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PHILOSOPHY



My brother is a philosopher. I know this because he’s told me, countless times. More than just a philosopher, even.


“Philoso-raptor,” he calls himself. “Swift of mind, rapaciously inquisitive.” On his twentieth birthday this year he alerted me to the fact that “at approximately two dumps a day, more than seven hundred a year, times twenty years, that puts me over the fourteen-thousand mark for squatting, most of it on the toilet. That, my man, is a lot of contemplation.”


That’s my brother.


He’s always telling me to be philosophical, to take things philosophically. I’ve never entirely wrapped my mind around what that means, but it seems right now is as good a time as there ever will be to figure that out.


There’s a moss-green river that cuts in half just in time to bypass the hospital on both sides. Sometimes it doesn’t appear green, but even at those times it smells green. Doesn’t matter, though. People are always on the banks, walking up and down, sitting in the park that belongs half to the hospital, half to the river. Because of the sound. It’s millions of splashy voices all going at once, and this river is never, ever silent.


I’m standing with my back to the voices and my front to the gleam of the new hospital wing rising up, eight stories of yellow brick and glass against the deep purple clouded sky. I think I’ve picked out the window on the second floor, in the room where my brother is not going to die. All the voices behind me say that Duane’s not going to die.


Is it being philosophical to believe the voices? I suppose it could be.


Is it being philosophical to be picking up golf-ball-size rocks and whipping them one after another at that window like a spoiled and angry and petulant kid?


Of course it isn’t. I’m sorry, Duane. I’m sorry, man. You’re not even gone and already I’m letting you down.




        
HARVEST



        “No.”


        “Eric, what do you mean, no?”


        Everyone is speaking in hushed tones, which is what you do. The room is

            too hot, but it is cold death itself. All bald walls and machines, this room is the

            opposite of humanity. It’s all been so fast, there isn’t even a card or a

            flower anywhere yet.


        “I mean no, Ma. Nobody’s turning anything off.”


        “Eric,” Dad cuts in, and now I couldn’t care less.


        “Shut it,” I say to him, holding up a shush finger, but holding it with my arm fully extended between me and

            him.


        My dad’s red-rimmed eyes go altogether wide, but some miracle does

            in fact shut his mouth. I don’t know what I would do if he snapped back at me, or

            what he would do about what I would do. Everybody’s best not finding out,

            that’s for certain.


        Ma’s face is the exact shade of her pink roses, which she loves more

            than anything else on God’s earth and almost as much as she does God himself. Her

            cheeks are as wet as if she’d just been sprayed with a

            spritzer. When she talks, though, she doesn’t sound like she’s been crying,

            because that isn’t her. Not even now. Moisture appears, without tears, like

            morning dew.


        “We have to decide this together,” she says.


        “No, we don’t,” I say. “We haven’t been

                together on anything since I was twelve, so we’re

            surely not gonna start here.”


        “Eric,” Dad tries, and this time I don’t even give him

            words. He gets that shush-finger warning once more, and I

            speak to Ma.


        “It’s too soon for anything like this, Ma. Way too

            soon.”


        Her hands are prayer-folded, like they are every morning with her rosary

            beads. “Son, I know you don’t want to hear this—”


        “You know I don’t want to hear it,

            Mother Superior,” I say, to insult her piety as much as to make my point,

            “and yet, I still hear you talking.”


        I had already made it clear that I didn’t want to hear this, when this first came up a half

            hour ago and I stormed out of the room and the hospital and the situation. The doctor

            had his ideas and his procedures and all that, but I had mine. My solution was to throw

            rocks. From what I can tell, I’ve done as much good as he has.


        I am seventeen years old. Or I was, before my big shitslice of a brother

            went diving into the quarry and broke his neck and his skull and my grip on the world.

            Now I’m about seven.


        Full credit to Ma, she’s not fazed by me, and she’s not

            blinking from what remains of Duane. Almost wish I had religion now. She makes it look

            useful.


        “He’s not getting any better, Eric,” she says, almost

            serenely. “And he’s not going to.”


        I fight an impulse. I fight and I fight and I fight it,

            and I don’t know what it looks like on the outside but inside I am thrashing and

            punching and clawing at this thing, because while I am not great at impulse fighting, I

            know this is the right battle.


        So, you and Dad aren’t getting any better either,

                but we’re letting you live.


        That’s what the impulse wants to say. But even I know this is wrong.

            Even now, even I.


        I think Duane-ish instead.


        “If there is one thing I know in this world, then this is the thing

            I know,” I say, echoing one of my brother’s catchiest catchphrases.

            “Duane belongs to me a hell of a lot more than he belongs to you. This decision is

                mine.”


        At seventeen years old I know this decision is not mine. But there’s

            knowing, and there’s knowing.


