Henry, Is That You?

By: Mike Ortega

had just sat down after my coffee break when my cell phone rang. It was only
11:00 a.m. but | was already tired of the place.

“Hello, this is Clara.” | answered and could hear close conversations from voices |
didn’t recognize.

“Hello is this Clara Martinez?”
“This is she.”

“Clara, this is Dr. Cooke, I'm an E.R. doctor here at the UTMB Hospital in
Galveston...

My body turned cold as stone.



‘I believe your father is Henry Martinez?
“Yes, he is—why? What’s wrong?”

“Henry was involved in an accident and brought here UTMB Galveston,” said the
doctor. “We need you to come to the hospital E.R. as soon as possible!”

“Yes, yes of course! Oh my God, what happened? is he ok?”
“Clara—you need to come to our E.R. right away, do you need transportation?”

“No | have a car, | need to go pick up my mother to go with me though, | can be
there in about 45 minutes!”

“‘OK. When you get here, ask for Dr. Samuel Cooke.”

“Yes, of course—I’ll be there as fast as | can!” | said abruptly and hung up.
Rushing out of my cubicle, | poked my head in my bosses office and blurted out, “Papa
had an accident on the rig, I'm on my way to pick up mom then to UTMB Galveston
E.R.

| must have repeated what the doctor said 50 times trying to gauge how severe
papa’s condition was while building up the courage to tell mama, | decided to wait until |
got to her house to break the news all while feeling like I’'m going to pass out.

“She’s gonna wonder why I’'m not at work.” 10 thought to myself. | arrived | could see
mama'’s silhouette glowing with sunshine in the bay window while reading the grocery’s
flyer. How sad to think her sunshine was about to dissipate when | go inside.

“Hi mom what are you doing?” | tried to keep calm but my throat was closing up
when | tried to speak.

“Hi Clara! What are you doing here this time of day... why aren’t you at work?”
| could already feel her concern growing.

“Mom something happened to papa, they took him to UTMB Galveston, we need to
go over there right now!”

“Oh my God what happen Clara, is he alright, when did this happen?”

“Mom, this morning, please just grab your purse, does he have any meds, grab
those too... and a sweater and let’s go please!”

The whole ride felt otherworldly. | had never seen mom move so fast. When we got
there. | recognized the intercom voice from my phone conversation. The E.R. felt like



stepping into a dream you don’t belong. | asked the nurse behind the desk where |
could find Dr. Cooke.

"Yes, what is the patient’s name?” she asked.

“Henry Martinez. Dr. Cooke called me about 45 minutes ago, and told me to ask for
him when | got here.”

Just then a doctor practically looking me in the eyes walked through the double
swing doors came over.

“Dr. Cooke, this is Clara Martinez.” The nurse called out to him.

With his hand extended the doctor said, “Hello, I'm doctor Samuel Cooke, one of the
E.R. doctors. Please come over here and have a seat.”

| held mom by the arm as we both followed him to a dimly lit waiting room obviously
made to deliver bad news. It had a gloomy, somber, low lit feel with a lady asleep in the
corner chair. We sat across from the doctor trying to read his face.

“Clara, Mrs. Martinez... your husband, Henry, was brought in by Life Flight two hours
ago. On arrival he was rushed to intensive care, then immediately taken into surgery for
injuries suffered while on the job. We did everything we could but, Henry has succumb
from his injuries. I'm very sorry for your loss.”

His words took a few seconds for me to process. Mom was having a hard time
breathing. She was clutching on to me so tightly that her nails began to dig into my arm.
One long exhale showed her emotional release. Just then two representatives from
Lone Star Drilling walked in. We recognized Randy and JoAnne from all the company
parties over the years.

“I will give you some private time,” said Dr. Cooke as he got up from his chair, | stood
up too and gently held the doctor’'s arm as we walked back to the nurses’ station.

“Is there anything you can tell me about the accident,” | asked him. “Mama’s surely
going to ask about it.”

“Clara, his injuries occurred on the offshore platform, Accidents out there are
investigated and the family is entitled to a complete report. That's the best answer | can
give you at this time.”

Just like that, we had lost our Papa.



Mom and papa were high school sweethearts from the get-go. She secretly told me
once that Henry was sent to her from God. Like heaven-sent | suppose. From what |
understand, she was very persistent, some might call it stalking.

