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646 ERNEST HEMINGWAY

“T'd better take the bags over to the other side of the station,” the man said.
She smiled at him. B -

“All right. Then come back and we’ll finish the beer.” * .

He picked up the two heavy bags and carried them around me. station to
the other tracks. He looked up the tracks but could not see the train. Ooaﬁm
back, he walked through the barroom, where people waiting for the train
were drinking. He drank an Anis at the bar and looked at the people. They
were all waiting reasonably for the train. He went out through the bead cur-
tain. She was sitting at the table and smiled at him.

“Do you feel better?” he asked. :

“Ifeel fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with me. I feel fine.” 1927

RELATED:

~Hemingway, An Interview, p- 1717
—Frederick Busch on “Hills Like White Elephants,” p- 1757
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- ell me things T won’t mind forgetting,” she said. “Make it useless stuff or
skip it.”

I began. I told her insects fly through rain, missing every drop, never get-
ting wet. I told her no one in America owned a tape recorder before Bing
Crosby did. I told her the shape of the moon is like a banana—you see it look-
ing full, you’re seeing it end-on.

The camera made me self-conscious and I stopped. It was trained on us

_from a ceiling mount—the kind of camera banks use to photograph robbers.

It played our image to the nurses down the hall in Intensive Care.

“Go on, girl,” she said, “you get used to it.”

I had my audience. I went on. Did she know that Tammy Wynette had
changed her tune? Really. That now she sings “Stand By Your Friends”? Paul
Anka did it too, I said. Does “You’re Having Our Baby.”? He got sick of all that
feminist bitching.

“What else?” she said. “Have you got something else?”

Oh yes. For her I would always have something else.

“Did you know when they taught the first chimp to talk, it lied? When they
asked her who did it on the desk, she signed back Max, the janitor. And when
they pressed her, she said she was sorry, that it was really the project director.
But she was a mother, so I guess she had her reasons.”

“Oh, that’s good,” she said. “A parable”

“There’s more about the chimp,” I said. “But it will break your heart.”

“No thanks,” she says, and scratches at her mask.

1. American entertainer and film actor (1886-1950). 2. References to Wynette’s “Stand By Your
Man” (1968) and Anka’s “(You’re) Having My Baby” (1974).
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We look like good-guy outlaws. Good or bad, I am not used to the mask yet.
Ikeep touching the warm spot where my breath, thank God, comés out. She is
used to hers. She only ties the strings on top. The other ones—a pro by now—
she lets hang loose. :

We call this place the Marcus Welby® Hospital. It’s the white one with the
palm trees under the opening credits of all those shows. A Hollywood hospi-
tal, though in fact it is several miles west. Off camera, there is a beach across
the street. .

She introduces me to a nurse as “the Best Friend.” The impersonal article is
more intimate. It tells me that they are intimate, my friend and her nurse.

“I'was telling her we used to drink Canada Dry Ginger Ale and pretend we
were in Canada.”

“That’s how dumb we were,” I say.

“You could be sisters,” the nurse says.

So how come, I'll bet they are wondering, it took me so long to get to such'a
glamorous place? But do they ask?

They do not ask.

Two months, and how long is the drive?

The best I can explain it is this—I have a friend who worked one summer in
amortuary. He used to tell me stories. The one that really got to me was not
the grisliest, but it’s the one that did. A man wrecked his car on 1014 going

south. He did not lose consciousness. But his arm was taken down to the wer -

bone—and when he looked at it—it scared him to death. I mean, he died.

SoIdidn’t dare look any closer. But now I’m doing it—and hoping I won't
be scared to death.

She shakes out a summer-weight blanket, showing a leg you did not want
to see. Except for that, you look at her and understand the law that requires
two people to be with the body at all times.

“I thought of something,” she says. “I thought of it last night. I think there
is a real and present need here. You know,” she says, “like for someone to-do it
for you when you can’t do it yourself. You call them up whenever you want—
like when push comes to shove.”

She grabs the bedside phone and loops the cord around her neck.

“Hey,” she says, “the End o’ the Line.” ) :

She keeps on, giddy with something. But I dor’t know with what.

