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A MOTHER'S PRAYER 

A piercing morning sun promised no relief but only more heat as the carefully tanned woman stood waiting with the little girl in her overly heavy dress and orthopedic shoes. The woman was sporting faux haute couture in crisp white shorts and a mind-blowing bright blue halter, her blonde hair carefully arranged in a silky ponytail. Delicate leather sandals with a troublesome strap were a bit loose, but she loved the look.

Sunglasses, not Bentley Platinum but knockoffs, shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare. The little girl, refusing to hold the woman’s hand, squinted in the painful light and squirmed, scraping the bottom of her brace on the cement. No attention was paid to her discomfort.

The doorman’s heel crunched on tiny pebbles as he twisted to turn away, seeming not to notice the activity at the curb. He had done his duty. Now it was up to the new mother.

A bus would arrive within minutes, but to the woman at the curb, it seemed an eternity. Looking down at the little girl, she flashed her carefully practiced non-Duchenne smile, which had always so usefully connoted her feigned joy in the past. Mirrors had helped a lot. The smile was the key to her most recent success. 

A short yellow bus slid up to the curb. The bus stopped, a large stop sign flipped out, and two young women jumped to the sidewalk. The bus was unmarked, but the yellow t-shirts the women wore had an emblem of a day camp. 

Now the yellow-shirted women greeted the woman and the child and with great enthusiasm, began bending over and smiling, clapping their hands in unison in an excessive display of joy; frantic rather than heartfelt. The little girl looked at the three of them and kept her hands at her sides.

The blue-halter-garbed woman became more animated as the little girl jumped up and down with effort in a show of dissatisfaction, her face distorted and now dappled with tears. 

“No, no, no! I don’t want to go!” The pleading would gain her nothing. Her fate was sealed. The fees were paid, she was registered, and she’d get on the bus, eventually. The woman had no doubt of it.

“Florence, honey, it’s going to be fun. You’ll meet other children who will play with you, and you’ll get to make friends. You want friends, don’t you?” 

Forcing herself not to grit her teeth, the woman was wondering if she might order the camp workers to lift the little girl up onto the bus. No, her husband wouldn’t like that. It’s too soon to upset him.

Concerned that she would be late for her Pilates class, the woman initiated a vigorous few minutes of coaxing in an effort to thaw the reluctance. Photos, photos were needed to memorialize the special occasion, and the woman began taking them with her phone. 

One, two, ten photos taken next to the bus, several with the young women, and the little girl leaning against the bus. Excessive waving of goodbyes began now as the girl mounted the bus stairs with some assistance. 

The stop sign retracts. The woman’s frantic waving continues as the bus wends its way from the curb. More smiles and waving from the curb. The bus enters traffic and slides slowly away, disappearing like a yellow bug in the crush of morning traffic.

The woman crosses the street, fingers her phone and begins talking as she views herself on the video display. Her hair, eyebrows, and make-up all look good to her.

The traffic light turns red. She never looks up, as is her usual carefree way of crossing streets, busy or otherwise. 

Traffic was supposed to stop for her, wasn’t it? Talking on her phone, she crossed the next corner as the traffic light turned red. The leather sandal strap slips. She slows down to wiggle her foot. 

“The doorman had to help me,” she fairly moans, “because she didn’t want to leave the building, and she was grabbing onto the door and everything she could find. Why, God, oh, God, why me? Oh, God, I’m so sick of her. Thank God she got on the bus!” The pesky sandal strap slips again, but a quick hop will re-secure it. 

“You have no idea what I had to do with that kid. It was his week with her. He’s at work so I had to take her to the bus today. Can you beat that? Oh, my God, I ...” 

Hanging in mid-air, the sentence would never be completed as a screech of tire on asphalt ripped the muggy morning air. Blue collided with blue. 

“Johanna? Johanna?” The voice fades as the phone begins an acrobatic swan dive in the air before it crashes into the roadway, shattering as it does. 

The faux Bentley glasses follow the phone in short order. 

Yes, the traffic had stopped for her.

COURTESY NEVER DIES

No one told me I would use a walker, hunched over those curved aluminum handles and hoping the brakes on the wheels would hold, but that's life. You never know what it's going to throw at you, and you've got to be ready to catch it with both hands and draw it toward your chest so it doesn't fall to the floor. But today, the bus jostled, slamming me into a pole. A man sneered at me. “They shouldn’t let people like you on the bus!” Yeah, people like me with walkers.