“‘He was the one!” she often said.

Papa was a senior and mama was a freshman. Judging by the pictures in the year
book, they could have easily pass for someone a few years older. Must have been the
way she wore her hair up. She was a real cutie. It didn’t take long before they’re dating
got serious. He was really good looking too and a great tutor in those subjects mama
needed help with. | think she was afraid to lose him once he went off to college, | don’t
blame her. Mama was only 16 years old, although they had to wait a couple years
before they could get married.

After high school their plans started to take shape. | came along in 1984. Overdue, |
took too long to come out, and mom said | was too much trouble.

Papa started working as a Rotary Drill Operator’s assistant the summer of his
graduation in Corpus Christi, then two years later a RDO position opened up and he
was right in line to be promoted. The only real plans my mama had after high school
was to marry papa, buy a house, raise a kid. You’re perfect small town scenario.

When | was 18, | made the biggest mistake of my life by following my first “real love”
out to California and getting married. He turned out to be a real dead beat guy who dealt
drugs and sold everything we worked hard for to buy his own drugs.

Oh boy, when papa found out what was really going on! | remember the day he
showed up at our house. Oh my God, he made it clear that he was not going back to
Texas without his little girl. That two day drive back home helped me realize how close
our family really was.

From Corpus we moved to Lake Jackson, Texas. Papa was a senior executive at his
company by now, but he must have gotten bored at his desk job because out of the
blue, he made a career change to be outdoors and leave the suit and tie world. He
found the job that gave him the outdoor freedom he wanted at Lone Star Drilling. That
meant we had to move to Freeport, Texas. | decided to stay in Lake Jackson because |
was dating a really nice guy and things were good. Papa really liked it out on the rig and
it showed in his attitude. He never missing a day of work that | could remember.

Nl
_/’\_

Henry’s work day would start at the dock by 6:00 a.m. when the taxi boat took him
and his crew out to the platform rig they called “Old Red”. He was a veteran leader of
his crew for almost 25 years.

On the day of his accident, a structural analysis was scheduled for first thing that
morning. From preliminary test data and most of the concerns surrounding the subsea
integrity, such an analysis was common for a drilling rig its age. For Henry and his team



of divers, this meant working next to underwater welders from the inspection division
while monitoring equipment was retrofitted.

That morning’s pre-dive meeting took longer than usual, putting everyone behind
schedule. Weather forecasts predicted an approaching storm within the hour. The sister
rig, “Miss Blue,” was already reporting 50 mph winds, upgrading the situation into
tropical storm level. This meant the scheduled dive would have to be cut short.

From Henry's small office he could see the impending storm turning the horizon a
charcoal gray. The surveillance cameras mounted just above the surface began to take
a beating from the high winds. Since a mandatory OSHA safety rule requires a visual of
the crew at all times, Henry climbed into his safety harness and went outside into the
dime size hail. Attaching himself to the safety cable that ran the length of the railing
gave him the stability to get a clear view of the diving crew as they surfaced. His
concern and dedication for his crew went way beyond his job duties and on that day he
would pay the ultimate price.

In the days leading up to papa’s funeral, Margaret was doing her best to be strong,
but was having moments of reminiscing and feeling her husband’s spirit close by. During
this time it helped that the house was full of family from out of town. On the night of his
funeral wake, many of Henry’s co-workers showed up to pay their respects. The somber
mood and respect for our family discouraged any conversation about the accident’s
details.

A young intern named Jerry Ortiz from the survey crew kept to himself most of the
night. This seemed a bit odd and | could tell something was bothering him.

He had excused himself for the men’s room and | figured that was my chance to
catch him by himself on the way out. | casually walked out to the hall with one eye on
the men’s room door.

“Hi, excuse me, but | haven’t had a chance to meet you yet. I'm Clara, and you are?”

“‘Hello 'm Jerry Ortiz. It's very nice to meet you Clara.”

“Did you know my father very well?” Clara asked.

“Not really, I'm kinda new to the company, maybe last year | met your father once or
twice at the office, when | started my internship, and then the day of the accident. I'm

very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you Jerry, everyone’s been there for us like family.”
Clara tensed ever so slightly as she began to inquire.

