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“Fighting? Like how?”
“I thought you said you'd shut up.”

“I'm sorry. I was just curious. Why'd they

call the cops?”
“God, you're so fucking annoying.”

“I'm sorry. I don’t want to be in my

house cither.”
“Why?”

“My dad’s making babies with the

neighbor’s mom.”

“What the fuck?” She shot up from her
relaxed pose and looked out the window at my
house. She could see my dad and Helen through
the window, still bouncing up and down. She
started laughing. I didn’t know what was so
funny about it. “Oh my God, that’s hilarious.
Look at her; she's like a wet towel. [ hope my
boobs don'tlook like that when I'm older.

Where's your mom, kid?”

Shelooked over at me and I shook my
head. I hoped she'd ger the idea [ didn’t

want to talk about it.

“Oh right, you're that kid. My mom
told me about it. Wasn't it a car? I'm sorry.
Shit, wasn't that just recently, too? Damn,

kid, your dad’s an asshole.”

[ went over to the window by her and
looked down at my dad’s bedroom. He hadn’t
looked as happy since before my mom died.

His smile was as buoyant as the bed.

The girl kept watching my dad and Helen,
her eyes following every move they were making,
as if she were taking notes. “My parents don’t do

that shit anymore.”
“Is that why you always go out of town?”
“Huh?”

“When you ride your bike. To get away from

your house?”
“How do you know I leave town?”
Y
“Uh, I notice. From up here.”

“Bullshit. You warch me, you peeping tom.

You really are jacking off up here, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, [ guess, but [ wouldn’t call it that.”
“Oh yeah? What would you call it, then?”
“I don’t know. Nort that.”

She folded her arms across her breasts,
obscuring them from my view. “Well, I'd appre-
ciarte it if you didnt do it to me. 'm not a piece
of meat, you know. I'm sure there are plenty of

other girls for you to ogle.”

[ hung my head low. “I'm sorry.” [ didn’t

know people hated being watched so much.

“I guess it’s okay. I mean, my boyfriend rells
me he does it to me all the time, but he’s sup-

posed to.”

Boyfriend. By now, my dad and Helen had
switched positions. My dad was on top and he

had taken his boxers off. [ went away from the
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off in the middle of the day like she always did
or sat on her deck chairs, but her eyes never
turned up to the tree house. I wondered if
she'd found a new place to hide when her
parents fought. Perhaps under the bridge on
the other side of town or at her boyfriend’s
house. I imagined her sitting in his tree house,
shouting about her problems to him. I doubt

he'd listen as much as I would.

“I caught up to ber in the yard and
tugged on ber shirt. “Get off me, you
pervert! I know exactly what we’re

going to do.”

One day though, while I was hiding out
during onc of Helen and Dad’s sessions that was
lasting way too long, [ saw her climb out of her
bedroom window and hop the fence. When she
poked her head into the tree house, she saw me

and groancd. “Shit. Are they fucking again?”

“What?” I put down my comic book

and killed the record player.

“Is that woman with your dad again?”
She lingered on the rope ladder, as if

waiting to be invited in.
“Oh. Yeah. Are your parents fighting again?”
She nodded. “It’s pretty bad. My mom hurled
a plate of spaghetti into the wall and stabbed my

dad with a fork”

I laughed, but she didn’t laugh back. "Are

you serious?”

“Yeah. They can get fucking crazy

sometimes.”

“Should you call the cops or something?”

“That wouldn't fucking do anything.

They'd just fight again tomorrow.”
“Why do they fight so much?”

She sighcd and came up into the tree hous
She picked the corner furthest away from me
and set up shop, curling up into the same ball
shape that she had last time. “They hate cach

other. Same reason most people fight.”
“I don't hate anyone.”
“Wow, cool,” she said. Afterward, she
thought about it and her expression
changed. “Whit, reallv?”

“Yeah”

“You mean, vou don't hate your dad or

the motherfucker that killed your mom?”
“No...”
“Why the fuck not? Jesus Chrise, kid.”
“What?”

“If T were you, I'd want to smash your dad
and that ncighbor lady’s heads in the wall”
She started tugging on her perfectly combed
hair. Clumps of it came out in her hands. She
tousled it, throwing it out of its formed rows.

