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Prologue


TRÀIGH LAR BEACH IS a small machair beach at the end of Horgabost Sands on the west coast of the Isle of Harris in the Outer Hebrides of northern Scotland. Machair is the name given to the flat western coastal plain of Harris, its beaches made of the shells and skeletons of ancient sea creatures ground to fine sand by the ceaseless pounding of the ocean. Breakers roll in with the roar of an oncoming train, leaving drainage channels in pale blue-green gold and symmetrical ripple marks above the high-tide line. Accumulated sand forms wide white beaches and bordering dunes. Calcium limes the dark acidic peat soils behind into rich fertile grassland.


Standing on Tràigh Lar Beach, you can hardly feel more solitary, more lulled by its stark beauty and breathtaking peace. Black birds shoot in and out of nooks in the ancient rock walls that line the road to Tarbert. Seagulls and carrion crows hang motionless in the air. Cuckoos call from groves of stunted trees, and hawks soar with ravens.


Flotsam, carried on the Gulf Stream from the New World, has tangled in the seaweed on Tràigh Lar, dotting the shimmering sand. During the summer months, the machair lining its borders is adorned with a blanket of wildflowers.





Erica
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Heather, a low-growing perennial shrub that dominates the heathlands, moors, and acidic peat bogs of Europe, was often called Erica—Calluna vulgaris—in traditional references. Not a true heather, Erica’s mauve flowers bloom on the machair in the spring.





RODEL, ISLE OF HARRIS, OUTER HEBRIDES, SCOTLAND, OCTOBER 3


The wide-faced clock over the bar here at the Rodel Hotel moves backwards. Three o’clock in the morning posts as 9:00 p.m. I’m comforted by that, buoyed by the steady procession of hours and minutes piling up in front of me.


On a fluke, my recent novella, Remembrance and Mania, just won the faintly prestigious Comstock Award for short fiction. As a consequence, I’ve had a two-book contract flung across my shoulders like a length of chain mail.


I’m stagnant with fear.


I’m empty, deficient, inept.


I’ve nothing to say and no words to say it with.


We’ve just settled into our self-catering cottage in Rodel, at the southern tip of Harris, after a seven-hour drive from Glasgow to Uig on the Isle of Skye, with my husband, Greyson, at the wheel. We took the ferry across the Minch to Tarbert this morning.


In our rental car then, in the wind and the rain, we sailed to Rodel on the eastern shore single-track Finsbay road. Harris had once conjoined with the Scottish mainland but had slipped into the sea at the end of the last ice age. Waterlogged bogs and black tarns lay about at every turn, stabbed with the sharp bony intrusions of gray gneiss.


The evening before our Glasgow flight, I’d offered up a thin slice of my soul in gratitude at the annual Comstock Awards banquet in London.


“A book of towering achievement, equal parts critique and passion,” Tawny Woodhouse, Comstock’s ebullient director, pronounced on introducing “our grand prize winner.”


And though I broach neither process nor achievement with any ease, Comstock left me spunky and bold. I soared as though that gold-embossed curlicued certificate—“Erica Winchat, First Place, Short Fiction”—had given me wings. Wings now clipped by my own feelings of inadequacy.
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RODEL, HARRIS, OCTOBER 4


I woke up last night at about two o’clock. No moon, no stars, and I could barely see my hand in front of my face. Outside the bedroom window, the land and the sky stretched off in a forever coal-blackness, just one shade darker than my own shriveled psyche. I’m a fraud. I know that now. I can’t possibly write anything of substance ever again. But Greyson won’t let me wallow in it.


Late this afternoon, we sloshed through an old peat cutting bog just off the Finsbay road. At the seaward end, we climbed a hillock to watch storm-tossed waves heave themselves at the cliff base below. Black-headed gulls hovered above, and a brown-eyed fulmar exulted with two consecutive flybys within arm’s reach.


About a third of a mile further on, a rock cairn marked the site of a crippled broch-like tower, its stone walls now reduced to a heap of rubble covered in thin brown grass. And on the margins of the peat bog, at the far end of a small black pool, stood a ruined croft filled with gravelly mounds of dirt and old wire. Its yawning windows trumpeted a forlorn emptiness.