“What do you guys do during a storm like that and you're out in the open, what was it
like?”



“Yes, ma’am it is dangerous.” His mood changed. “I took shelter in the equipment
room where we had set up testing.”

Clara could tell he had plenty more to say. “You know, Jerry, everyone has been very
polite and respectful to us about what happened and | appreciate that. | consider that
how my father died was an act of God. | may never know exactly what happened to my
father that day, you know what I’'m saying? We’re not seeking any damages for this
tragedy, It’s just...”

Jerry listened to her intently. “I know what you mean, finding closure and all,” he
said. “l think | would want to know what happened as well,” Jerry muttered barely
audibly. “That morning, it was really rough out there. The storage building | was in, on
the same level as Henry’s office, got really loud when it started to hail.”

Clara reached down and held his hand softly at first, then a little tighter for support.

Jerry continued, “The wind kicked up so bad, it blew my shed wide open and my
door slammed back. It scared the heck out of me. | could see directly over to your
father’s building. Then his door swung open, slamming the wall behind it, and that’s
when | saw Henry come out trying to get over to the railing. He had his safety harness
on, and finally was able to latch it to the safety line that runs the length of the railing.”

“Yes | can imagine!” | replied trying not to interrupt him.

“| couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was carefully making his way down the rail while
looking towards the lower deck where the crew would be surfacing. His door kept
swinging and slamming, making that loud bang, every few seconds.” Jerry was
breathing heavily recalling his story. We moved even closer to the corner of the hallway.

“It's fine, Jerry, Please, what did you see?”

“Clara, are you sure you want to know?” His eyes filled with tears as his grip on my
arm tightened.

“‘Have you ever heard what a leather whip sounds like when it pops?” Jerry asked.
“Yes, | think so, like a loud snap, right?” | answered.

“Exactly, the security cable on my end of the deck had snapped. It unraveled through
the guide loops, and out of the corner of my eye | saw that Henry had fallen back when
the cable lost tension. He was just holding on to the railing to keep from falling down a
level of the platform. Jerry continued, “That cable was just whipping and smacking the
side of his building. He tried to get up but kept slipping on the wet deck. | couldn’t do a
damn thing but watch, hoping someone else was seeing what was going on. Henry
tried, he really did. He fought hard against that crazy wind, but he was right in the
direction of that wire as it swung and thrashed everything in sight!”
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Jerry tried to continue. | placed my hand on his chest, letting him know that I've
heard enough.

“You have been so brave, Jerry.” | really needed to know what happened.
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After the funeral Margaret generally preferred to be left alone. On some days she
didn’t even get out of bed. She would simply lie in bed and reminisce about her life with
Henry, often holding Henry’s personal items, like his wallet, or keys to his truck, now
parked in the garage like a rolling sarcophagus.

His hearing aids had surprisingly survived the accident as well. She would hold them
in her hands like precious gems, admiring their flesh tone contour and imagining them
snug inside his ears. Although she didn’t think herself hard of hearing with no need for a
hearing aid, in a moment of curiosity, she inserted one of them in her own ear with a
gentle twisting motion. Immediately it seemed to come to life with a high pitch whistle.

When she figured out the volume controls, her world came alive with sounds she
hadn’t heard in years. The crunching of the ice maker, the birds outside, even the
second hand from the wall clock sounded amazing.

“I kinda like them!” She thought to herself. “These hearing aids change everything!”

She looked at her reflection in the mirror across the room and a little smile came to
her lips. It was all she needed to change her attitude and make her feel encouraged to
get out of bed and return to daily living.

The Gulf Coast had been receiving its fair share of heavy rain and the TV forecast
warned of more possible storms that night. Margaret had never been fond of stormy
weather, and since Henry’s death in a ferocious storm, even more so.

As predicted, thunderstorms rolled in around 6:00 p.m. that evening, and as usual
she turned off the TV, always fearful of damage from a power surge. That made for a
very quiet house. As the lightning increased, so did the static in her hearing aids.
Suddenly she thought that she was hearing fragments of a voice, but assumed it was
only some stray two-way radio conversation. Then she heard her name

(( ((Mar~ga) ) ))...( (((~ret hello))) )...( ( ((Marga)) ) )...(( (Can-ya)) )...(((Its..))) ...
(((me Hen...)) ) (( (Margaret, it's me Henry, can you hear me?) )) She let out a short

gasp, sat up in her bed and cupped her hands over her ears with the hearing aids.

