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The Weight of God/ JJ Flowers

Epilogue

A coin toss put Jonathan’s final argument up first.

Still unaccustomed to being the tallest person in the room at age seventeen,
Jonathan’s six foot four inch frame hunched over the podium. His free hand nervously
knocked back long and thick blonde hair. His other hand clutched a crinkled paper
against a dishelved red shirt worn over loose fitting jeans, both found two years ago in
the dollar bin at the local thrift store. Worn holes decorated his plain black sneakers.
Unnaturally pale eyes swept the interested faces of fellow students and teachers in the
packed auditorium. His was not an attractive face; it was too round for one thing, his
facial hair caught between adolescent and unkempt, while the mischievness in his smile
was almost universally mistaken for a sneer, often a contemptuous sneer.

In any case appearance mattered not at all as soon as he began speaking.

“Okay. We need to wrap this debate up with some kind of fireworks,” Jonathan
began. “Paul wanted us to end with a poem. Some kind of special poem that totally
captures how I think about this. Paul, you know, is a poetry connoisseur. Even his mom
collects poems about the imagination. She’s a famous writer, so that makes sense.” He
tended to think outloud like that, nodding to himself. “Paul kept trying to help me out,
handing me this poem and that, suddenly remembering a poem, looking up, then tossing
it, thinking of another one. What I’'m trying to say is a lot of effort went into the poems,

and because Paul is in a brilliant category—"
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“Brilliant?”” Paul questioned, watching from the opposite podium. Except for their
shared height, Paul appeared to be the opposite of his friend. Curly dark hair crowned a
lean, angular face and dark eyes, eyes full of intensity and humor both. That Paul was
popular was an understatement; Jonathan often teased that Paul was cloaked in charisma.

“Jonathan must want to borrow my car again.”

The audience laughed appreciatively.

“Actually, he paid me to say that.” The spectators laughed more. “Oh wait. |
wasn’t supposed to say that part, was 1?”

Even Paul laughed now, but Jonathan pressed ahead, barely waiting for the
assembly to settle back down before reaching his point, “Anyway, Paul finally realized
the poem he was going to use for his conclusion is actually better for my conclusion.

“So here it is: If There Is No God by Czeslaw Milosz:

If there is no God,

Not everything is permitted to man.

He Is still his brother’s keeper

And he is not permitted to sadden his brother,

By saying that there is no God.

Jonathan paused before employing a recent SAT vocab word, “Now, that is some
superannuated shit.”

The principal, Ms. Pickering, leapt from her seat with a warning. “Jonathan

Knowles!”
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“Well, it is; I make no apologies. The poem says the truth doesn’t matter and boy,
the day we start believing that is the day we fall to our doom. Truth is the only thing that
matters.

“And this is a small sliver of the truth or reality as we know it: There is mounting
evidence that an infinite number of universes exist. Emphasis on the word infinite,
meaning the number of universes goes on without end. Our own universe has billions
upon billions of galaxies, a number that, considering the limits on our minds, is
regrettably incomprehensible. And each average size galaxy is packed with billions upon
billions of stars.

“Our own relatively modest Milky Way galaxy has 100 billion stars in it, one of
which is our rather average sun. Our solar system sits on the outer edge of the galaxy.
The sun’s enormous mass accounts for ninety-nine percent of our solar system’s mass or
put another way, about a thousand earths could fit inside our sun.

The young man paused, giving his audience a moment to absorb the vastness of
the universe before moving on to the main point. “Okay, now think of this: In every
human brain there are more neurons than there are galaxies in the universe—about 100
billion, each drawn from about 10,000 different cell types and woven into a tapestry of
neural interconnections that number in the trillions.”

Jonathan greeted the astonished faces of his audience with a triumphant grin.
“You heard that right. Trillions! The whole universe exists inside these neural
connections that make up our consciousness. What else exists here?”” He pointed to his
brain before answering. “Love. Love in its chemical form exists right here in our brains.

And so, I think, does God.”
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The silence stretched until everyone realized Jonathan had finished. Polite
applause followed. Jonathan nodded and turned toward Paul.

The courteous applause changed with enthusiasm as Paul turned to the audience
and held up a hand for silence. “I would not dispute anything Jonathan said. Science is
the mechanism from which we view the world, and this world is astoundingly,
spectacularly magnificent. All I know about God is that God is... a mystery.

This mystery is both profound and deeply compelling to us. God is the mystery
that a physicist finds in the immutable laws that govern the universe Jonathan just
described. God is what the cosmologist encounters with the contemplation of the
unfathomable numbers of the universe that Jonathan just outlined for us. God is the
mystery that a biologist finds in the studying the scale of evolution that went from a
simple cells to the astounding complexity of a blue whale, a redwood forest, and the
human consciousness. God can even be what a preacher reveals in the inspired words
from a time long ago...

“To make any further declarative sentence about God is to separate someone from
this mystery. I would not want to do that. Except to say this one last thing: Just as God is
a near universal experience among humans, so too is love. Love connects us to God just
as powerfully as God connects us to love. And in this mysterious way, love does indeed
become God’s gift.

“And here then is my poem to Jonathan and all those who view science as
opposing religion. It is titled On Prayer, and it is also by Czeslaw Milosz:

You ask me how to pray to someone who is not.

All I know is that prayer constructs a velvet bridge
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And walking it we are aloft, as on a springboard,

Above landscapes the color of ripe gold

Transformed by a magic stopping of the sun.

That Bridge leads to the shore of Reversal

Where everything is just the opposite and the word is

Unveils a meaning we hardly envisioned.

Notice: 1 say we; there, every one, sepamtely,

Feels compassion for others entangled in the flesh

And knows that if there is no other shore

They will walk that aerial bridge all the same.”

The audience burst with applause and cheers. Fireworks went off on the big
screen behind them. The video of the debate was copied thousands of times in the weeks
and months that followed and passed from one person to another, posted on various web
sites, and to this dayj, it is still shown in churches and in philosophy and religion classes.

It all starts, of course, with Lily.

Lily
Lily drove the car into the driveway and parked, lost in rather intense fantasies
about her new novel. She had spent the day buried in books at UCI’s library. Details of
the horrors of the Inquisition filled her mind and began arranging themselves into
descriptive paragraphs.
The world became a backdrop for the maze of her thoughts as she began planning

the opening scenes of her new work. Reality could not compete with the rich tapestry of
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fantasy. Even as a child she frequently slipped into a dreamy fog. Her family and friends
captured the elusive prize of her attention with, “Earth to Lily, earth to Lily,” a call both
her mom Clair and son Paul regularly put to use.

Yet, she abruptly noticed the police car parked in front of her new neighbor’s
house. That this young couple required police intervention for their loud and rancorous
arguments came as no surprise. At night, when she walked their dog Big Ben down to the
beach, she frequently overheard shocking recriminations from open windows, shocking
for their utter banality: socks and underwear left on the floor, or the purchase of the
wrong size diapers, or who forgot to pay the gardener.