It was like desecration to me.
“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“KING OF THE TREE HOUSE"
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Your fucking wife just died and you're purting it
in the neighbor! What the fuck kind of person
does that? You can shut off your grief, but

you can’t shut off your fucking cock!” She ran
over to the bookshelf and started hurling

books off of it and onto the bed. Helen tried

to cover herself with the blankert, but a book
smacked her in the face. My dad stood back

up and started shouting back.

“Who the fuck are you? What're you talking
about? Ger out of my house or I'll call the cops!”
He started pushing the books off the bed, which
were piling on top of Helen. The girl pushed the
bookshelf over.

“Fuck you, asshole!” she shouted.

It crashed onto the bed and Helen jumped
out from underncath the covers. She crashed
into my dad and they fell back into the wall.
The girl leapt over the bookshelf and ran out the
door. My dad pulled himself up and chased after
her, but he stopped before he lefe the bedroom
so he could retrieve his underwear. He shouted

at Helen to call the police.

The girl came tearing out of the house and
she ran straight past me. “Come on, kid!” She
had a smile as large as a car. I ran after her, trying
to keep up. She leaprt the fence with ease, bur it
took me a couple of seconds. I didn’t pause to see
if my dad was warching us. I rcumbled over the
top and crashed into her backyard. The girl was

leaning against the fence, catching her breath.
“Was he chasing me?”
I sat up and looked over the fence, trying to

keep my head as low as possible. I saw Helen in

the bedroom on the phone, but Dad was in the

backyard searching the side of the house and
wearing only his boxers. He hadn’t scen us ju

the fence. “No, no. We're good.”

“Thank God, the girl said. “Now it’s

your turn.”
“What?”

“Yeah, go fuck with my parents. The back

door’s unlocked. Just go in and find them.”
“Uh..”
“Come on kid, don’t be a pussy.”

It was the only word of hers that I under-
stood and I didn’t like it. I looked at her and
the house. The kitchen light was still on.

I went over to their back door and pushed

it open. It led into the kitchen, which was
empty. There were smashed bits of plate
lying at the foot of the wall, and pasta sauce
was splattered everywhere like blood in a hot
comic. Spaghetti noodles were dripping dow
off the wall and a lone fork lay in the middle
of the room. I could hear shouting coming
from further inside the house. The words |

heard were the same ones the girl used a lot.

I went further inside, through an archway
and into the living room. The La-Z-Boy was
overturned and a group of pictures had faller
off the walls. The voices were coming from di
the hall. I crepr along, expecting someone to
jump out at me. I thoughr a quick death ac ot
moment would be good, so that way I would

have to go through with the girl’s plan.

I went into the bedroom, where [ saw her

parents shouting at each other from across th

“KING OF THE TREE HOUSE"
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attended college. It had been old then, released
almost twenty years before, but we had both
loved it. We played it over and over again, sang

along each time it came to “Pale Blue Eyes.”

[ looked back at him. “Do you

remember this?”

“Sometimes I feel so happy, sometimes |
feel so sad, sometimes 1 feel so happy,” he

sang, a sheepish smile blooming on his face.

“I wrapped my sweater around myself
and let the notes, the words, cascade
through me; memories clouded my
ability to keep moving through our
things, to stack them in my pile, his

pile, dividing our lives.”

Carson took the record from my hands and
placed it on the old record player. He found
the cord and searched for an outlet. When
he finally found one hidden behind a stack of
antique picture frames and paintings of lacklus-
ter landscape, he plugged it into the wall. I didn’t
expect it to work, but it came to life and sput-
tered the first few notes of the song, but played
the rest clearly. They echoed through the stuffy,

cavernous space.

I felt tears gather at the corner of my eyes.
For a moment, all I could sce was the tiny brick
dorm room where he had told me he loved me
for the first time, the ratty area rug where we had
kissed, slowly, explored the crests and valleys of
our bodies. I saw the sweeping train of my wed-
ding dress, the bright eyes of our son swaddled
in blue, asleep in his arms. I wrapped my sweat-
cr around myself and let the notes, the words,

cascade through me; memories clouded my abil-

ity to keep moving through our things, to stac

them in my pile, his pile, dividing our lives.