(( ("Margaret, it's m-dear ) )) it'-Henry ) )) Then without adjusting or shifting her head
around, the voice came through almost perfectly unbroken and static free.



“Henry! Henry how can | be hearing you right now?” She said aloud. Again more
short bursts of static punctuated by music, then again Henry’s voice was loud and clear!

(( ( (“Margaret, dear | can hear) ) ))..(( your voice so clearly”) ) )) Henry’s voice was
just the same as always, not any different than right before he died. It still had those
moments of pauses and his familiar speech pattern.

“What is it that you want to tell me dear?” Margaret could hardly believe the words
coming out of her mouth.

(( ( “Margaret, don’t worry hon.. ) )) The thunder outside is beginning to fade and
with it the voice of Henry. “Oh Henry, where...how can...?”

All that Margaret could do was sit confused and in disbelief. Her heart raced as if
she had run up two flights of stairs on a hot day. She found herself holding the bedrail
as if it were Henry’s lifeline.

“Henry, | can’t...” she began, but the clean connection had been replaced with
the God awful feedback she has grown to hate.

Sitting in disbelief, I fell asleep and dreamt all that just happened back there,
yes, that’'s what happened.” She tried to convince herself.

At 7:45 a.m. Clara stops by early on her day off, and finds that Margaret has been
up since before sunrise doing routine housework.
“Good morning mom, how did you sleep?”
“Honey, can you lift the rug for me a second? Margaret asked.
Clara continued, “I’'m thinking of running over to the store mom, anything you need?”

Margaret is giving off a distracted, melancholy mood that catches Clara by surprise.
“Well dear | have a list here that you can take with you. Also, | need you to go by
the bank. Don’t be too long Clara, | have something | need to talk to you about.”
“OK, what’s wrong mom?”
“Nothing really, we can talk about it after lunch—be safe.” With that said,
Margaret disappears into the next room.”

“Mom wait, what'’s this thing on your list that says number 117?”
“Those are batteries for the hearing aids. | can’t find where your father kept

them.”
“OKk, I'll back soon, mom.” “What is up with that?” Clara babbled.
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“That was a good lunch, mom, you want me to make some coffee?” asked Clara.



“Sure, if you want to, dear.” Margaret replies, feeling a strange energy between
them as she prepares to tell Clara about her hearing aid phenomena.

“‘Honey...” Margaret paused.
“Here it comes.” Clara tells herself.
“Clara, you know those hearing aids Papa used to wear?”
“Yea, the ones we got him from Costco, right?”

“Yes, well the other day when | was cleaning up and throwing away stuff from his
side of the nightstand...”

Clara mumbles to herself, “She never throws anything away! Who is she kidding?”

Holding Henry’s the hearing aids tenderly, Margaret continued her story. “I wondered
if these things still worked... you know just to see if they turn on and how they feel...
Clara, it’s hard to explain, “Nothin like this has ever happen to me before, you hear
me?” Margaret said with a sigh of discomfort.

Margaret takes Clara’s hand for support. “So yesterday | wore the hearing aids all
day and got used to them. When it started thundering, | turned the TV off because, you
know, | don't like leaving anything like that on when there’s lighting. The silence was so
quiet you could hear the clock moving! When | sat up in bed to take the hearing aids
out, they started to make all that static noise while my hand was over them. | must have
done something because, all of a sudden, | heard my name, It was choppy, like in
pieces, so | listened very still, and | heard it again. Like... Marga, Marga-ret over and
over... Then the voice said “Can you hear me?” Then | realized | knew that voice. It was
the voice of Henry! | wasn’t dreaming. The windows were rattling so loud from the
thunder that the noise was keeping me wide awake. | was so scared just sitting there,
listening. | wanted to take them out, but | was immobile in the moment. | couldn’t believe
what | was hearing!” Margaret was exhausted.

Clara can hardly believe what she is hearing. “Mama, back up a second, please.
You’re saying you heard papa’s voice?” Clara’s tongue feels like rubber trying to form
words, while trying not to laugh. This is not what she is expecting, not in a million years.