Gathering up her pile of books, Lily headed to the mail box. A large package
waited there, too big to fit in the box. She smiled as she recognized the giant white
envelope stuffed with fan mail from her publisher. The older she got—42 and counting—
the more she understood that a good life was comprised of these small joys.

The postcard brought a slight gasp, a smile followed. The picture showed a
gorgeous aqua blue ocean and white sand beach, that was all. On the other side, the date
and the name of a hotel in Morocco scrawled in Max’s neat hand. She experienced the
familiar excitement as a physical force, embarrassingly so; she might as well be
seventeen again and in the throes of a first love.

Balancing the books, package, and mail, Lily made her way to the door. She
wanted to get right to the pile of books, but unfortunately Paul wasn’t home—vacant
space in the drive way--so she’d have to walk Big Ben. Fortunately, the eight year old

giant mastiff no longer needed long walks.
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The massive dog waited at the door. Lily swept down and petted the familiar tan
head, as big as a beach ball, sweet talking a warm greeting. He leaned hard against her.
With some effort Big Ben rose and nails clacking against the tiled floors, he followed
Lily into the kitchen.

Lily had just set Big Ben’s food down and turned on the tea pot when the doorbell

rang...

Clair

Dr. Clair Merton, popular professor of contemporary art at UCI, rushed down the
grand sweep of Turbine Hall of the Tate Modern museum in London. Once upon a time a
power station for the city, the towering brick building—thirty-five meters high—had
been transformed into the world’s most architecturally stunning museum and then filled
with some of the most exciting art of the twenty-first century. The professor normally
took her sweet time, marveling at the splendid proportions and height of the grand
entrance. She especially loved Louise Bourgeois’ extraordinary sculpture Maman that

occupied the far corner of the space, the giant spider the size of a two story house.

Today she had no time to spare; the squeeze of time bid her to rush.
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She had only forty-five minutes to film the exhibition of Damien Hirst's
Pharmacy. She’d show the video in her upper division and graduate classes this fall—the
masterpiece never failed to solicit awe, amusement, and a lively discussion. At noon
exactly, she was meeting two gallery owners who were going to take her on a whirlwind
tour of all of Banksy’s graffiti art to be found in London.

Clair arrived in the ancient city at least twice a year to collect pictures of new
artists. To keep her classes and her teaching fresh and alive, she tried never to present the
same art twice. There were exceptions of course. The basic intro classes of art history
demanded a presentation of the masters and the icons: Michelangelo, Rembrandt,
Leonardo, etc. all the way up through Picasso and Matisse, but for her Intro to
Contemporary Art she rarely taught the same thing twice. The field constantly reinvented
itself.

Banksy was an exceptional new addition to her collection. People knew Banksy
only from his fantastic graffiti art, which stealthily popped up in public spaces around the
world. There was the graphic representation of two policemen kissing, a lover escaping
from a window, a rat spilling a can of poison onto the street, Monet’s Water Lilies, but
with trash thrown about, or the common depiction of the grim reaper, but with a happy

face.
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Death with a happy face. She’d ask her students, “What is the artist trying to
communicate?” Just this morning she had discovered Banksy’s mission statement on his
web site. It haunted her still, the extract from the diary of Lieutenant Colonel Mervin
Willett Gonin DSO, one of the first British soldiers to liberate Bergen-Belsen in 1945.

I can give no adequate description of the Horror Camp in which my men and
myself were to spend the next month of our lives. It was just a barren wilderness, as bare
as a chicken run. Corpses lay everywhere, some in huge piles, sometimes they lay singly
or in pairs where they had fallen. It took a little time to get used to seeing men women
and children collapse as you walked by them and to restrain oneself from going to their
assistance. One had to get used early to the idea that the individual just did not count.
One knew that five hundred a day were dying and that five hundred a day were going on
dying for weeks before anything we could do would have the slightest effect. It was,
however, not easy to watch a child choking to death from diphtheria when you knew a
tracheotomy and nursing would save it, one saw women drowning in their own vomit
because they were too weak to turn over, and men eating worms as they clutched a half

loaf of bread purely because they had to eat worms to live and now could scarcely tell
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the difference. Piles of corpses, naked and obscene, with a woman too weak to stand
proping herself against them as she cooked the food we had given her over an open fire;
men and women crouching down just anywhere in the open relieving themselves of the
dysentery which was scouring their bowels, a woman standing stark naked washing
herself with some issue soap in water from a tank in which the remains of a child floated.
1t was shortly after the British Red Cross arrived, though it may have no connection, that
a very large quantity of lipstick arrived. This was not at all what we men wanted, we
were screaming for hundreds and thousands of other things and I don't know who asked
for lipstick. I wish so much that I could discover who did it, it was the action of genius,
sheer unadulterated brilliance. I believe nothing did more for these internees than the
lipstick. Women lay in bed with no sheets and no nightie but with scarlet red lips, you
saw them wandering about with nothing but a blanket over their shoulders, but with
scarlet red lips. I saw a woman dead on the post mortem table and clutched in her hand
was a piece of lipstick. At last someone had done something to make them individuals
again, they were someone, no longer merely the number tattooed on the arm. At last they
could take an interest in their appearance. That lipstick started to give them back their
humanity.”

How would her students relate this shocking text to the artist’s remarkable work?

There was never enough time in London—that was the problem.

Clair rushed up the escalators to the third floor gallery, swept through two exhibit
halls, purposely ignoring the two new pieces there, and into Damien Hirst’s masterpiece.
The installation consumed the room, the size of a tennis court, shelves lining the walls,

floor to ceiling. Infant and baby products filled the shelves starting at one end, while
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products for old age appeared at the other end; each age represented by pharmaceutical

products. There were literally thousands of products for each of life’s passages.

Alone, Clair wasted no time. Her camera emerged from her large, colorful bag.
The purse brought endless amusement; she could scarcely believe she lived long enough
to see a return of the hippy fashions she had always loved. She wore a loose gold and
blue long skirt, a pretty blouse, sandals and a matching bag, an outfit she might have
worn in college some forty years ago, but now came straight off the fashion pages.

Beethoven’s Ninth, her cell’s ring, interrupted her filming. Seeing Lily’s number
brought a smile. “Lily,” Clair’s voice sang into the empty room. “You won’t believe
where [ am! I’m standing inside Pharmacy—you remember me telling you about it? The
giant pharmacy that represents the stages of life. It’s brilliant; every imaginable product
to get through our time on earth, but still the inevitability of—"

Lily managed to interrupt, her voice weak, distant, strange. “Mom.”

Clair had never, not once in the whole of her life, heard such pain in Lily’s voice,
and the understanding that something terrible had happened arrived with a powerful jolt
of adrenaline. “Lily? What happened?”