Someone had lived there once, in veiled optimism. Or, perhaps more likely, smothered in despair.


Over a game of pool last night, the Rodel Hotel barkeep had told us the story of Donald MacDonald and his betrothed, Jessie of Balranald. In 1850, young Donald—too forgiving of the estate’s crofters—had been dismissed as assistant factor in North Uist, an island to the south of Harris. Jessie’s father pressed her to marry Donald’s mean-spirited successor, but Jessie declined, and she and Donald set off for the Isle of Skye. A storm-tossed night forced their ship back to Tarbert where Jessie’s brother seized the couple and imprisoned them in Rodel House—now the Rodel Hotel. They escaped out a window in the Red Room and made their way to Australia.


Surely even I could structure something warm and sentient from such poignancy.
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THE LOCHBOISDALE HOTEL, LOCHBOISDALE, SOUTH UIST, OUTER HEBRIDES, SCOTLAND, OCTOBER 5



We’re in our room, looking out across the rolling Minch to Canna and Rum. We off-loaded in Otternish on North Uist and drove south, arriving here just short of five o’clock.


After breakfast at the Anchorage this morning, a Lever-burgh restaurant dressed in honey-colored pine, we sailed on the MV Loch Bhrusda ferry to North Uist. No ship was scheduled for that time, but “sometimes the ferry just shows up,” our waitress, Siobhan, said. Alert to the slightest shift on the horizon, she’d spotted the black dot approach of the Bhrusda well before anyone else.


For forty-five minutes then, the small boat beat against the wind and the waves through one of the loneliest stretches of the planet I’ve ever seen. Distant black islands dulled with the rain. Plumes of spray nibbled at their base. But sometimes, like the bright flash of a dream, sunlight shimmered on the heaving sea.


The low groan of grinding engines, undertones humming like an oncoming tank, sang above a frigid wind. Except for the driver of a BP oil truck, who very quickly vanished, Greyson and I were the ferry’s only passengers. No one manned the bridge either, that we could see. If I could just rouse my imagination long enough to create something compelling from that.
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THE LOCHMADDY HOTEL, LOCHMADDY, NORTH UIST, OCTOBER 6


We left Lochboisdale just after breakfast. One of the most intriguing things about the hotel there was a carved cherrywood armchair that stood in the hallway, all loops and sculpted lyres. Though it had been there “forever,” no one could tell us where it had come from. And what about that Kilbride Shellfish truck abandoned just below the Neolithic chambered tomb of Minngearraidh on Reineval Hill. How did that get there?


Back here on North Uist, we negotiated a short, potholed road to Langass Lodge, waiting in the car in a light rain as a middle-aged Aussie couple walked their long-haired Siamese, Skye, up and around the stone circle of Pobull Fhinn.
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RODEL, HARRIS, OCTOBER 7


At breakfast this morning in Lochmaddy, they played oldies from the fifties and sixties, and Greyson and I had a slow dance to Roy Orbison’s “Crying.” How apropos for my numbed and moldering spirit.


On the way back to the Otternish-Tarbert ferry, we lingered at Dun an Sticir, another ruined broch in a small back tarn. Broken walls stood ten feet high in places, and the remnants of a stone causeway lay visible just under the surface of the pond’s crystalline water. Of course, we slogged on over in our wellies, as fog slid down off the tops of the hills and three white swans cruised the loch like the spirits of long-gone tenants.
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RODEL, HARRIS, OCTOBER 8


Stories as thick as clotted cream spring out of these Harris peat bogs. The church next door, for instance, St. Clement’s, dates back to the sixteenth century. Effigies of medieval knights, set in the interior walls and bordered with Celtic knots, offer no shortage of possibilities.


And sheep. Sheep stand everywhere. Never troubled by wind or rain, they idle in roadways, oblivious to oncoming traffic, finally moving off, paunchy Tribble bodies on spindly legs. If the incessant wind were somehow sapped of its energy, grinding sheep jaws would fill the void.