“‘Honey | know it sounds crazy but | know his voice, it's Henry!”

“‘Mom are you been sleeping ok?”

“Yes, Clara, aside from trips to the bathroom, | am sleeping just fine.” Margaret was
making an effort to sound reassuring.



“‘Honestly mom... what about when you’re not wearing the hearing aids, can you still
hear papa?”

“No, dear, but now | wear them all the time to see if | can hear him better in another
room, but for now it’s just when I'm in our bed especially when there’s a storm with rain
and lightning.” Margaret replied with an exhausted exhale.

Clara needs a little breathing room and gets up for another cup of coffee. Observing
her mother from the corner of her eye, she looks for anything to give the impression that
Margaret might be taking something or that something seems out of place. On the
contrary, the house is spotless, no dirty laundry, or dishes, nothing broken. Clara has an
overwhelming feeling of helplessness. An incredible scenario has just been presented to
her by her mother, the only person she really trusts, with no rational reason or proof.

“‘Mom, where are the hearing aids, In his nightstand?” Margaret points into the
bedroom which has taken on a cold atmosphere.

“In the nightstand Clara.” Margaret answered.
There it was, the small pouch sitting among other random items Henry would keep in
his pockets, his St. Christopher medal, his reading glasses—*“| wonder if | can see him if

| put these on.” Clara says to herself sarcastically.

Returning to the table with the hearing aids, Clara asks, “Here mom show me.
Margaret handles them with familiarity.

“I's not like | can make him talk, Clara.” She cups her ear to cause the feedback.

“Like that, | hear him when that awful sound starts. When | try to make it go away,
She uses her index finger to adjust the volume.

“it’s frustrating, it catches me off guard. | almost had a heart attack the first time it
happened!”

“Ok, mom, that’s enough. Something is making you hear a man’s voice and...” Clara
chooses her words carefully.

“It's your father, Clara! Not some man’s voice coming from outer space or a nearby
TV, for God sakes! Don’t you think | would know his voice by now?” Margaret is
reaching her limit.

“‘OK, mom, I'm trying to make sense of all this. It's not that | don’t believe you. It's
that what you’re telling me is just not possible!” Clara holds her ground. “Let’s take a
break and put these away for now. Can we go sit in the living room for a while?”

“No, dear, let me sit here for a little while longer.” Margaret answered.
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“Listen mom, | don’t have a clue as to what may be happening, | am a bit concerned
that perhaps living alone is beginning to wear on you. Maybe we need to think about
you moving in with me or, me moving back home for a while. | just want you safe, | love
you, mom.”

Margaret clutches the pouch containing the hearing aids with Henry’s voice with both
hands. “I love you too. Be careful going home.”

Margaret sits frozen at the breakfast table a long time after Clara leaves.

“Henry, what is it you want from me, what is so important that you didn’t tell me when
you were alive?

The drive home is a somber one for Clara as she tries to put things in perspective. ‘I
had vacation plans, | was thinking of trading in my old car for a sporty two-seater. But
now, now things are different, nobody would have painted this scenario in a million
years.’

Clara continues talking to herself, “Dear, I'm hearing your father’s voice in my left
ear, can you come over right away?”

Clara takes a deep breath, “Don’t be condescending, it's your mom.’

‘Maybe Henry’s sitting in the back seat of my car right now, like that Touched By
An Angel show, a quick glance confirms he’s not there, or is he?’ That same creepy
ghost story feeling runs through her body. ‘Admit it Clara, you have no clue what to do
next.’

Back home Clara searches for the large packet of information given to her by the
hospital. ’Maybe there’s somebody | can just ask a few questions. They’re just gonna
suggest taking the hearing aids away from her, so why does that feel so cruel?’

‘They’ll say something like, It's very common phase after the death of a loved one—
yes, it's just a thing, just a bad case of personification of inanimate objects Clara, it'll go
away in time!

Trying to consider her options, Clara continues to think about a solution to the
situation with her mom. ‘I'm gonna have to deal with this myself, she is My mom! So
whatcha gonna do Clara, huh? Lock those things away if you can get your hands on
them?