He took my hand, wrapped his arm aroun
my waist, and we were dancing. I pressed my
face into the cotton of his shirt, tears wetting
through. I nuzzled into the nape of his neck a
he whispered the words into my ear. I wanted
melt into him, to never part, to forget the sm¢
of the other women that now lingered on his
clothes, discard the nights that he failed to co
home, overlook the moments when he made
feel small, old, forgotten. I thought that I mig

be able to forgive him as we swayed.
Then the song ended.

We didn’t immediately let go, but slowly w
parted. First his arm dropped from my waist,
then my hand from his. He took a step back
and so did L. Finally he turned, unplugged the
record player, and put the record back in the
sleeve. He placed it in the stack of things he

would take with him.

“PALE BLUE EYES~
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posal ot'its original Symmetry.

My wife cdgcd out from the doorway, waiting
tor the verdict. I decided 1 had to turn it over on
its back to finish my survey of the damage, but
so far the headless lump devoid of motion did
not seem to promisce any signs of life. I cautioned
my wife to look away in case the scene grew any

more grucsome.
<

The loose plate secemed destined to separace
in onc anatomically revealing tug as [Hevered the
turtle on its back using a stick. The extent of its
injuries became immediately clear. Along with
some gore strewn around its shell, what appeared
to be a liver lay exposed to the sunlight. I was
about to voice my reflexive thought of “damn,
that’s gross™ when the liver and corpse started

pulsating.
*Oh my god, it alive!” I exclaimed
“No way!”
“I see it moving. How can it still be alive?”

“T don’t know, do you think Max really did

thisz”

“I don’t know, maybe a bird dropped it from

the sky, something big like a stork!”

“A stork? Burt, can we please take this

seriously 12"

I do sometimes have a real problem with
l\'ccping situarions in comedic perspective, so
sensing my wife’s frustration and panic, and
feeling for the turte’s cumultuous plight - |
decided to help her hatch a plan to get our new-

found rcp[ili;m fricnd the care he so dcspcratcly

l]CCdCd.

“The seventeen-year-old girl at
the register’s helm looked over our
collection of bandages and rubber

gloves and cracked ber gum once

before asking the obvious question’

The turtle’s limbs now poked out of all fiv
openings of his shell, two legs, rwo arms, and
thankfully ves a bald and scaly turtilian head.
It would seem I had been erroncous in initial
declaring it decapitated; to my credit not mai
animals make a habir of retracting their mugs
into their chest cavities. He started belly wob
bling away. I grabbed some gardening gloves:
put him into a cardboard box we had handy:
wasn't going to have much success wich wob-

bling this one off.
£

“We have to get him some bandages and
stop the blccding,” my wite suggcstcd. [ coulc
tell the initial shock was wearing off herand «
was gearing into action mode. She works at tf
Blank Park Zoo, and it is against every onc of
her moral fibers to sic idly by as an animal suf
fers. Having no medical supplics on hand, it
was decided we should stock up at the nearby

Scott’s Foods store.

Briskly walking under the blue and red ne
sign that smeared its glow on our incoming
faces, I couldn’t help but take notice of the gr
disparity berween our expressions and those «
the store’s other patrons. They, with their lau
ing cyes or lips platcaued with boredom and
us with our panicked feet, furrowed brows an
quickened breath. It felt as if two worlds wer
scraping boundaries, and I was determined tc

steer [l'lCl]] [:l'()lll a CO”iSiOH coursc.
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eventually explain ourselves to would not scem
to comprehend why we would go so far out of
our way to help a wild animal. Several would try
to rationalize it asking us, “ Was it your turtle?”
as if owning a personal stake in a creature’s life

was the only rational excuse for rendering aid.

As I hunkered down deeper in thought, I
came to the conclusion about the many ways |
have more in common with those people than
[ would care to admit. How many times have I
cast a downward glance at the beggars with their
humble signs? How many waiters or waitresses
have [ grieved for some minor infraction, seeing
only their flaws and forgetting that there is a
person behind the uniform? It’s amazing to see
the kind of mental gymnastics we will jump
though to shield ourselves from having to bear

witness to another’s discomfort.

The halos of these thoughts finally passed to
the other side as the car pulled into the parking
lot of the wildlife hospital. I knew this was good-
bye to Mr. Frodo and felt good that no matter
the outcome I had done all [ could do to ensure
his survival, having no regrets is such a beautiful-

ly rare commodity.

