










“Penny moved!”

“I was standing right here, Dad. You must have moved her hand yourself.”

“She moved!” At the edges of Harvey’s mouth appeared the beginnings of a smile.

“Dad, she didn’t move! It won’t help giving me false hope!”

At that moment Mary walked in, carrying what looked like the hospital’s entire supply of blankets. Harvey turned and looked his wife in the eye. “Penny moved, Mary.”

“She did not move!”

“Don’t yell at your father, Hal! He’s got to be careful with his heart.” She covered Penny, checking and rechecking her hands to gauge her temperature. “Maybe you just didn’t see it, Hal. I would think you would be excited at the possibility. Anyway, we ought to go; it’s late. We’ll be back tomorrow. Hopefully, Penny will be able to greet us. Let’s go, Harvey.”

For just a moment Harvey looked down and seemed surprised to find himself still clutching his daughter-in-law’s hand in both of his own. He put it back at her side with unusual care and reached across the room to take his wife’s. Forgetting herself, Mary smiled and accepted it, following him out of the room.

Hal watched them leave, walking down the hall side by side. It wasn’t until the elevator had closed behind them that Hal realized what had been so wildly wrong.

He hadn’t seen it until he watched from behind as his father kept in perfect step with his mother’s long strides. His father’s legs were no longer bent.
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Chapter One



Penny wore her ValueBin sweat suit the morning of the day she died. She was jarred awake at five A.M. by the wails of her youngest, Benjamin, who, she thought, was most likely a bat in a former life and had carried over his nocturnal lifestyle into his present state of being. She was certain with each of her three children that whoever had come up with the expression sleeping like a baby had never actually spent the night with one. As of late, lullabies sounded less like songs and more like pleading.

In the six months since Benji was born, she could count on one hand the nights she had gotten more than three hours of sleep in a row. So it was no surprise to her that as she reached down to pull on her socks the floor seemed to reach right back up at her. She sat down and let the wooziness pass. The small Cape Cod rocked and swayed. It was bursting at the seams with clothes that needed to be put away and toys that accented every corner. Every day Penny promised herself it would all be cleaned, and every day she got distracted by someone needing a hug or a game that they desperately wanted to play. There barely seemed time enough to give each of the children the attention she wanted to between making, serving and cleaning up meals, much less any thought to the wash. Motherhood is an impossible job, she’d decided, and the war against the mess unwinnable. More often than not, she just gave it up and read someone a book. Benji was working himself into a hysteria that threatened to wake up Julie and Lydia, a.k.a. the Giggle Twins. She didn’t think she could muster up the energy for twin four-year-olds and a colicky baby before six A.M. and got herself together to go scoop up her son.

Like a light switch, screams became smiles when Penny entered the room. He was drooling as though he had sprung a leak, and the tiniest white hint of a tooth hit the first light coming through the window.

“Ah-ha!” whispered Penny. “My nemesis shows itself.” She picked up Benjamin, who squirmed with delight. “You just send that tooth back, you hear? There are another three solid months of sleep I’m supposed to have before those things grow in and wreck it all. When will I be lulled into thinking you’ll sleep through the night forever?”

She nursed him sitting in the rocking chair her grandfather had carved himself during the Depression. The morning crept across the nursery and settled on the golden hairs that framed Benjamin’s face. Her husband, Hal, was already at the office, and she wondered for the hundredth time if he studied their children the way she did. He looked at them, she knew, but did he count and recount their toes? Did he drink in each fleck of color in their eyes? Inside her mind she kept her own album of moments, collected at the times her heart felt most connected with her children. Penny told herself, Remember this second forever! but she felt like someone carrying water in the cup of her hands. Before long, her three children would be grown. She could swear the twins had just been born, and here they were already four. Next year they would be in school all day. How had that happened so fast? When the bus came to drive them to kindergarten, Penny wasn’t sure how she was going to stop crying. Her friends told her she’d get used to it and would start dancing a jig at the beginning of each new school year. But Penny didn’t think so.

She stopped rocking. There was a nauseousness growing in the pit of her stomach that was taking on a more serious edge. In the back of her mind she denied even a hint of a shadow of a remote possibility she could be pregnant again. She had had her tubes tied the day she delivered Benji, so sure had she and Hal been that they were a complete family. The baby factory was declared closed. Then she saw an article about a woman who had gotten pregnant on the pill, had her second eighteen months after her husband’s vasectomy and had twins right after her tubal ligation. Penny felt that she had that same zany Lucy Ball kind of a life and began to worry. The baby had fallen back to sleep in time for another vicious wave of dizziness.

Food had always been her favorite cure-all and she headed into the kitchen to throw some crackers down her throat. She made it to the sink before dry heaves wracked her body. The sound her overturned stomach sent up reminded her of the twins’ favorite dinosaur cartoon as she threw herself back at the sink for another round of throwing up.

“Mommy?” Julie, her soon-to-be four-year-old, stood behind her. It was six thirty. Penny felt cheated out of her usual half an hour of solitude before everyone was up, and felt guilty for feeling that way.

“Good morning, honey. It’s not time to get up yet.” Penny bit her tongue and tried to hold her stomach down. She turned partway to look at her daughter but remained in sink range, pasting a smile on. Two long sets of morning sickness and she was a vomit expert. She got a brief flash of understanding of why dogs crawl under porches to die.

“Mommy.” Her delicate eyes were filling up. “I had a bad dream.”

“Its okay, love, let me help you back to bed.”

“Noooo!” Julie’s bottom lip stuck out in defiance, her arms crossed in front of her chest as she had seen her mother so often do. “Mommy, you went away in my dream. I couldn’t find you. You got lost.” She began to cry loudly and was swiftly joined from across the house by her younger brother. No one cried alone in Benjamin’s company.

Jesus, Mary and all the latter-day saints, Penny thought, not today. She desperately could have used one of those everybody-sleeps-so-late-I-have-to-go-in-and-check-to-see-if-they’re-breathing kind of mornings.

She scooped up her daughter and held her tightly, thankful for the thousandth time that her kids couldn’t read her mind. Her mother-in-law, who had raised four kids of her own, often said the only difference between a good mother and a bad mother is the good one thinks about throwing her children out of a window, but only the bad one actually does it. Penny sank into a kitchen chair and whispered into Julie’s ear, assuring her that she was going nowhere, that she loved her and would always be there. She sprinkled kisses on her daughter’s wet, salty cheeks and looked at the clock to start the countdown of when her husband would be home.

The flu had passed her up that year in favor of everyone else in the house, and she wondered if it was coming back to collect what it was due. At the time, Hal had said he was jealous that she wasn’t so sick and that she should consider herself lucky. After changing twelve diapers, being thrown up on twice and giving three emergency baths before lunchtime, lucky wasn’t exactly the word she’d been thinking of. She tried to keep her growling down to a minimum, but a little time on the toilet with a good book had sounded almost good. Now she wasn’t so sure. Besides, mothers don’t get sick days. She tossed around the idea of calling Hal. Even if he gave her a half a day in bed, she would end up spending the next six cleaning up. How is it that men know where to retrieve something but somehow don’t connect that information with the idea that it also goes back to the same spot? she wondered.

