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Tiny Dragon




Teresa had been telling herself she wasn't afraid. She'd been doing that since 6:00 a.m., standing at the bathroom sink, avoiding the mirror. Now it was 8:05, and the waiting room at the retinal specialist's office was already packed. She found the last open seat, a padded chair near the window, and sat down like someone who didn't plan to stay long, even though she knew she would. She had come alone because she wanted that last bit of independence that might soon be taken away from her once she received her diagnosis 

The room was quiet in the way hospitals and churches are quiet. Not peaceful. Careful. People sat with their hands in their laps or rested their heads back against the wall. A large flat-screen TV played nature videos with the sound turned off. A waterfall. A meadow. A heron lifting off a glassy lake. Nobody watched it. They were all somewhere else inside their heads.

Teresa understood that. She'd been somewhere else inside her head for three weeks, ever since her ophthalmologist said the words "retinal tear" and handed her a referral card as if it were a coupon for one of those dollars-off specials at the local drug store.

She was sixty-three. She'd worked as a court reporter for thirty-one years, which meant her whole life had been built on her ability to see clearly and quickly. Words on a screen. Words in the air. Her fingers catching them before they fell. She didn't know who she was if she couldn't do that work. The questions were too many and too scary for her to even dig them up to consider now.

She didn't look at the other people in the room. That felt like bad luck somehow, like staring at someone else's x-ray. But she noticed them anyway. An elderly man in a Mets cap dozing in the corner. A woman maybe ten years younger than Teresa, still wearing her coat, clutching a tote bag with a library's name on it. A teenage boy with his grandfather, scrolling his phone but glancing up every few minutes to check on the old man's face.

A tech came to the door. "Gerald Okafor?" The man in the Mets cap startled awake, nodded, and followed her without a word. The boy followed close behind them.

Teresa watched the door close behind him. She thought about Gerald Okafor and wondered what he was hoping to hear. She wondered if hope got easier or harder the older you got. She hadn't figured that out yet. What's more she didn't want to even know the answer to that question.

After a while they called her name too, and she moved through a series of small rooms where a technician ran tests she didn't fully understand. Lights and machines and a woman with kind eyes who said "look straight ahead" and "now look left" and "you're doing great" the way you'd talk to a child, which Teresa didn't mind at all. Now she wanted to be cared for in the kindest way possible and she didn't want to hear anything that would upset her and her world.

Then she was told to wait in a second waiting room, smaller than the first. Ten chairs. A lamp on a corner table. A few magazines so old they had a kind of archaeological dignity.

And on that table, next to the lamp, something that had no business being there.

A dragon.

Not a toy. Not a figurine. A dragon made from paper, folded and twisted with a skill that made her breath catch. It was small enough to fit in her palm but detailed in a way that seemed impossible. Scales suggested by precise diagonal creases. Wings that curved upward as if the creature had just landed and hadn't decided yet whether to stay. A long tail looped underneath it like a question mark. Its head was raised, and two small points rose from its skull like the gentlest possible crown.

The paper itself was printed on one side. She could see faint text on parts of the dragon's body, an appointment reminder, she thought, or maybe a brochure. Someone had made this and used whatever was at hand.

She sat down and stared at it for a long time.

Whoever had made it had been sitting right where she was sitting. Waiting. Probably scared, the way everyone in this building was scared, because you didn't come to a retinal specialist for good news. You came hoping the news was not as bad as it could be. You came because something was going wrong with the way you saw the world, and you needed someone to help you hold on to it.

And instead of sitting with their hands in their lap and going somewhere dark inside their head, this person had folded a piece of paper into a dragon.

She picked it up carefully. It was lighter than she expected. She turned it over in her hands. The craftsmanship was extraordinary. Whoever had made this had done it not once but many times. You didn't get this good without practice. You didn't get this good without loving the thing you were doing. She wondered about the quality of their eyesight and if what they were about to hear would change that somehow.