Later on, just up from some glassy loch off a skinny interior byway, we stumbled on an overturned lorry lying in the peaty muck. A half dozen young people, most of them with Cockney accents, had gathered round in cable-knit sweaters, blue jeans, and Wellington boots, and collectively, we helped them work an old upright piano fallen from the van onto a flatbed truck. Who was moving to such wilds from England?
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RODEL, HARRIS, OCTOBER 9


Greyson and I played golf at the Isle of Harris Golf Course this morning. Two congenial Scotsmen, on playing the third tee, lent us their clubs. Between intermittent rain squalls, loitering sheep, and rabbit-warren sand traps, we finished a solid round, the sea a thundering backdrop.


I’ve been scouting the wide white sands of West Harris for inspiration. Flat and firm, they’re overflown by hawks and ravens. The marram-grass dunes and plains behind are called machair, pocked with rabbit holes and patches of cultivated grains, small sheaves tied up with straw. Redshanks bob among the wildflowers.


Just to the west of Seilebost Sands, the farthest machair from Rodel, lies our favorite beach—Tràigh Lar. Tràigh (pronounced “try”) is Gaelic for sandy, and Lar means floor. When the sea is wild and blue, Tràigh Lar is astonishing. Even with high tide, waves continue to shatter on Tràigh Lar in a frothy mass.


To the left, the empty Toe Head peninsula extends three miles into the Atlantic, capped by the moorish hill of Chaipaval, and joined to the mainland by a strip of machair, with a sandy beach to either side. The island of Taransay lies to the right. And between them—emptiest of all—are the distant deserted islands of St. Kilda. On the hillside above Tràigh Lar, the MacLeod Stone rises tall and thin, one face covered in crusty pale-blue lichen.


We wandered back to the roadway through blankets of limpet shells deposited in a tangle of seaweed and flotsam. A cigarette lighter, a jar of pickled onions, the handle of a child’s bucket, an empty ketchup holder, a rock-concert laminate badge, a green plastic laundry basket, a packet of arthritis pills . . .


Now where did these come from?





Melody Rose


(An Empty Ketchup Holder)
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White Common Eyebright—Eurphrasia nemorosa—latches its roots onto nearby plants for sustenance.





HE HAD A FACE LIKE polished driftwood. Sculpted. Ageless. So fluid and graceful, it was almost courtly. When he danced, his thin old-man arms dangled at his sides and he shuffled across the pavement on crimped legs. Someone from the stage, without looking, called him “Pops.”


“Give it a rest, will ya, Pops?”


But the old man’s name was Walker, and some of them up there knew it.


Old Walker crooked a finger at a little boy in red passing by—a chubby all-smiles toddler in an oversized baseball cap and bare, dirty feet. “One small dance, eh, big fella?” He dropped down, bent almost double, wagged a bony finger in the boy’s face, and winked. “Oh, come on now.” His voice rasped like a file over the music from the stage, and he coiled the finger over his palm. Once. Twice.


All afternoon, the little boy in red had circled the seated folk-festival crowd, wobbling haphazardly up this side and down the other under the attentive but distant eye of his father. Now, in front of the old man, he lurched to a halt and stared at the creased and empty outstretched hand. His hazelnut eyes gleamed like buffed sandalwood, and he worked his small pink mouth into an extravagant pout.


“Jason!” The boy pitched forward with the sound of a coarse male voice from out of the crowd. “Jason!”


Jason pulled a stubby arm from behind his back and thrust it toward the old man just as his father, a craggy young man in tattered Levi’s and a stale blue T-shirt, swooped in and plucked the child away.


“Time to go, sport,” he said, hoisting the little boy up into the air, where he hung over his father’s head, suspended by two freckled arms. And then, vicelike, his chunky baby-fat legs clamped to left and right on the man’s shoulders.


“Time to go, sport,” his father said again. And, without a single glance at the old man, he lumbered off into the crowd like a freighter putting out to sea.


Old Walker unfolded his bones in the manner of old men everywhere and swayed over the concrete slab fronting the stage, like an empty skiff in a sea breeze. Above him, a dark-haired, pasty-faced man in a ruby-red cotton T-shirt and thick black-rimmed glasses stepped forward to introduce the next act.


“If y’all are lucky”—and the old man was not—“you saw this next group at Voodoo Mama’s last Saturday night,” the man on stage announced.


