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DECEMBER 17th, 1976
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“IN A MEMORY LONG FORGOTTEN, a troubled moment pains my mind. Vague images of water rushes towards me. Not on me, around me, or over me, but at me, angry and vengeful. I’m frightened to death by its open maw trying to bite and swallow me. I run away down a long hall of many doors, but there is no escape. She chases me incessantly. The wet paws of the monster are almost at me, foam on its lips spray at my face as she calls my name in her terrible language...”

Michael McDonald lay on a comfortable black leather couch. It felt well-worn and broken in from many years of use. With closed eyes he easily recalled the dream that plagued him for years on end. The way he spoke it aloud was well rehearsed, repeated many times over in his adult years.

This new therapist, his previous having discharged him many months ago, was the next in a long line of professionals to help with his terrible dream and what it may mean. This therapist looked much older than the last three women who tried to fix his problems, each finally giving up before referring his case to yet another colleague who said they would give him a try.

For Michael, in his mind’s eye, the female version of a therapist would provide more empathy towards his problems. The male versions he started with so many years back didn’t last long. When he decided to focus on seeking out shrinks who were female, he hoped the natural empathy most women harbored would quell the frustration he knew would arise eventually and make them want to stick around longer. Thus far, this path had not yielded any fruit either. The dreams persisted and there were fewer answers than when he started after turning thirty-six. Now at fifty-four, the dream felt old, having burned itself on the interior of his eyelids. It was the same movie that haunted his sleeping mind many times a week.

This new, hopefully empathetic, psychologist had age on her side, if you can consider more years of experience as a benefit. He obviously didn’t ask her age when he arrived, but his perception of her left him wondering if he would be her patient for more than two weeks before she announced her retirement. This was his first impression of her before he even sat down.

Doctor Genda Riese, being overly short, stood no higher than her seated appearance. She was easily a hundred pounds soaking wet and enamored the classic image of the old Jewish woman who cooked all day for her family as she dispensed her views as “Advice” whether you wanted it or not. Her knuckles were knobbed from arthritis, her skin dark from working the gardens of time, and her hair had a wavy grey flair. The gray mono-chromatic color schemed hair she had tied up as bun on her right side, to appear younger than she looked, didn’t work. She wore it proudly just the same. It was all about how you felt in the end. She must feel younger than, what... Eighty? Michael guessed. She definitely appeared to be that old at the very least. Of course he didn’t see himself as being old, yet. “Fifty-four wasn’t old... Was it?”

The doctor’s attire was a formally sharp looking gray dress with a floral print. Bright greens and yellows from the print lit the room in contrast to the wintery scene outside. Her flats also shouted out in mockery against the cold slushy precipitation that fell in copious amounts beyond her windows.

She held a permanent frown under a hooked nose that didn’t flatter her appearance. Long crow’s feet stretched out from her squinting eyes. In her native Brooklyn accent, she asked her first question after Michael’s recitation of the dream. The words were drawn out in a way suggesting she might be choking a cat. “Mr. McDonald, do you always speak in metaphor?”

Michael stopped reciting his well-rehearsed dream at the interruption. The old doctor asked a different question before he could muster an answer. “What do you do for a living?”

Startled by the sudden dismissal of his dream and the new question, Michael answered in an arresting tone. “Uh, well... Uh, I’m a writer.”

The cat like tone screeched out another question. “A writer of...?”

“I’m a novelist.” Michael said plainly.

Doctor. Riese shot back a new question very excitedly. “Oh, that’s fantastic. Anything I might have read?”

Dead silence filled the room.

“I’m still working on my first book.”

The psychotherapist’s mood changed suddenly, showing some disappointment in her face before consulting her notes once more. “You’re fifty-four?”

Michael nodded.

“And, is this a career change?”

“I’ve been a writer for as long as I can remember. I do it for a living, I write for Yankee Life Magazine, and I write articles for some other magazines that focus on Maine life and its coast.”

“How long have you been working on that novel of yours?”

Michael took a deep breath. He hated answering this question. He let it out in a long exasperating tone which he wasn’t afraid his new therapist might hear. “Since I was twenty-eight. I’m on page eleven.”

“Eleven?”

Another long silence hung between them. Michael pondered the honesty of his next answer and sighed once more at his conviction that it was indeed the correct path to take. “I’ve been on page eleven for more than fourteen years.”

The therapist nodded and wrote in his record.

“So, what makes you stuck for this long? I can understand if this was a hobby, but you actually write for a living...”

“Writing a novel is very difficult. The drole stuff I work on every day is mostly fact, or fact derived from dribble. A novel is the act of writing flourishes within the mental order of construction, in harmony with music from the heart.”

The short woman didn’t smile at her patient’s flair. “Time was wasting, and he was filling it with flourishes of crap.”

“More metaphor?”

Another uncomfortable silence filled the room.

Michael’s gaze became more downtrodden. Perhaps he wouldn’t wait for the initial estimated two weeks before he was dropped. Today might be his last awkward encounter with this woman.

She changed tact yet again. “Is the dream you spoke of always laid out the same way?”

“Yes”

“So... I understand you struggle with aspects of your life. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“In the notes I reviewed from Doctor Tanglier, I see that you have been stuck for a while. It states,” Doctor Riese flipped some pages in the thick patient file positioned in her lap. “You feel stuck in life, you have never been married, cannot keep a girlfriend, you feel there is something missing from your childhood, and you were an orphan. It also states here that your uncle and aunt adopted you but the circumstances surrounding your parents desire to give you up haunts you. Is all that, correct?”