She thought about hands. She thought about her own hands, which had typed 225 words per minute on good days, which had braided her daughter's hair every morning for six years, which shook slightly now whenever she thought too hard about the future. She thought about the hands that had made this dragon, hands that might not be able to see clearly, that might be waiting right now in the doctor's office down the hall to hear something that would change everything.

Those hands had still made this.

She set the dragon back on the table. But she turned it so it faced the door. The next person who came in would see it right away.

A physician appeared in the doorway, a young woman with reading glasses pushed up on her forehead and a tablet in her hand. She looked at the chart, then at Teresa.

"Mrs. Calloway? I'm Dr. Scherl. Come on in and we'll talk about what we found."

Teresa stood up. She smoothed her slacks. She thought about Gerald Okafor and the woman with the library tote bag and the teenage boy watching his grandfather's face.

She thought about the person who had made a dragon out of a waiting room handout and left it for strangers.

She followed the doctor down the hall.

The news wasn’t perfect. There would be a procedure. There would be recovery time. There would be follow-up appointments, a word she used to dread and now found oddly comforting, as if someone was already planning to see her again, already assuming she'd still be here.

When she came back through the smaller waiting room to collect her coat and her purse, a man was sitting in her chair. He was in his seventies, maybe, with thick glasses and paint-stained fingers. He was looking at the dragon.

He picked it up the same way she had, carefully, turning it over. She watched his face change.

She didn't say anything. She got her coat. She got her purse.

But at the door she turned back. "Someone made that this morning," she said. "Right where you're sitting. I thought you'd want to know."

The man looked up. His eyes were watery behind the thick lenses, but he was smiling. "Someone with good hands," he said.

"Yes," Teresa said. "Someone with good hands."

She went out into the morning. The sun was higher now, and the street was full of people going places. She put her sunglasses on and started walking. She had a call to make to her daughter, and then she had work to do, and she was still afraid, but it was a smaller kind of afraid now, the kind you could carry without it carrying you.

Somewhere behind her, a tiny dragon sat on a table next to a lamp, facing the door.

Waiting to be found.








  
  
College Girl




Rain had been predicted that day, and it came down in glistening drops that smashed against the sidewalk and bounced back over the ankles of anyone walking on the street. It was supposed to stop around noon, but it didn't. The weatherman, as usual, was wrong, but today, the prediction would prove more than inconvenient. 

I was unprepared for anything but a ride to my destination and back, so I slipped into a leather coat, no hat, no umbrella, and went to get the car. Unprepared isn't an adequate explanation; I had no money with me. Little did I know what the evening would bring and that I'd have to deal with more than a cranky old car that stalled regularly. 

It was Sunday night. A young relative had stayed for the weekend, longer than planned. Earlier in the day, he could have easily taken the train and gotten home safely without a problem. We enjoyed his company, and the night wore on until it was ten o'clock—too late for a boy to go to the railroad station alone. So, the decision was made. I had to drive him home in the pouring rain. 

After tossing his bag into the backseat, we settled down for the ride. The rain refused to relent, assaulting the windshield and the wipers, which tried valiantly to keep up and clear the flood of water. But it was hopeless. The rain had its way. 

I dropped him off, but the car was disagreeable again on the highway going home. It began to sputter and cough and buck and then came to a thud of a stop. Rolling over to the apron on the side of the road, I tried all the tricks with lifting the breather element, opening the carburetor with a screwdriver that had worked before, dismissing the grease on my hands and the smudges on my face. Not wearing a hat, the rain quickly found another target and trickled down my shoulders, leaving me looking like a bedraggled homeless urchin.

A car pulled up, the window rolled down, and I heard, "What's the matter? Car trouble?"

"Yeah, I usually can make it start, but not tonight. I only need to get to the next town over."

"Leave it here at the railroad parking lot. I'll drive."

I'd need to take the local bus there, but that was a problem, too—I had no money.

But this ride was the only option, and after he pulled his car over, the two of us pushed mine into the lot, locked it, and left. I felt fortunate that this good Samaritan showed up in time. It was pouring even harder now, and the darkness added to my discomfort, and it was getting very late.