A rowdy wave of approval rippled through the crowd as three booted and bearded young men with instruments of a bluegrass nature strolled to the center of the stage.


“Please welcome, from right here in Orleans Parish, New Orleans’s very own Catfish Bayou String Band.”


Almost at once, the three men in boots and beards began to harmonize, their melodies reflecting on earthly goods, dire straits, and destitution, followed by a splattering of faith, duty, and good conscience. All of these the people heard with intense appreciation, and they nodded to one another with doleful eyes, their lips pursed.


Up against the great river, behind the French Market, a tent for the hungry and the homeless, the blamed and the unseen, had been set up by the festival’s management. Longhaired young men passed by in tattered shoes, with grimy sleeping bags strapped to their backs; old men the color of raw coal, wrapped in woolen overcoats and wearing greasy hobnailed boots. A young woman in a broadly flowered peasant dress, with the timeless expression of the luckless, hauled along three ratty boy children with pinched faces, ankle-high trousers, and a bitter but drowsy resignation. The people ignored all of these, as the wind ignores the trees.


Old Walker rocked back on his heels, cradled his gray-white head, and swayed over the pavement. He was so old now. So broken.


“You’ve got the second-best dry goods shop in town here,” the old man’s friend, Arley, had told him, twenty years ago now. But the fisheries had closed, and then the market, followed in short order by hearts and minds. And of course, the second-best had gone first.


Under the arched gray brush of his eyebrows, Old Walker’s chestnut eyes brimmed with tears, and the hollows of his cheeks sunk further. He covered his lost face with lost hands and began to moan to the rhythm from the stage.


Mardi Gras swirled around the plaza, aglow with springtime. Crepe paper flowers bordering the stage—lemon yellow, deep purple, and a satiny pea green—fluttered in the cool breeze that slipped in from the Mississippi.
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UP AGAINST THE edge of the cement block where the old man rested, sagged, for no apparent reason, a battered, gray-metal table. And alternately hunched under the table, starched and stiff on top of the table, and wrapped around the legs of the table, fiddled a lanky all-bone child of seven or eight named Melody Rose . . . Melody Rose Beckman.


“Melody Rose Beckman . . . that’s not yours!”


“Melody Rose Beckman . . . act your age!”


“Melody Rose Beckman . . . stay out of there!”


“Melody Rose Beckman . . . leave the baby alone!”


Melody Rose Beckman’s mother flew about everywhere and nowhere, like one of those big-belled, wide-eyed smiling alarm clocks that race around on old Saturday morning cartoons. Only Melody Rose Beckman’s mother, slim and slight of face and form, never smiled. There was no time. In her lap, she bounced a boy baby, plump and prattling. For him she cooed on occasion and waggled her face in his face in the exaggerated fashion of mothers everywhere.


The baby hacked and heaved a load of soured milk over the mother’s silky blouse, and so Melody Rose’s mother called out yet again: “Melody Rose Beckman, get out from under there. You ruin that dress, and you’ll never see another one.”


Melody Rose slithered out to sit cross-legged on a drain cover beside the table. Brushing grass from her pale-green sundress, she fingered her brother’s baby bottle in one pocket. The knobs on the drain cover’s metal lid stamped a squared pattern along the backs of her thin legs. Her blond pigtails, colored as if a mixture of angel wings and sunlight, dropped further down her shoulders as she watched her mother pull a string of rubbery toys from the baby’s stroller. One by one, her mother offered these to him. And one by one, the baby gurgled and spit and threw them all away.


Not so long ago, Melody Rose remembered, life was different. Her mother had said things to her like, “Melody Rose, sing me that pretty little song . . . You know, the one you learned in school . . . about the inch worm,” or, “Just look at you, Melody Rose. What a big girl you’re getting to be.”


In those days, Melody Rose Beckman’s mother had almost always smiled. There was time. But now her mother was demanding, “Melody Rose Beckman . . . get that baby bottle back here . . . right now!”


And Melody Rose did. She chewed on her lower lip in the process and grimaced and made faces into the ground and the grass. And once she even stuck her tongue out at the baby—from behind her mother’s back. But she fetched the baby’s bottle from a deep pocket of her sunflowered skirt and walked it over to her mother.