        The discussion is over.


        “I want some time,” I say to them. “We need some time.

            He told me,” I say, pointing beside me to the bandaged and purpled, ventilated

            hissing husk that is my brother. “We need some time alone. Can we have

            that?”


        Who could say no to that? The only person I know who could say no to that

            would be the guy on the ventilator, who would do it just for a laugh. Then he’d

            say, “Just smokin’ ya, kids. Take all the time in the world.”


        All the time in the world.


        “Are ya just smokin’ us, kid?” I ask when we’re

            alone.


        All the time in the world. It’s not much.


        I climb up next to him into the bed, not looking at the biological version

            of him but instead the mechanical extensions. I look at the monitors,

            listen to the respirator. Then I look at the ceiling. I fold my hands.


        I can feel him, though. I can feel his temperature, which is warm, and his

            heartbeat, which is crazy strong—wildly, encouragingly strong.


        Except that’s my heart. My heart is beating so hard, I think the

            nurses might come rushing in to respond to it.


        “What am I gonna do?” I ask him, because the pathetic truth is

            I asked him every important question I ever had.


        I should not be surprised when I get no answer. But I’m shocked.


        “No, Duane,” I say, and I roll over onto my side.

            There’s a tube going into his left nostril and tubes coming in and out of his arms

            and legs, and I may be doing something wrong but I’m careful and I don’t

            care. His head is all bandaged and his neck all braced, and I snuggle up to him like a

            baby possum clinging to its mother.


        When I was three, I killed my Russian dwarf hamster by love-squeezing it

            to death. The pediatrician told my parents that was common and normal behavior.


        I recognize his mouth. That is my brother’s smart mouth. He’d

            just gotten the mustache the way he wanted it, finally. His Manchu was just Fu enough,

            he said. I lightly trace the corners of his mouth with my thumb and forefinger.


        “I know you better than this,” I say. “Come on now, man.

            I know you better than anybody, and I know you better than this.”


        I wait, again, for him to do what he’s always done best. Defy them

            all.


        I wait.


        All the time in the world.


        I know this is too much, too much time in here in this

            place of rules and procedures and time-is-of-the-essence. They’re giving me far

            more time than they should.


        “I hate you for this,” I say, pinching the corners of his

            mouth a little harder, a little harder.


        I have the hiccups as I shove up off the bed, stomp away out of the room,

            push past my parents and the ICU nurses and all the rest of them. I have the

            hiccups.
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        I’m standing with my back to the river’s voices again, arms

            folded, staring up at the window, when my dad approaches. I feel fury as he gets closer,

            but I see in my peripheral vision that he’s not intimidated the way he should be,

            and he’s not breaking stride. My arms are still folded as he reaches me, puts a

            firm grip on both my biceps, and says the stupidest thing anyone has ever said.


        “It’s okay now,” he says. “It’s

            okay.”


        It’s been a long time since I wanted to hit somebody with malicious

            intent. Right now my dad feels to me like a gift from God.


        As trade-offs go, God, this is a little weak, but at least it’s

            something.


        “If you want to take a shot,” Dad says, still right there,

            staring into my eyes.


        That shakes me. It’s a shaky day.


        “If it makes you feel any better, Son, go right ahead. If anything

            makes you feel better, go right ahead.”


        Wow. He doesn’t hug me or anything, though. Probably figures if he

            did, I would slug him. Probably right.


        We stand there, looking I’m sure every which way of weird to the

            people strolling by. He holds his grip on my muscles, and I hold my

            immovable arm-fold, and we stare at each other. A sound eventually comes out of me.


        “I have the hiccups,” I say.


        “I recognize them,” he says.


        We grip and stare some more. We’re both grateful for the

            river’s running commentary.


        “We need to go inside, Eric,” he says. “We are needed.

            There is much to do, and some of it is urgent. And while God knows your mother is

            capable of all of it, he also knows she shouldn’t have to be.”


        I look away from him, and back up to the window, which is only on the

            second floor but might as well be on a mountaintop.


        He gently tugs me where we need to go. I gently allow him to.
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        “What?” I say when Dad leads me to an office on the floor

            above Duane’s. “What are we doing here when he’s down

            there?”


        “Your mother is in here,” he says, ushering me in.


        Inside I find Ma sitting in a chair with a great fistful of Kleenex like a

            blue head of cabbage. The main doctor, Dr. Manderson, is sitting next to her in the

                comforting posture I am sure he learned in med school.

            Wonder if there was a test on it.


        “Hello, Eric,” says the man whose office it must be, because

            he comes from behind his teak desk to shake my hand. He greets me with unsmiling warmth

            as he explains he is David Buick, the unit social worker, and sits me in a chair on the

            other side of my mother. Dad remains standing by the door. Like the family’s

            strong sentinel, or the one most likely to bolt for the exit.