“Does it also say that my parents drowned when the ship they were passengers on sank?” Michael added to avoid answering that question.

“But of course,” Doctor Riese said, “It is repeated many times over from all your previous therapists. But what I want to know is... Why does it matter?”

Michael sat up immediately. “What do you mean, ‘Why does it matter?’”

Doctor Riese answered in a flat tone. “All that matters in this world is the fact that you had a nice family and grew up to be a strong normal man. These papers list fantastic attributes on your aunt and uncle’s part. In what I read, they were as great or better than what most people would have dreamed of having as adopted parents.

“Do you not know how lucky you are? I sit here and wonder about the dream and your dedication to find fault in your life that doesn’t exist. Go home and be happy. Find a girl before it’s too late, find love.”

“Find love?” Michael said in disgust. “Love doesn’t stick with me. I’ve found plenty and they all leave. They say I’m moody and that I search for something that has no answers. Why is it so difficult to understand that I want to know why my parents left me at the orphanage? Most orphans get to go to see their records at some point, but I can’t. The orphanage closed and the place where all the records were kept burned down years ago. There is no way to find out my history on my own now. I’m stuck.

“And find love? Ha! I want to find out why I was tossed aside like a piece of trash. I want to understand why my parents drowned. Was it before I was dropped off to be cared for by strangers while they went out on a fun trip, or was I in the care of others when the boat went down and was adopted afterwards?

“If it was the former, where were they going? Everywhere I turn, the answers I seek hits a brick wall. How can I find love when I can’t figure out why my parents couldn’t love me? Yes, my aunt Ellie and uncle Frank were the best I could have ever hoped to raise me but my feelings that I’m still an entity with nothing more than the value of trash stains my heart.”

Michael breathed hard as though he just ran a marathon. He couldn’t believe he spat out all this, this stuff. He was angry.

“More metaphor?” Doctor Riese asked again. Without receiving an answer, she moved her hands in a dampening fashion indicating her patience to take a seat. “Michael McDonald, you are too tall for me to look up at. Please take a seat once more so we can press on. Time is ticking.” Her screeching strangled cat of a voice didn’t waver from Michael’s outburst. In fact, her bored reaction suggested she even expected it.

Once Michael sat, she continued, “And now we come down to your problem. It is not about you being stuck in life. You have come to me to change, what you call, “‘The value of the stain upon your heart.’” I believe that once we either discover the reason for this stain, or we erase the stain with a little stain remover, you will open your heart to love.” She nodded agreeing with herself. “First you will love yourself; you will write past page eleven, and you may even find the love that has been out of reach for so many years.”

Doctor Riese wrote in Michael’s patient file as she said these things aloud as though the task before them was nothing out of the ordinary, suggesting that she had resurrected love in many patients in the past.

Michael was beside himself. He couldn’t decide why exactly, but no other doctor had made him spew so much emotion in the past, especially on his first visit. Either she was more expert than he first imagined, or she had left retirement behind as being much too boring. Maybe this was entertainment for her.

“For homework...” She said with a nobbled knuckled finger poised upward.

“Homework?” Michael repeated in astonishment.

“Yes, for homework. You must research your parent’s family line. I want answers about uncles, aunts, grandparents, and cousins. Yes, cousins are important too. I need to know who is still alive and of those who passed, where and why.”

“What?” Michael asked astonished at this doctor’s nerve.

“I will see you only when this task is complete. Bring your appetite and the chart I asked for.”

Doctor Riese stood. She crossed towards the door and held it open for her patient. “That will be one hundred thirty for today, please pay the receptionist.”

Michael stood confused. He was just asked to take a seat, now he was being shunted towards the door and asked to pay today’s bill. He let his head fall showing his disappointment as he crossed the room. All he could think of was how big a mistake this visit had been.

When he crossed Doctor Riese’s path, she stated confidently, “Remember, I will be the last therapist you will ever need to see on this subject. What I will ask of you may seem strange, even harsh sometimes. But in the end, you will have your answers.”

Michael furled his brows about this hack of a doctor and her confident statement as he stepped across her path. Abruptly, she shut the door behind him.

In the small reception area, Michael found himself in an empty waiting room, except for the receptionist. She looked busy, not caring why he was standing in the empty waiting room. He took in the room around him. Several mirrors decorated the space before him to give it more of an expanse than it really had. Six comfortable seats waited before him hoping to feel useful. Colorful patterns of oranges and browns didn’t really call out to him. The prints on the wall followed a similar theme found in most doctor offices throughout Maine. These prints portrayed the rocky rugged coast of Maine and in each, a boat or two bobbed on the water. It was too bad that many found beauty in the hard coastal life of fishermen, lobstermen, or scallop hunters. The more worn down the boats were from overuse, without the money to repair it, the more nostalgia it created. He thought to himself that he lived in a weird world.

Michael caught the image of himself in the mirror before he left the room. His mirror image showed his poor stature. At this moment, after being intimidated, or feeling so, he could see the image of himself as being depressed and partially hunched over. His profession partially caused his bent appearance. Sitting at a desk all day everyday gave him a permanent kink in his back. Even though he was tall, his lack of exercise contributed to his hunched persona as well as his thickening at the waist. He really needed to exercise more.

He had a round face with smiling eyes. He couldn’t see the color because of the distance from the mirror, but he imagined them to be the blue of sapphire. His aunt Lea, whom he often referred to as his mother, always commented on his brilliant blue eyes. Today he looked shabby and unshaven despite the bright blue he couldn’t see. His downtrodden appearance revealed the depression he swore didn’t exist to his friends.