The next day brings some rational thinking and Clara sets up a meeting at the
hospital. The meeting with the patient coordinator goes as expected:
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Clara explains her concerns about Margaret. “There’s one very important thing |
want to talk to you about. I'm worried about mom’s behavior lately. She has been saying
some things that worry me about her mental health. Mom is hearing things through my
father’s hearing aids, the ones he used to wear. She claims to be hearing his voice
when she wears them during stormy weather.”

“Clara... When we lose a loved one it takes time, and it’s going to...”

“No it’s different,” Clara says making an effort to sound reassuring. “My mother is
having conversations with my father through the hearing aids! I've been going along
with the grieving scenario but this is on a whole new level. | was over for dinner a
couple of nights ago when she confessed this to me. We sat and discussed it and |
tried, | really tried, to rationalize this but | can’t.”

“It's going to take time Clara, you'll see,” said the coordinator in a calming tone.

This is exactly what Clara was expecting from the hospital staff, attentive but
following protocol.

“Thank you for seeing me this morning Mrs. Brown. You’ve been most helpful,” Clara
says politely and leaves the hospital unfulfilled.

Clara texts her boss to let him know she is on her way to work, then calls Margaret
but no answer. “Don’t panic.” Clara says to herself. “Mom is probably taking a shower or
outside for a minute. Don’t start assuming the worse.”

After lunch at work, Clara calls again. This time Margaret answers.

“Hi mom, it's me. You doing ok?” A long pause on the other end.

“Why wouldn’t | be, dear,” said Margaret. “I've been here all day.” There is an
unusual calmness in her voice. Clara’s boss enters her office, “Mom, just checking in
with you. I'll call again when | get off work. Love you.”

The drive to Margaret’s house feels more dreadful each time. Clara is just not
emotionally prepared for what’'s been handed to her.

With a strong will and determination to get to the bottom of this, Clara wants to
eavesdrop on Margaret to see exactly what is going on!

Upon entering the house, Clara slowly tip-toes past the family pictures that seem to
reach out to her as she passes.

“‘Mom, where are you?” she calls out.

The sound of a phone conversation echoes from the bedroom. What she encounters
there is Margaret cupping one ear and taking notes with her other hand.
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“Will they know who | am, Henry, do | need to bring an I.D.? Ok... and it's in both of
our names?” “How much is in the account?”

( ((Yes Margar...)) ) ( take your...with you)) )...( ((It should.. ok)) ). Henry’s voice is
sporadic.

“I will try Henry dear, I'll take the stocks to the bank after that. Will they know what to
do with them?”

( ((Yess, the...))) ( ((just tell them you...)) ) abruptly the connection goes silent.

Clara can hardly believe what she is seeing and hearing. Afraid to startle Margaret,
she quietly speaks out, “Hi, mom, are you ok?”

Margaret turns her head slowly, lowering her hands from her ears. She has been
crying. Clara sees something fall to the ground but not sure what it is. As Clara comes
over to give her a hug, Margaret draws back from the hug and bends over to search for
what she dropped. Her breathing is abnormal with uncommon long exhales.

“I think it went under the bed.” Margaret said almost franticly.

“What did mom?” Clara asked.

“My hearing aid!” Margaret cried out.

When Clara runs her hand just below the box spring, a sharp whistle tells her where
the hearing aid is. Margaret immediately snatches it back and turns it off.

“‘Mom, maybe we should have those things cleaned so they’ll work like new.”
Margaret says nothing.

“You hungry,” Clara asks trying to make conversation. “I'm going to go see what |
can whip up for dinner. OK?”

Margaret just nods while trying to conceal her notebook. Neither Clara nor Margaret
say much during dinner. The elephant is tucked away in the next room. Clara is tired
and just not in the mood to go down the “hearing aid road” tonight.

“‘Mom, I'll wash the dishes. | just need use the restroom first. I'll be right back.”

Clara sneaks into Margaret’'s bedroom and it doesn’t take long to find the notebook
under the pillow. There is a list of to-dos with dates that read:

2/12- first contact with Henry
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2/15- go to the bank- a secret safety deposit box with company stocks
2/16- need to take my I.D to Freeport State Bank on Main dr. -ask for Jim DuValle

Clara can hardly believe what she has found, but now has an idea of what’s up.
Quickly she stashes the notebook and makes her way back to the kitchen.

