the front window, causing Sam to roll the windows down completely. Checking the rearview mirror, Sam asked his son, “Too windy back there, bud?” Christian’s eyes were fixed on Sam’s in the mirror and he gave a quick shake, indicating no. There was just the rush
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