A slow slog from the bus stop sends stabs of pain to my ankle, but I push on. Good thing my folding friend has wheels. I don’t think I could pick it up. Each slab of the sidewalk is daring me forward. The beast is waiting, and I’ve got to gather my strength, so I take it slowly to save my breath and prepare. 

I see it up ahead of me. The carpet of cement stretches out like a raceway that will never see a race. Seven stone demons wait to test me again, as they do each time I approach. A slender handrail is my only hope, and then the door, which becomes heavier each day, awaits to laugh in my face, daring me to open it. So much malevolence, so much evil. 

Stopping at the first step, I pin an imaginary medal on myself for making it this far. The staircase is empty. Not a person around who might wring out some small bit of kindness to help me. The walker waits like a babe to be pulled up behind me. I hate it and what it signifies about me and what I’ve lost. But the aluminum babe and I make it this time.

I look up in tired expectation, and an apparition stands before me. Dressed in clothing that long ago lost its style, a jacket that is more robe than a suit jacket, he is a caricature out of a Dickens tale. 

Wiry thin white hairs give him the look of a fuzzy halo. His large nose almost disappears into the pudgy face, now marked with a smile. The slight twinkle in his cloudy eyes is reassuring. 

Wrinkled, rumpled, and over 90, he stands holding on to his cane as he utters, “Here, let me hold the door for you,” and pushes his entire back, not his hand, against it to supply the strength he needs. I see how he digs his heels in to provide a hold on the door that demands to be shut in my face. Evil door. I hate it and the stairs and the walker. I hate all of them.

But courtesy and human kindness haven’t died, at least not in one frail, elderly man, and I will accept.

THE IMAGINARY LIBRARIAN

Brushing a stray hair above her ear into the severe bun she wears, she sits on her polished wooden chair behind her plain wooden desk and busies herself straightening folders, shifting papers, and gazing at the boxes lining the walls up to the top of the imaginary ceiling.

Some bindings on the imaginary books may need a bit of tending, but that's not something she needs to worry about. She waits for the commands she knows will come, and when they do, she will be ready to rise and shuffle across the floor in her sensible shoes.

An alarm rings and she shoots up the ladder to the top shelf where the most worn books are held and retrieves a bit of information needed by the reader. A creaking sound greets her every step up and down the ladder. Snatching the bit in the book, she scoots down and pushes it into the pneumatic tube. Task completed, she retreats to her desk and adjusts her green eyeshade. Her job is almost finished, but she refuses to think about it.

“Yes, yes, for a moment he almost seemed to come back as you asked him about that childhood memory. Funny how those things can be retrieved,” the man in the white physician’s coat mumbles to an intern as they hover over the bed. 

“It won’t be long now,” the physician continues.

The vigil is almost complete as ninety years of life slip away in the quiet of the early morning light. The librarian’s job will be completed before the sun comes up fully. Slowly, the sheet is drawn over the closed eyes.

OUR KIND

The hiss and steady, low thumping of machines assaulted the hallway air. White uniformed men and women, occasionally one in a black smock and pants, cruised throughout. What type of shoes do they wear? They make no noise except for an occasional squeak when they stop abruptly. 

One figure stood out. The black outfit with the stiff white collar told it all.

“We rarely get many of our kind in here,” he said almost gleefully. Not one to push back from a table, the man in black waddled to the bedside.

“I read your name on the roster and saw that you were one of us, so I came to comfort you in your time of need.”

Did I want to pray with him now or should he offer prayers for me tomorrow morning?

Feeling a bit off-kilter thanks to the meds they had given me to relax and sleep, I murmured, “Tomorrow will be fine. Thank you very much.” The etiquette lessons taught instead of science so long ago kicked in without a thought. Did I want prayers? Did I need prayers? I doubted it, but they were being freely offered, so what the hell, fire away, dear man, fire away.

“Oh, don’t thank me. I want to do this for you.” In truth, he eagerly sought anyone to pray for in this particular hospital, and here was one candidate. The delight he felt at being released from his stuffy office downstairs was difficult to contain. He so wanted to sit and comfort this patient and coax her to pray with him.

“I have rosary beads. Would you prefer we say the rosary?”

Even dinner would have to wait tonight. The thought of luscious chicken, shining gravy dripping all over it, the special vegetables that the cook had prepared for him, and the exquisitely delightful and frothy rich dessert that was now sitting in the refrigerator was almost too much to resist, but he must resist. 
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