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To my love, Luke Muszkiewicz, and the memory of his father, Mike


The bird would cease and be as other birds

But that he knows in singing not to sing.

The question that he frames in all but words

Is what to make of a diminished thing.

—Robert Frost



Boulder, Montana



APRIL–AUGUST 1971



Chapter 1

Ed’s work keeps him late. Yesterday’s pile of incomplete tasks awaits him in his office, and today’s begins the moment he steps from his car. He never knows what the first thing will be, but it always meets him here in the dirt parking lot. Yesterday, it was Margaret wandering toward the Boulder River, whose waters have already drowned one patient. The day before, it was a six-year-old named Devin eating gravel. Today, it’s a young man bursting out the front doors of Griffin Hall, a white plastic chair over his head, a denim-clad orderly close behind. The orderly’s rubber club is raised. The boy drops to the ground and curls himself into a ball. The chair topples down the stairs and scatters a group of patients.

Orderlies are to use the clubs only if they feel physically endangered. Ed made this clear the day he became superintendent of the Boulder River School and Hospital. He’s been there every day for over a year now, and the clubs are still there every day, too.

The orderly is dragging the boy to his feet, pulling him back toward the doors. Ed doesn’t recognize either of them. He’s been doing his best to learn everyone’s names, but there are 750 patients in his care, and the staff turns over constantly.

Ed lights a cigarette and walks over. “I’ll take the patient from here,” he says.

The boy’s face is averted, chin cast down toward his left shoulder, teeth mouthing tongue. He holds his hands in fists at his chest. Ed can see grime on the boy’s neck, the stuff of weeks.

“All yours, Doc.” The orderly drops the boy’s arm. “If he runs again, you’re chasing him.”

The boy makes no move to run.

Ed should reprimand the orderly. He should get his name, at least, so he can write him up. But there are five cases in front of this one, all of them more severe, and the hospital is operating with only twenty-five percent of its needed staff. Plus, what with the regular turnover, Ed may never see this orderly again.

“The average tenure is seven weeks,” Sheila told him his first day. She’s one of the few long-term employees, a nurse who loves her patients. Single and dowdy and invested, Sheila doesn’t seem to mind the poor pay or long hours or isolated location. She lives in a small apartment in Boulder’s only brick apartment building, just up the road, wears bright red lipstick, styles her short hair into a feathered halo around her head. “What do I need extra money for?” she said. “It’s just me and the cat.”

Ed wants a hundred more Sheilas.

“Seven weeks?” he’d asked.

“Long enough to get ’em halfway trained.”

Ed looks at the boy in front of him. He knows not to touch him; touch is associated with violence now, with punishment. Running and its accompanying freedom and joy are associated with that, too. This is what behaviorism is—equations. The boy is simple; his equations are simple. Running = beating.

“What’s your name, son?”

The boy flinches but lifts his head. “George,” he says, a two-syllable word in his deep voice. “Jor-Ja.”

“It’s nice to meet you, George. I’m Edmund. I like to shake people’s hands when I meet them. You want to shake hands?”

George looks at Ed’s extended hand, then back at his face. Down and up a couple times before shaking his head.

“That’s fine. We’ll try again later, all right?”

George unclenches one of his fists in a wave, open-closed, and Ed lets himself smile at the small success. None of his friends from med school understood why he wanted to work with the developmentally disabled as opposed to the mentally ill. “You’ve got no chance of fixing them, Malinowski,” a pal once said. “No cure for those issues.” But Ed has always been more taken with an example of progress like George’s than with a decrease in psychoses. Maybe it’s the innocence of mental disability, or the misunderstanding, but Ed would take this hospital over the mental institution at Warm Springs any day.

“You play outside, now,” Ed says to George and leaves the boy on the steps.

Inside the building, the day disappears—the sun, the sky, mountains, trees, muddy play yard/parking lot. The confines of the building are the only reality, the edges and walls. All institutions share this in some way—a miniaturization of space, a shuttering of time—but Boulder’s compact isolation feels stronger than that of any institution Ed has previously worked in. Chairs line the hallway, and he fights the urge to hold one over his own head and flee.

Through the windowed doors of the dining room, Ed sees patients at different stages of eating, in terms of both progress and ability. Some are nearly finished, the meal a mess covering their faces and hair, clothes and hands. Some are just starting, their focus intent on the spoon or fork, its slow, shaky rise to the mouth. Table etiquette is part of their therapy—table etiquette and toilet training and self-dressing and shoe tying.

The din of the room makes its way to Ed—restless as the ocean, swelling and receding. A man in his twenties drops a green bean into the pocket of his shirt. Why are they serving green beans for breakfast? A woman feeds toast to a man twice her age. A boy scoops porridge into the curled claw of his fingers and rubs it across the bald head of the man next to him. Ed sees only one aide for the whole room but nothing that needs his immediate attention.