Michael combed his hair this morning before he left the house but the wind changed its combed value many times before he entered the building from the parking lot. His untied Bean Boots added to the unkempt appearance of a fisherman out of work who had no idea on how to dress. He thought to himself that, maybe, he should have tried harder to make a better first impression. In his mind he demanded it from the new therapist, yet he didn’t consider what she might think of how he might appear to her.

He coughed out a stray laugh wondering if this new therapist was even a good possibility before moving towards the hook to grab his dark winter coat. Once in hand, he made towards the receptionist’s desk to pay his bill.
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF town, a restaurant called “Dinner and a View” was currently closed. The staff prepared the quaint diner for another day’s business. They opened at ten thirty every day and offered American cuisine with an emphasis on seafood.

This quaint diner in a quaint little town did a lot of quaint local business during the non-summer part of the year and crazy business during the remainder. On this December day, under a dark sky of snow, slush, and wind the door remained locked because it wasn’t time for the diner to open. The wind pulled at Michael’s hair threatening to pull it free. He pressed both his hand’s edges to the glass before inserting his face between the space he created until his nose touched the cold glass. Michael searched the seating area through the window seeking the one person he wanted to speak to before he would knock to get her attention.

Inside several waitresses were working at the tables to get them ready before opening. Velma carried a tray of salt and pepper shakers to replace the half empty ones on each table. Charlie passed around full ketchup bottles and mustard, and the last refilled all the napkin holders. It was the napkin replacing waitress that Michael sought. When she came into view, Michael knocked on the window to get her attention.

Denise McConnally turned her head towards the door to see who might be knocking. This was a regular problem during the summer months when the tourists couldn’t read the sign on the window because it was written in the odd language of English. At this time of year, the locals should know better. The time of opening had never changed since the restaurant’s inception.

Denise stopped what she was doing and went over to the door to talk to her friend. She had this expression that said she was tired of his interruptions but welcomed the break in her busy morning just the same. Slowly she made her way to the door to crack it open. When the bell over the portal tinkled as the opening door touched upon the contraption, the owner’s voice from the kitchen shouted through the whole seating area. “Whoever that is, tell them they are not wanted here for another fifteen minutes. Get out!”

Michael, still standing outside, shrunk his head into his shoulders sorry that he couldn’t wait to talk to his friend. He was on shaky ground with the owner as it was. His constant, before opening interruptions over the years, put him on his shit list.

“Michael McDonald!” Denise stated harshly in a whisper, sounding very much like his mother. “What are you doing here? You know you’re not supposed to not show up early. You’re supposed to be at your appointment, and I’m supposed to be working.” She turned away to continue with her task.

Michael entered the eatery and closed the door behind him using his free hand to silence the bell’s knocker as it passed across the simple device.

“I just came back from my appointment. I wanted to talk to you about it.” Michael spat out as softly as he could so the owner wouldn’t overhear.

“Can’t we talk about it later? I’m going to lose my job if you keep showing up.” Denise said before moving to the next table on her rounds to refill napkin holders.

The other two waitresses changed their focus to take in the drama in Michael McDonald’s voice. Clearly something juicy was about to be said. They listened as they worked with inclined heads towards their coworker and her newly arrived friend.

Michael opened his mouth to speak but his friend turned in a flash from the table she had been stocking napkins and placed her fore finger on his lips. Slowly she moved him backwards across the seating area. Denise pushed him far enough that he crossed the entire room before falling into a booth farthest from the kitchen. Sadly, he occupied this seat more often than he wanted to admit for the very same reason.

“Sit here and don’t move.” Denise said softly before she ran back to the other side of the room to finish her task.

Michael took this moment to watch his friend work. She was a beautiful woman at two years his senior. Willowy and graceful, she glided from table-to-table filling napkins holders. Her eyes were beautiful and soft. Her hair had been colored to have light blond strands over her original brown coloring. It flowed over her shoulders. Her smile didn’t hurt either. It made it appear as though she was happy all the time. She could easily be mistaken for a woman ten years her junior. She didn’t see this aspect in herself though, to her she was just ordinary. That’s what made her even more beautiful to him.

Velma and Charlie both stopped what they were doing and sat at his booth before he realized they were dropping in next to him. One sat next to him blocking his escape, the other across. They both smiled and waited. It felt startling to have them do this, but Michael knew them. They did this often, in fact, far too often. To him they were like Thing One and Thing Two in Doctor Seuss’ “The Cat in the Hat”. They were affable enough, but they could cause real trouble for him if he divulged anything bad or good about anyone in this town. The rumor mill usually started and ended with them. It almost felt like they were promoting information as a propaganda tool that could be twisted to fit their weird sense of humor and see what came back to them later.

Cape Elizabeth was a small town in Maine. Once all the tourists went home, life became boring when the actual number of people that lived year-round reflected the number of times the cook had a meltdown in a week.

Harvey Marrenham was a tumultuous man. Like a volcano always on the verge of blowing its top, he filled the short order cook position for the last fifteen years at this quaint restaurant yelling at everyone who didn’t appease his every wish. The owner, argumentative and intimidating in his own right, vowed to fire him every day in a shouting match that could be heard out to the post office two streets away. It was the reason no hired help could ever stay on for more than a week. If a newbie hit two weeks, people guessed the reason was because they were acting on a bet.

Harvey looked over the counter at Michael as Velma and Charlie watched him from across the narrow table. Michael instantly realized that this might have been too much of an impulsive moment to come here before opening time and a terrible idea all at the same time. When he knocked on the door, he thought in his mind that he would have a quiet conversation with his best friend. Now he could see that the smarter thing to do was to come back during Denise’s lunch break. Or just wait at her house with a beer when she got home.