In the end, of course, there was a bottle for Melody Rose too—a red plastic ketchup bottle filled with sugar water. The bottle top planted between her thin tight lips, Melody Rose swooshed back and forth across the concrete slab behind the baby-empty stroller, in front of the stage and the crumpled old man, moving ever further and further away from her mother.


From out of the milling crowd by the po’boy stand, a young girl popped up, just a year or so past Melody Rose’s age, only far plumper. Her brothers—two of them—were playing in the parking lot, the girl said. That left her all alone.


“I can push your buggy, too, and we can be friends,” the older girl said, clamping a hand on the smooth black crossbar of the baby’s hefty, padded buggy.


A saddle of freckles marched across the bridge of the older girl’s nose. Her two sharp, ice-colored eyes settled, not on Melody Rose Beckman, but instead on the contents of the buggy—fuzz-faced toys and undershirts, rubber teething rings and throwaway diapers.


Melody Rose’s bright eyes quickened and narrowed. “They’re not mine,” she said, looking at the girl sideways from under her thick black lashes. “They’re my baby brother’s. He’s over there.” Melody Rose pointed a skinny pink arm in the direction of her mother.


The bigger girl grinned and shoved the buggy forward while Melody Rose’s free hand slid down, seized the closest angle of the black handle, and jerked back. Hardly together, they started off toward the low oil-splattered cement steps dropping down to the river. Melody Rose tossed her plastic bottle in the direction of the buggy, but it grazed the handlebars, bounced just once on the grass, and slipped forever into the river. She knew at once that she’d never see anything like that bottle—her very own—ever again.


“Melody Rose, get back from that river, right now!” her mother ordered. And, of course, Melody Rose did.
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IN THE PATCH of grass beside the audience, between Melody Rose’s drain cover and the table, there poked upward, two or three inches, the loop of an open drain pipe. Unaware of its presence, passersby stumbled here almost as a matter of course. Whenever they did, Melody Rose’s mother half smiled despite her weariness, and her peppery eyes flickered as a dead gull’s wing might flutter in a breeze. She bounced the baby more exuberantly in her lap.


Each and every time, the people noticed only with a dull embarrassment. And, of course, none of them ever really looked. This time though, when the old man fell as he passed—or maybe because the old man fell—everyone muttered just a little louder.
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WALKER MEANT ONLY to sit down, to stretch out. Maybe even to nap by the wall of the stage. But he’d snagged a shoe on a pipe-stem’s upper lip and went down with the whimper of a wounded puppy. He righted himself and forced his back up against a tree trunk set firmly in the spring-soft grass. By chance, his tired old-man eyes met the sad fawn-colored ones of the broken-faced little girl who’d scooted away the last hour or so behind her baby brother’s overloaded stroller. She alone—Melody Rose Beckman—had allowed herself to see him.


The little girl stood apart from the crowd, back to the peeled-paint rails of the incline to the river. A second child, older, now possessed the buggy, and this pudgy girl swung up and down the pavement, in endless and ever-widening circles.


Walker hauled himself to his feet again, and with all the quiet dignity he could muster, he ambled across to where the little girl waited. On stage, the latest attraction charmed the crowd with dulcimer and fiddle and tambourine. Something tuneful and agreeable and safe, about better days and yesterday being gone. And didn’t we all know it.


The old man took the little girl’s slivered hands into his own, and they danced. They danced with short shuffling steps, with a pure sort of wordless joy. Eyes shining. All smiles. Like fragments of broken colored glass glittering in the sunlight. Like fallen leaves twirling in an errant summer breeze.


And then Melody Rose Beckman’s mother stood up with the baby and called out, without looking, “Melody Rose Beckman! Bring me the baby’s buggy. It’s time to go home.”


So Melody Rose Beckman dropped the old man’s hands and watched the light in his eyes fade. And then she was gone.





Brook


(A Packet of Arthritis Pills)
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Creamy spikes of Brookweed—Samolus valerandi—a plant once used to counteract blood poisoning, spring from creeping underground stems.