“Mom...”

“Okay, sweetie, you have to stop crying long enough--"
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“Paul...”

Clair repeated her grandson’s name. “Paul. What’s happened to Paul, sweetie?”

“An accident...Mom, Mom...Come home...”

“Ohmygod.” The camera dropped in her bag as Clair moved towards the doors.
“Lily, is he in the hospital?”’

The muffled sound of Lily’s tears broke the silence. “No...no. Mom...”

Clair never remembered the rush to the airport: cutting in front of a dozen tourists
who waited for a cab, stepping in front of the older man just as he was about to get inside
one, mumbling incoherently that it was an emergency—the grossest understatement in
the history of human language...

Nor did she remember the scene at the ticket counter. The screaming, crying,
hysteria, all eerily similar to the part in Terms of Endearment when Shirley McClaine
runs out to the nurses’ station and screams for her daughter’s pain medicine; a mother’s
desperation to bring an end to her child’s pain was universally understood.

They put her on the next flight.

She had no memory of the take off, the kindness of the flight attendants, the three
vodkas that arrived, one after the other, or the steady stream of tears that fell down her
cheeks.

A young black man sat next to her. At first he pretended not to notice the extreme
distress of the older woman next to him, but at some point he abandoned the pretense. His
large, smooth hand slipped over hers.

She remembered that; she remembered clasping it like a life line.
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Jonathan

Jonathan Knowles leaned over the toilet, staring at the remnants of his breakfast,
coke and an ice-cream sandwich. If he had thought about it, he’d have seen a certain
irony in the idea that the ice-cream sandwich was owing to Paul’s articulate and elegant
defense of animal rights; Paul’s surprisingly pervasive argument had begun to affect his
food choices this last year. The ice cream sandwich had been a substitute for some ham
and egg crap at the convenience store.

Yet, he couldn’t think now.

He felt queerly light headed, like he might faint.

Geezus don’t pass out here.

After stepping on the flush handle, he tried to pull himself together, to take a deep
breath, but he couldn’t move even that much. Frozen. As usual synonyms raced through
his ever active mind: frigid, numb, but also petrified, suspended, and also afraid, stunned,
alarmed, terrified. Every friggin synonym he could think of worked to describe the
avalanche of feelings going through him.

Loud sobs came from another stall.

Jonathan tried to guess who they belonged to, but couldn’t. They could be
anyone’s. Half the class had started crying after the announcement. He had been in AP
Calculus, ignoring the teacher. There was nothing new in basic calculus he hadn’t known
since 7™ grade. Gregory Bendford’s new book opened in his hands, a ruse to hide the fact

that he stared at the beautiful Amy Erikson sitting two seats over. He hadn’t been
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fantasizing that he parted her lips or felt her breasts or anything natural like that. No,
loser that he was, his fantasy involved entertaining and impressing her with words, ideas,
his ‘exceptional’ intelligence.

That was until the moment Pickering’s voice broke over the loud speakers.
Normally the unnaturally cheerful voice of the principal brought the stupidest kind of
triviality to their attention:

“It is my pleasure to announce Laguna Beach High School’s new homecoming
queen and king: Jenna Harrington and Kevin Dodd!”

“Just a reminder students: Tryouts for band this Thursday zero period. Don’t
forget to bring your instrument!”

“Tickets for the Artist Theater’s new production of Guys and Dolls on sale today
in the cafeteria!”

This time she offered up no such banality, but rather its opposite.

Old Pickering couldn’t get through the friggin’ sentence. “It is with the deepest
regret that I must inform you our beloved valedictorian, Paul Merton has been killed in a
car...” The words replaced with an old woman’s sobs, the whisper of his name, “Paul...”

Sudden chaos erupted in the classroom. Mrs. Newton dropped inelegantly into her
chair, hand over mouth to stop a cry. Students exchanged confused glances before a
chorus of “Oh my Gods,” and “Not Paul,” cries, even screams, people falling into
friends’ arms.

Without even understanding the necessity, he simply rose, left the room and

headed for the bathroom, barricaded himself in a stall.
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His hands went clammy. Perspiration lined his brow. He was going to be sick
again.

The bathroom door opened. A group of three came in.

“Man, Paul Merton. Paul. Geezus.” A fist hit the tiled wall. “Fuck!”

Jonathan recognized Jeff Hall’s voice, his sobs sounding like coughs. The tallest
dude in the school at 6’6, not too bright but not dumb either, and no matter anyway;
athletic enough to land a basketball scholarship to UC Davis.

“Man, I love that guy,” Jacob Simon said with touching feeling. A polo player,
but neither as smart or talented as his friend, therefore destined for the local JC. “I cannot
believe it. Dead. Paul is dead.”

Laguna Beach High School was small, just over six hundred kids, most of whom
started school together in kindergarten. He had known Jeff since first grade and Jacob
since third. And he had indeed known Paul since kindergarten.

The sobs still sounded from inside the other stall. “Ortiz?” Jeff queried.

Paul had been tutoring Juan Ortiz since last year, elevating the poor kid’s grades
enough to enable him to graduate. Ortiz drew a sharp breath, then hesitated. “Yeah... Is
just... My God...”

“Hey comprende, man—"

The door opened to the sound of female voices, all packed full of emotion,
pouring into the boy’s bathroom, the nature of the emergency rendering all protocol
meaningless—no doubt there were guys in the girls’ bathroom as well. Hugs, tears,
laments.

Hysteria stuck Laguna Beach High School.
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Jonathan felt his breath come in gulps. The drama in the classroom, the
administration office, the boy’s bathroom underlined an arresting fact: The whole school
would mourn Paul’s death.

Yet, only Jonathan understood that had he died, Paul would have been the only
person alive to notice, much less mourn the loss.

Now Paul was gone.

He knew that after Paul’s mom and grandma, he would feel this incalculable blow
the most. Other people had friends and family to diffuse the tragedy, but he had no such
help. Not a single person. Paul had been it.

A weight descended over his chest. He couldn’t breathe. He had to escape. He
pushed opened the stall door, and ignoring the startled, red faces of his classmates, he
started walking.

He didn’t stop for seven and half hours. There, in San Clemente, two cities south
and fourteen miles from home, he collapsed. Once he started crying, he found it
impossible to stop, which was a problem. Hitching a ride was hard enough for a six foot
four, two hundred and fifty pound young man with long hair at ten o’clock at night in the
best of circumstances, but add crying to the mix, it’d be impossible.

Somehow he’d have to find his way to dry eyes, if only for an hour.

Numb: frozen, anesthetized, unfeeling, dead...

Ruth

Finally! She heard the sirens fast approach.
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The sirens went dead in front of the small white cottage attached to the Oak Street
Church. Ruth watched the two paramedics, a middle aged woman and a younger man,
rush out of the ambulance. The tall, heavy set woman with short blonde hair looked
attractive. The much taller black man effortlessly swung a heavy square back pack over
his shoulder. Together they carried the stretcher passed her flower garden; neither one
stopping to admire the first spring blooms.