It was too late to get Julie back to bed, and Benjamin howled like someone was killing him. Penny’s head joined her stomach, beating in time with her son’s wails. She would get through the day. Her girls were easy, good-natured, and they would help her keep Benji amused. If she could just make it to nap time, she could lie on the couch while the twins watched a movie. Julie went to wake her sister and Penny tried to get her son changed. Halfway done, she threw up into the diaper pail, holding him on the table with one hand and grounding herself to the wall with the other.

Lydia made her first appearance of the day. “Mommy, why you spittin’ in Benny’s garbage?”

“Mommy’s belly is a little sick, honey, but it’s okay.”

“Is it a ’mergency? Should we go to the pee-trician?”

Penny laughed in spite of it all. “No, sweetie. Mommy’s fine. Please go get dressed. You help sister and have sister help you.”

“Anything we want?” Lydia’s eyes got big and round. She and Julie had an eclectic taste in clothing—of the Clown University fashion department genre, as Hal put it. The twins had the ability to mix two perfectly respectable outfits and come up with something she thought of as “modern waif.”

“On second thought,” said Penny, “let’s have pajama day.”

“Pajama day?” Lydia sounded skeptical, not ready to give up the clothing free-for-all.

Penny leaned against the changing table and rested her forehead in her hand. “That’s when you keep your pajamas on and watch movies all day.”

Julie was standing in the doorway listening, then jumped up and down, hugging Lydia. Penny was a strict television minimalist. After an hour of PBS it was usually off for the day, the three of them reading together or making a craft. A whole-hog TV day would be quite a treat. For the second time that morning the house defied gravity and swayed softly around Penny. “Go make your first pick of the day,” she said, and watched as the girls bounded down the hall, squealing with delight. She followed slowly with Benjamin gurgling in her arms and headed for the phone to call Hal for the first of many times that day.








Chapter Two



Jetta Rizone had been in the hospital just under a week and knew this would most likely be her last time there—or anywhere else, for that matter. She broke her hip trying to get the sweets her daughter hid from her in the top kitchen cabinet. A long history of diabetes and hypertension made her a terrible candidate for surgery, but the shattered bones protruding from her skin spoke otherwise. A day after being installed with a set of patented stainless steel hip rods, she showed signs of pneumonia. By day two, her kidneys had given way, crushed under the weight of a failing system. Jetta’s heart was blocked almost entirely, and its inability to pump efficiently caused her body to fill with forty-five pounds of excess water.

It occurred to Jetta, as she looked up at the hospital ceiling, that she would rather have five more children than this painful chest, and she wondered if it was just that, looking back, everything gets out of perspective and somewhat softened. Her youngest son had taken her and Johnny sailing on a friend’s boat when he graduated college as his thank-you gift to them. Days before the trip, the weatherman claimed in convincing tones that it would be in the nineties the whole weekend on Chesapeake Bay, so they packed tank tops and shorts and considered themselves lucky to be getting such great weather so early in the season. It was ninety all right, for the first day. Everyone got their unexposed winter skin burned and un-ready for the fifty-degree day that was to follow. It rained so hard the next day, they wore everything in their suitcases in bulky layers that still failed to cover their arms and legs. Raincoats stuck to their raw skin and somehow managed to make them all the more cold. Jetta went down into the galley to escape the icy rain and would be seized by nausea almost instantly. She would fly up the stairs to the deck, where her teeth would chatter as if they had a life of their own. The minute the cold would set in, she was sure that motion sickness was the way to go and headed back downstairs, only to be convinced within seconds that freezing was clearly the better choice. She wondered, if she were thrown into labor this instant, if she wouldn’t be screaming for this chest thing back.

The nurses clucked to themselves when they treated her; it didn’t take a brain surgeon to know a dying woman when you saw one. Doctors prescribed heart medicine, dialysis, blood pressure stabilizers and diuretics, trying to drain her body, but it resisted, filling and refilling like a self-contained Niagara Falls. Nurses’ aides tried to make her as comfortable as possible, but most didn’t get especially attached, as they knew it wouldn’t be long.

Jetta didn’t give them much trouble. She had raised seven children during an era when “Be fruitful and multiply” was a relevant, weighty doctrine. She was, after all, happy to be lying on clean sheets and have someone else cook and tidy up for her. Her late husband Johnny’s pension plan from the Electric Workers Local No. 311 included hefty medical coverage for Johnny and family until well after his death, and Jetta was denied nothing.

Mostly Jetta reflected back over the last eighty-seven years. There was an ache in her, wondering what she would say when she got to heaven. There she’d be, she imagined, standing before gates so tall she couldn’t see to the top, and when Saint Peter peeked through the bars, asking her if she’d earned her way in, she guessed it was anybody’s bet on how it would go. The final act of contrition, which the Catholic Church said would absolve her if she said it in her last moments and was truly sorry, supposedly covered it all. It just seemed too easy, and Jetta couldn’t wrap her brain around such simplicity.

The nurses changed her and hooked up her body to the various tubes and wires and fed her, but all Jetta could do was think. She weighed every piece of her life, each act, good and bad. Having seven children, the labor alone ought to get her through the door. Did it count, the nights she walked the floor, holding a head and patting a fanny, the hurts she soothed, both real and imagined? Would it be weighed in her direction the number of meals cooked, stories read, boo-boos kissed, hands held? Was there a celestial accountant tallying up good deeds done and evil brought forth? And what if there was? Did the good nullify the bad? Could the bad be erased only by direct reparation to the injured party? Another humdinger of relevant inquiry she found herself sorry she hadn’t looked into before, considering all she could do now was pray for forgiveness. Even if she ventured out to make restitution to anyone she’d hurt, wouldn’t it be just for earning points? Twelve years of Catholic school and six thousand masses later, she found herself wondering if there was a God at all.

What if Saint Peter asked if she’d fulfilled her life’s purpose? Had she? Was her role of wife and mother her ultimate gift to the world during her lifetime? Not that it would have been a shabby contribution, but Jetta had a terrible nagging suspicion that there was something else she hadn’t accomplished yet, and here it was, too late. She felt like a puzzle with one key piece missing. It made the overall picture of her life feel incomplete. Maybe everyone thought they would perform one heroic deed, one spectacular act of importance. Jetta could almost convince herself it was just her own overexaggerated ego, but her heart refused to do this. It said no, there was still something left to do. She couldn’t fathom what it might be.

Priests traveled the rooms, saying Mass, giving the last rites. Jetta mostly passed, though she knew she qualified for both. It was the kneeling. A true celebration of God had always involved such a tremendous amount of kneeling. It wouldn’t feel right to be just lying there. In thinking this, she realized it was no wonder she had no answers if her main definition of religion was centered around a body position.

The next time Father Connors knocked on the door with his “Communion?”—not much different than the young boys selling the paper with their “Times?”—she croaked out a “Yes, Father.” In walked the priest, looking the part, clean and holy and eager to administer.

“Father, I don’t want the communion.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, am I on the wrong side?”

“No, I called you in, but I want to talk about the hereafter.”

The priest glanced at her chart, noted her name and the lack of a red psychiatric flag.

Jetta was already talking. “What’s going to happen to me, Father?”

“Well, Mrs. Rizone, what have your doctors said to you?”