The year before Ed came, the staff went on strike. The National Guard was called in to man the hospital until the state raised pay a token amount and agreed to extra compensation for overtime. It was enough to stop the strike but not the deterioration.

“Whatever you need to get us out of this mess,” the director of institutions told Ed when he took the job. “Name it, and it’s yours.”

He should’ve known the word money wasn’t one they wanted him to name.

He makes his way down the east hallway toward his office. He isn’t one to believe in ghosts, but he always feels something both more and less than human as he walks these corridors, his shoes just another click and tap along the linoleum, mixing with the squeak of sneakers and clogs, the scuff of chairs pushed and repositioned. The hall is full of hapless patients, their voices mostly guttural, wide wordless sounds that nevertheless have a current tripping along underneath, a tendon of intellect.

“What’re you hearing today, Dr. Ed?” Penelope asks. She sits in a chair, a journal in her lap. She is his favorite patient, one of the few bright spots in the entire hospital.

She was sitting in the same spot a year ago when he was interviewing for the position, and she caught him listening to the institution’s sounds then, too. “You hear that?” she said. “It’s like a song when you listen right.” Ed had been taken by her voice first, its lucidity, and then the straightforward beauty of her face, her composed smile, her tall neck. “I try to write lyrics to it sometimes.” She held out her hand and introduced herself.

“What brought you here?” he asked.

“Take the job and you’ll find out.”

He shouldn’t have taken it. He works endless days and effects no change, not even for Penelope.

He sits down in the chair next to her. “I’m tired, Pen.”

“ ‘If thus to sleep is sweeter than to wake, / To die were surely sweeter than to live.’ ”

“Just because I’m tired doesn’t mean I want to die. That’s the problem with all your poems. They lack logic.”

“It’s perfectly logical. Sleep is a lack of consciousness, and if that temporary lack of consciousness is sweet, then death—the permanent lack of consciousness—must be even sweeter. It’s not the logic you have a problem with. It’s the fact that you don’t follow it.”

“Quit showing off.” He would like to stay next to her all day, listening to the hallway’s sounds, but there’s work waiting in his office. “See you this afternoon,” he says.

Individual therapy isn’t part of his job, but Ed makes an exception for Penelope. “It’ll keep me from becoming all admin,” he’d told his buddy Pete when he first started. “Keep me on the side of my staff.”

Pete is one of the resident psychiatrists, and they’d been drinking at the Tavern, Boulder’s one bar.

“Tell yourself what you want,” Pete had said, raising his glass. “We survive this place however we can.”

— —

In his office, Ed turns to the pile of paperwork on his desk: misconduct reports to write, phone calls to return, patients to follow up with in regard to the misconduct. He wants to work on the proposal more than any of it. The proposal is why he was hired. “Fix this place,” the director said. “Hell, deinstitutionalize it if you have to. Just get us out of the hot seat.”

Ed was on the deinstitutionalization team at Howell, and it was that work—much more than the psychiatric treatment of the residents—that made him pursue this position in the first place. He oversaw innumerable transfers to group homes and assisted living facilities, even a few independent apartments for higher-functioning individuals. For the vast majority of his patients, the institutional model has become irrelevant. Penelope is an obvious example, but many of her peers are as well—Chip and Dorothy, Frank and Gillie. Really, only the severely handicapped necessitate institutionalization—the nonambulatory and comatose. The rest should be part of their communities, as regular as senior citizens and children.

Of course, the proposal is the thing Ed has to prioritize last. He’s been tasked with fixing the place at the procedural level, but the institution is such a damn mess on the ground that he can’t step away long enough to rewrite the policy governing it.

He reaches into the pocket of his coat and rubs an arrowhead he found earlier in the week along the bank of the river. He’s trying to get it smooth before he gives it to his wife, but the motion is about more than polishing now. He’s grown accustomed to it—something to occupy the worry in his fingers.

Ed works through the morning and early afternoon, takes a late lunch in the cafeteria, where he polices more than he eats, then returns to his office to work through dusk. At six, Pete knocks on his door and drags him to the Tavern, where they drink themselves into a dull enough stupor to allow them both to climb into their cars and return to their wives in Helena, forty minutes away. Working in an institution requires distance, six cigarettes, several beers, and a decompression chamber called a car. Also, a drive that lasts long enough for thoughts to rise that haven’t yet risen, for drowned thoughts to rise again, and for events to write themselves over. Like police officers and firemen and soldiers, state psychiatrists teach themselves to separate experiences—home versus hospital. The in-between times are for parsing.

Ed sips a beer from the six-pack he took to go. He cracks the window to ash his cigarette, and the lingering cold from the mountains chills his hand. Other than Pete’s taillights up ahead, there are no cars on the road. Everything is quiet and grand. He reminds himself that—even with the trials of his work—he is in love with this place. When he came for the interview, he marveled at the mountains that rose up around him, the valleys sweeping out golden tan, the sky so big and blue he couldn’t describe it. “Like Lake Michigan,” he told Laura when he returned, “but greater, deeper.”