As the stranger's car proceeded down the brightly lit highway, he said in a quite casual manner, "I just have to stop at a friend's house to see if he needs a lift to work tonight. Is that OK?" As he said this, he turned slightly to look at me, and although I wasn't feeling OK, what could I do? He was giving me a ride; the least I could do was agree. 

"OK," I said and sat silently as water slid down my coat onto his car's mat.

As we drove, the streets became progressively darker, with no traffic and empty, and the dark sidewalks glistened with water from the constant rain. He was so silent.

"So," he finally asked, "what do you do?"

"Well, I work during the day and go to college to take courses at night." There was a noticeable stiffening of his body at my remark about going to college. Something was peculiar as we pulled up to a dark house with no lights on.

"OK," he said, "looks like my friend isn't home and has probably gotten a ride to work already." He pulled away from the curb and began to almost morph into somebody new.

"So, you're a college girl, huh? One of those girls who think they know it all, and all the rest of us are stupid?" 

The word "college girl" was almost spit out of his mouth as though it were garbage. He gripped the wheel even tighter and pushed the accelerator to go faster. I knew something was wrong. Something was very wrong, and I was getting scared.

"Where is the highway to the next town?" I asked in as calm a voice as I could muster. It didn't look like we were headed in the right direction, and I knew the only place ahead was the beach bushes and the ocean. This was not the way to head to the next town.

"Stop the car and let me out," I said in a firm, steely tone I didn't know I had. I gripped the door handle, realizing we were going too fast to open it to get out. 

For a few minutes, he was almost taken back, but then he slammed on the brakes, pulled the car quickly over to the curb, which bumped before it stopped, and said, "Get out!" And off he sped.

I found myself on an empty, dark road with no house lights showing. The streetlights weren't helping because of the trees covering them. The road was awash with water as the rain continued to come down.

Just then, a car began to approach, and I stepped out into the middle of the road to stop it. Fortunately, it was a police car, and he pulled up next to me; sliding the window open, he said, "Is something wrong?"

I explained what had happened with my car and the stranger, where I needed to go, and that I had no money. He said, "The train station is just a few blocks ahead, but since I'm alone in the car, you can't get in, so you'll have to walk in the road in front of my car as I follow you."

I truly felt like a broken person, walking dripping wet in the middle of a rainy street with a police car right behind me. It was surreal, like something out of one of those cheap novels.

As we approached the railroad station, I saw that four more police cars were parked there, with the policemen all standing in a circle, seemingly waiting for this policeman. As I walked closer to them, one of the men strode toward me, and I, again, explained what had happened.

"Well," the policeman said, "the train doesn't usually stop here, but we've arranged to have it make this stop so that you can get on and get to where you need to go." With that, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a single dollar bill, and gave it to me. "Here's money in case you need a bus ride after you get off the train. I know the place where you need to go."

As the train jerked into the station with brakes screeching, the policeman led me to the open door. I slowly ascended the steps and found a seat in the back of the almost empty train. The conductor approached me again, and I was in for an unexpected comment.

"What happened? Are they running you out of town?" No, he wasn't joking, and there was no smile. "It's $1.75 to the next town. I'll collect it from you now."

I told him I had no money. He screwed up his face, cocked his head as he looked down at me, pulled out a pad, made out a ticket, and gave it to me. "OK, you can send the money along with this ticket to pay for your ride." Then he walked away into the next car. I was alone, and the dampness of the rain was making me shiver.

It took half an hour to get to the main train station, where I could get off and catch the local bus home.

After leaving the station, I found myself at a familiar bus stop, where I and two other people stood in the still pouring rain. I'm sure I looked like a bedraggled homeless woman, with my face streaked with black car grease and my hair dangling down around my shoulders in wet ringlets.

An older man, who had had too much to drink that night, offered to take me back to his room so I could spend the night. After everything that had happened, I still managed a pleasant refusal. The bus quickly came into view, and I was now on it and safe on my way home; the money the police officer had given me was enough for the fare.