Paul had always paid attention to her garden, since he was five years old. Paul
loved flowers almost as much as she did. The only thing he loved more was animals, she
thought, and of course his mom and grandma.

Ruth opened the door for the paramedics. “Please, do come in,” she said, trying
to smile, but finding the effort taxing. She might have made some cookies had she
imagined she’d have company, but it all happened so fast. There wasn’t any time.

“Ma’am, someone called 911 for an ambulance?”

“That would be me,” she confessed, a hand crossing her heart as if to offer a
visual aid of the suspected trouble. “I think I’'m having.... Yes, I must be having a heart
attack. I cannot seem to catch my breath.”

As they lay her on her back and checked her heart rate and blood pressure, she
noticed the woman wore too much make-up, an odd incongruity with the blue and gray
uniform. Face paint, her mother had called it, pink lipstick, black eyeliner around pale
blue eyes, purple eye shadow and mascara. Three gold and diamond earrings in one ear,
two in the other. The makeup was all together too much, but of course it was not her
place to criticize. It was never her place for that.

“Are you feeling any pain?”’
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The question confused her. She started to shake her head, but realized that was
wrong.

The black man was talking to her. “Your numbers are checking out just fine,
young lady.”

Young lady? Why he must be teasing her!

“I’m quite certain [ am dying,” she informed them, though with less certainty.
“I’'m having trouble breathing, you see.” Indeed each breath came fast and shallow. It
had all started just after Pastor Simon walked her home and left her. She had been trying
to think what she could do, how she could help, when her heart beat began a slow and
steady escalation; her breathing suddenly labored and gasping.

The young man listened to her heart again. “Sounds like you’re going to outlive
us all,” he smiled as he began folding the equipment.

The lady leveled a contemptuous look on her partner, followed by an irritated roll
of eyes. The gaze lazily or perhaps indifferently traversed over the modest space of the
old woman’s home: the worn wooden floors, the Monroe’s ancient gold brocaded couch
and matching chair, the same family’s plain glass coffee table, all donated to the church
some twenty years ago. As the church secretary, she got every thing the poor didn’t want.
On that coffee table sat a large, leather bound Bible, opened to Christ on the cross. A
small TV unobtrusively took up a corner, perched on a narrow wooden stand. A modest
dining table and two chairs stood before the yellow tiled kitchenette, that was all.

The walls held only the familiar wooden cross. Ruth had never lived in a house

whose walls displayed anything but the cross. She often thought of getting a picture,
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flowers or an inviting landscape, but she remembered her father saying that such
adornments detracted from the word.

After this brief inspection, the woman’s unkind gaze found Ruth’s face again.
“Listen,” she warned, “You can’t be callin’ us every time you’re feeling lonely.”

“No, no, of course not,” Ruth said, struck by the word lonely. Loneliness was
indeed a given, like waking to a new day or drawing breath, a fact of life so
commonplace as to merit no consideration. It certainly wasn’t the reason she called
them.

The handsome man cast his partner a mean look. “Better safe than sorry, right?
Here, let’s help you up.”

With surprising agility Ruth managed to come to her feet. She smoothed the folds
of her dress. It was a bit too large for her, and almost as old as she was, but she loved the
colors. Tiny pink flowers sparsely arranged against a pale green background.

“Just remember,” The woman pointed an impossibly long manicured nail, “While
we’re here helping you, someone might have really needed us.”

“Oh, why yes, of course. I am sorry. I just thought, you know, that...”

“Hey, it’s okay.” The young man had a warm and bright smile, a reflection of his
kind heart, Ruth thought. “No worries,” he said. “I’m glad everything is good to go.”

Ruth listened to their voices as they carried the equipment back to the ambulance.

“Geezus, she’s just an old lady.”

“There was nothing wrong with her.”

“No harm done.”

“I just started that steak sandwich...”
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Ruth focused on the sound of their departure. The back doors opened and
slammed shut before both the driver’s and passenger’s doors closed. The engine started,
the ambulance drove off. The nesting finches chirped in the new quiet, and ominously a
couple of crows sounded near-by.

The silence descended upon her like a monster.

She had to do something, she had to. For Lily.

She had tried to call, but they weren’t answering their phone. No message
machine picked up either.

What could she do to help?

She should get Lily a card...

She wasn’t supposed to drive any more. This had been Paul’s doing. Some older
man had plowed his car into a market place, killing ten people and injuring dozens, an
unfortunate tragedy that had triggered Paul’s concern. He asked if she thought maybe her
reflexes weren’t what they use to be, and if so, perhaps he could start driving her to the
grocery store once a week? She had lied just to be with him. It was terrible, she knew, if
God almighty frowned on anything, it was dishonesty, but a weekly visit by Paul proved
irresistible.

She looked forward to it all week.

Still, she could drive if she had to, and she had to get Lily a card. A pretty card
with a sweet poem of comfort. His mom, Paul had mentioned, loved poetry.

Ruth found the keys in the kitchen drawer. She made her way outside to the

garage. With some effort she lifted the heavy door. The old white Cutlass sedan fit
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snuggly in the small space. The engine hummed to life. She turned on the lights and
backed out.

Oak Street ran straight into the highway, which paralleled the ocean for two miles
before passing the drug store. Proceeding slow and cautiously, the sedan turned right on
main road. Only two horns blared at her along the way. She sailed smoothly into the
pharmacy’s parking lot and pulled diagnaly into two spaces. It was too hard to park
straight in the dark; she didn’t even try.

Inside Ruth stood beneath the bright lights above the row of condolence cards.
Systematically she picked up one and read it:

We could not know this hour

That God would call Ruth studied the blank space left for the
deceased’s name before continuing: home.

In life we loved him so!

In death we’ll do the same.

He left us happy memories

His love is still our treasure...

Ruth agonized over the poem. It seemed perfect, but for the blank space for Paul’s
name. As if this anyone’s name could appear there; as if she needed only to fill in the
right name...

She set it back and picked up another:

Mother of Sorrow, You who held Jesus in your arms, please intercede with your
Divine Son in our behalf- Ask Him to help us to know one another better, to forgive one

another more readily, to love one another more deeply. Mother of all mankind inspire us
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to travel without falter along that road at the end of which, under the Fatherhood of God,
there is true peace...

Too Catholic, with the improper emphasis on Mary....

Ruth read the floral prose on another: She’s in a better place right now... Wrong
sex...

An hour later the ornate print began to blur. For a long minute, the blurred world
confused her. After all, it had been over five decades since she last cried and that she was
still capable of generating tears came as a shock.

Ruth dropped the half dozen cards to the floor as she sank gracefully to her knees
with the habit of a lifetime. Once the tears started, she seemed unable to stop.