“We can’t move somewhere just for the sky.”

“I married you for your eyes.”

“No, you didn’t.”

— —

The kitchen is dark, and there are no leftovers to reheat. The counters are clean, the stove cold. Ed walks to the patch of light pouring from their bedroom and finds Laura in bed reading. He sits at her feet and loosens his tie.

“Did you have dinner?” he asks.

“I’m not hungry.” She speaks without looking up.

“You have to eat.” Ed rubs her leg through the covers, then pulls the arrowhead out of his coat. “I have something for you.”

She sets her book down and cradles the rock in her right hand, inspecting its gray-green symmetry. She turns it and flips it, grasping the base in her fist, pressing her thumb into its point. “How hard do you think I’d need to push to draw blood?”

“Jesus, Laura.”

She smiles and moves her thumb away. “It’s lovely, Ed.” She sets the stone and book on her nightstand, then slides down and turns out the light. In the dark of their room, she murmurs, “What are you going to do when you run out of pretty stones, Dr. Malinowski?”

He wants to tell her there is no end to the stones he can find. He has moved them to the Rocky Mountains, cliffs and peaks and riverbeds of stone. He’ll gather every rock in Montana and lay each one at her feet in offering. His work is hard and encompassing now, but it will get easier. The stones are promises for a future he knows they’ll have—big family dinners, the two of them surrounded by hordes of children. He wants to tell her the stones will last until then, and by then they won’t need them.

But Laura’s eyes are closed, and her back is turned, so Ed goes to the kitchen for another beer.



Chapter 2

Ed dreams about convincing Laura to come to Montana. Though wavy, like all dreams, it starts the same as it did in reality: lying in bed after lovemaking. They each have a glass of whiskey and a cigarette, and Ed builds the state with his words. He excavates a bowl in the middle of the mountains where Helena stands, and he draws the town’s old buildings, mining the copper from its tunnels in Butte, digging granite out of the stone quarry just above Second Street. He fires the bricks at the Archie Bray, a manufacturer near Spring Meadow Lake; they’re made from the state’s own clay, dug from riverbanks, dried in huge honeycomb kilns.

The dream shifts, and Laura becomes Delilah, the woman he saw a couple times during his interview trip. The room is gaudy and loud—gold plates and fringed velvet lamp shades and burgundy wallpaper. She wears high-heeled slippers with pom-poms on the toes, baby-doll negligee, the hint of underwear. She tells him she was in the circus before she came west. “Acrobatics,” she whispers. “You’ll see.”

Ed is half awake now, the dream sharpening into a memory. He was drunk but sober enough to know alcohol was no excuse. He visited Delilah’s room because he was a man in need of a woman’s physical pleasures—not Laura’s voice on the phone and his own hand.

Ed was often accused of having no conscience back in college, in graduate school, in his various jobs. “Pursuing physical pleasure is not a soulless act,” he argued, often going long on evolution’s justification of sexual appetite. If he had any cerebral or emotional attachment to Delilah (or any of the others), he would be the first to welcome guilt. But Delilah satisfied a purely physical need—food to abet hunger, water to quench thirst. The need for sex is just as basic, just as necessary, and Ed needs it sometimes when Laura isn’t available.

His occasional trysts have nothing to do with his marriage.

Laura is still asleep beside him.

Ed rises to make coffee.

He’s brought home several of the old institutional reports from Boulder—a backlogged library he’s slowly sifting through. He opens the one from 1912–13, a time when the institution was still called the Montana School for Deaf, Blind, and Backward Children. They’d just finished building Griffin Hall on the south side of the river to house the “backward” portion of the population, separating them from the deaf and blind students. Surrounded by cottages and dormitories now, Griffin Hall was alone in its fields back in 1912, four-storied and proud. Ed knows it as a three-story building; he has no idea where the fourth story went. He’ll have to ask Sheila.

Further in, the director notes that a “spirit of kindness, contentment, and happiness reigns supreme among our pupils.”

“Bullshit,” Ed says, but he knows there is some truth in the report, that 1912 gave patients a better life than he probably can six decades later. There was hope then, at least, that the wayward population of Boulder could be “brought out and reclaimed,” their downward course arrested. It was a true training school, a place for growth.

“You want to be a hero,” Laura said when he first repeated Boulder’s hardships, “but what’s in it for me?”

“The money is good,” he said, “and houses are cheap. You wouldn’t have to work. We could start trying.” He knew a child would ultimately be the deciding factor, a stone in his pocket even then.

“This is what you were waiting for?” Laura asked. “A superintendent’s job in the mountains?” She’d been asking for children since their wedding night.

“I’ve been waiting for stability,” he lied, and Laura believed him enough to come.