“The giveaway was the solarium,” she says. “That’s where Marcus Welby
broke the news to his patients. Then here’s the real doctor suggesting we talk
in the solarium. So I knew I was going to die. :

“Ican’tremember,” she says, “what does Kiibler-Ross® say comes after Denial?”

It seems to me Anger must be next. Then Bargaining, Depression, and so
on and so forth. But I keep my guesses to myself.

“The only thing is,” she says, “is where’s Resurrection? God knows I want to
do it by the book. But she left out Resurrection.”

3.Title character in a long-running TV medical drama. 4. Principal highway along the west coast of
the United States. 5. Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross (1926-2004), author of popular books on death and
dying in which she described the distinct emotional “stages” of grief: denial, anger, bargaining,
depression, acceptance.
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She laughs, and I cling to the sound the way someone dangling above a
ravine holds fast to the thrown rope.

We could have cried then, but when we didn’t, we couldn’t.

“Tell me,” she says, “about that chimp with the talking hands. What do
they do-when the thing ends and the chimp says, I don’t want to go back to
the zoo’?” .

When I don’t say anything, she says, “O.K.—then tell me another animal
story. I like animal stories. But not a sick one—I don’t want to know about all
the Seeing Eye dogs going blind.”

No, I'would not tell her a sick one.

“How about the hearing-ear dogs?” I say. “They’re not going deaf, but they
are getting very judgmental. For instance, there’s this golden retriever in Jer-
sey, he wakes up the deaf mother and drags her into the daughter’s room
because the kid has got a flashlight and is reading under the covers.”

“Oh, you're killing me,” she says. “Yes, you're definitely killing me.”

“They say the smart dog obeys, but the smarter dog knows when to
disobey.”

“Yes,” she says, “the smarter anything knows when to disobey. Now, for
example.” . ,

She is flirting with the Good Doctor, who has just appeared. Unlike the
Bad Doctor, who checks the 1V. drip before saying good morning, the Good
Doctor says things like “God didn’t give epileptics a fair shake.” He awards
himself points for the cripples he could have hit in the parking lot. Because
the Good Doctor is a little in love with her he says maybe a year. He pulls a
chair up to her bed and suggests I might like to spend an hour on the beach.

“Bring me something back,” she says. “Anything from the beach. Or the
gift shop. Taste is no object.”

The doctor slowly draws the curtain around her bed.

“Wait!” she cries.

Ilook in at her. :

“Anything,” she says, “except a’ magazine subscription.”

The doctor turns away.

I'watch her mouth laugh.

What seems dangerous often is not—black snakes, for example, or clear-air
turbulence. While things that just lie there, like this beach, are loaded with
jeopardy. A yellow dust rising from the ground, the heat that ripens melons
overnight—this is earthquake weather. You can sit here braiding the fringe on
your towel and the sand will all of a sudden suck down like an hourglass. The
air roars. In the cheap apartments onshore, bathtubs fill themselves and gar-
dens roll up and over like green waves. If nothing happens, the dust will drift
and the heat deepen till fear turns to desire. Nerves like that are only bought
off by catastrophe.

“It never happens when you're thinking about it,” she observed once.

“Barthquake, earthquake, earthquake,” she said.

“Earthquake, earthquake, earthquake,” I said.

Like the aviaphobe who keeps the plane aloft with prayer, we kept it up till
an aftershock cracked the ceiling. .

That was after the big one in ’72. We were in college; ourdormitory was five
miles from the epicenter. When the ride was over and my jabbering pulse
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began to slow, she served five parts champagne to one part orange juice and
joked about living in Ocean View, Kansas. I offered to drive her to Hawaii on
the new world psychics predicted would surface the next time, or the next.

Icould not say that now—next. Whese next? she could ask.

Was I the only one who noticed that the experts had stopped saying ifand
now spoke of when? Of course not; the fearful ran to thousands. We watched
the traffic of Japanese beetles for deviation. Deviation might mean more nat-
ural violence.

[ wanted her to be afraid with me, but she said, “I don’t know. I'm just
not.”