As the three intruders of his life stared intently at him, Michael became more nervous the owner would come over and add to the already highly uncomfortable pressure being placed upon him. That’s when Denise came over, untied her apron, tossed it on the table, and dragged him from the booth by his coat, pulling Velma unceremoniously from the booth. Denise took him back outside for some privacy.

“There, are you happy? I’m on my first break and we’re not even open yet.” Denise said harshly as she shivered despite her strong words. Michael took off his coat and guided her away from the door, and the prying eyes through the window, as he slid it over her shoulders.

“Look, I’m really sorry,” Michael started. “I thought I would come by and order a drink and tell you about my weird appointment this morning. I didn’t consider the time.”

She produced a cigarette and a lighter. “I suppose it’s alright. I needed a puff anyway.”

“I thought you quit?” Michael asked.

He got a stare that stated his query wasn’t welcome. “I’ll quit when I’m ready.”

There was a silence between them as Denise took a few puffs.

“Look, I’ll come back for dinner later and tip you well.” Michael added hoping this would fix her anger at him. He was wrong.

The incredulous stare he got in return made his insides fall.

“I don’t want your money. I need your consideration.” She turned to head back inside but an outstretched hand on her shoulder held her back.

“Look, I guess I’m not on my game. I’m sorry again.”

Denise blew the smoke from her second puff into his face. “You got five minutes.”

“Alright.” Michael said as he disgorged all that went on as he lay on the couch.

“Is that all you wanted to tell me? That she’s a screwball?” Denise asked.

“I was going with “Quack” actually. So, you think I should go to the next appointment? I mean I have to do homework and all.”

Then it struck the smoker of the two. “So, you want me to vindicate your fears and tell you not to go back so you won’t have to do a little work? That’s pathetic. Now I know you’re not hurting for money in life but it’s only a little work after all. Maybe that’s why you can’t get past page eleven in that great book of yours, you’re afraid of all the hard work.”

An invisible hand slapped him in the face from her words. Stunned, with his mouth hanging open, he stood paralyzed. Denise handed the remainder of her cigarette to him. He took it from her without thinking, still in shock at her harsh words.

“Suck on that, it might taste better.”

Denise turned and left him standing in the cold not even returning his coat. When he heard the door to the restaurant close behind her, he knew he was really alone. Even his friend couldn’t save him from himself.

He returned to his car and started it, tossing the cigarette out the open window. He sat shivering, not caring if he warmed up.

~~*~~
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MICHAEL MCDONALD SPENT the remainder of the day at his home. He started a fire both in the fireplace and the glass he never wanted to see the bottom of. All day long he stoked each, getting him to sweat out all the inner problems he had to confront in life. He questioned the reasoning of page eleven. Should he change it? “Where was the story going?” He thought to himself, only to realize that his book was perhaps reflections of items he couldn’t let go of in his life.

Certainly not getting past feeling like trash at being dropped off at an orphanage hung over him. No one should be sent to an orphanage unless... It was a statement he couldn’t bring himself to consider. Being released from your mother at birth was a terrible thing to grapple with. Being let go at five, that was a different story.

His aunt and uncle were great parents. He couldn’t ask for any better, but he wanted his parents who were now dead. “They died at sea on a voyage having a great time without him.” He thought to himself. Suddenly he felt like a spoiled brat. According to words his uncle Frank told him, he was going to die in the orphanage if they didn’t show up to save him. “I was sick with something the doctors couldn’t figure out.” Those words never left him as he recited them in his mind. Ever since that day he had dreams of this undefinable monster chasing him down a long hall trying to eat him alive. And how could his friend, his best friend in the whole world, be so cold about his problems? He’d known Denise since they were in grade school. Now suddenly, she seemed indifferent to what he sought for so long.

It all came to this. Should he continue with the quack he saw earlier in the day? Do or don’t. He drained his glass for the third time today. Then he poked at the fire to make room for another few logs. Sweat poured off his face.

All day it snowed outside. In varying amounts, it either came down as beautiful, picturesque flakes, or angry outbursts at two inches an hour. Either way he concerned himself little with the events of the outside world. To him it was white noise, “Yeah, a white something”, blocking his view of the world. In his mind that was to be a great metaphor... “Stupid therapist...” Not the words he was trying to say to her. He wanted to work it out and write it down somewhere. As a writer these little tidbits made for great “Vivid imagery” in writing his articles. But...Somewhere, the amount of whisky in him couldn’t make it work. What the hell. He was no writer if he couldn’t get past page eleven. Why was he even trying? He leaned over to pour another glass of whiskey. When he turned to seat himself once more on the sofa, he lost his balance. Falling hard to the floor into a sitting position, he found himself leaning against the leather couch. The leather felt warm to the touch through his white T-shirt.

Nothing mattered more than his self-reflection into his problems. His loathing for not being able to let go disturbed him almost as much as the problem itself. In that moment he felt that he needed more than the quack named Doctor Riese. He might need a real doctor to fix his problems.

His glass tilted from a tired hand spilling almost half of the liquid to the floor. “Why am I such a mess?” He uttered to no one before slipping sideways down the leather seat cushions towards the floor. The copious amount of sweat absorbed into his T-shirt made it slick against soft leather.

Michael fell over tired as he lay on the floor. He brought his glass to his lips as he lay on his side and found he had lost the remainder of the liquid he thirsted for. It occurred to him that lying sideways on the floor and trying to get a drink from an open glass would yield no liquid. Gravity saw to that. He could only taste fumes the precious whisky left behind. He let his heavy arm drop. The glass fell away from his grip. “Do or don’t” was all he whispered before passing out.