— —

“Shouldn’t you be gone already?” She puts the kettle on the stove, lights the burner. “What are those?”

“Annual reports from Boulder.” She’s right, Ed should be at work, but he’s still reading, and his reasoning is twofold: First, he needs the historical context; he needs to be a scholar when it comes to Boulder. Second, he needs a break—a day spent at home with Laura. Coffee in the morning, a couple pots’ worth, turning to beer in the afternoon, sun filling the house through all its windows, perched there atop its hill on Chaucer Street.

“Chaucer?” Laura had asked before the move.

“That’s right. Our house is on the corner of Third and Chaucer.” The corner of threes and old tales. Ed had imagined himself a soothsayer, reading the signs: There will be three chances and a host of strangers. Jung saw three as something nearly complete—nearly, but not quite. A baby or two will complete them.

Laura drops a teabag in a mug, sun on her lean face.

“I’m playing hooky so I can stay home with my sexy wife,” Ed says.

“I don’t believe that for a minute, Dr. Malinowski.” Still, she’s smiling when she sits down at the table, and she flips open the cover of one of the reports, years 1922–23. Her eyes scan the pages as she feigns reading. She turns to a spread of photos showing the teachers’ offices and sitting rooms. “Is that a taxidermied hawk?”

“Yes.” It was the first thing he noticed, too, a hawk coming down from flight, wings wide over a piano. “Maybe it was meant to be motivating.”

Laura laughs. “Is it still there?”

“I haven’t found any taxidermy. And most of the buildings in this report are condemned or gone.”

Laura reads with new interest. “Oh, God. The physician’s report—poor John Holland. He died from drinking indelible ink.” She turns the page. “The ranch produced eighty-three turkey eggs! And they had three geese. Look at all this—four hundred and ninety-two bunches of parsley? A ton of rutabagas? I didn’t even think rutabagas were real.”

“The ranch isn’t there anymore.”

“What about the choir?”

He shakes his head. The beading and painting and embroidery, the woodshops and metal-working—those activities are as absent as the farm and the ranch. Rooms that once were classrooms and studios now stand empty but for the residents. “It’s ironic, really,” he tells Laura. “The same ideological do-gooders who’re attacking our current circumstances claimed the hospital was exploiting patient labor back then. It was easier to disband the programs than to pay the patients more, so they just did away with everything.”

“But you knew that going in.”

“I didn’t know it was this bad.” Ed flips back to the list of teachers in the Industrial Department. “Look at their subjects—carpentry, printing, sewing, basket and hammock weaving, broom making. My patients would love to have the opportunity to do just one of those things.”

Laura runs her finger down the list. “They must be so bored.”

“They are, and the state won’t give me the money to hire teachers, so I’m thinking about putting some of the higher-functioning patients into leadership roles. Like Penelope. I could get her to do a reading group.”

“Oh, good. You’re going to get Penelope’s help. Genius move, Doctor.”

“Stop it, Laura.”

“No, I mean, I’m impressed. Nearly twelve hours without mention of her name? You do realize you were able to lullaby me to sleep with just your native war weapon last night, right? No hospital tales featuring our favorite damsel in distress. And here you are in the kitchen of your own home at”—she turns and looks at the clock on the stove—“nine a.m., and you’re just now bringing her up? I think it’s a new record.”

“She’s my patient.”

“She’s more than that.”

“She’s sixteen. She’s a kid, and she’s a ward of the institution I run, and she’s drawn the shortest fucking straw possible. Giving a shit doesn’t make me a bastard.”

Laura is quiet for a moment, and then she says, “I shouldn’t be jealous of your patients, Ed. You have to recognize the truth in that, at least.”

— —

An hour later, Ed knocks on the door of Laura’s studio. She resisted using it at first, insisting it was the baby’s room, but finally, she unpacked her canvases and easel and paints. Still, she painted the walls a child’s creamy yellow, and she keeps her supplies much tidier than she did in their old apartment, ready always to move. “I’m just borrowing the space until the baby comes.”

She doesn’t respond to his knock, and Ed opens the door to see her sitting on the stool at her easel, clouding a sky. She paints mostly landscapes, which helped convince him that the natural beauty of Montana would quiet her initial reservations about the move. The room is full of paintings inspired by the local scenery—the Elkhorn Mountains covered in snow, Mount Helena rising up in the middle of town, Prickly Pear Creek and Ten Mile, their cottonwoods flaring yellow in the fall—but she swears she likes none of them. “Too clean,” she says sometimes. “Too nice. They’re nothing more than pretty pictures, and the view can do that by itself.” She won’t let him take any to his office, won’t let him hang any in the house.

“Laura,” he says quietly.

“Go to work, Ed.”

He looks over her shoulder as the canvas’s sky transforms from blue to gray. The blue is still there, but as part of thunderclouds now. He’s always loved to watch her paint.