Her breathing labored, she wheezed, “No, no. I know I’m dying and there’s nothing they can do for me. I mean when I die, what’s going to happen?”

“Well, if you confess your sins and have your last rites, you’ll go to meet the Lord, Mrs. Rizone.”

The priest blinked and hid nervous hands beneath his Bible, hands that had started to kick and flutter. He hated the hereafter questions. Who knew for sure? Of course, he wasn’t at liberty to reveal that.

“What if I’ve been a hideous person my whole life?”

“Short of grave mortal sins, you’d be absolved in confession.”

“So if I’ve tortured my children, beat my husband, cheated, lied, stolen and gossiped all of these years away, in a matter of minutes I can wipe the whole slate clean and die in a state of grace?”

Father Connors didn’t like the direction this conversation was headed in. He had just defended the pope in 5B and it was getting on to lunch. Why couldn’t anyone just take the communion anymore? Everyone needed a big explanation. He had gotten too old for a parish and, standing there that second, he wondered if he shouldn’t hang up his collar entirely. He nodded silently and hoped she would fill in the gaps; most people did. It was clear to him why God rarely spoke to anyone, as most people don’t really listen. He’d be on his second word to an answer to a lengthy theological question and the person would butt in and offer up his own opinion. No one cared what the Church had to say anymore. Wafts of aroma found his nose from the hospital cafeteria distracting him further from Mrs. Rizone, who was haltingly discussing something about forgiveness in wheezy rasps. Father Connors rooted around in his pocket, checking for the oatmeal raisin cookie his sister Clara had sent him on Tuesday.

He waited patiently for a pause and wondered how anyone so ill could go on so. During a particularly violent coughing spell, Father Connors interjected what he thought might wrap things up. “Mrs. Rizone, God is looking for a pure heart, not a perfect track record. If you are truly sorry for your sins, you will be at his side.” He smiled broadly and as convincingly as possible with his stomach growling.

Mrs. Rizone frowned. “Father,” she gasped, “I have a theory.”

Oh, Lord, no, thought the priest, anything but a theory. Why couldn’t I have gone to the Little Sisters’ Meditation Center and spent my retirement in quiet reflection like I wanted to? Why do you torture me so, Lord?

Jetta Rizone spoke in breathy bursts, fighting the sea that was rising in her chest. “Of course, I can see murderers and thieves going straight to hell, Father, but I think hell can come upon a person slow and sneaky, like. One minute you’re holding and loving your children, and the next you’re telling them to shut up during your favorite soap opera or screaming at them to leave you alone for God’s sake because you can’t remember the last time you peed by yourself with the door shut. You walk down the aisle, Father, and fifty years later you’re thinking about burning all of your husband’s underwear because the millionth time you pick it up from the floor, you have visions of wrapping it around his throat until he turns the color of one of the Fruits of the Loom. I think hell is filled with ordinary people who made ordinary bad decisions and never went out of their way to do anything extraordinary for anyone but themselves. Or maybe with people who had some outstanding goal God wanted from them and they didn’t do it. What if they didn’t hear God? What if they didn’t know what it was He wanted them to do? I’m so afraid I may be one of those people.”

With that, Jetta Rizone’s heart monitor went flat and Father Connors was whisked to the side of the room as the Code Blue team began to thump on her chest. Indignantly, he gave her last rites, then made his way down to the cafeteria, annoyed that someone who thought she had all of the answers called him into her room at all.








Chapter Three



Penny called International Supplies, Hal’s job site for the last five years. “Hello? I would like to speak—”

“Can you hold, please?”

“No, I—”

Too late. Penny knew Betty in the office watched the blinking Hold button and filed her nails while she waited the mandatory thirty seconds the company wanted you to be on the other end, thinking how busy they were. The kitchen lights were hurting Penny’s eyes and she dimmed them, pulling down some shades. A coldness crept into her and she put on another sweater even as a sheen of sweat glistened on her brow.

“International Supplies, where we can build you a new life. We’re so grateful for your business. How can I direct your call?” Betty read from their call greeting card and looked at the calendar countdown of how many days were left until the computer message answered the phones and she was left to her nails in peace. She would only have to respond to “Press 0 for an operator at any time.”

“I need to speak to Hal Chaney, please, it’s urg—”

“Connecting to voice mail.”

She got Hal’s voice mail message and felt like screaming. She was going to have to be pushier if she wanted to have him paged. Hal’s voice was saying, “I’m in the field right now, but I’ll be happy to return your message as soon as possible. Thank you so much for calling.” Beep.

“Hal, it’s Penny. I’m sick. I’ve got a fever. Please call.”

She hung up and tried to get some food on the table, sticking to cereal and juice. It wasn’t going to be a Breakfast of Champions, strive-for-five kind of a day. The bowls were laid out and she sat down to pass out the napkins. Sweat was dripping onto the table and she stripped off the layers she had just put on.

The phone rang and Penny jumped at it so quickly, she almost lost her balance. This would be a record for Hal. Relief washed over her and she started rummaging through her phone book for the doctor’s number.

“Hal!”

“Penny? It’s Joan. You sound weird! I wanted to let you know our in vitro is today and I’m sooo nervous. Jack said this is our last try because it’s so damn expensive, and you know the Chaney brothers: still have the first nickel they ever earned, right? So, anyway, maybe you could send us some positive energy or something, okay?”

“Sure, Joan. Listen, is Jack’s mom home today, do you know?”

“No, they’re up at Mt. Sinai Hospital with Jack’s father: He’s having his annual heart appointment. Oops, doorbell—gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon. Cheer up, honey, you sound like you just lost your best friend. Laughter’s the best medicine and all that. Wish me luck.”

Click.

Penny started to cry. All of her in-laws were forty minutes away and they were her next hope for baby-sitting so she could get to a doctor. Her own parents had passed away, one after the other, when she was first married. They’d never even had the chance to see her children. Her other relatives were five hours north, and she kicked herself for the millionth time for moving out of her hometown.

Lydia walked in. “Mommy, the video’s done and Benji just rolled over to that plant he always wants. Mommy, why are you crying?”

“I was just chopping onions, honey. Everything’s okay.”

“I don’t want onions on my cereal, Mommy.”

“Okay, love, no onions for you.” She went to get her son out of the ficus plant. He was covered head to toe in dirt and she knew she didn’t have the energy to give him a bath. He was brushed off and the dirt stayed in the carpet. And, for the first time in her life, she couldn’t give a damn.

Penny took her temperature in the bathroom with Benji crying in her arms, and she found herself wondering who had been feeding him rocks while she wasn’t looking, he seemed so heavy. He weighed in at twenty pounds at their last well-baby visit, and she couldn’t understand how he could have gained so much weight so quickly. Standing on the mat, she pondered this question, finally realizing she was just too tired to hold him. The thermometer read 103 degrees and she shook it down: It couldn’t be right. Penny had never had a fever over 101 her whole life. Her whole family ran only low-grade fevers even when faced with chicken pox, mumps, measles. The second reading said 103.5 and Penny watched three Benjis rolling around the bathroom floor. She needed help.