​

~~*~~
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MANY HOURS LATER, DENISE McConnally drove to the handsome home belonging to Michael McDonald in her blue 1968 Buick Skylark. When she stepped out, she pulled a borrowed coat from the other seat and draped over her arm. At the door she used the modern doorbell button by the door. Snow fell over her shivering body which made her shiver more. She waited as the sound of the ringer filled the house. When no one answered she rang it again. Her thoughts went back to earlier in the day when she pretty much left her friend out in the cold without a single thought about his problems. She felt rather special that she was his closest friend after all these years but sometimes Michael could be obsessive at times over his seemingly fruitless search for the meaning of being left behind by his parents. She felt bad at treating him the way she did, which was why she was shivering wearing her thin fall coat while holding a real winter coat over her arm. She had to make amends.

A well-maintained stately Victorian painted in a colorful pattern the house was intended to be, stood strong against the elements as she waited for someone to answer the damn door. Gray and white gave way to maroon and gold accents throughout the highly decorative house that once belonged to Frank and Ellie McDonald, Michael’s adoptive uncle and aunt. The falling snow made it look like a Christmas card photo come to life. Michael inherited the house after the last of his adopted parentage passed away the year previous.

Frank, Michael’s uncle and adoptive father, succumbed to complications from diabetes in his own house. He didn’t want to go to the new places to die called hospices. They were cold and didn’t offer a beautiful place to pass. He was lucky to have such a place and wanted it to be the last place he saw instead of thin-walled antiseptic smelling rooms doled out to those who had no place to go before they slipped away. Then, after being quickly cleaned and turned over to someone new hours later, the new person brought in would await their turn to meet their maker. Hospices were big business avenues for death, little overhead with plenty of customers.

Inside the stately Victorian, bookcases filled with a lifetime of memories were laid out across Uncle Frank’s bedroom walls before he closed his eyes for the last time. He was lucky. His son was with him until the end. Not many had such opportunities at that point in their life.

Michael held his hand often. He read from some of his favorite books. Stories he himself had heard as they were read to him. She, Denise, watched from the hall when she checked up on her friend. She was a cornerstone for Michael afterwards as well. He felt alone and struggled to move on. For him this house was all he could call his. Not because legally, it was passed on to him but because it was the only connection to any family he had left. Michael McDonald was the last in his family line, the last. In her mind she knew that it was the hardest thing to come to terms with, knowing that there was no more family left. It’s hard to die, it’s worse to be last and have no one to hold your hand when that time visited itself upon you.

Denise shivered even worse now that she had been standing outside for so long. The snow was almost an inch thick on her body. “Was Michael even home?”

She looked up. Smoke rose from the chimney energetically suggesting a strong fire. A moment later she began to rummage around her purse. She had a key somewhere. When she produced it, her hand shook so violently that the key couldn’t find its way into the lock properly. Several minutes passed as the cold bit at her fingers. Finally, she stumbled into the kitchen.

“Damn it! Michael McDonald, why are you keeping me outside in that bitter cold?” Denise shouted.

No answer came. After shaking off the accumulated snow and stomping her feet, Denise stomped off angrily towards the parlor where the chimney smoke originated from. There, to her shock, she found out why her friend couldn’t answer the door. On the floor, two legs could be seen sprawled on the rug before the sofa. She dropped the coat and ran to his side. The heat from the fireplace felt as though it could burn her, it was so intense. Checking his neck for a pulse first, she turned him over after finding one. The smell of all the alcohol surrounding him made her nose wrinkle as though he may be unconscious because of something poisonous. “Oh Michael...” She said in a low heart wrenching apologizing tone. The first thing that came to her was all the alcohol fumes next to a hot fire. She ran to a window and threw it open. When she returned, she anxiously prodded Michael to wake.

When he stirred, she breathed more easily. With great effort she put her hands under his arms and dragged him towards the kitchen. When she came back, she shut the window and opened the draft on the fire. It had to be over a hundred degrees in this room.
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DECEMBER 18th

Day 1

––––––––

[image: ]


MICHAEL WOKE UP THE next morning with a bad desire to run to the bathroom. When he sat up his head screamed like it had never done before. He moaned loudly, then much more softly after the new round of head pain emanated from the sounds of his own moans.

Denise, who lay next to him, tossed off the covers, got up, and helped him to the stairs. Together they hobbled from step to step working hard to not fall headfirst. Michael could hardly move his own legs. They felt so wobbly at the knees. When they reached the third step from the bottom it squeaked loudly. Michael moaned at the pain it produced in his mind.

“Are you ever going to fix that step?” She asked softly, knowing how the pain from loud sounds made him feel in his state.

Michael didn’t answer. Together they went down the long hall at the bottom of the stairs. When they reached the bathroom, he took over.

Michael emerged several minutes afterwards less stressed over his pained bladder. He leaned on the wall and whispered. “My uncle Frank said that it was supposed to let him know if I came in late at night when I was in my wild years. That was until I learned to climb the tree next to my bedroom window, which side stepped my little problem. One night the branch I needed to climb was missing. After sneaking into the house and stepping on that stupid stair, because I couldn’t remember which one squeaked anymore, and the shouting match that followed, I found the tree branch on the floor in my bedroom. My mother Ellie was so angry at him, and me.”

Denise laughed.

“I leave it as a reminder that even though Frank was my uncle, he was my father first and foremost.”