        “Why are we here?” I say, rudely getting to the point.


        Just as rudely, though not rudely at all, the point is

            sent right back to me.


        “No,” I say expertly now, as “No” is my theme

            today.


        “There is absolutely no pressure

            here,” Buick assures me.


        “No pressure,” Dr. Manderson agrees.


        “It is right, Son,” Ma says. “It is the right

            thing . . . the most generous . . .”


        “It’s what God wants us to do,” Dad says.


        “What is God’s goddamn problem today?” I snap, and pop

            up out of my chair.


        Nobody gasps, or argues with me. Nobody even asks me to calm or sit down.

            There is no resistance of any kind.


        I am left to do it myself.


        Pieces of a brother. In somebody else. My brother, my boy.


        They were his. His heart, his kidneys.


        Good God. His eyes.


        “No. Hell, no. Hell, no,” I say, and storm to the door, and

            back again.


        They were his; now they are mine. That is it, and that is right. No more

            discussion.


        “He never signed a donor card, and he didn’t have that thing

            on his driver’s license either,” I say pathetically, trumping nothing.


        My mother allows herself the tiniest of smiles. “He drove for six

            months without insurance, too.”


        I feel instantly better, for an instant, as I remember that and how Duane that was. Then the hiccups come thundering back.


        “Donor card, my ass.” That’s what Duane would say right

            now.


        Duane would do it, without hesitation. I half suspect

            he’s downstairs right this minute prying out his own pancreas to give to some kid

            in Ohio in time for the Babe Ruth baseball season.


        Of course he would do it.


        “No,” I say, and no one in the room buys it.


        “Time, Son,” Ma says. “Time matters.”


        All the time in the world.


        “And Duane is already gone,” Dad adds, “while there are

            a lot of people who—”


        “You should know,” I say. “You were dead a long time

            before Duane.”


        I don’t even mean it. There is nothing wrong with the man or with

            how he is conducting himself right now. I can only imagine what it all feels like for

            him, and he’s carrying it off with dignity I couldn’t dream of. He does not

            deserve this.


        “I’ll stop talking if you stop talking, Dad.”


        It’s the best I can do. He answers by not answering.


        The most silent minute in the most silent room ever—ends with me

            turning to my mother, the doctor, Buick, and my dad in turn, and nodding once to

            each.


        Like I have any power at all.


        There’s a two-seater couch along the wall by the door. I walk over

            to it and lie down. I curl like a boiled shrimp, and sleep while the rest of them get on

            with the business of harvesting the rest of the best of my brother.


    


PIECES



Pieces, Duane called them. His little bits o’ wisdom, his small philosophies.


“Here’s a piece for ya, boyo,” he would say when he was getting all wound up and windy. “Self-awareness is a great thing. Unless you’re trying to sleep.”




        
CERTIFIED



        On the mantel above the fireplace that doesn’t work are two things

            that would make Duane laugh. One is the urn containing his ashes. He would find that

            impossibly funny without even knowing why. Right next to that is the framed Organ Donor

            Certificate of Appreciation from the surgeon general. “Thanks for all the

            guts,” he would say, mocking the thing and at the same time loving it. I know he

            would say exactly that.


        It’s been a year. I stare at the urn less and less. I look at the

            certificate less and less. I do the ritualistic ghoulish stuff less and less, and I feel

            sorry for myself less and less. I think.


        But it’s been a year. I woke up with that thought on the tip of my

            brain, and I came right to the urn. I am pretty sure I’ve been talking to him out

            loud for several minutes, and this has brought my parents into the room. I see them,

            their reflection on the yellowed oval mirror behind Duane, and in that reflection

            we’re all together again, the four of us.


        “I want to meet them,” I say.


        Through the people at the organ bank, we have exchanged letters with some of the recipients of Duane’s inadvertent generosity. Some

            of them choose not to get involved, which is their right whether I agree with it or not.

            Others sent what sounded like form thank-you letters that could well be mass generated

            by the people at the organ bank, for all the imagination and personality they convey.

            Then there were a couple that made me think differently. Made me think

            “Ouch,” but made me think the right kind of “Ouch” and that

            maybe there was something here that was worth it beyond the goody-goody generality of

            doing the right thing. All of them were anonymous.


        If you’re looking for more, though, the organ bank will help

            you.


        “I’m looking for more,” I say to my folks when they

            remain frozen in the mirror as if they were a portrait and not a reflection.


        “I imagine you are,” Ma says. It’s an odd sort of

            interaction we’re having through refraction, through dead Duane. But an

            interaction between us that wasn’t odd would be the oddest interaction of all. So

            we go with it.


        “What about you guys?” I ask.