She was afraid of nothing, not even of flying. :

Ihave this dream before a flight where we buckle in and the plane moves
down the runway. It takes off at thirty-five miles an hour, and then we’re ait-
borne, skimming on tree tops. Still, we arrive in New York on time. It is so
pleasant. One night I flew to Moscow this way. ,

She flew with me once. That time she flew with me she ate macadamia nuts
while the wings bounced. She knows the wing tips can bend thirty feet up
and thirty feet down without coming off, She believes it. She trusts the laws
of aerodynamics. My mind stampedes. I can almost accept that a battleship
floats, and everybody knows steel sinks. )

I'see fear in her now and am not going to try to talk her out of it. She is

right to be afraid. -

After a quake, the six o’clock news airs a film clip of first-graders yelling at

the broken playground per their teacher’s instructions.
“Bad earth!” they shout, because anger is stronger than fear.

But the beach is standing still today. Everyone on it is tranquilized, numb
or asleep. Teenaged girls rub coconut oil on each other’s hard-to-reach places.
They smell like macaroons. They pry open compacts like clamshells; mirrors
catch the sun and throw a spray of white rays across glazed shoulders. The

girls arrange their wet hair with silk flowers the way they learned in Seventeen.

They pose. .

A formation of low-riders® pulls over to watch with a six-pack. They get
vocal when the girls check their tan lines. When the beeris gone, so are they—
flexing their cars on up the boulevard. :

Above this aggressive health are.the twin wrought-iron terraces, painted
flamingo pink, of the Palm Royale. Someone dies there every time the sheets
are changed. There’s an ambulance in the driveway, so the remaining resi-
dents line the balconies, rocking and not talking, one-upped. -

The ocean they stare at is dangerous, and not just the undertow. You can
almost see the slapping tails of sand sharks keeping cruising bodies alive.

If she looked, she could see this, some of it, from her window. She would be
the first to say how little it takes to make a thing all wrong.

There was a second bed in the room when I returned. For two beats I didn’t
getit. Then it hit me like an open coffin.

She wants every minute, I thought. She wants my life.
“You missed Gussie,” she said.

6. Drivers of rebuilt, underslung cars.

B
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Gussie is her parents’ 300-pound narcoleptic maid. Her attacks often come

at &M ironing board. The pillowcases in that family are all bordered with
scorch.

“It’s a hard trip for her,” I'said. “How is she?”
Well, she &&m&m fall asleep, if that’s what you mean. Gussie’s great—you
know what she said? She said, ‘Darlin’ just keep prayin’, down on your knees.’”
She shrugged. “See anybody good?”
No,” I said, “just the new Charlie’s An gel.” And I saw Cher’s car down near
the Arcade”

.:O.Tmim car is worth three Charlie’s Angels,” she said. “What else am I
missing?”

“It’s earthquake weather,” I told her.

“The best thing to do about earthquakes,” she said,
California”

“That’s useful” I said. “You sound like Reverend Tke:® “T'he best thing to do
for the poor is not be one of them.” il

Were crazy about Reverend Ike.

Inoticed her face was bloated.

“You know,” she said, “T feel like hell. P’m about to stop having fun.”

: . . .
. The mnﬁmnnmbmﬁ asaying,” I'said. ““There are times when the wolves are
silent; there are times when the moon howls.”
“What’s that, N avajo?”

awzﬁa Royale lobby graffiti,” T said. « bought a paper there. Tl read to
you.

“Even though I care about nothing?” she said.

Tturned to page n.g.mmv to a UPI filler datelined Mexico City. I'read her “Man
Robs Bank with Chicken,” about a man who bought a barbecued chick

“is not to live in

€nata

The story made her hungry, she said, so I took the elevator down six floors
to the nmmmnmam and brought back all the ice cream she wanted. We lay side by
side, adjustable beds cranked up for optimal TV viewing, littering the sheets
with Good Humor wrappers, picking toasted almonds out of the gauze. We

were Lucy and Ethel, Mary and Rhoda® in extremis. The blinds were closed to
keep light off the screen.