The cashier’s hand came to Ruth’s shoulder. “Ma’am, ma’am, what’s wrong?”

She knew the answer to that question. “God...”

“God?”

“Why Lord?” the old woman whispered. “Why oh why did you take Paul, of all
people in the world, Paul whom everyone loved, instead of me, an old woman whom no

one has ever loved?”

Lily
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Lily lay on the overstuffed fire engine red pleather couch beneath the duel
Matisse reproductions of Icarus rising and Icarus falling. The weight of her head fell on
her mother’s lap, and she tried to focus on the loving stroke of the familiar hand through
her hair. They had just returned from the hospital where she had been hooked up to an
IV, a desperate measure to get fluids into her dehydrated system and ease the worse of
her headaches. She never would have guessed that a person could become dehydrated
from crying too long. She cried even as she slept. She tried to drink water throughout the
day, but it felt as if her body had started to shut down and she could barely manage a few
sips here and there. The doctors wanted to medicate her, but she didn’t want to go down
that path—it felt like a one way street to the darkest end.

She imagined a double funeral. Ending her grief for good felt as compelling as a
hot bath after a cold ocean swim. As tempting as suicide had become, it was not an

option. More now than ever, it seemed a morally unconscionable choice. She had always
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been close to her mom; she could no more give her mom this grief than she could have
orchestrated Paul’s death.

She and her mom had passed the weeping clichés of I can’t believe it. For the first
two weeks those words were uttered a hundred times. Gradually, the utterance became
less and less frequent because it was no longer true. The terrible reality claimed them
both.

“Lily, I have to get up.”

With effort Lily sat up. Clair made her way into the kitchen, where she set about
making tea. For a long moment Lily focused on the familiar surroundings of their living
room, the colors bright, disarming, utterly incongruent with this new self, a new self of
alternating grief and numbness. Many people might imagine a historical romance writer’s
home decorated in old fashioned early American or perhaps country French, rooms filled
with antiques and pastel flowered fabrics trimmed with lace and frills. Not so Lily; she
grew up with an extremely modern aesthetic. The living room dramatically reflected this.

As if it were an inherited trait like one’s political party affiliation, she and her
mom both shared remarkably similar tastes, an uncanny correspondence of preferences in
color and furnishings. Mexican pavers covered the floors, except for the upstairs
bedrooms. They both loved bold and primary colors, and these bright shades appeared in
the paintings that hung on naked white walls: Matisse’s Dancers, Agam abstracts, large
colorful Miro’s and Klimt’s The Apple Tree and Field of Poppies. Clair had created the
large coffee table in the center of the room, this a glass encased reproduction of Matisse’s

Red Room set on a sturdy bamboo table.
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All one space, the enormous living room opened into the tiled kitchen. While her
mother waited for the tea pot to steam, she peered into the refrigerator. The over head
lights fell on the tiled mural of the counter top. A long ago gift from one of Clair’s

famous students, the mural depicted a colorful ocean sunset in bright blues, golds and
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silvers. The small fractured tile caught and reflected the light and gave life to a startling
luminosity. The artist had gone on to earn a well deserved international fame.

Art decorated every corner of their home.

Presently, as Lily sat perched on the couch, the art and its vivid colors
disappeared in her mind’s eye. She returned to the accident as if it were a scene she was
writing, but just couldn’t get right. The pictures from the crash came, one after another,
effortlessly. Indeed once the sequence started she felt powerless to stop it from playing
all the way to the end.

The sequence goes like this: A twenty-five ton big rig, packed full of big screen
TVs and other electronic equipment, headed down the hill where Crown Valley Parkway
connected to PCH. The driver realized his brakes went out half way down the rather steep
incline. “The brake petal suddenly slammed against the floor,” he had told the police.
One hand tight around the steering wheel, he pounded his open palm on the horn. The
truck’s horn, its continuity loud and alarming, rent the quiet afternoon air.

Horn still blaring in warning, and with all his strength, the driver pulled up the
emergency or air brake. The big rig began its skid, all seventy-five feet of metal started
swerving to the right.

Paul drove his green 2003 Toyota Echo north on the Pacific Coast Highway,
heading to school for his Model United Nations class. He had bought the car a year ago.
Clair had given Paul ten thousand dollars for his birthday to buy his first car. (They might
have guessed the money would not be spent as intended.) Paul bought the salvaged 2003

Echo for 2,575 dollars, giving the rest to Habitat for Humanity and bragging to anyone
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who listened that his car bought four families a home in Mexico, a feat no Mercedes,
Lexus, or BMW had ever managed.

Paul loved that car—no doubt about it.

Lily learned what music Paul had been listening to on his Ipod at the time of the
accident, though it had taken a dozen hysterical phone calls over the period of a week to
convince someone to search for his Ipod in the crumbled metal of the wreck. At one
point someone had said to her, “Calm down, Ma’am. You’re upset—"

It was as far as they got. “Upset? You think this is upset?” she cried. “Are you out
of your mind? Upset is the dry cleaner losing a favorite sweater. Upset is a virus crashing
your files. This is upset times infinity!”

Infinity. Meaning infused the word. Their small family always parted company
with an ‘I love you’. Over time they added, “I love you more.”

“No, I love you more!”

Paul was about five when a teacher explained the concept of infinity. That day he
left Lily for baseball practice and he said, I love you infinity. It stuck right off; it’s what
they always said to each other. Every day. Twice a day: I love you, infinity.

Paul had been listening to Ram Daz, a popular Indian spiritual singer’s, recording
of Amazing Grace. The music came as no surprise to anyone who knew Paul. He had
been collecting renditions of the song since he first heard it when he was about eight. He
had over a hundred favorite recordings of it on his Ipod.

She imagined Paul moments before the accident. The volume turned up on the

stereo, his deep and rich singing voice raised with the joy that song always brought him.

He saw the green light ahead, he shifted the gears into third, accelerating.
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This was the part that haunted Lily. The collection of seconds when Paul turned to
see the spinning big rig and confront his fate.

She fingered the blue velvet pouch at her neck—his ashes.

The police used the jaws of life at the crash site, a machine, like a giant crane, that
pulls wreckage apart. Paul’s body was mangled in the wreckage. The coroner's office
eventually placed what comprised the remnants of Paul’s body, most of which was
somehow mixed up in the tires, into a shoe box sized container. She had his remains
cremated and poured into the pouch.

The policeman said that Paul died instantly, but she didn’t believe it. In her
mind’s eye she saw Paul turning and seeing the truck rushing at him. In his last moments
he would have understood the tragedy waiting for her.

The one thing he always knew was how much she loved him.