“I can’t paint storms here,” she says. “The blue always wants to come back.” She tips her paintbrush with black, swirls it with white on her pallete, returns.

Ed knows better than to touch her when she’s painting. “Would you stop for a minute?”

The sky grows darker, the thick anger of a summer storm, and then she raises her brush and drops it in a jar of turpentine. She turns to face him. There is blue paint in her hair, a tiny smudge on her right cheek.

Ed kneels in front of her. “I’m sorry I have to give the institution so much of my attention right now, and I know I’ve promised this before, but it won’t always be this way. When we get the funding figured out and I can get my proposal together, it’ll be better. I promise. And I have a solution in the meantime, a way for us to see each other more often and to put some of your worries to rest.” He is nervous as he speaks, torn. What he’s about to suggest may solve some of Laura’s concerns, but it may open even more—not just with Laura but with his staff and his patients and himself. Still, he knows Laura needs to see him make a real sacrifice. She needs more than stones. “What would you say to coming out once a week and teaching an art class to a group of patients? You know they need activities.”

She squints at him. “This feels like a trick, Dr. Malinowski.”

“Well, clearly, I’m manipulating you with invisible behavioral techniques, but that doesn’t mean it’s not in your best interest.”

She smiles. “I’ve never taught.”

“You’ll be a natural.”

“I know you’re just doing this to smooth things over. You’re going to regret it tomorrow morning.” He regrets it already. But she is standing and pulling him to his feet, wrapping her hand around the back of his neck, bringing her mouth to his. His desire supplants his misgivings, and he follows her to their bedroom, where they make love twice. He gives himself over to his family for the rest of the day—his wife and the child he’s sure they’re making. Like Laura said, regret waits until morning.



Chapter 3

— Laura —

I’ve taken a job at a little clothing store downtown. Just a couple of day shifts during the week. If the art class at Ed’s institution actually happens, I can easily work around it.

He doesn’t know I’m working, and I see no reason to tell him. He would see it as lowly, as he did my job at Sally’s back home, and I don’t want to have to defend what I love about working in a shop. I tried to explain it for two full years, and he never saw my work as anything more than a waste of time. “We don’t need the money,” he’d argue. “You should be home painting.”

I tried to tell him it was about the people—something he should’ve understood—but he still saw those people as beneath me. Or else he saw me as beneath them. “It’s not like you’re friends with the customers, Laura. They see you as a glorified servant.”

When he sold me on his new job in this place, he used the money as another bargaining chip: “You won’t have to work.” He said it again and again, as though work was the hardest part of my life.

“I want to work,” I told him. “I like to work.”

He is too prideful for jobs in the service industry, and I suppose I’m too prideful to sit at home painting all day. I haven’t earned that life yet, and I am used to working. My mother worked through the beginning of her illness, and when both my parents were sick, they insisted it was a lesson for me in resilience and strength. “You’ll provide for yourself, Laura,” my father said. “Above all else.” He died a year after my mother. I was sixteen.

Plus, it’s lonely there, alone in that house.

I’ve opened my own checking account so Ed won’t question the deposits. The money sits there untouched, waiting for something.

The owner of the shop is an ex-dancer named Miranda. Rows of bangles on her wrists announce her movements, and she is always layered in scarves, even in the summer. She has little in common with Sally back in Michigan, but she reminds me of her all the same. The air of prestige that all clothing store owners seem to share. The insistence on quality and aesthetics. They have different styles but the same expectations.

I bought one dress here before I took the job—a pale yellow shift to wear to dinner on Ed’s and my anniversary. “You have good taste,” Miranda said when I brought the dress to the counter, and then after just a few minutes of conversation: “Would you like to work here?”

I am often the recipient of random gifts and favors from strangers. Sally’s offer came in a similar manner. I think I must wear my dead parents on my face, something forlorn and lost. I usually say no to the gifts and favors, but I take the job offers.

Miranda’s store is downtown on Last Chance Gulch, a street I didn’t believe existed until I saw the signs myself. This was a miners’ town, the last chance for many. Old kilns still hunker in the hills, shafts and tailings. I’m trying to paint these scenes, but they feel flat and contrived, as though the paint knows I’m a stranger.

The shop is familiar, at least.

The bell over the door chimes, and I look up to see a young man in this women’s clothing shop. He looks confused.

“May I help you?” I ask. The pub is three doors down, I imagine I’ll say. The sporting goods store is two blocks up, one over. He is handsome, with giant brown eyes, a couple days’ stubble, shaggy hair. Ed keeps everything tidy—hair and beard and body—and I’ve made myself forget that I once liked the stink and sloppiness of other men.

“My mother,” he says. “Is dead?”

“Oh. I’m so sorry. What do you need?”

“Clothes,” he says. “It’s open-casket.”

Sally taught me the questions to ask of customers, a different set for men than for women.

“What was her favorite color?”

“Blue.”