        “We’ve discussed it,” Dad says. “We’ve

            decided the letters are enough. The letters are a comfort to us.”


        “We can look at the letters anytime we like,” Ma adds, and I

            notice what a unit they have become. They’re closer this past year than I ever

            remember them being. They weave a conversation together in a way that resembles close

            harmony singing.


        You’re laughing at that thought, Duane. I know you are. Great for

            you, you can laugh. They’re right behind me.


        I can admire it, though, and I do.


        “If we meet the people . . .

            ,” Ma says, her voice trailing off.


        Dad picks it up. “The people become people. They become

            relationships. That is more than we can do, Son. We have done what we can do. Now we

            just want to leave it be.”


        I see, of course, and I know the rightness of it. I see it in their fading

            reflections, in their agedness beyond their ages. I don’t know what I was thinking

            before, thinking this was all me and they were on the outside edges. Their relationship

            with Duane was funny, but not fun-funny. It was rocky and it was rough and it was

            distant and unfathomable.


        And I was a jerk to think any of that mattered in the end.


        “I understand, Dad.”


        “And I understand that you need to do it,” he says.


        “We both understand,” Ma adds. “Just keep in mind this

            makes the people people.”


        I nod. “I know that,” I say. “That’s what I

            want.”


        What I don’t tell them is that I want something else. I want what

            they have.


        They have this majestic, glorious agony that they reawaken every day just

            by awakening. They are so much better than me. Every day my Duane pain fades that much

            more, and they are right in their grief. Which is a laugh,

            because after them doing everything wrong for forever, we have finally staggered into

            the thing my parents do right, and I want it.


        If it is bone-aching sadness, I want it. If it is joy and satisfaction and

            pride, that would be fine too.


        But there is a nothingness that is filling the Duane space in me,

            spreading like a gradual, internal bleeding. That can’t go on.
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        Duane’s heart is in Bermuda. He would love

            that. He was an island-lifestyle kind of a guy, and I am sure he would be pleased to

            know that his heart is beating on in such a place. For some reason the New England Organ

            Bank, in addition to focusing on the six-state region, also covers the pink sand island.

            On that island is a man named Mr. Sampson, the sixty-seven-year-old owner of a

            twenty-one-year-old heart.


        How ’bout that. Duane’s heart is a year older than Duane ever

            was. I shake my head thinking about it. Like a lot of thoughts lately, this one shakes

            me. I should probably expect more of that kind of thing.


        But I won’t be meeting Mr. Sampson. In response to my very polite

            letter, Mr. Sampson sent back a better letter expressing the very reasonable fact that

            he never leaves his island these days. “I walk. If I cannot walk to a place, then

            I do not go. I take life at a certain pace. And I treat this gift your family gave me as

            the precious thing it is.” However, if ever I am in his neighborhood, he wrote, I

            am very welcome to stop by.


        Of the seven recipients who were the beneficiaries of my brother’s

            healthy-ish life and untimely death, three of them ultimately agree to meet. Another

            three choose to remain anonymous for whatever reasons of their own. They are certainly

            not unreasonable to do so, but I do wish I had the opportunity to speak with them, tell

            them how wrong they are, and perhaps get back the pancreas, corneas, and lung that we so

            generously gave them.


        So, then there were three.


        The organ bank coordinates everything, and it is decided that we will

            gather at the Park Plaza downtown, where we will do the

            introductions and then sit down to a fancy lunch that will serve as a thank-you to my

            family—that is, me—a celebration of the ongoing achievements of the donor

            program, and a chance to swap stories of the various lives involved in this whole

            swap-shop deal we are in.


        Because make no mistake, it’s a swap. We know what these guys all

            got out of it, but I’m still not sure about my end. And I’m looking for

            something.
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        It’s not lunch exactly.


        “Tea?” I say to Ms. Francis, the organ bank’s point

            person for the event. She has a photographer with her, who shoots us shaking hands in

            the Plaza’s lobby. We agreed on this arrangement after Ms. Francis ran through all

            the possibilities over the phone. Would I be comfortable with unobtrusive local TV

            coverage? No. Sunday magazine feature? No. Meeting the extended families of the

            recipients? Well, no. Maybe someday. Maybe everything someday, but this is not that day.

            Even under normal circumstances I get a little balky meeting groups of unknowns, and on

            this day especially my tunnel vision is fixed and dilated. They will work up some

            quotes, promotional stuff, happy visuals for their own website, maybe do a little press

            release thing, and that will be it.


        “Yes, afternoon tea. High tea, you could call it.”


        I don’t like tea all that much. And the restaurant has such a big

            reputation, I was dreaming about the lunch even while I was eating my breakfast.


        “Oh,” I say. “Okay. It’s just, my stomach might be

            growling a little bit, that’s all.”
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