The laugh became a somber reflection on fond memories. That was when Michael noticed a few things. “Is that my mother’s old lady pajamas your wearing?” Denise sported a floral, pink and yellow printed flannel set with frill around the cuffs. His eyes opened a little more than a moment ago. He turned his gaze back to his own pajamas of checkered brown and red making him appear to be an overdressed lumber jack. “How did I get into these... And were you sleeping in the same bed as me? Oh my God, what did I do? What did we do?”

Denise smiled as though they were naughty. “Don’t get your hopes up. I may have slept in the same bed as you, but you were as close to dead as you can get with all that liquor in you. Come on, let’s make you some coffee. And maybe fill the gut of yours with something that isn’t liquid. How about some pancakes.”

Michael nodded then said “Ouch” before placing a hand on his right temple.

Upon entering the kitchen Denise made herself comfortable in the wonderfully decorated food preparation area of the house. She had lived in this house right after Michael tried to survive his father’s death. He was so much of a mess that he was starving himself. So being the good friend she always claimed to be, she moved in for several weeks to help him out. It almost felt like they were married, except for the sleeping together part. His current girlfriend at the time left him over it. It felt like it was the right thing to do at the time. She didn’t like the tramp anyway and the tramp didn’t even try to help “Her boyfriend” out. The girlfriend stated with a hint of derision, that “It was alright that Michael didn’t eat. He needed to lose a few pounds.” The comment the girlfriend made suggested that this was the fastest way to get it done. It enraged Denise to think this woman was supposed to be helping Michael after his father’s death. “This was the girlfriend’s excuse of not feeding him or taking care of him? That lazy bitch...” She remembered saying to herself with a sigh. She almost pummeled the girlfriend where she stood when she uttered those words.

Since Denise found that to be the wrong answer, she stepped up and moved in. Her kids were all grown up by this point. Moving in wasn’t such a leap. When the girlfriend found her living in Michael’s house a day later, she had a hissy fit before storming out. Michael never acknowledged the temper tantrum. “Must have been no love loss there.” Denise thought, not feeling an ounce of remorse. “So what if she left. She was just another leach attempting to extract anything she could from her friend including all his money.”

In the large kitchen Denise began to pull out pots and pans to start a meal. Michael kept moaning if the pans touched one another or dishes when they touched other glass items loudly. At this point he had two hands over his aching head. A second later a cup of coffee and two Excedrin showed up on the table before him.

“Take those now.” Denise demanded. “When you’ve done that, do something constructive and make a fire in the cook stove.”

The moaning that followed didn’t have anything to do with Michael’s aching head. It had to do with the ancient cookstove located in the kitchen. The cookstove may have been old, but it had been a sought-after, high-end model back in the day with porcelain accents of bright yellow against the black of oiled cast iron. “You’re not going to cook on that are you?” Michael asked hoping the answer was a solid “No”.

“If you want your food ready before noon time, then no.” Denise said with a smile knowing full well that cooking on the old contraption would take hours for it to be warm enough to prepare anything. She wanted him fed long before that. “I’ll stick to the modern electric appliance over here thank you.” As she pointed to the modern electric version by the counter.

Michael kicked back the pills and turned his attention to the old Atlantic wood stove he referred to as the “Beast” that hung out in the kitchen. It worked fine and he kept the chimney clean, other than that, he hadn’t made a fire in it for a long time. He hoped there were no birds in the flue pipe. Slowly he got to work.

Denise worked circles around Michael as though he was standing still. She looked as though she may have lived here her whole life. She knew where the food, all the pots, pans, and cooking utensils were hidden. The kitchen began to sing like it was designed to. Wonderful smells blossomed from almost every surface. Sizzling food in pans such as eggs and potatoes competed with the sound of bacon. The bouquet of aromas swirled into a savory mix that was too hard to ignore. Music rose to the surface of Michael’s mind. Memories of humming that came from his mother, he rarely referred to her as his aunt, mingled with the smells that grew here. It contented Michael’s heart. He sorely missed his mother at that moment. Deep down he wanted to have the kitchen sing again, every day. He just had to fix himself first.

As though in sync with each other, Denise spoke. “I’m really sorry I treated you that way yesterday morning. I know this stuff is really important to you. But I was at work, and it felt so trivial when you came to disrupt me over your fears of the woman. I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright, I had it coming.” Michael said placing a few pieces of wood on the stash of kindling beneath. “You’re right. I had no right to intrude into your workplace to rehash something that could have waited a couple hours. It’s just that... I don’t know. I need to fix this problem, and this quack says that she can fix it. I’m worried about her promises. She’s implying that I’ll get all the answers I’m looking for with her, even suggesting that I can get past page eleven.” The question he fought with yesterday popped into his mind. “Do or don’t.” He said the words in his mind to not make his head hurt any worse.

Denise stopped to think holding a spatula up after just flipping an easy over egg. The sound of it sizzling rose and she had to raise her pitch to speak. “Well... You’re searching for answers, she has a plan. If she’s a quack, as you say, then you start over afterwards. Give her a shot first. You don’t want to pass her up in case she’s right. So what if she gives you homework. You’re not afraid to put in a little work to get what you want, are you?”

Michael suddenly felt bad complaining that he had to do a little research. “Yea, alright. I’ll start tomorrow.” He lit a match. The pile of combustibles before him ignited. Both stared at the new growing fire like it was a miraculous thing. The kitchen’s song was complete. The fire, aroma, sizzling bacon and eggs, sounds of dishes and metal clinking became an orchestra of the senses. Life bore itself into this room of antiquity. The distant sound of Michael’s mother’s musical humming came to life in his mind once more.