Penny located the real Benjamin after her hands had gone through two ghosts of him, and she put an arm out in front of her, trying to find which door would actually lead her into the hallway. The mother instinct inside her began a loud alarm, begging her to get the children somewhere safe, especially her son, who could not take care of himself to any degree. She put him in his bouncy seat, propped up a bottle straight from the fridge and called the girls to the table.

Penny tried Hal’s office again as her children ate. Hair hung in her face and stuck to the phone. A picture of herself electrocuted by the phone presented itself in her mind as front-page news. Each ring sounded far off, as if she were calling another country. Eleven, twelve, thirteen rings. Betty must be in the bathroom. Ring, click… “International Supplies, building America one project at a time. We’ve never had a call we didn’t want to answer. Please leave your name and number and a convenient time to get in touch with you. After all, customer convenience is our first priority. Beeeeep…”

It was the voice of Tom Carlson, Hal’s boss, and, judging by the beeps, they hadn’t checked their messages in a week, customer convenience be damned. The truth was, they had so much business, they just couldn’t do it all. Putting people first had opened a floodgate of referrals, and Hal had said they were turning into everyone else, greedily starting a great number of projects and having trouble fulfilling their end of the contracts. Hal was most likely overseeing a half dozen work sites spread throughout the county.

“Betty, this is Hal’s wife, Penny. Please pick up if you’re there. It’s an emergency. I’m very sick. I need Hal right away. Please pick up, someone. Please. Hello? This is Penny, Hal’s—”

Tom Carlson cut the message off mid-sentence but left the phone in its cradle. Hal was indeed out in the field and the weather bureau was calling for heavy thunderstorms tonight. He was looking to quiet some bristly customers sick of looking at half-finished homes before the rains came. No housewife with a headache was going to slow down what he hoped would be a very productive day.

Penny held on to her kitchen table, trying to steady herself and the sickly swaying scene around her. Julie was watching closely, not eating much. “Mommy, why you drippin’ on the table? You need my napkin, Mommy?”

Lydia looked up and mirrored the worry in her sister’s face with her own.

“Mommy’s going to take an aspirin and I’m sure I’ll feel much better,” Penny said. She tried desperately to smile and knew these two would see right through her. Benji started to cry. His bottle fell onto the floor and was making a cloudy puddle on the tiles.

Lydia turned to him. “Benny, Mommy’s sick, you have to be nice today.”

Julie had already hopped down and was holding the bottle in his hungry mouth, her own breakfast half eaten and forgotten. She had her tiny hand on top of his head, rubbing the downy tufts of his hair just as Penny did. Penny watched numbly as her four-year-old put her infant to sleep. All she wanted to do was put her head on the table and sob, half out of the fever turning her insides around and half for the flood of love she had for her gentle children.

“You two are just the perfect sisters.” Penny focused on keeping her voice steady, trying to put a lid on the fear that was growing inside of her like a fungus. The girls smiled and came to her, sitting on her lap. “I love you both so much. Why don’t you go into the playroom so Benji can finish his catnap?” she whispered, and ushered them out of the room, giving each a kiss.

She watched them sit in front of their play castle, ignoring the running television, taking up the characters and making voices for each. Blackness was spreading into the edges of her field of vision. Tiny black dots danced, coming together and spreading apart, threatening to take her over. I’m not even going to make it to lunch, thought Penny. She’d never been this sick and realized she would have to be much more aggressive in getting herself help. Hal and Penny had an agreement that she would only call him on his cell phone for dire emergencies. Up until this moment they had never had one. If there was a desperate need for diapers or milk, Penny just left a message on his voice mail and knew Hal would take care of it. Hal had also been good at giving her a call once a day just to see how things were going, but his job in the last few months had been crazy, and the calls had dwindled down to two or three times a week. She didn’t think there was time to wait for him. Clearly this was an emergency. Their address book was filled with bits and pieces of paper and business cards embedded in almost every letter, and Penny desperately looked for Hal’s cell phone number, which she had written on the back of a coupon.

“I think it’s orange,” she mumbled, trying to ignore the grayness the room seemed to be collecting in its corners and the strange sound her voice had taken on. “Come on! Where are you? I’m going to die in the middle of my kitchen with no help all because I haven’t organized my phone book?” A giggle escaped her, and Penny didn’t like how nervous it sounded. It was the giggle that used to betray her as a child when her mother accused her of something.

“Penelope Ann, did you go through my jewelry box?”

“Of course not!” Giggle. It was the sound of someone caught and scared but trying to sound nonchalant. Hal. Why wasn’t Hal home yet? Oh God, I’m not thinking straight. It’s only 9:15. The idea of calling an ambulance danced around in her head just as the coupon for Sal’s Bird Land with Hal’s cell phone number slipped out of her book and landed in front of her. She thought she might have to bronze it when this was all over. Tremendous hope washed away some of the fuzziness fogging up her thoughts, and she listened to the rings with her head on the table and the phone perched on top of her upward ear, like a bird nesting.

It rang. And rang. And rang.

The phone picked up and Penny started shouting into the receiver, unable to hold herself together at the sound of help. “Hal, I’m sick! Come home! I need to get to an emerg—”

Her lips moved and her words continued very much on their own accord, but Penny heard, despite herself, what came out of the phone.

“—caller is not in your service area at this time. Please hang up and try your call again later.”

It repeated itself twice and disconnected with a monotonous beep, ending just as Benjamin’s crying began again. Penny heard neither as she slid down the side of the table and onto the floor with a thud.








Chapter Four



Southlawn Hospital was bursting at the seams that day. The time clock was a one-way ticket in with no hope of punching out. Residents were murmuring snide Roach Motel comments, and nurses were making nervous jokes about full moons and Fridays. Cots had been set up in every hallway, and patients had begun diagnosing each other. Anyone who wasn’t bleeding profusely or unconscious was sent out to other area hospitals until new arrivals started angrily explaining that they had just been sent from that very hospital.

Jetta watched this flurry of activity from way above as her body was wheeled down the corridor. She had a view of herself, though her features were blocked by a doctor who straddled the gurney, administering CPR to her stopped heart as she was brought to the intensive care unit.

Jetta knew she was dead the way she knew in the summer of 1957 she had been stung by a bee. Their screened-in porch had always been her favorite place to drink in a summer storm, and she loved to sit in the early dark of the morning, alone with the rain. That year a particularly nasty group of wood bees tried to claim her spot and gave her notice with a small but noteworthy collection of stings on her foot. It was still dark and she hadn’t seen or even heard them, but the moment they struck she had an instantaneous understanding of what had happened to her. Johnny ran down the stairs, bat in one hand and boxer shorts on backward. Half the babies started to cry.

“What’s the matter? What happened?”

“I’ve been stung by some bees!” She had started to cry herself, which always threw Johnny off his game. He had a habit of getting angry when she dared to let herself, the woman he loved, get hurt.

“What’d you go and do that for?”

“I didn’t exactly climb up a tree and stick my foot in a hive, John. I was just sitting here.”

“At least put a light on, Jetta, it’s pitch dark. How do you even know it was a bee?”

That’s when one stung Johnny. “He got me!” His screams could be heard down the block. Jetta laughed so hard, it took another bee sting on her fanny to get her to shoo them both back in the house to nurse each other.