“That’s mine, too,” though I prefer yellow. “Do you know her size?”

He shakes his head, terrified.

“Do you know how tall she is? About how much she weighs?”

“Five-two. Barely a hundred pounds. She was tiny,” he says, holding a hand just below his shoulder. “Tiny.”

I’m familiar with tiny dead mothers. Mine didn’t have a casket.

I lead him to a rack of blue dresses halfway between matronly and sexy. I want his mother to be this way—laced around the edges yet slinky about the hips.

“Yes,” he says when I pull out a small. “That’ll fit her.”

I get him panty hose and apologize that we don’t carry shoes.

“They said her feet won’t show.” The feet are so important. How can we disregard them in death?

The shop feels cold, though the spring sun shines warm outside. I wrap this dead mother’s items in tissue paper and slide them gently into a bag.

“How much?”

“It’s on the house,” I tell him. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“No,” he says, “let me pay you.”

I shake my head in refusal, and he lingers for a moment.

“It’s all right,” I say. “Really.”

He thanks me quietly, a formality his mother likely taught him. When someone offers to pay, try to protest, but give in easy. Then the bell over the door is ringing, and he is gone.

I add up the purchase and circle the total on the receipt, write my name at the top. I get a twenty-five percent discount, and Miranda will take the money out of my next check. Buying a dead mother’s dress is a good use of the income I’m making here, and I imagine telling Ed how meaningful the job can be. I helped a man pick out his mother’s burial dress today, I would say. And I bought it for him. I made one piece of this painful moment in his life more bearable. I’d like to tell Ed. But I won’t.

— —

A week later, the same man comes in. He’s cleaned himself up, and the confusion is gone from his face.

I’m hanging new earrings on a rack. “Hello again.”

“Oh, good,” he says. “You’re working.” He walks straight to me, and I am suddenly nervous. His handsomeness is more pronounced today, and I can smell his aftershave, good and wholesome.

“I wanted to thank you for your help.” He hands me an envelope and then holds out his hand. “I’m Tim.”

“Laura.”

His hand is rough and callused, like that of my old boyfriend Danny, the firefighter Ed stole me from. Kind and strong, doting and a bit dumb, Danny was no match for Ed’s intellect and humor, his bravado and voice. Ed sang to me the first night we met, jumped onto the stage of the bar to sing with the band, to me. Poor Danny was gone in less than a week.

But I miss his hands sometimes.

“How are you holding up?” I ask Tim.

“All right,” he says, then shakes his head. “I’m surprised how unprepared we were, you know? I mean, she was sick for a long time. We knew she was dying. But then when she actually died—we didn’t know what to do.” He starts playing with a pair of earrings. “Sorry. That was probably a rhetorical question. I can’t answer those anymore, all the idle chatter and the how are yous. I actually answer now.”

“That’s probably good,” I say, remembering the same honesty after my parents died, my inability to smile and say, I’m fine. Thank you. Sometimes I wish it’d stayed. “Your bullshitting skills will come back soon enough,” I tell him. “Appreciate the honesty while you have it.”

He looks ready to ask me how I know, and I am ready to tell him, but the door chimes and an older woman walks in.

“Thank you,” he says again. “It was good to meet you, Laura.”

I watch him walk out, and I welcome my new customer. She needs a gift for her granddaughter, and we walk together through the store. I show her sweaters and necklaces and scarves. A pale pink taffeta skirt. A peasant blouse. But I am thinking about Tim’s face and hands and honesty.



Chapter 4

Penelope closes the door to Ed’s office and takes her regular seat in the chair on the left across from his desk. She keeps her journal open and her pencil in her hand. Ed knows she’ll take notes during their session, for use in all sorts of things—poems, songs, stories. “Do you ever just use them for yourself?” he asked her once.

“All the time, Dr. Ed. That’s why I write them down. The other stuff is auxiliary.”

“Most sixteen-year-olds don’t use the word auxiliary.”

“Most sixteen-year-olds don’t live in institutions.”

“Fair enough.”

She is always reminding him that she is disabled, and he is always forgetting.

Ed met several epileptic patients before Penelope, but their epilepsy was part of a greater diagnosis. Coupled with Down’s or severe retardation, seizures were just one more abnormal behavior in a life where abnormal was ordinary. But Penelope’s only diagnosis is epilepsy. Save for her above-average IQ and her love of old poetry, she is a perfectly normal teenager.

For the first several months of their individual sessions, they focused exclusively on the physical and emotional factors that seemed to predict Penelope’s seizures. Physical: dehydration, lack of sleep, caffeine. Emotional: anxiety, sadness, frustration. Of the physical, they’d tackled dehydration and caffeine—water in place of coffee and soda. She keeps a jug with her most of the time. Regarding sleep, there is nothing they can do. She sleeps in a dormitory with twenty other patients, all mid-to-high-functioning but still noisy and animated through the night. There are no private rooms in Boulder. Sleep deprivation is part of the package.