In the nearly deserted lobby an old man
with blood stains on his jeans appeared to be
waiting for some grisly verdict. One of the vet
techs came and took a statement from us, then
we were asked to wait for her to fetch someone
from the wildlife clinic. The old man pecred
into the box to see Mr. Frodo looking like a ban-
daged soldier, belly wobbling about. He listened
kindly to our story, then informed us his dog had
gotten cut and nothing could stop the bleeding,
His heartbroken face told me all [ needed to

know about how much he cared for the dog.

“It’s amazing to see the kind of
mental gymnastics we will jump
though to shield ourselves from
having to bear witness to another’s

discomfort.”

The wildlife tech came and took Mr. Frodo
away, but not without thanking us for taking ¢t
time to come to his aid and reassuring us they
would call and let us know how he fared. On ¢t
journcy home [ could not help but think about
the plight of turtles, how it must feel to bea
small creature only capable of hiding inside itse
for survival. Maybe we are all that way, takinga
quick surveying glance before ducking back int

the safety of our shells.

“WE ARE ALL TURTLES”
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“Rails”

Hailey Dixon

[ could always tell when a train was coming
long before 1 could see or hear it. The old
wooden floor of our home would start to grum-
ble and tickle my fect with vibrations from the
rails. The walls would start to tremble, making
mother’s knick-knacks dance across the shelves
and leaving trails in the dust. When [ was young
I would pretend they were racing. Father and I
would watch the little angel ornaments compete
with the porcelain horse and the teacups in their
race to the edge of the shelf. We would cheer
them on like they were our old friends, making
bets on the winner. As the train got closer the
glasses in the cupboard and the silverware in the
drawers would start to jingle and bump against
cach other. All of the creaking and clanging
would come rogether in a symphony of anticipa-
rion for the train about to rush by. The screech
of the steam whistle was the grand finale. The
whistle would blow four times as the cngine
rolled through town. It would pierce through
the air making the window panes hum and the
photo frame on the wall shake. The other photo
frames had jostled off of their mounts, but my
favorite photo of mother Jane and me has man-

aged to cling to its spot on che wall all chis time.

Mother and I would always dance and sing
while we played in the garden. We would eat
sweet peas fresh off of the plant and carrots
right out of the ground. After we were done
working in the garden for the day, Mother would

play music for us on the patio and we would

dance, covered in dirt and sweat until our feet
were sore. She would grab my hands and twirl
me around until I was dizzy. [ loved watching
Mother’s long, auburn curls swirl around her like
flames while she spun me. Her eyes were always

glimmering and happy.

s the train got closer the glasses in
the cupboard and the silverware in
the drawers would start to jingle and
bump against each other. All of the
creaking and clanging would come
together in a symphony of anticipation
Jor the train about to rush by.”

After our dancing that day we lay down in
between the rows of blooming flowers and
almost-ripe vegetables to rest. Father heard us
giggling and broughe liccle Jane out to lie with
us. The three of us sat, soaking up the July sun
and watching the fluffy clouds pass over us. We
were so busy deciphering the shapes in the sky
we didn’c notice Father take our picture. The
flash from his new Minolea startled us into
another fit of giggles. Father was so proud of
that camera; he would go through roll after roll
of film shooting everything he saw. He wasa
photojournalist. He brought us here a few years
back so he could document the building of the
rails throughout this part of the country. He
took photos of us in the garden until the sun
went down, then disappeared into the cellar to

develop them,

HAILEY DIXON
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Several hours later I heard Father trudging
back up the creaky cellar steps, expecting him to
have a whole stack of new photos to show off; he
had only one. He rushed over to the wall oppo-
site of where Jane and I were playing and took
all the other photo frames down to position the
new one as the focal point of the collage. After
Father arranged all the old photographs around
his newest masterpiece, he called Mother into
the room to admire the new arrangement. The
photograph was of Mother, Jane, and me gig-
gling and pointing at the cloud figures in the sky;
it was our favorite photo Father had ever taken.
Jane was lying across Mother’s lap in a heap of
laughter with her beautiful waist-length braids
whisking around in the breeze. Mother had her
head thrown back, eyes closed, enjoying the rays
of sun soaking into her skin. I was lying on the
ground beside the two of them, my feet kicked

up in che air in a fit of laughter.