“I don’t think you got stung,” she teased him all the way to the bathroom. “After all, it was so dark, how can you be sure?”

“Very funny, Jetta.”

But that was the thing. It was so striking to her at the time that she had never experienced a sting before, yet it was so clear without even seeing the bee what was happening.

It had also been that way with her first child. As she floated along, a scene of her in bed next to John enveloped her and she went with it.

A much younger Jetta nudged her then strong husband. “Johnny, the baby’s coming.”

“It’s three A.M., Jetta.” He snored.

“John!” She turned on the light.

“Jetta, you’re killing me here. I gotta be up in a few hours.”

“John, the baby is coming.”

He opened an eye. “Are you in pain?”

“Not really; I just know it’s time.”

“It’s probably just gas, honey. The baby’s not even due yet. Call the doctor.” He was sleeping before she even picked up the phone, only to get the medical version of her husband’s message.

“I’m driving to the hospital and delivering the baby myself, I suppose, whether you or my husband is there!” she had yelled at the doctor before hanging up on him.

John did drive her and the doctor did meet her, because she sounded hysterical enough to be having a baby, if not in enough pain, and she had John Jr. twenty minutes after they arrived. Johnny cried like a baby himself when he met his son, and had to endure years of “It’s probably just gas” from Jetta whenever he doubted her.

Death was just as clear. One minute she felt as though she were below a thousand bricks crushing upon her chest, and the next she was above, watching a young man working on her old body, and she didn’t need to see the bee to know this was the final sting. The gurney rolled and Jetta felt herself being pulled along with it, like a balloon on the sheerest of threads. Staying with her body, she watched as the outcome of what she thought to be her last moments unfolded, but as she moved forward she also passed through all of the events of her life. She tasted her first wine, looked into the eyes of the first man who said he loved her. Her children rolled within her womb, each in turn, then took their steps, spoke their first words, had their tumbles, held her hand. She wept heartily as the school bus took them one by one off to kindergarten, and her heart broke all over again as they drove off to college. The funeral procession for each of her parents passed through her, and she stood at the graves of everyone she had ever loved and had to say good-bye to. There were a million achievements and perhaps even more failures; each lived in its entirety within the time frame of each fraction of an inch traveled toward the intensive care unit. Being both an onlooker in the real time she had lived in for eighty years and a traveler of the space occupied by each of her life’s events seemed almost commonplace, so easily did her spirit allow her to be with each.

She watched herself with an objectivity never before possible, seeing the terrible mistakes she made and the tragedies that had happened and how each had altered her course. Sometimes she learned and sometimes she hadn’t. She saw how very, very beautiful she had been, and what a pity it was that she never felt that way, either inside or out. Because now she could see the effect she had on others. She saw into the hearts of her children and the love they had for her. It was astounding. Something as small as an ice cream cone given up when theirs had fallen had been much more important than she could have guessed. The times she choked back a scream and used kind words instead had planted seeds of patience in each of them. She had always assumed that they could somehow read her mind and know when her heart wasn’t in it. They just knew she was there. A string of adolescent events flew by her, and instead of the pain she thought was most prevalent for her kids, she saw herself next to them and understood their knowledge that she and Johnny would always be there. It had made things easier. How long had she struggled, thinking she had not made an impact on the world?

There was one last memory she watched. At an unfamiliar place, with people she didn’t recognize, it was the only “bubble” of time she didn’t know the intimate details of or the ending to. It was a powerful and disturbing vignette, and only as she finally floated away from it did Jetta realize it was time she hadn’t yet lived, the true heroic purpose of her life. It was exactly what she had been born to do. She wondered why she hadn’t been able to fulfill this destiny, but she let it go as she became detached from her physical body. A piece of her felt relief at not living out what looked like a frightening, bloody scene. She floated easily away from the gurney, lingering again within each of her other moments, savoring before departing.

Jetta watched her body being lifted onto the stark white hospital bed. Nurses shifted back and forth, calling various machines into service. It seemed as though they crudely tethered her body with tubes and wires just as her soul had been attached, though more eloquently. When the last attendant stepped out of her door in that noisy room, Jetta felt a last release. Doctors stormed back to her side and there was tremendous noise, but Jetta almost smiled. She knew it was no use. When the water sac breaks inside a mother’s womb, there is a gentle explosion and no turning back. She glided, leaving each of her memories behind. The hospital room was no longer in her sight, only the journey ahead.

In the next moment Jetta hit the wall. There was an electric shock and she felt confusion. All around her there was nothingness. She was expecting the usual white light, a tunnel, angels. Maybe God Himself would be too much to ask—but nothing? Jetta was surprised her Johnny wasn’t already with her. Was her assessment of the value of her life too generous? She tried to keep herself from panicking, but there was already an air of chaos all around her: She could feel it like a needle piercing her skin. Seeing nothing, she tried to pick a way to go and felt drawn to a direction. It was a long time before she saw a group of people in the distance. Jetta was relieved, assuming it was her welcoming party, and looked forward to seeing everyone she knew who had passed. There seemed to be thousands. What a joy it would be to have her John again. Reluctantly she admitted to herself that even more than Johnny, she wanted to hold the children she had lost. There were two whom she had still birthed and one, her fragile Emmaline, whom measles had taken. She wanted to squeeze her and kiss her and say how sorry she was that she had somehow failed to be the protective mother a world with advanced medicine and immunization would later have let her be. And that there were rarely two days strung together that she hadn’t thought of her, even after fifty-some years. Jetta approached slowly, but the thought of Emmaline sent her running, propelling herself forward in a way she couldn’t comprehend. Would she still be a tiny two-year-old with gentle curls and a breathy giggle? Who had taken care of her? She started to scream, “Emmaline, Emma, Mommy is here! I’m here, baby!”

Just as Jetta was close enough to make out the individual faces of the people, her yells died in her throat. They were all strangers. She recognized no one and couldn’t get anyone to speak or even look at her. Their faces were turned with a vigorous concentration toward something at the front of the group, which she could not make out. They moved toward it with a constant writhing and squirming motion that made Jetta deeply afraid. Something was terribly wrong.








Chapter Five



Lydia and Julie played with their castle in the playroom, doling out characters and fighting over roles. Enemies were crushed, extravagant balls were held and dragons were befriended. Each had periodically stopped and listened to their brother’s fussing, anxious that he should be crying for so long. They had a sense that they should stay out of their mother’s way, yet there was also a pull inside of them to help her. Their games led them to just outside the threshold to the kitchen and back to the playroom.

“Lydia, why is Benny still crying?” She held a play dragon and tugged its tail.

“Mommy says he’s teefing. His teefs are poking through and hurtin’ his whole head.”

Julie was sufficiently impressed. “But Mommy’s not singing to him. She sings when he cries.”

“Maybe she’s whisperin’ singing.”

“I’m goin’ to see.” Julie marched into the kitchen with Lydia at her heels.

“Lydie,” Julie whispered, and reached for her twin’s hand. “Mommy’s sleepin’ on the floor. Why’s Mommy sleepin’ on the floor?”

Lydia’s thumb found its way into her mouth. They went to their mother, kneeling down and touching her with a poke.

“Momma…”

Lydia whispered and picked up Penny’s hand. “Mommy, wake up Mommy.”