They’ve tried to work on the emotional pieces, but those are trickier. Penelope has some grasp of the patterns to her anxiety and frustration, but even with most of the stimuli identified, there is no guaranteed way to avoid it. Her parents are her biggest triggers, and packages arrive from them nearly every week. The packages cause anxiety, and their absence causes even more. The girl’s sadness is mostly elusive, arriving and departing without warning. Penelope’s seizures are as frequent as they were before Ed’s arrival.

Today he’ll push something new. Jack Sorenson, a former colleague back in Michigan, recently sent him a paper on a study done with a group of high-functioning epileptics at Howell. Sorenson had designed individual behavioral models that required each patient to engage in valued activities previously avoided due to seizure activity. One patient was prescribed daily bicycle rides (a fond memory from his youth); another was given a job in the institution’s kitchen baking bread (something she’d done regularly for her family before the onset of epilepsy). Engagement in these activities supposedly gave patients the power to reframe and recontextualize their lives. “Nothing to put in the bank yet, but seizure activity is down in all but one case,” Sorenson wrote in his accompanying letter. “Worth a shot on your girl. Let me know how it goes. Still can’t believe you’re way the hell out there in Montana.”

Penelope looks around the office. Sun pours through the windows at Ed’s back, touching her arms and shoulders. He watches her eyes drift from his overfilled bookshelves to the filing cabinets to the wall where he’s hung three of Laura’s earlier paintings, work she did back in Michigan. A portrait of his father painted from a photo: Fred stares just past the frame, his cheeks gone jowly, his blue eyes bounding out of his wrinkled face. A slightly abstract painting of Ed’s mother at the stove in his childhood kitchen. The last is his favorite—the great oceanic shore of Lake Michigan where his family has a cabin. Simple lines focused more on the dunes and pebbles than the water. He grew up there, spent his summers wind-chapped and sunburned, hair bleached blond and arms sinewy as rope from all the swimming. He and Laura honeymooned there, too. Laura painted the shore for him as a wedding present.

“Who are the people in the paintings?” Penelope asked the first time she came for a session.

“My parents.”

“And the ocean?”

“No, Lake Michigan. It looks like the ocean, though, doesn’t it? Have you been?”

“I went to Washington a few times before the seizures started. After that, my parents deemed me unfit to travel. They still go out pretty regularly with Genevieve.”

“Your sister. Tell me about her.”

“She’s the perfect one.”

Ed wishes he could send Penelope to the ocean as part of her treatment. Penelope needs to partake in activities that were a regular part of her life before epilepsy, he’d tell her parents. You must take her to the coast.

He has tried to convince her parents to become an active part of her therapy, but they are quick to dismiss him on the phone, and his letters mostly go unanswered. When he does get one of her parents to talk, it’s always: “You’re the doctor. Whatever you think is best. We’re swamped right now. Tell Penelope a package is on its way.” He can’t get them to visit, let alone take her to the ocean.

“What are some things you used to do before you started having seizures?”

Ed watches Penelope write the question in her journal. She stares at it for a while before she speaks. “I went to school. I played volleyball. I rode my bike. I walked to the library and checked out books. I ate lunch in my English teacher’s room and talked to her about literature. I drove my dad’s car once. I went roller-skating. There’s more, but that’s all I can think of right now. Why?”

“We’re going to bring some of those back.”

“Again: Why?”

“It’s a new therapeutic model. It’s supposed to interrupt your brain, confuse it into thinking it isn’t epileptic.” Penelope is the only patient of Ed’s who can understand the explanations of her treatment. The others live in the concrete world of stimuli and response, little more.

“I like the idea of tricking my brain.”

They both smile, and Ed looks at the list he’s written down as Penelope talked. Much of it is impossible within the confines of the institution—school, libraries, cars, roller-skating—but he can get her a bike. That’s easy enough. She needs something intellectual, too, something to feed the school piece she so clearly misses—not the peers but the coursework. She’s walked into this perfectly, just as he thought she would.

“What about that reading group I suggested?” he asks. “For the higher-functioning patients? It’d get you talking about literature again. Granted, it wouldn’t be with nerd friends, but it might be an even better trick on your brain if you became a teacher.” His left hand worries a new stone in his pocket.

Penelope looks at her lap, and Ed sees her again in that first individual session, after they talked about the paintings and her perfect sister.

“Can you tell me about your first seizure?” he’d asked.