“I'm so glad you came over tonight, honey,” Margaret says. “| miss having you
around. Let’s try to do this more often. OK, Henry?” Margaret doesn’t even notice her
slip of the tongue. Clara tells herself to let it go and not address the mention of Henry’s
name.

“Tomorrow is Saturday, we should eat out or at least get some burgers.” Clara tries
to stay focused and relaxed.

Margaret just smiles, “That’ll be nice dear.”
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Clara is out and about on a beautiful Saturday morning with her car windows rolled
down and Elton John on the radio. She’s making emotional progress, knowing the
situation with her mother is isolated and might just pass as the hospital coordinator, Mrs.
Brown explained. She concludes that moving back home for a short time might well be
the best idea for now. Who knows what else is happening that her mom hasn’t
mentioned!

When Clara arrives at her mother’s house, she finds Margaret busy as a bee
pushing the vacuum cleaner with the TV on extra loud. This ambition is a good sign
which she hasn’t seen in several days.

“‘Mom | hope you're hungry, it's almost noon. | thought | would pop in and see if you
were still up for burgers.” The vacuum cleaner drowns out their voices then decelerates
to silence. ATV commercial sings on about the 2 for 1 special at Burger King.

“‘Hey that sounds yummy, you ok with a Whopper?”

“Fine, Clara, no onions on mine please, I'll make some fries.”

“Back in a flash mom.” Clara says as she heads out the door.

Nothing makes a cheap burger better than homemade fries. Henry had collected all
sorts of frying pans, most with a matching metal basket that made frying easy. While the
oil heats up, Margaret is all about putting things away when she is done By the time she

returns to the kitchen area, the grease has become dangerously hot, if you've dunked
frozen fries into hot grease you know what | mean.
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As the frozen potatoes make contact with the 400 degree cooking oil, a boiling froth
erupts all over her hands and arms while simultaneously sloshing oil on the stove’s
burners. The pain on her hands and arms is excruciating and in seconds the flames
engulf her stove. She can do nothing at this point except watch in shock. Within
seconds the entire kitchen is in flames.

Now Clara comes back with the hamburgers, she is shocked to see a fire engine
and other emergency vehicles pulling up in front of the house. She’s horrified as she
watches smoke billowing from the attic vent. Jumping out of her car, she runs around to
the back door in an effort to enter through the patio doors. Entering the house, dense
smoke blinds and chokes her immediately. She sees Margaret lying on the floor in the
den just past the breakfast table. In an effort to move her she looses her footing on the
greasy kitchen floor and is overcome by the think black smoke.

Finally three firemen break through the front door spraying a foamy extinguisher
over everything including Clara and her mother. Within minutes the fire has engulfed the
back portion of the house. Margaret’s burns are extreme and she goes into cardiac
arrest in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. She is pronounced dead on arrival at
the hospital. Clara is also transported to the hospital with 3rd degree burns over 70% of
her body and is placed in a medically induces coma.

Fate is not supposed to include the death of Margaret only months after Henry was
killed. However, for the surviving spouse to follow soon after the deceased partner is not
uncommon. Some people even consider the death of one partner soon after the death
of the other as the next afterlife stage of their relationship.

NI
/.I\

Clara’s road has been a long but it feels good to be home. Her footsteps crackling
on the broken glass patio doors and soot covered family photos. The large blue tarp
covering the back portion of the house gives the interior a gloomy blue atmosphere. She
sees no reason not to enter her own house and salvage any meaningful memories that
survived.

She knows exactly where to start: the master bedroom where Margaret would
keep anything valuable. There’s an overwhelming sentiment with every item she picks
up. The house is a lifelong testament to Henry and Margaret’s personal lives through
their personal belongings, and as you might guess those infamous hearing aids—the
promising gateway to the eternal reunion.

“It's My turn to reach out and make the connection.” Now she understands how

Margaret felt she was doing the right thing no matter how preposterous it seemed to
others.
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Without hesitation she handles the hearing aids with tenderness and a familiarity.
Easily finding the position between silence and feedback, the conversation she seeks is
crystal clear—

(( (Lets go ladies, the fish are having breakfast without us!”) ))
( ((Clara, you ready to go?)) )
( ((Coming mama, forgot my sunglasses.)) )

o
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