Pastor Simon

Pastor Simon made his way to the Merton’s home on Brook Street. A thousand
homes decorated the hills and cliffs of Laguna Beach. Each home had its charm, whether
a mansion or renovated cottage. The Merton’s home was no exception. The two storied
white stuccoed house trimmed in turquoise blue sat between their neighbor’s huge
cement and glass monstrosity of a house, and an old fashioned tutor style home. Paul’s
grandmother had planted six liquid amber trees the year they moved in, three on each
side, and these now mature giants towered over the neighborhood. A two foot high white

washed and stucco fence surrounded the property, all but concealed by thick climbing
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roses. A varicolored tiled bench and table, the creation of a local artist, sat invitingly in
the center of their yard, this along side a bubbling water fountain full of water plants.
Long grass, in need of a garnener’s attention, created a carpet of green. Mexican pavers
formed a path to the wide front door. Three round hyacinths lined the front of the house,
each bursting with periwinkle blossoms as big as basketballs. The roof of the house
served as a patio, one offering a spectacular view of the ocean a block away.

The older man barely saw any of it. The cliché that described how he felt? Going
through the motions. Normally he’d enjoy the half mile walk to Paul’s house, his mind
ruminating on the day’s events, perhaps contemplating tomorrow’s plans or reciting
passages from the Bible. Not so now.

Now he just went through the motions...

He was not unfamiliar with death. At a young age he had lost both parents to
malaria, contracted on a missionary trip to Africa. Later, his beloved wife of ten years
went to the doctors to discover why they were unable to conceive, returning with a
diagnosis of advanced stage lymphoma. Indeed he knew death intimately.

As pastor to a fair size congregation, he had visited grieving parishioners
hundreds of times. These visits took on various predictable patterns and while each death
had an individual shape for sure, there were inevitably common themes. If the death was
unexpected, expressions of shock characterized the visit. “I can’t believe he’s gone! He
was just 63...”7 Anger eventually chased away this disbelief, but arrived variously; fury
could manifest within five minutes or five years later, but at some point the unwanted

emotion showed up. “I told him a thousand times to avoid that section of the 405...” Or,
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when the bereaved were the caretakers of a terminal case, the living expressed their guilt.
“Forgive me, but I prayed for an end. I did! I had too. He was in so much pain...”

Eventually Pastor Simon tried to lead them to touch, however briefly, the loss
before they began to pray: God is our refuge and strength, an ever-present help in
trouble. Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into
the heart of the sea...

None of this would work for Paul’s mother, of course. Indeed Miss Lily Merton
would not likely condescend to see him. He was going through the motions in more ways
than one.

He made his way to the stepping stones which lead to the Merton’s wide wooden
doors. At least two dozen gorgeous bouquets lay against the house: mums,
chrysanthemums, red and pink roses, tuberoses, several bunches of lavender, sunflowers,
and daisies. The heartfelt collection of offerings demonstrated two things: how Laguna
Beach, a town of thirty thousand, supported ten flower shops and the unnatural popularity
of the deceased.

A memorial had sprung at the sight of the accident and in recent days it had begun
to grow, spilling out into the street and along PCH for fifty yards. Signs and cards,
flowers, both bouquets and potted plants, drawings, a living tree in a pot, board shorts,
three boogie boards, two skim boards, a six foot silver cross made of cardboard and tin
foil, a smaller two foot wooden cross, poems and messages and quite a few books, three

of these Bibles.
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With his own Bible in hand, he knocked. Paul’s dog barked from somewhere
inside. A queerly passive bark, laden with... disinterest. The poor beast no doubt missed
his master.

Paul loved dogs—well actually, he loved all animals. One of Paul’s countless
girlfriends worked for a dog rescue organization and Paul was always helping her out,
posting pictures of homeless animals on the church bulletin board, urging parishioners to
adopt them. He remembered one such young woman. She had been the unfortunate
victim of a violent rape and despite a half year of therapy, she still felt traumatized, her
trauma taking the form of extreme fear. Paul finally heard of it from Ruth, and the next
day he presented the young woman with a young and large bull mastiff. The dog literally
served as a giant security blanket. She took him everywhere. The fear had been
vanquished.

Eventually footsteps sounded against the tiles inside. The door opened.

Pastor Simon absorbed the sight of Paul’s grandmother, the art professor—what
anyone would call a handsome woman. Tall, with long silver hair tied into a loose pony
tail in back, the color matching perfectly silver hoop earrings. Tan bare feet stuck out
from long and loose navy blue velvet pants topped by a loose fitting red silk shirt. She
always seemed to be wearing colorful clothes. He found Paul’s brown eyes in her blue
ones. The sight brought a surge of unexpected emotion.

He looked away, embarrassed.

“Pastor Simon,” Clair said politely, taking in the black clothed man. She had only
met the man a handful of times, all of these at a distance, mostly Paul’s church

performances. That her lovely and intelligent grandson attended what amounted to a
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fundamentalist church was a constant source of both concern and amusement. Paul was
deeply religious; he loved God like she loved... well, art, but Paul’s ideology stretched as
broad and liberal as the day was long. She wouldn’t describe herself an antireligious,
more like irreligious. Those few times someone asked what religion she was she
answered, “Democrat.” Since both she and Lily were disinclined to attend church, their
old neighbor Ruth had started taking Paul with her. This was twelve years ago. The
mistake she and Lily made was the assumption that Paul would outgrow the narrow range
of this man’s theology, but no such thing ever happened.

Now, it didn’t matter...

Paul loved both the man and his church. While Paul might have preferred that his
church more closely align itself with liberal causes, he never considered leaving. The
whole congregation was like a second family to Paul. She remembered showing Paul a
quote from the Dalai Lama, counsel to one of his Catholic admirers: “The core of every
religion concerns love and compassion. Instead of switching religions, you will be
bettered served finding this core where you are at.” Paul had nodded and smiled. This
was a bit of wisdom he had always known.

“Mrs. Merton. I came to express... my condolences to you and Miss Merton.”

A jeweled hand came to her forehead. “Now’s not a good time, Pastor Simon.”
She shook her head, her voice infused with sadness. “Lily’s not ready to see anyone yet.”

Pastor Simon paused. “Yes, of course. Please tell Miss Merton that I’'m praying
for her in this time of need. The whole congregation is praying for her, for both of you.”

“I will,” Clair replied, more curtly than she intended. “Thank you.”
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As she shut the door, she wondered why conservative Christians irritated her so
much. Their anti-intellectual stance on everything? Maybe they weren’t as bad as the
Taliban, but ever since reading Atwood’s The Handmaiden’s Tale, fundamentalism in
any clothe terrified her. She wanted to grab their shoulders and shake: How can you
eliminate doubt? Don’t you realize that if you were born in Taiwan you’d be kneeling in
a Buddhist temple, or if born in Jordan, you’d be laying a prayer mat down five times a
day? How can you possibly imagine there is only one way up? And who knows even if
there is an up?