We watched a movie sta
with. Hers was a tough co
cocktail waitresses.

s ) . .

Hr.a Is 2 good movie,” she said, when snipers felled them both.

I'missed her already; my straight man, my diary.

A E:.?Do nurse tiptoed in and gave her an injection. She removed the pile
of Popsicle sticks from the Dwmrnmnmnalmdocmw to splint a small animal.

rring men we used to think we wanted to sleep
P out to stop mine, a vicious rapist who went after

7. ..nga._.mu areplacement for one of the pretty young women in the TV
m:n_n. Eikerenkoetter (1935-2009), African American radio evan
godliness of money and prosperity. 9. Principal characters in
Mary Tyler Moore Show TV series. . M

series Charlie’s Angels. 8. Fred.
gelist best known for preaching the
respectively, the I Love Lucy and The
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The injection made us sleepy-—me in the way I picked up her inflection till
her mother couldn’t tell us apart on the phone: We slept.

I dreamed she was a decorator, come to furnish my house. She worked in
secret, singing to herself. When she finished, she guided me proudly to the
door. “How do you like it?” she asked, easing me inside.

Every beam and sill and shelf and knob was draped in black bunting, with
streamers and black crepe looped around darkened mirrors.

“Ihave to go home,” I said when she woke up:

She thought I meant home to her house in the Canyon, and I had to say,
No, home home. I twisted my hands in the hackneyed fashion of people-in
pain. I was supposed to offer something. The Best Friend. I could not even
offer to come back.

Ifelt weak and small and failed. Also exhilarated. I had a convertible in the
parking Jot. Once out of that room, I would drive it too fast down the coast
highway through the crab-smelling air. A stop in Malibu for sangria. The
music in the place would be sexy and loud. They would serve papaya and
shrimp and watermelon ice. After dinner I would pick up beach boys. I would
shimmer with life, buzz with heat, vibrate with health, stay up all night with
one and then the other.

Without a word, she yanked off her mask and threw it on the floor. She
kicked at the blankets and moved to the door. She must have hated having to
pause for breath and balance before slamming out of Isolation, and out of
the second room, the one where you scrub and tie on the white masks.

Avoice shouted her name in alarm, and people ran down the corridor. The
Good Doctor was paged over the intercom. I opened the door and the nurses
at the station stared hard, as if this flight had been my idea.

“Where is she?” I asked, and they nodded to the supply closet.

Ilooked in. Two nurses were kneeling beside her on the floor, talking to her
inlowvoices. One held a mask over her nose and .mouth, the other rubbed her
back in slow circles. The nurses glanced up to see if I was the doctor, and
when they saw I wasn’t, they went back to-what they were doing,

“There, there, honey,” they cooed. : .

On the morning she was moved to the cemetery, the one where AlJolson is
buried, I enrolled in a Fear of Flying class. “What is your worst fear?” the
instructor-asked, and I answered, “That I will finish this course and still be
afraid” : :

Isleep with a glass of water on the nightstand so I can sée by its level if the
coastal earth is trembling or if the shaking is still me.

What do I remember? I remember only the useless things I hear—that Bob
Dylan’s mother invented Wite-out, that twenty-three people must be in a room
before there is a fifty-fifty chance two will have the same birthdate. Who cares
whether or not it’s true? In my head there are bath towels swaddling this
stuff. Nothing else seeps through.

Ireview those things that will figure in the retelling: a kiss through surgi-
cal gauze, the pale hand correcting the position of the wig. I noted these ges-
tures as they happened, not in any retrospect. Though I don’t know why
locking back should show us more than looking at. It is just possible I will say
I stayed the night. And who is there that can say I did not?
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ing hands. .

In the course of the experiment, that chimp had a baby. Imagine how her
trainers must have thrilled when the mother, without prompting, began to
sign to the newborn. Baby, drink milk. Baby, play ball. And when the baby
died, the mother stood over the body, her wrinkled hands moving with ani-

mal grace, forming again and again the words, Baby, come hug, Baby, come
hug, fluent now in the language of grief.

1985