The next month Father left on another photo
assignment to document the new rails in the
northwestern part of the country. Four months
into his assignment, we received a letter that
Father had been involved in a derailment and
was one of the fifty men unaccounted for. That
same winter Mother became sick. Her beauriful
ruby hair I had always admired started to turn a
ghostly silver, and her big eyes lost the glow that

always made me smile.

Now when spring rolls around there are no
flowers or vegetables in the garden, just a ghost
town of brown and dried up stalks, wilted flower
remnants, and wild weeds. There is no more
music or dancing on the patio and no more
searching for familiar shapes or faces in the sky.
The one thing that remains the same is the way

our home comes alive when a train is on its way.

“Mother had her head thrown back,
eyes closed, enjoying the rays of sun
soaking into her skin. I was lying on
the ground beside the two of them,
my feet kicked up in the air in a fit of
laughter”

Now when the floor boards start to tremble
and tickle my feet, I pretend its facher tickling
me like he used to when he got home froma
day of work. When the trinkets start their race I
close my eyes and imagine father cheering on his
favorite teacup. The jingling from the silverware
in the drawer and glasses bumping together
in the cupboard reminds me of the sounds of
Facher and Mother washing and putting away
the dishes together every night. When the steam
whistle sounds I watch that photo on the wall to
make sure it doesn’t tumble to the ground like
all the others. After all this time I can’t believe
it still holds its spot without even the slightest
disturbance; I think it must be father holding it

in its place.

“RAILS”
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“Farewell Trip”

Lisa Melchert

My husband Mitch and I have traveled
to Puerto Vallarta, Mexico, every
other year for ten years now. Just looking at this
picture brings vivid memories of that precise
moment when the click and the flash of the
camera occurred. The golden and burnt orange
sunsct behind me was simply breathtaking.
Dressed up for a night out at the all-inclusive
resort, it appears we arc in paradisc without a
care in the world. The smiles and the embrace
reveal the love that is shared between us. The
ocean is far off in the background, but I can
remember hearing the sound of it. The water in
the immediate background was an overflowing
pool on the fourth floor that fed a constant
waterfall to the ground below. It was simply
gorgeous! But there is so much more to this
picture, the preparation, the posing, and the

thoughts hidden behind our elated faces.

Qut of the blue, Mitch said that since we
were dressing up for dinner we should get our
picture taken from the photo studio. At the
time I thought, “Why in the world would we
do that?” It was very out of character for him,
but I agreed wholeheartedly. On trips past, we
had simply asked a passerby to take our photo.
Was his intention to give me this memory?

This beautiful background, with us as the
centerpicce? Those are the things I cannot

tell you about this picture, such as the unspoken
thoughts and intentions of a man who is severely

disabled from a discasc called Multiple Sclerosis.

I posed him here looking strong and supporting;
it took hours to get him ready for the picture.
Berween getting him dressed, and endless
hurdles, bathroom breaks, resting, it was much
work, but we captured the perfect memory

of our last trip to Mexico.

“But there is so much move to this
picture, the preparation, the posing,
and the thoughts bidden behind our

elated faces.”

I do not enjoy shopping, but we both needed
something fresh and new for this trip. We had
gone to a mall in Des Moines the week prior.
Itis not often I spent money on anything for
myself, having four daughters and a limited
income. I hit the sale racks in several stores
and had no luck. At che final store, L had a
handful of sale dresses, but my daughter
grabbed a dress and said it was “me.” I added
it to the back of the stack. I tried on everything
down to the last dress, with no luck, and then
[ slid into the one my daughter was so cager
for me to love. I adjusted and turned to the
mirror and the girls and I said, “Yes! This is
the dress!” I proceeded to look at the price tag
and it was $100. [ instantly said no and began
taking it off. Mitch, hearing all the hubbub from
ourside the dressing room, convinced me to at
least let him see it. I stepped out of the dressing

room and he started to cry.

LISA MELCHERT
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He said, “Get it.”
I said, “Icis $100.”

Tears flowing from his eyes, he said,

“Buy that dress, it is beautiful on you.”

After much debare, the dress came home
with me. This is the dress I am wearing in

the photograph.