“Mommy, it’s Julie. Benji needs you, he’s crying. Nap time is over.”

Lydia shook Penny’s shoulder back and forth and her voice rose with her fear. “Mommy, wake up!”

“Lydia, we got to get help. We need help, Lydie.”

Tears streamed down their faces and the panic that plagued their mother that morning began to prey on them.

“Lydia, we got to call the ’mergency number. We got to call the nine and the ones.”

Lydia heard her sister but had already found her role. She retrieved her brother’s bottle and was feeding him. When she got it propped up, she dragged his seat next to their mother on the floor. She crawled under her mother’s heavy arm and nuzzled up close to her.

“I’m keepin’ Mommy company, Julie. She needs me. I’ll be with her. You get help, Julie.” Lydia sucked her thumb with a brutal intensity and closed her eyes.

Julie’s own terror found its way out in motion. She had to find the phone. That’s how you get help. That’s what Mommy said. But the phone wasn’t in its cradle and the room suddenly felt bigger and somehow foreign. Penny carried the phone everywhere with her, and Julie couldn’t remember where she’d seen it last. In her confusion she went through the house, tripping on toys and running in and out of rooms.

Everything was in its place; she could see the cookies her mother baked just yesterday in the glass pumpkin cookie jar they bought last Halloween. There were the marks on the kitchen door that showed how tall they were and how small they’d been. It was all there yet it was all wrong now. A picture of last Christmas’s art project in preschool swam in front of her. They had gotten paper candy canes with fire-truck–red stripes to be glued on. Julie used the glue stick from the teacher’s desk instead of the sticky white paste given to the children to spread on with their fingers. Julie liked feeling above the other children, not putting her hands into the messy pot. She was a lady. Her mother always glowed over what a grown-up girl she was. But when she got home, the thin glue from the stick couldn’t hold the heavy construction paper. The stripes had fallen off, leaving her with a plain white cane.

Julie understood now why Benji cried so terribly when Daddy was left to care for them. He did everything Mommy told him to do, rocking and patting, feeding and changing, but she could see now that Mommy was the glue. And without her, even the pictures nailed to the wall seemed horribly out of place.

The rooms were searched on the eye level of just over forty inches, Julie now racing haphazardly between her own landmarks in the house, the toy box, the potty, the television cabinet, the snack shelf. A sense of disbelief began to encircle her, choke her. The phone was nowhere.

“I get that phone, I get that phone,” she murmured, holding herself above her fear the way she kept herself afloat at the beach, holding on to her mother’s side.

Throughout the house, Julie glanced out of the windows she passed, wondering if there was anyone on the block who could help them, who would hear her if she screamed. When the Chaneys first moved to this block, they had done so for the closeness a development of houses brings. They had seen bigger homes for less money out in more remote areas of the county. Penny didn’t want to live where she couldn’t borrow an egg or a cup of sugar from a neighbor. She was very much hoping for friends. Their first weeks there she had spent hours with the babies in their ridiculous triple stroller, a spectacle difficult to miss, trolling the neighborhood for potential playmates. After the first month Penny began thinking of it more as a search for signs of life. Huge wooden swing sets with matching heavy canvas tents adorned the yards, keeping watch above inground swimming pools, animal-shaped sandboxes and more toys with wheels than a person could shake a stick at. Yet, Penny couldn’t catch anyone actually using any of these items. She would return home, discouraged, and tell Hal she was sure some biological war had been fought in the neighborhood and that only their family had managed not to succumb. It was the need for a two-income family these days, Hal said. Penny didn’t understand why anyone would put their kids in day care so they could go to work to buy them things they couldn’t use because they were in day care. Hal insisted it was more complicated than that. Penny tried to be compassionate, but mostly she was just lonely, especially those first few months. She had a secret desire to break into those quiet houses and live in a different one each day, as if the houses themselves, in being used, would somehow bring the neighborhood back to life. Instead, Penny walked past the trimmed hedges and professionally manicured lawns, pushing her children until they could walk through the quietness on their own two feet. And she learned to enjoy the scattered few who were home, mostly retirees who worked in their gardens, giving her their extra tomatoes and advice on the latest weekly grocery sales before heading off to the senior center or their own children’s homes.

It was no surprise, then, that Julie expected nothing when she glanced out of the window onto the block and could very well imagine screaming for hours with no hope of anyone coming to her aid. In the back of her mind Julie listened instead to her own house. Benji had fallen back asleep, comforted by his sister and weighted with the exhaustion of a morning spent crying. Lydia sat encircled by the heavy limbs of her mother, waiting for a movement that didn’t come. The quieter the house grew, the more frightened Julie became. She was emptying drawers she knew the phone couldn’t possibly be in, and she understood the emergency plan her mother had taught her wasn’t going to work. There was crying somewhere in the house again, a desperate keening wail that echoed around the tiny rooms and shook the plates in the living room hutch. As each drawer revealed more nothing, the cry became a scream and Julie was shocked to hear it was her own.

“Help! Help!” escaped from her small body in tidal waves as she made her way back into the kitchen.

The stillness of the scene around the table almost broke her. She wanted to be Lydia; she longed to have her mother’s arm wrapped around her. She, too, could sit quietly and wait, guarding her mother with her presence. She wanted to sleep. It made her furious to be the one to solve this problem. It was too big. She was just too little. And, like anyone put under enough pressure, she snapped. Julie Chaney threw herself at her mother’s rigid body, shaking it back and forth with all of the might of her thirty-five-pound body.

“Mommy, you didn’t teach me ’nuff! Where is the phone? You didn’t say no phone! How can I call help? Get up! Get up right now, Mommy!”

As she shook her mother back and forth she saw under her side the smallest bit of the phone’s plastic antenna innocently poking out as if it had been waiting there for her. Julie’s tiny face was framed with beautiful brown wet ringlets stuck along her forehead. Relief brought the color back to her round cheeks.

“Lydie, you gots to move. Mommy’s sleepin’ on the phone!”

Lydia sat staring at Benjamin, her lips slack over a glistening thumb.

“Lydie, I can’t move you and Mommy. Please, Lydie, we need that phone!”

No one moved. Julie started to cry again. She placed one foot on her twin sister’s bottom and another on her mother’s side and held on to the phone antenna. She tried wiggling it free, but it was in too tight. Tugging at it did her no good. One big pull was all she had left, and she thought that if she couldn’t get the phone, she would take up watch under her mother’s other arm for sure. She wrinkled her face into a tight ball of determination as she gave a count the way her father did just before he lifted her off of the ground and into the air.

“One…two…fwee!” and she jerked her whole body. To her surprise, the phone broke free and sent her flying backward through the kitchen and slamming onto the linoleum floor in what her mother would have called a trip. “Had a nice trip, Julie? Go to France next time!”

Julie picked herself up, holding the back of her head, feeling the throbbing there that was the beginning of an egg. An ordinary fall on the sidewalk seemed like a treat, and she wished her mother were consoling her or running to the freezer for the Boo-Boo bear. Nevertheless, she had gotten the phone and was going to save her mother! She almost had help! Everyone would know. Grandma Ellie would probably let her have Mr. Peepers the cat all to herself the next visit. “Let Julie have that cat. She’s the brave one that saved her Mama, you know.” Daddy might take them all out for ice cream sundaes in her honor. He would hold his up and say, “Here’s to my brave girl, Julie!” and they would clap. She would be a hero. Most of all, Mommy would get better.