THIS IS JEANINE COHEN. She reminds me of my grandmother. That pale, almost translucent roundish face, the lashless eyes, those thin colorless lips. See the vague upturn at the corner of her mouth, the way she looks like she’s almost smiling? There’s a sort of peace in that. Like she’s rising above a bad dream, a forgetfulness. I think they’d all like to do that, don’t you? I mean forget about life. Just get out. Mrs. Cohen’s been here since two weeks ago last Friday. Final tortured stages of cervical cancer. She’ll be gone soon.


My grandmother had an aneurysm in her abdomen. She went fast. But before they let her go, they’d sit her up in a chair in the nursing home—two days before she died. And they made her eat. God awful, don’t you think? This woman rode horses when she was eighty, and went solo trekking to Bhutan. She couldn’t even pee or lift a fork anymore. But they put her in that chair and they made her eat.


That was almost ten years ago now. I was only nine or ten, but I remember going into the room with my mother and seeing Grandma propped up in one of those god-awful chairs with the little iron wheels? Her eyes were black slits. I don’t think she knew who I was. But she looked up when I came in, and there was this kind of plea on her face. I’ll never forget it.


Mrs. Cohen here’s nearly eighty-eight. She’s had a good, long life, I think. Ending it shouldn’t be such a trial or an ordeal. I’m giving it a lot of thought. Wouldn’t you?


My mom and dad used to take us down to visit Grandma when we were little, at least once a year, down to Delhi by Lake Erie. Toronto was just too sprawling for her. She said she got hives, but I don’t think so. I mean, Bhutan’s no picnic. It’s farm country down there, you know.


Delhi, I mean. She went there to cool her heels between adventures, she used to say. I always stayed at her house when everyone else was across the road at my uncle’s. She had a pump in her kitchen. Can you believe it? A pump. In the kitchen. And pillow cases she embroidered herself. I could feel the bumps from the stitching on my fingers at night. We used to play cribbage, and she’d fix me warm milk before I went to bed, heated on her woodstove. I slept a lot better down there than I ever did at home. My mom just didn’t have the time for that. Never did. Still doesn’t, I guess.


I’ve worked here nearly two years now, and I always learn a lot from these old ladies. Take Mrs. Bellevue down the hall in 3llC. What good is it to anybody to have her lying there incontinent and blind? She’s got Alzheimer’s, and I mean real bad. Didn’t know who I was the other day. Told me she wanted to go home. Back to Pittsburgh. Teach piano again. Well, I knew what she meant. Don’t we all? Want to go home, I mean. Who wants to feel like their brains are being sucked out, you know what I mean?


I was in there last night and watched her a long time in the dark. She looked like a corpse, all swathed up in white cotton sheets, stinking like old lady, bedsores and urine. She opened her eyes once, and I saw this awful blankness there, like she was some half-dead animal caught in a trap. My grandmother had that same hopelessness on her face.


The woman that was in that room before her—Celia Martin, I think it was—she had that same horrid look just before she went. I mean, it was a real blessing when her oxygen failed.


Before I came here, I worked two years in the emergency room at Sick Kids. We had some real close calls there. It took a toll on everyone. It’s not easy being the one who watches them all suffer. I mean, doctors come and doctors go and even the RNs. A shot here, a shot there, lay out the meds, bark out the orders. But we CNAs, we do all of the grunt work. We’re the ones up close and personal, changing the bedpans and the diapers, cleaning butts and bedsores. Somebody’s gotta do it.


My mom couldn’t even be on the ward without going all squishy. Queasy-like. What a burden for families to have children in such a state, she always said. She had a hard enough time of it with us normal kids. I remember once, when we were all under eight—there’s four of us, me, my older sister, Mandy, and the twins, Cara and Crystal—she took us to the park and left us there. At least that’s how I remember it. I mean, she was gone for hours.


Mandy told me years later that she’d gone to meet some boyfriend, some sailor, ’cause Dad was on the road. He was some kind of salesman. Insurance, I think. Anyway, he was gone all the time. That’s all I remember. I don’t believe her though. Mandy, I mean. Moms don’t do that sort of thing, do they? Leave their kids alone. Well, no, I’m not that big a baby. But my mom wouldn’t do it, eh? Grandma wouldn’t have done it . . .