Mitch’s coral-colored shirt that was pur-
chased for this trip would not slide on over
his uncompliant arms that were tight from the
Multiple Sclerosis. His shorts were an equal
battle with his legs locking and convulsing. He
was unable to stand so I could pull the shorts up.
Exhausted from the process, I allowed him to
rest a bit before I began to put on his shoes and
socks. I transferred him into bed and without
delay his worn-out, afflicted body surrendered

to sleep.

I started to reflect on many things. I thought
back to the initial symptoms of Mitch’s Multiple
Sclerosis. I thought about the weeks his left foot
began to lag, with the naive thoughts that it was
probably just a pinched nerve in his back. After
multiple falls and deterioration of the use of his
left arm, Mitch finally agreed to go to the doctor.
He was instantly referred to a neurologist in
Iowa City. He was losing ability very rapidly.

One morning he was unable to button a button.

Within the next few weeks his trips over
cracks in the sidewalk became falls. Because he
had progressed so rapidly they diagnosed him
initially with Lou Gehrig’s discasc. It wasn’t until
over a year later that they found the clues in his
spinal fluid that gave him the label of Primary

Progressive Multiple Sclerosis. This is a severcly

degenerative disease that is caused by damage to
the myelin sheath of the nerves. There is nothing

to stop it, or repair it.

A funny thing bappens when there
is a conscious known life expectancy.
A person bas an entire shift in
thinking . . . an awareness of things
that were never before important.
A much higher value is placed on

every month, week, or minute.”

Within three years he was in a wheelchair full
time and the doctors informed us that his life
expectancy will be three to five years after reach-
ing that point. At the time of this trip to Mexico,
he had been in a wheelchair full time

for over three years.

A funny thing happens when there is a con-
scious known life expectancy. A person has an
entire shift in thinking. With Mitch I could see
a softening ot his heart. There is an awareness
of things that were never before important. A
much higher valuc is placed on every month,

week, or minute.

As Mitch’s wife, the clock ticked as annoy-
ingly in my mind as it does his. All of his years of
working long days with no time to enjoy family
shifted most immediately into open days, but
with the lack of physical ability to participate.
As much as I tried to repress the thoughts of the
different steps of this disease and his inevitable
death, it was constantly in my mind. I felt scared
even in the calmness of the nighe, as I lay awake
listening to his irregular breathing. There is no
escape from this monster I have labeled Mulriple
Sclerosis. It follows me into the laundry room

as I soaked soiled clothing. It follows me to the
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store as [ search for soft foods to feed him so he
doesn’t choke. It haunts me as I bring my alrcady
tired, unrested body to the fitness center every
morning at 5 a.m. so that I can continue to get
stronger to pick him up and care for him in our
home. It follows me to the mailbox as I receive
information on Living Wills, and DNR orders.
No matter where [ try to seck reprieve from

this diseasc and the loss associated with it, it is

impossible to find.

I remember sitting in the hotel room, watch-
ing him sleep. There were no phones ringing,
no children beckoning me to cook, and no girls
needing their hair braided. Just silence, with
the faint, rhythmic sound of the waves coming
through the sliding glass doors. It is not often
I lec myself “think.” I live in mother mode and
wife mode. The only time I consider reality is
during the wee hours of the night. My mind
instantly races to our four daughters: Allison,
seventeen; Mallory. Fifteen; Holly. Seven; and
Allyssa, four. I have homeschooled them all
throughout. On top of being responsible for
their education, [ have to carn the income for
my family. All of the girls are dual-enrolled with
the public school system for athletics and music,
so we were constantly running. But today . ..
today, I had idle minutes. I allowed my mind o
wander. To wander to the deep stuff. The seuft
that subconsciously gets hidden so that everyday

life will continue.

With the gate to my mind wide open and
with no one to judge or condemn or pity me,
I began to daydream. I looked at other couples
and couldn’t hclp but teel that this was unfair,
or that [ have been deprived or robbed. My plan
was to have a strong, healchy man who I would
grow old loving and making memories with. 1

want to be silly, play, tease and run with him. [

crave his 6’4" broad-shouldered frame standing
tall, his arms wrapping around me. I long for the
intimacy that can only be given by my husband. I
desire it as I desire the air [ breathe and the food
that nourishes me. And in this tropical paradise,
with the warm breeze, and the smell of the ocean
traunting me, [ deem myself a victim and allow

several tears to fall.