Then she spotted the phone at the far end of the floor. It had taken its own trip and lay in the corner as silently as Penny, its frame and innards now two separate entities.

“Nooooooo!” Julie fumbled with the wires and buttons, pushing them into the plastic frame again and again, only to have them pop out. Nothing fit together. The red Power button had broken and lay next to the step stool by the pantry. Julie stopped crying and in violent frustration picked up the phone and threw it at the bay window that held Penny’s prizewinning African violets. Five feet of glass showered the front lawn.








Chapter Six



Hal was overseeing the building of a six-bedroom colonial. He watched the early spring rain, which wasn’t supposed to arrive for hours, pour into the hole that would become the foundation. Today it was just a giant mud puddle. Hal fought the weather over two counties, scrambling to put up tarps and gather tools at all of his various homes in progress. He had been playing his own frustrating game of phone tag, leaving Tom Carlson message after message, trying to get him out in the field to help. The impossible deadlines and overbooking were taking their toll on all of their employees, and Hal thought it was finally wearing him down. A mountain of paperwork waited for him back at the office, but as Hal’s truck came upon the fork in the highway instead of going on to the next job, he took the road that led him home.

A nagging sensation lingered in him throughout the morning, as if he had forgotten something or had done something wrong that needed to be repaired. It was the feeling he swallowed when he forgot an occasion or didn’t rave over a new dish of Penny’s. The month ticked through his mind as he tried to recollect birthdays and anniversaries. He wondered why men were always in trouble with their wives, and felt certain there would be significantly less divorce if there were no holidays at all. The center of town flew past and with it a last opportunity to bring home flowers, as well as the hope Penny would tip him off to the event without his having to admit he’d forgotten whatever it was. Better not to have the flowers, he justified. Penny always sees right through me anyway and gets twice as mad. As he pulled into his driveway Hal debated with himself on the pros and cons of showing up empty-handed when he was absolutely positive he had forgotten something terribly important, and was just about to turn around and head back to town. He threw the truck into reverse but spotted the widow Mrs. Greavesly, his seventy-five-year-old next-door neighbor, peering through the bay window at the front of his house.

Hal’s first reaction followed closely his feelings about holidays. He was just pissed off. The nerve of her, he thought, looking so boldly through my window—in the rain no less! As if she doesn’t spend enough time peering through the bushes. Penny and he had often joked about putting a chair in front of that very window for her.

He parked the truck halfway across the lawn, ready to throw Mrs. Greavesly over the hedges, the clumsy part of his brain eager to focus on something other than the feeling of dread it had been laboring under. The more insightful, subconscious part of him, however, was warning him loudly, pointing out the triangular shards of glass skirting his little ranch. It noticed the milling of what seemed like dozens of neighbors in his kitchen through the open window and the steady wrenching cries that he could pick out as his Julie’s. He sped up to Mrs. Greavesly, finger in the air, ready to make several points about privacy and neighborliness. He called her name and demanded her attention, which couldn’t be had as she focused so intently on the innards of his home, and he couldn’t bring himself to look until she finally turned to him saying something that he couldn’t understand. She reached out for him, her tiny shrunken body guiding his six-foot frame toward his front door.

Neighbors led him over the threshold and buoyed him down the hall toward the kitchen with helpful tugs. The sheer number of people in his home amazed him. He couldn’t remember seeing this many out on a sunny weekend, much less in his own home. They spoke with the same pattern as the widow and he realized he was panicking. He nodded and moved along, wondering who was hurt, trying to calm himself down, trying to breathe, but the rain must have been stuck in his throat because he couldn’t get control of himself. In college physics Hal had learned about Einstein’s theories of time and its flexibility within the microcosm of a moment. He thought the theories didn’t make sense to anyone because they were just wrong. How could something virtually no one could understand be correct? He studied with the intent of just passing another course. Yet, here he stood, a decade later, and he was sure he was encased in that very dynamic snapshot in time Einstein spoke of that refused to behave itself, and his epiphany told him it was all relative to his panic. Things moved so slowly and so much action competed to be held in that moment, Hal was sure he could feel his mind bending, unable to comprehend any of it at all.

It was so bright in the kitchen, he almost didn’t see her lying there. She was out of place, as though on his daughters’ favorite show when you see three boxes that go together and one that doesn’t belong. The song turned on in his head and he found it almost welcome. If he could play it over and over, perhaps the three other boxes of his wife in various everyday settings around their house would just reappear, the most likely box overtaking the other three and filling their life screen again. He wished it were a holiday—an anniversary, even.

Their neighbor, Janis Mitchell, was holding Benji in a corner by the refrigerator, swaying back and forth mindlessly as all women do when handed a baby. He recalled Penny commenting on becoming a psychobiologist just to study the instinctual sway factor in maternal and nonmaternal women alike. Another neighbor, Georgia Mullen, tried to extract Lydia from under Penny’s arm. Lydia was missing a shoe and Georgia was wearing pajamas. The number of bizarre details seemed endless. Julie had somehow appeared at his leg. Someone was pulling her off of him, and his hand, he saw, was holding her there for the instant before she was scooped away.

His wife. Dana Levin, from the blue bi-level across the street, cradled his beautiful wife’s head in her lap. He had never more than waved to her the whole time they’d lived across from one another, and here she was on his floor, holding his wife. Penny was terribly, terribly still. Rain poured in through the window, and he felt he should run out now and cover it with plastic and duct tape, because that’s what men do: They fix things and work. They don’t come home to find their wives motionless on the floor with their heads in other people’s laps. He noticed he was crying.

Hal couldn’t move beyond any of these observations and stayed stuck on the first square of linoleum that offered him a glimpse of his wife. He was saying something he couldn’t even make out himself, his voice rising rapidly with greater and greater volume until another one of his neighbors, whose name he didn’t know, moved over and gently shook him, apologizing as he rattled Hal around. Things began to move at a much more manageable pace again and his thoughts came back into focus.

Hal nodded, mopping his face on his sleeve. “Is she…?” He wouldn’t even say it and he was ashamed that he couldn’t go to her until he knew. The neighbors stared and Hal stayed on that same safe square of linoleum, watching them shrug their shoulders and pat her limp hand. Mrs. Greavesly quietly joined them in the kitchen, and Hal saw her open the cabinet under their sink and pull out a bottle of ammonia. She went to his wife and passed the bottle under her nose. Penny’s eyes flew open with a start that knocked everyone in the room back a foot.

“Penny!”

Everyone was yelling and there were looks of relief, which reverted quickly to fear as they reassessed the situation.

“Has anyone called for an ambulance?” Hal was looking at the sweat pouring off of Penny’s pasty-white face. She said nothing, but he thought her eyes were pleading with him for help. He had to do something before his panic seized him again. He was sure he could hold it off as long as she was alive.

Janis Mitchell stepped forward. “We just called as you were pulling in. They should be here by now.” But there were no sirens in the distance. Hal finally went to her. He told himself again that as long as he had her, he could keep himself together.