Jane Harris here had a massive stroke in a nursing home about a week ago. Skinny as a bean, she is. Can’t even eat on her own anymore. They feed her with a tube. She’s a mess any which way you look at it. Her family can’t seem to see their way to cutting off her food and water. But she shouldn’t have to lie around here like that much longer. Not if I can help it.


Grandma was poorly in the end, too, of course. We didn’t go down to see her as much as we used to. I don’t know why, really. Maybe it was just too much trouble for Mom. Probably. I mean, Grandma was in and out of the hospital and then into that god-awful nursing home.


She told me once that I should look into nursing. All that blond hair of yours, Brook, she’d say. You’d look good in white. Ha! Like that’s any part of it, eh? But I do look good in white. I don’t go much for all those colored scrubs with dogs and cats and balloons and seashells and teddy bears. That kind of shit. Unprofessional, I think. I mean, white has a purity to it, don’t you think? You can keep your distance in white. It’s clean. It’s simple. It’s straightforward. The color of truth, I think. There’s black. And then there’s white.


When I first finished my CNA training I thought, well, yeah, now I can do my bit to help make people’s lives a bit easier, you know. But it doesn’t happen that way much, at least it doesn’t for me. But I think now, that as long as there’s so much pain in healing, I’d see about making those hurting a bit more whole again in some way. You know what I mean? Not just slapping on a gauze bandage or swabbing dry lips. I can make the inevitable easier on everyone, less of a torment. Hospice work is really satisfying that way.


Take Mrs. Samolus next door. She’s one of my favorites. She was brought here from a convalescent home outside of Drayton. She’s ninety-two. And bedsores? How nice can that be, eh? We have to turn her two, maybe three times a day, when we can get around to it. We’ve got a lot on our plates, you know. See here on her chart? They’ve prescribed arthritis pills? Arthritis pills! Can you imagine? You’re gorked out in some steel-armed bed in a room full of nothing, unless you count the god-awful drone of that iron-lung oxygen machine over there. And they’re worried about arthritis?


I took the last packet of pills with me on a picnic to Toronto Island with my boyfriend, Pierce. We’ve been going out since senior high. Pierce is okay for the time being. But he’s junk, really, on the nerdy side. You know what I mean? All these idiot puns flying out of his face morning and night. I aim to snag me a doctor in time, no doubt about it. Don’t laugh.


Anyway, Pierce has a kinda cruel way about him at times. Like we were making our way to the back of the island, and I don’t know if you’ve been there or not, but they have these signs, “Please Walk on the Grass,” eh? I think that’s awesome, so I’m just about to head across. We’re going to the other side anyway, where the paddleboats are. And old Pierce has this all-out hissy fit. If everybody did that there’d be no grass at all. Yadda, yadda, yadda. That kind of shit. Well, that’s just stupid. Why put a sign like that up if you don’t mean it? So anyway, we walked way the hell around. But I was telling him about old Mrs. Samolus, and he got all frothy and worked up about those arthritis pills. Said I needed to take them back. The docs wouldn’t have given them to her if they weren’t doing some good. Blah, blah, blah.


Well, let me tell you, I’ve seen plenty in that place that’s not doing anybody a damn shot of good. Making those old ladies’ lives more miserable than they already are. Ha! Good thing I didn’t bring up oxygen machines, eh? When old Pierce wasn’t looking, I tossed those pills into the lake. And that’s the last we’ll see of them.


So anyway, this is Mrs. Janus. She’s gonna go soon too. I just know it.





Ella


(An Artificial Lotus Blossom)


[image: Image]




Prunella grandiflora or Self-heal, a low-growing plant with whorls of two-lipped purple flowers on dense spikes, has antibacterial and antiseptic properties. In the early days, it was commonly used as an herbal tonic.





THAT DITZY BLONDE IN those gauzy harem pants, she’s got a peace symbol on her vest, I’m guessing. She smells like patchouli and some kind of herbal tea. A pungent peppermint. Maybe lemongrass. She’ll be in full lotus position like an anemic pretzel. I’ll just sneak a peek.


Yeah. I thought so.


I can haul in the sole of one foot so it’s up against my thigh. But if I bring the left foot in, too, my knee’s gonna pop up to the ceiling like a capsized dinghy.


Okay—that’s enough. It’s just a twenty-minute meditation.
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