On the other side of the door Pastor Simon closed his eyes and drew in the
perfume of the flowers. Cut flowers. Rotting flowers. A hand came to his mouth, a
gesture of regret somehow. He should have reached a hand to Paul’s grandmother, if only
to look in those oh so familiar eyes a moment longer. He should have said how large a
presence Paul had been in his life, how dearly the young man would be missed...

He made his way out to the street, suddenly tired and tempted by the pleasant
sound of their fountain to sit for a moment. He looked back at the house. No one would
know.

Returning to the spot, he eased his six foot two frame into the cool tile of the
sitting bench.

Paul was just five years old when his mother first appeared in his office. He
remembered what she wore, if only because it seemed so... incongruent with her beauty.
She wore worn Levis, a red sweatshirt and old sneakers. No make-up, but then none was
necessary. Rich dark hair framed her round and pretty face, deep set blue eyes beneath

raven black brows and skin lightly brushed by the relentless Southern California sun.
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Did she appear tragic then? He didn’t think so...

Paul once said that his mother lived in her stories, and the haze of her fantasy life
made her look upset, even lost, a strong impression people held until they heard her
laughter. She never smiled during that first meeting as she explained the situation: she
was a neighbor of Ruth’s, and she wanted to make sure it was all right if the older woman
took her son to church without her. She assured him that Paul would be well behaved.

“And why aren’t you coming, Miss Merton? God welcomes all newcomers!”

Of course he knew the answer. She smiled slightly as she shook her head and
muttered some excuse, as if the whole idea of church and religion were amusing,
certainly they were beneath contemplation. She was one of these modern single moms.
No husband necessary. He called Ruth as soon as she left. They both agreed; the child
needed saving from his mother’s professed agnosticism.

Ruth had tried to caution him, though. The child was touched, she said.

“What do you mean?” His curiosity peeked by the very choice of words.

“Oh, you’ll see, Pastor Simon, you’ll see.”

Indeed he was struck the moment he laid eyes on the little boy.

Here at last was his great test...

Jonathan

Jonathan sat at his desk, staring blankly at his computer screen. The dim glow in

the otherwise dark room provided just enough light to read the calculus text book, opened

to the night’s homework, which he did by rote. Synonyms for rote: grind, rut, habit. A
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half eaten TV dinner sat on his side along with a coke can. A brown paper grocery sac
overflowed with the week’s TV dinners, most of these untouched.

A pile of books created a crooked pyramid at his side. The AP economic, AP
French, AP European history, and AP psychology texts with various binders served as the
foundation for a thumbed copy of Conrad’s Heart Of Darkness, Toni Morrison’s
Paradise—a brilliant, difficult book about the necessity of telling history—and
ridiculously, a sign of both his loneliness and desperation How To Succeed with
Women.

Loneliness: aloneness, forlornness, withdrawal...

He didn’t know which made him feel more stupid: the relentless tears that began
as soon as he found himself alone, or that some shallow sense of masculinity directed him
to buck up. It took only the most fleeting thought of Paul to trigger the unwanted eye
moisture: the prize of winning Paul’s laughter, Paul asking about some obscure physics
discovery, Paul offering up tips on popularity, this last simply because Paul worried
about his friendlessness.

The most remarkable thing about Paul was the reach of his kindness.

“I don’t get it,” he had said to Paul just a month ago, “The popular girls, the pretty
girls, the smart girls, even the stoner girls—they all love you, man. What’s that about?”

There it was, Paul’s smile, full of warmth and humor both. “I’m a nice guy.”

“You’re a nice guy—that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Paul chuckled.

Leo Sebastian, Jonathan’s stepfather moved so quietly as to trigger Sandberg’s

poem in his mind: The fog comes/ on little cat feet... Jonathan often smelled the stench
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of stale alcohol and cigarettes before he saw or heard Leo. Suddenly the small man just
stood there in the apartment, swaying slightly as he set down his keys and shrugged off
his coat.

Jonathan quickly wiped his eyes, but it was too late.

“What the hell—are you bawling, kid?”

“No... No, man.” He manipulated the computer, as if preoccupied.

The short man swayed slightly as he absorbed the sight of Jonathan for several
long seconds.

“ Geezus. I forgot. Your buddy. What’s his name?”” He rubbed his chin’s dark
stubble, struggling to recall. “The Merton kid. Yeah, Merton. I remember the mom.
Gorgeous, but cold. A god damned ice queen.”

Jonathan guessed the cold had to do with Paul’s mom not welcoming his
stepfather’s advances.

The small, wiry man managed the three steps to the refrigerator and opened the
door. The dim light illuminated an aging and ragged face as he made a study of the
nominal contents within, looking no doubt for a beer.

Jonathan lived in fear the man would die before high school graduation next year.
The Marine room on Forest Avenue, the town’s only bar that remained unattached to a
restaurant, closed at 2:00 and his stepfather returned sometime after that. Lately Jonathan
found himself waking at 2:00 and waiting, sleepless until he heard (or smelled) the
drunk’s arrival. If he had to leave Laguna Beach High school for his senior year, he’d

probably lose his chance for a scholarship.
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He had made a brief study of alcoholism, discovering that his stepfather might be
categorized as a serious alcoholic. Chronically unemployed, living off a disability check,
the man began drinking when he woke, spiking his coffee with Jack Daniels. He
continued alternating whiskey and beer throughout the day, consuming unknown, but
vast quantities of the poison. The man’s eyes and grayish skin had a yellow twinge these
days. Most alarming, according to the research, was not long ago he showed little if any
outward sign of drunkenness, even at the end of the day. Yet now, within minutes of the
first cup of spiked coffee, he slurred words, lost most coherency, and stumbled.

Paul had just suggested he move into his home two days before the accident. They
had an extra bedroom, he said, his mom and grandma would be fine with having Jonathan
live there until they left for their individual universities. This incredibly generous offer
had blossomed into a cherished fantasy, one lived in full color and intricate detail, details
a shrink might find amusing, for they inexplicably centered on Paul’s mom and grandma
cooking huge family meals.

“Merton was your only buddy,” his stepfather continued. “And he goes and runs
into a fucking truck.” He found a beer and opened it. Amazingly the contents drained in
one tilt. “Geez kid,” he said, not without sympathy. “You have the hardest luck of anyone
I know. And if | know anything, it’s hard fucking luck...”

He tossed the empty can into the sink and fell into his cot by the open window.

Jonathan stared into his computer screen, biting his lip.

Lily
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Lying on the couch, Lily wore gray sweats and a black and red tee shirt that said:
I love Hunting Accidents, one of Paul’s girlfriend’s discarded items. The thick dark hair
appeared stringy and greasy, her pallor the palest gray almost, her eyes red, ravished now
by tragedy. She looked like a drug addict, a person who would merit little more than a
quick glance of pity.