“I was thirteen, and we were all at our family cabin up on the Flathead. Gen and I slept on the sofa bed, my parents in the loft.” She’d pointed to the lake painting. “Flathead isn’t that big, but it’s beautiful. Anyway, Gen woke up to my thrashing in the middle of the night and started shouting for Mom and Dad. They gathered around me. Supposedly, my mother said, ‘Put a wooden spoon in her mouth or she’ll bite off her tongue,’ but the seizure passed before anyone did anything. They say I was awake for an hour before I was really awake. The first thing I remember is the blankets—how thick they felt. And then the wetness. I pulled the covers back to see that I’d pissed myself. I started stripping the bed. My mother tried to stop me, but I wouldn’t let her, so Gen helped instead, and we got everything off, and my father hauled the mattress to the porch, where he hosed it down. I took a long bath, and then they loaded me in the car and took me to the hospital. And that’s it—the day Penelope Gatson got sick.”

“Not the word I’d choose.”

“It doesn’t matter what word you choose, Doctor. The definition is the same.”

He expects her to show the same resignation now. Instead, she asks, “What would I teach them?”

“Shorter pieces, relatively simple. Other than that, whatever you want.”

Ed imagines her paging through the library of her mind, all the titles and authors. He doesn’t read the way she does, for pleasure and temporary transcendence. Words for him are simply tools to explain theories and studies and policy.

“Maybe I’ll start with Keats,” she says.

Skinner spoke of Keats, Ed remembers, quoting him in the discussion of “Reporting Things Felt.” It’s a nice omen, but Ed knows it doesn’t matter where Penelope starts; it matters only that she does. The girl is on her fourth medication, and so far it’s proving as ineffective as the first three. The existing behavioral modifications don’t seem to be performing much better. And as much as Ed believes Penelope belongs outside the walls of the institution, he knows he can’t deliver her there without marked improvement. Societal expectations fall on the side of her parents: Epileptics belong with the disabled.

These are the exact expectations he’s trying to break down for the benefit of all his patients, but the injustice of institutionalization is especially pronounced in someone like Penelope, whose brain is brilliant whenever it isn’t seizing.

“That’s not what they see, though,” she said to him once. “It doesn’t matter how brilliant I can be. Once someone sees me fall on the ground and piss myself, I’m an imbecile, and once an imbecile . . .”

She had a seizure in the school library her freshman year of high school and has been at Boulder ever since.

He says, “How about you start next Monday? I’ll supply the students. You provide the reading.”

Penelope agrees, her face clouded with the same concentration she shows when she’s writing lyrics for the hallways’ sounds. Maybe just thinking about teaching a piece of literature to a group of disabled people will be enough to reorient her brain.

— —

After Penelope leaves, Ed calls Taylor Dean, the director of state institutions. He was the one who picked Ed up from the airport and first introduced him to Boulder. Ed remembers that drive clearly, how taken he’d been with the beauty outside the car’s windows.

“You stop seeing it after a while,” Dean said. “Here’s the thing, Ed—all right if I call you Ed? Well, here’s the thing. Boulder’s up to its goddamned tits in negative PR right now. Don’t know how much you’ve heard out there in Michigan, but it’s a real mess. And my superintendent just walked out. You know that much, at least. That’s why you’re here. We need someone with your expertise, Ed. You’re walking into a goddamned predicament, but it’s one you can save. That’s the thing—there’s a place for heroics here, and if you’re into that, then you’re our guy. But heroes have to wade through shit, you know? So if you’re squeamish around shit—and I’m talking both kinds here, the kind you deal with on paper and the kind you fucking step in—well, then this probably ain’t gonna work.”

Lots of shit.

Dean’s secretary patches Ed through.

“Edmund! How’s my favorite superintendent?”

“Not great, Taylor.”

“Ah, come on, Ed. I know you’re calling to complain. At least give me a moment to pretend otherwise. I know you have some good news for me somewhere.”

“My wife is starting an art class, and one of our high-functioning patients is starting a reading group.”

“There we go! See? That’s the magic I hired you for.”

“Really? I’m using a patient and my own wife to deliver services we should be paying professionals for. I need more staff, Dean. We’re still at twenty-five percent.”

“I’m working it from every angle, Ed, but I’ve got to tell you there’s just no spare money. We’ll try again next session, but for now we have to work with what we have.”

“That’s not what you promised when I took the job.”

“Don’t pretend you didn’t know how government works, Ed. You took the job knowing damn well how full of shit I am.”

Ed smiles. He both hates and loves Taylor Dean. The man is a bastard and full of bullshit that somehow mixes well with his candor. He laughed like a salesman that first day, willing to paint himself any color to get Ed to sign. But then in the next breath, he led Ed down to the former superintendent’s office, talking about the staffing shortage. “Inadequate pay, long hours, remote location. Nothing to do about the location, but we’re working on the other two. Every legislative session, we see another appropriations bill go through, and then we see it slashed by the governor. It’s been tough to make the top of his list of priorities, but we have his ear now. Get enough bad press, and your demands finally get heard.” Ed didn’t know what he was talking about. “You haven’t heard, then. Might as well get that piece done with.” Dean pointed to a thick manila folder sitting on the desk. “Not enough to make national news, but we’ve been dragged across the state. This is what you’re up against.”
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