It was a miraculous thing to happen in this kitchen. It had been quiet for too long. A tear released from Michael’s eye. It felt so beautiful. Suddenly the idea of a broken man didn’t feel as unfixable as it did yesterday. Perhaps bringing this kitchen to life was a sign. Hope rekindled in his heart. There were answers. “Do...”

The orchestra changed suddenly and Denise, in her flowing pajamas, flew to the electric stove so what they were listening to wouldn’t change into a burnt rendition of this wonderful song.

A short while later the table became burgeoned with too much food to hold it all. Some had to stay behind on the counter by the sink. Predominately at the table’s center was a pot full of steaming hot black coffee.

Together they ate like husband and wife, each understanding what it meant to be in this kitchen together. To Michael it was a helping hand that smelled as sweet as his mother with an undercurrent of naughty restrained desire. Denise was a beautiful woman. She looked attractive, even though she wore old woman’s pajamas this morning. He considered her as he sipped his hot coffee. She was his best friend, not love interest. That became clear in high school when she dated all kinds of boys. From jocks to nerds and every social characterization in between. She sought her one true love. On a cold Friday night at a high school football game, under the bleachers, she used his shoulder to cry out another broken heart.

Jokingly he had offered his turn to make her happy. She laughed it off. And that’s when the spell broke. He knew right then that he was not her type. He never pursued her ever again. For three whole seconds his imagined love life with her in it was blissful, not full of lust or longing but of peaceful togetherness, a camaraderie of the heart. Of course, they had been the best of friends for seven years by then, an eternity in teenage love and desire.

Michael bowed his head to remember those blissful three seconds. It was the right time to look upon her with those stirring memories as Denise ate across from him in old fashion pajama’s after sleeping together. The scene almost felt like she said yes under the bleachers all those years ago and now this was the result of being together for so long. His heart swelled at what might have been.

Pushing herself away from the table, still full of food with a cup of coffee in her hand, Denise asked, “Are you feeling a little better?”

Michael nodded because his heart felt better not his head. “This was great. This feast... You would have made my mother proud.”

“Thank you. I loved your aunt Lea, she was great.” Denise always called Ellie his aunt.

Michael nodded some more. Then Denise became all serious and her tone rose a few octaves. “Now tell me why in the hell you went and drank yourself stupid in front of a roaring fire. You could have burned this house down while you slept.”

The tactic worked if she was trying to catch her friend off guard. Michael’s mouth opened in a slow falling gesture. “Uh... What?”

“You heard me.” Denise returned. “Why did you go and be all stupid? Look, I know hurt your feelings yesterday and I’m not your wife or anything like that, but you scared the hell out of me.”

“We did sleep together last night.” Michael said trying to be funny.

Denise leaned into her plates and picked up some pan-fried potatoes in a rush before throwing them at him. “I’m not kidding! I need you to be around for the rest of my life. That kind of stunt is not acceptable. I’ll try to be more understanding in the future, but you have to meet me halfway. Promise you’ll never do something like that again. Promise. Annnnd...” She waved her index finger in the air. “If you want to get drunk, you do it with me, that way I can keep an eye on you. We can enjoy it together.”

Michael nodded sluggishly trying to take in everything she just said. “I was trying to understand my problem. I didn’t decide to have a drink because you hurt my feelings. I... I’m sorry... Wait. You want me around for the rest of your life?”

Denise stood suddenly and slammed down her cup of coffee causing the remainder of the liquid to fly out the top spilling everywhere on the table. “Shut up. I just said that because... Ahh... Ahh... Clean, clean up this kitchen. I’m going to take a shower.” She stormed out on the last word.

Michael’s mind whirled at what he heard. He had to be around for “The rest of her life”. He shouted in his mind. His love life with Denise McConnally just jumped from three seconds to four. His head may still hurt, but his heart felt a whole lot better.​
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THE OLD-FASHIONED KITCHEN may have become a wonderful orchestra of sound and smells from times almost forgotten, but the mess left behind certainly wasn’t. Either way, Michael was happy to have a focus, first; to try to forget the throbbing pain in his head and second, to revel in the extra second of an imagined blissful love life with his best friend.

When he had almost finished cleaning the table a knock came at the kitchen door. The pain in his head didn’t like the sound of that knock. He put a hand to his temple again and cringed under the pain. He wiped his hands on a dish drying towel before crossing the room to answer the door. When he opened it, he was surprised at what greeted him, brilliant cold sunshine and an older gentleman with a turban holding an old wooden box. Immediately Michael brought up a hand to his eyes to block the vibrant light accosting him. The storm front, which had dumped snow yesterday, blew out, leaving in its wake a beautiful sunny day. However, the pain in his head went into overdrive because of it.

“Excuse me Mr. McDonald. I must deliver to you.” The man with the turban said in broken English. He appeared frazzled over his task. He was undressed for such a cold December day in Maine. The strong accent triggered memories of people in a documentary called the “Everyday Life in a Syrian Village World” on PBS. Instantly he knew this man was not from this continent never mind Cape Elizabeth Maine.

“Please Mr. McDonald, I have traveled very long to bring you this package.” He indicated the wooden box in his hands. He held it tightly to his chest. It looked heavy. “My instruction is to hand you over this box. I wish not to hear his voice anymore, please.” The turbaned man thrust the wooden box into Michael’s hands. To Michael he appeared overly anxious, ready to run away.

Michael took in the weight of the box in his arms and looked down on the wood. In curt statements from the gentleman with the turban, in his harshly accented English, he spoke quickly and anguished “Please open, take sand out. Throw away. Come back it will. It is magic.”