“Penny, did you fall?” He knelt down but didn’t want to move her if she had hurt her back. Penny shook her head ever so slightly.

“Do you know what happened to you, Pen?”

A “No” croaked out of her that sounded so unlike his wife it threatened to pull Hal under.

“Can someone open the door?” Hal scooped his wife into his arms and carried her over the threshold into the driving rain. “I’m taking her to the hospital myself. She can’t wait. Will someone stay with the children?”

There were many nods, which Hal didn’t see. He was already in his truck with his limp wife next to him, tearing down the road toward the emergency room. When Hal looked back later on their ride, he had to admit that he couldn’t remember any of the streets he drove on. He tried to recall the windshield wipers, which must have been fighting a losing battle against the storm they tore through, or the flooding on the bridges they went across. Maybe he was on mental autopilot—he would have even believed the truck drove itself—but either way Hal only remembered working to keep his wife alive.

Hal thought that if he could keep her talking, he could keep her conscious. “Penny, did this happen all of the sudden?”

Penny’s voice was so low, Hal had to strain to hear her. At one point he tried slowing the wipers, but the road became lost under all of the rain. Hal had to settle for shouting himself to somehow make up for her whispers.

“I was feeling sick.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

Penny thought her brain might seize up trying to decide between laughing and crying. “Hal, I tried to…” She faded and Hal grabbed her arm, giving her small shakes.

“Penny, stay with me! You have to be able to tell the doctors what’s going on, honey.”

“Hal, did you hear that?”

“What? That’s just the storm.”

“No, Hal. I just heard a voice. It was a woman.”

“Penny, it’s the rain. It’s coming down in buckets.”

“She called my name.”

“Penny, it’s the fever. Try to focus on my voice. I’ll turn on the air; maybe it’ll clear your head.”

“There it is again, Hal. Clear as day: ‘Penny!’ ” Then she added as an afterthought, “I think she knows me.”

The chill that ran down Hal’s spine was so icy, he thought for a second the rain had found its way into the cab of the truck.

“Penny, please! Should I put on some music? You need to be awake, Pen. I’ve heard that if you’ve hit your head you should stay conscious, and since we’re not sure what’s happening with you, you should do whatever you can to be awake.”

Hal heard himself babbling on and on and felt himself slowly becoming unhinged again. The Southlawn Mini-market blinked at him, advertising a two-for-one hot dog special, and Hal knew he was only a few miles away. He cursed at himself for living so far from the hospital; he cursed Penny in his mind for letting herself get sick, and took it back quickly, knowing he was just angry that he wasn’t sure he would get them there in time. He was furious he hadn’t done anything special for her lately. They hadn’t been intimate since Benji was born, and what if she died not knowing how much he loved her? He felt her hand go slack in his.

“Penny!”

“It’s okay, Hal. She’s with me now. I can see her.”

“No! No, Penny, don’t look! Don’t look at her!”

The truck skidded out along the muddy road and Hal almost lost control.

“She’s beautiful. Her light is in my eyes. She wants me to go there, Hal.”

“Noooo! Penny, I…I forbid you!”

He couldn’t tell if it was the fever in her cheeks flushing her face red or the glistening of the tears that were streaming from her eyes or his own, but Penny seemed to be glowing, and Hal felt he was losing.

“Penny, think of the children. Julie! Lydia! Benjamin! Penny, I can’t raise them alone.”

“It’s my grandmother, Hal. It’s Nana.”

Penny’s lips quivered and then found their way into a gentle smile. Her eyes rolled back into her head and Hal heard the click of the seat belt catching her slack body. His arm shot out, straightening her up, trying to hold her, trying to keep her.

“Penny! Penny!” Hal’s face contorted with a terrible grimace and he wept as he begged her.

“Please, Penny, I love you, I need you.”

The smallest of movements came through her body, a shudder of a breath, and he strained to feel another, which did not come.

 

From the window of the emergency room booth the security guard watched them drive in and hoped they would be moving on to the main entrance of Southlawn Hospital. It was only two o’clock and he was looking down the barrel of ten more hours of duty. The idea of being soaking wet at the outset made him scowl. Typical of a stormy day, any number of loons would be driving up to his door, expecting him to hold their hands all the way to the check-in desk. Sam had been working this job for thirty years and, having seen it all, couldn’t count the number of non-urgent situations he had to escort through the doors, embarrassed to even be standing next to the people. He remembered a man with a sprained pinkie, no insurance as it turned out, who showed up in the middle of a blizzard. Sam wanted to break the guy’s arm just so he’d have a real emergency. It reminded him of being a little boy and his mother saying, “I’ll give you something to cry about.”

The newspaper had been reporting a proposed change in legislation whereby if you sued someone and lost, you’d have to pay for the cost of the other guy’s lawyer. Sam thought the emergency room ought to work the same way. Come in with a stupid complaint, leave with a compound fracture instead—that was his philosophy.

Sam had a cup of coffee on his way in and cursed as he looked over his shoulder at the men’s room. His prostate had him peeing like a pregnant woman, and he couldn’t wait to get the damn thing out. It was declared cancerous a year ago, and he’d gone both the medication and the radioactive implant route, but it was proving stubborn. Lately he was up around the clock, passing his three dribbles of piss before flopping back into bed to watch the ceiling. As soon as this truck went by he would duck into the bathroom.

He watched it pull into the ambulance chute and rolled his eyes. Probably someone with a torn fingernail. Sam pictured himself screaming down the hall for the emergency manicurist and laughed at his own joke. His smile fell off sharply, though, when he saw the man get out of his truck. Sam was a man’s man and something inside of him innately flinched as he looked at Hal’s face. Even through the pouring rain he could see Hal had been crying, and Sam wanted to give him an elbow to the ribs and say, “Buck up, man.” He had seen thousands of parents send their calm children into a frenzy by getting hysterical. Honestly, he thought parents shouldn’t even be allowed into the hospital. The kids did better without them. But that thought soon dissolved when he saw Hal pull Penny out of the passenger side. The color of her face alone reminded Sam why he just guarded the door and didn’t work inside. He knew what death looked like.

He grabbed the intercom and sent his voice howling up and down the emergency ward. “Code Blue! Code Blue to the emergency bay! No medical personnel on-site! Code Blue to the emergency Bay!”

He could already hear the thunder of feet and the scrambling of wheels approach him from behind as he turned his attention to Hal.

“Leave your keys in your car, sir!”

Hal looked up, and Sam saw he was not registering anything at all except getting that woman into the E.R. He went to Hal, patting him down as he ran, looking for his keys to move his car in case another emergency should show up by ambulance. Judging by how fast this one came in and the standing-room-only in the hallways, it was going to be a long day indeed.

“My wife…”

“It’s okay, pal. I’m just gonna move your car.”

“My wife…”

“They’re coming. Keep running, man.” And as an afterthought, as he stood in the rain next to Hal’s truck, Sam whispered, “Good luck.”

The medical team met them at the door. Penny was laid out on a stretcher, collared, assessed and in resuscitation attempts before Hal could answer even one question. A rolling cart carried his wife and he watched them pound on her chest and force air into her lungs. The storm outside had followed him in, manifesting itself in showers of doctors and nurses.
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