These are dangerous grounds. But with
Mitch’s mouth hanging open in his deep slum-
ber, I think about the life I used to anticipate.
With four daughters, there will be father-daugh-
ter dances, and a proud facher walking his girls
down the aisle. Mitch was a star athlete, so he
was “supposed” to be throwing balls and coach-
ing their tcams to the championships. Grand-
children, anniversaries, growing old, going for
walks hand-in-hand with the fove of my life. Not

being ... a widow.

Constant twitches from the impaired body
on the bed in frone of me put me back on guard.
If he were to see tears of sadness or fear, especial-
ly when T have painted the illusion of complete
felicity on this vacation, it would be heartbreak-
ing for him. I compose myself immediacely,
wiping forbidden tears away and stepping out
of the weak seate [ was in. [ poise myself with
strength that comes from who knows where. [

will forge on for this man.

Finally, Mitch awakens. We proceed directy
to the photographer. It was obvious that the
photographer did not deal with handicapped
people very often, because every potential site
was an impossibility. I finally say, “The ocean...
could you take us to a place where we can sce
the ocean?” And here we landed. The sound of
the ocean is my favorite sound on this earth.

On this vacation [ longed to feel the water on
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my toes and the hot sand on my fect, the roar

of the mighty ocean, and the waves striking me.
This trip had not yet included any ocean play, no
romantic stroll down the beach, hand in hand
while the sun was setting. My husband’s electric
wheelchair was not able to £0 in the sand. I was
so close, yet so far away from the ocean. The

sound alonc was soothing, but it left a longing.

“The air is feeling cooler now,
coming off of the water. It is as if I
had stepped off the wooden prison of
the boardwalk into a new land!”

All'a person can tell from that moment in
time is that we looked happy and in love. But the
reality is this: His arm that is wrapped around
my leg had to be physically placed there. It is not
a soft, warm touch. His muscles are rigid and
tired and heavy. His legs have constant, uncon-
trollable spasms and werc literally bouncing
underneath me. He was uncomfortable and 1
was uncomfortable, but we sacrificed our com-

fort to create this keepsake.

If you could see what was going through my
mind while I smiled and sat
lightly upon the feeble lap of my husband,
it would reveal, “this will be our last trip here
together. This picture will be the ‘Farewell

to Mexico picture.”

I was happy and thankful for our time
rogether. But you won't see the sadness [ was
hiding, or the desire for the story of this picture
to be different. A part of me was also excited for
the mere chance to have a souvenir in hand to
share with family and friends upon our return
to lowa to show everyone how “perfect” it

was. Maybe | could even trick my own eve and

remember it a litele bit more perfect than it was.
A marricd couple, husband and wife, not care-
taker and disabled man. The illusion created in
this photograph is that of a man and a woman
who arc in love and sharing an amazing getaway
to Mexico. But the memory of the trip is that of
being a woman in a foreign country, responsible
for the well-being and safety of herself and a full-

grown man with no physical abilirics.

Finally, I slip the sandals from my feet and
drop them on the edge of the wooden board-
walk, the boundary line for his electric wheel-
chair. T step down into the soft, silky white sand.
I unmindtfully drop my possessions and begin to
run to the ocean. The air is fbcling cooler now,
coming off of the water. It is as it T had stepped
off the wooden prison of the boardwalk into a
new land! For this brief moment evcrything is
forgotten, not a care in the world. Just me and

the ommnipotent body of water before me.

The tde pulls the water back to reveal the
flat, untouched wet sand, with tips of ivory sea-
shells pecking through. So I'stand with my feet
sinking in the cold, wet sand. I patiently await
the rush of the tide to return. It arrives. 1 sink
further down in the sand. Reunited. I soak up
every sensation, every smell, every feeling, and
cevery sound. I listen to the seagulls as they dance
around the sky immediately above my head.
‘Then I'hear a faint calling of my name. A louder

plea for my actention awakens me.

Lopen my cyes and sit up in the dark hotel
room. [ massage the leg cramp from Micch's
spasming leg and readjust him. T curn and look
out the sliding glass door and listen to the dis-

tant sound of the occan.
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