Big Ben stretched out on the tiled floor within reach. He whimpered softly,
intermittently. She didn’t know if she should take him to the vet, or assume he absorbed
and reflected her very own grief.

Clair’s voice interrupted the profound quiet. “Lily, I’'m going to see a psychiatrist,
okay?”

The information caused a stir. Lily lifted the cloth from her eyes; the small
movement appeared to require enormous effort. She found her mother by the doorway.
Her mother wore attractive lavender prana pants and a loose fitting matching flowered
shirt, her hair lifted into a bun.

She muttered a weak, “Okay...”

Key in hand, Clair lowered her sunglasses. “I just... I need to make sure... that,
you know, you’re going to be all right, that I’'m doing everything I can to help you.”

The sad eyes looked up at the ceiling. A lone tear slid down her cheek and she
nodded. She understood her mother’s desperation.

“Betsy should be here any minute, okay?” Lily’s best friends, Betsy and Laura,
had by unspoken agreement decided Lily should never be left alone. No one should cry
alone. “I better be off.”

“I love you, mom.”
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“I love you too, sweetie.”

Infinity had been dropped.

The door shut. Lily reached a hand to Big Ben’s head and stroked. He gently
leaned in it. The poor, poor beast. Paul had taken Big Ben everywhere with him,
becoming that happy cliché of a boy and his dog. To his friends’ houses, to church, even
on church outings to Mexico to build houses. Every day he took him to the beach where
they played catch or Big Ben watched Paul body surf. The two had always slept together.

The dog definitely seemed to be suffering grief.

Did her sorrow spell out Paul’s death? Did her grief have a scent that alerted Big
Ben to what Paul’s absence meant?

Grief, relentless waves of it. She thought of the utter futility of seeing a
psychiatrist. Paul’s death had sealed and locked their fate into before and after. The key
was tossed away. No amount of wisdom or medicine could undo it.

She had once gone to a psychiatrist.

When she had found herself pregnant and it became clear that Paul’s father Gavin
didn’t want anything to do with them, she and her parents decided it would be best if she
moved back in with them. Her father, a heart surgeon at Hoag hospital, quit his job to
take care of the baby while she worked. The move had surprised both her and her mom,
then as her Dad and Paul’s relationship blossomed, it delighted them. Little Paul and her
Dad were like best buddies, full of fun and shared secrets and laughter. She and her
mother marveled at the transformation of her once upon a time type ‘A’ work alcoholic
father; the baby had changed him.

Her father’s death triggered Paul’s plunge into religion.
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Not yet two, Paul still wore diapers. “Where is granddad?”

“He died. He’s not with us anymore.”

“Where he go?”

“He’s not alive anymore. It is very sad. It makes your grandmother and I cry all
the time. It makes you sad, too. You miss him, don’t you, sweetie?”

“You go get him.”

“I can’t, Paul, darling. He’s not here anymore. He’s gone.”

“Where is he?”

And so it began and just never ended; Paul’s questions never stopped. No matter
where they took him or who he met, he’d bring it up. At the ice-cream parlor. “My
granddad died,” he’d tell the teenager as she went about getting him an ice-cream.

“Oh, that’s sad! Do you miss him?”’

The two year old nodded. “My grandma put him under the ground. She put dirt on
top of him.” Those beautiful brown eyes stared intently at the teenager, watching for her
reaction to these words, desperate for any nugget of information that might at last make
sense of what happened to his much loved grandfather. After two months of Paul’s two
year old Harold playing to her twenty something Maude, Paul’s pediatrician sent them to
a psychiatrist.

After playing and speaking with Paul for nearly an hour, her Mom took Paul into
the adjoining nursery, while she consulted the older doctor. Amusingly, he did indeed
look wise: a large man, a head of white hair and matching beard and more than anything,
large, expressive eyes that reminded Lily of one of her favorite all time characters:

Merlin. The doctor even smoked a pipe.
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“Ms. Merton, you have a very... unusual child here. Paul is exceptionally
articulate for a two year old; he will no doubt need special education his whole life.”

She sat straight up, alarmed. “Special education?”

“For gifted children—"

Relief powerfully felt. “Oh... well—"

“Now, the etiology of this highly unusual obsession is plain. His grandfather’s
death.”

She nodded. “They were so close.”

“You’re a single mom?”” He drew on the pipe.

“That’s just it. When I found out I was pregnant, and after Paul’s father didn’t
want anything to do with us, I moved back in with my folks. My books started doing so
well that my Dad decided to take an early retirement from the hospital to watch Paul
while I worked—*

“So he was not only the father figure, but Paul’s primary caretaker as well.” He
released a small cloud of fragrant smoke and that she didn’t mind amazed her. “Now
Paul told me you took him to the, ah, grave place. The cemetery?”

“We wouldn’t let him go to my Dad’s funeral, you see, we thought he was too
young. I suppose he was, but ever since he keeps asking where his granddad is. I keep
trying to explain. I said his granddad died, that his heart stopped and he’s not alive
anymore, but that we will always remember and love him. But where is granddad, he
keeps asking. So then I explained how when bodies die, they gradually turn into dirt. I
showed him dead bugs. We watched a dead flower shrivel up. I finally took him to the

cemetery. None of it has helped. Sometimes it seems as if death is all he thinks about.”
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“Hmmm... And you have no religious affiliation?”

“I try to be agnostic.”

“Interesting choice of words,” he said, smiling for the first time as he knocked the
used tobacco into a table high, large ashtray. “Well, this is the problem.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Paul very much needs you to convey the afterlife ideas of Judea/Christian
theology. You need to tell Paul that he and everyone he loves, especially you and his
grandfather will be happily reunited someday in heaven.”

“But I don’t believe that. I’ve never really believed that—"

“It doesn’t matter, Ms. Merton. Paul is struggling with the loss of his primary
caretaker. He is living in terror that he will lose you and his grandmother next. He needs
to know that it will be all right in heaven, that he has nothing to worry about...”

Lily visited the memory of telling her boy about this place called heaven. She
didn’t remember the words she chose or how she said it, but the image of Paul’s little
face relaxing for the first time in months remained vivid still.

“Let’s go, Mom,” he said. “Let’s go to heaven to see Granddad.”

Clair

Clair sat in the outer waiting room shared by three professors. The plain room,
done in benign shades of beige and rose, presented no clue about the owners. Three pastel
watercolors of flowers in vases adorned the walls. Picasso once said that paintings were

not meant to decorate apartment walls; rather they were weapons of war. She disliked
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decorative art; she might even say she was passionately against it, except she always felt
a little embarrassed to have strong feelings about such an innocuous thing. The chairs
were standard issue, meaning uncomfortable. Students or patients might choose one of
three magazines: People, Time, or Scientific America, all of which were stacked neatly
along side the campus newspaper. Sitting next to an unattractive brass lamp, a pink pot
of ivy offered lush green vines that spilled down the side of the table 