Michael did as he was told and opened the lid. Not understanding why he should listen to any odd person who rang his doorbell, he did as was asked as though he had nothing better to do. He took a handful of sand and tossed it away. Amazingly it left his hands falling towards the snow below. On the way down, the sand turned suddenly midair. Mimicking how a large flock of birds can turn midflight at a seemingly impossible ninety-degree angle, the granules of sand flew back into the box, just as the eastern traveler predicted.

When Michael looked back up to show astonishment towards the eastern traveler, he was gone. Somehow, he either evaporated or ran off. He didn’t try to search out the odd man, instead he just closed the lid. Michael took in the weight again. Why would anyone give him a heavy box filled with sand? The sun hurt every sense in his body as he considered this weird occurrence. Shaking it off, Michael refocused his attention towards withdrawing back into the darker house to escape.

Once back inside, Michael closed the door with his foot. Not being able to handle so much hangover pain, he hobbled blindly down the hall to the parlor and set the box on the floor before returning to the kitchen. When he returned, he sat at the table with both hands holding his head together. The magic of the box didn’t mean anything while his head still felt like it was splitting in half. All he cared about was the sharp throbbing and its hopeful submission.

Many minutes passed in Michael’s solitary expression of a hangover until Denise managed to walk back into the kitchen all dressed, her hair wet and combed back. She wore jeans and a bright yellow button down top. Michael didn’t look up as he asked. “Are you going to work today?”

“Nope. I have an errand to run. I’m stealing your wallet to pick up some groceries before I get back.” She looked all around the kitchen. “Is this all you got done?”

Michael moaned.

Denise laughed. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Drink more coffee, there is plenty to last you a while, and finish cleaning up in here”.

“I can hear your lips moving but I can’t see what you’re saying.” Michael said at his lack of kitchen cleaning.

“Ha, ha.” Denise commented.

Michael added, “Did you send me something from the orient?”

“No. Why?”

“I’ll tell you later. Just come back.”

Denise rubbed him on his back. “I will, I expect you’ll be feeling better and showered. You’ll be helping me unload the car too. Drink lots of coffee.”

Michael moaned again. This time longer.

Almost three hours later Denise did show back up. She had to plow her car back into the driveway since the drive had not been shoveled. The back of her light blue 1968 Buick Skylark was burgeoning with paper bags full of groceries. The driver’s door squeaked when kicked open. At the sight of the snow on the ground she sighed before getting out. She opened the cavernous trunk and withdrew several bags. She called out to the house for some help. “Michael! Get out here and help me carry some of this stuff in!” 

Michael made an appearance in a dark heavy coat with the hood pulled over his head even though no precipitation fell. He had a baseball style cap beneath. Between the brim of the cap and the hood he sported dark sunglasses which had blocked out much of the bright light from the sun. Denise handed him her full load. Michael leaned back slightly top heavy.

“I thought you would at least shovel the drive before I got back.” Denise started. “There is at least six inches of snow out here. I had to plow myself past the snowbank to get in.”

Michael grunted before he spoke. “Eric,” The neighbor’s kid, of which they both knew, “Is coming over in a few minutes to clear it out for me. I pay him pretty good. He just couldn’t get here until after his last class. He’s bright, sharp, and wants the money so I wait for him to get out of school.” In Michael’s mind, Denise knew what he was talking about. She had seen him around all the time.

Denise made an unpleasant face which Michael couldn’t see with his light blocking devices to protect his eyes. Michael should have shoveled the snow even though he wanted to wait to have Eric do it as he indicated. He knew she was coming home with groceries. He could have made a path large enough for the car to fit into the drive at the very least. No, he didn’t give her the consideration she deserved just like yesterday morning at the diner. She sighed... She had a lot of work to do.

She met Eric on many occasions. Hearing his name made her think. They knew each other in a way reminiscent of she knowing the cashier at the local market because they saw each other at least once a week. They were cordial to each other, perhaps even shared bits and pieces of their backgrounds, maybe even laughed at life’s funny moments, but otherwise they were as close as cousins from distant families. Eric could have been her nephew for all she knew. 

Eric Stoller and she knew each other. Yes, they were cordial when they met in the drive during shoveling sessions or during rare instances when he was in Michael’s house waiting to be paid. She never understood how Michael allowed him to have a key to the house, but Michael never locked the doors anyway so having a key didn’t mean very much.

Michael delivered the first load of groceries to the kitchen, then stomped through the snow back to the Skylark. Denise heaved another set of bags into his arms without saying another word. He felt confident that she understood, but in a disgruntled sort of way. Perhaps he should have shoveled. He started to feel like an ass again with he being the only one in his universe, just like when he sought out to interrupt her day at the diner without thinking about what was best for her. In silence they brought the next load inside. 

Many minutes later, after she made him go back out to the car for one last load which included a box of laundry detergent and a half gallon of milk, Michael sat after setting down the bags. The kitchen began to rehearse a low tune in preparation of the next coming orchestral event. Unpacking the food filled the room with joy. The stove was hot now. He could feel it all coming together. Cans and jars tuned their instruments. All he needed was another few pieces of wood on the fire to get it crackling and the show could begin.

“Why did you buy so much food?” Michael asked.

“If I’m going to stay here for a few days, we need to be able to eat and not go out to a restaurant every day.”

“You’re staying for a few days?” Michael asked brightly. After hearing this news, he summoned the energy to stand once more to peel off his outer wear excited that she would grace him with her presence for more than one evening. Energetically he began to move parcels of food from the table to their proper place in the cabinets nearby.
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