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Editors’ Note This short story received an honorable mention in the I981 Sunstone Fiction Contest.

~ !HEN I look at the portrait hanging in my
father’s hallway, I have a hard time believing
that the woman staring back through time

there is my mother. She looks far too still, far too
uncomfortable to be the one who shared impromptu tea-
parties on the lawn with me, who left me little gifts of
glass animals half-hidden about the house.

One day I found an exquisitely dainty horse tucked
away in her drawer. I scooped it up and ran to the
kitchen.

"Look what I found," I said in the sing-song voice we
used together for our games.

She looked at it--the tiny horse, so life-like that it
could have pawed my palm--and lifted a dark brow in
half-amusement.

"That’s not for you, Sweetheart." She knelt down and
kissed me on the forehead before snatching the glass
horse from me. Then with a little smile she said, "Your
daddy likes surprises too--jus;t like you."

It was as though my grandmother, who barged into
our lives one month after Mother died, had made it a
point to hang the one picture that least resembled her
daughter-in-law: the rest were hidden.

But then, my grandmother’ never had been a subtle
woman. The thought occurred to me again as I listened
to her discussing me with Michael in the kitchen.

"She’s in there on the couch," I heard her tell my
husband. "I swear to heaven she’s gone off her rocker."

Michael stood up and came into the living room. I
didn’t see him enter because rny face was turned to the
wall, but I could hear him breathing.

"Kathy?" he asked gently, i!earfully.
I thought about answering, but I was just too tired--

too tired to turn around and lLook at him. What a chore
everything was.

I heard the wish-wish of sensible support hose
rubbing against each other, arid I knew my grandmother
had entered the room.

The two of them dropped their voices. I suppose they
thought I couldn’t hear because I wasn’t staring them
directly in their faces.

"How long has she been lying there like that?" Michael
asked.

"Since about ten minutes after I got here this morning
to help her put up that basket of peaches you’ve been
trying to get her to do. When I walked in I caught her
trying to flush them down the toilet--pits and all!"’

I couldn’t tell if my grandmother was disgusted or
impressed.

But why bother to pit them, I wondered. Why bother to
peel them or slice them or stuff them into a row of
Mason jars. Why even bother to flush them down the

toilet for that matter? Then I remembered. I was going
to tell Michael that the peaches were all canned when he
got home so that he wouldn’t wear that little worried
look when he asked me to tell him just what ]I’d
accomplished that day. He was always asking me how I
spent my time now.

"When I made her stop," I heard my grandmother’s
voice rattle on, "she just come out here and flopped over
on the couch like a dead fish. Hasn’t done nothin’ else all
mornin’ long. Won’t even answer me, will you, Miss."

I didn’t answer.
"Kathy," Michael was trying to sound firm now.

"Kathy, turn around and look at me!"
Roll over Body. Body refused.

Michael snorted, the way a pony does when it tosses its
head high before cropping on grass growing up around
old fence posts.

"This can’t go on," I heard him say.
"My dead husband hafla sister who went crazy once.

Her name was Winnie," my grandmother said, as though
that explained everything.

Silence.
I could feel both of them squinting through me as

though I were a dirty plate glass window.
Michael sighed. "Call her father."
NO! I wanted to say. Not him.

II

~ Y father, a retired professor of history, still
lived in the same small white house on the
same two acres of land where I grew up. My

grandmother, when she was living there, kept the house
clean as bones. There wasn’t a corner or cupboard she
didn’t invade in her daily forays on dirt. A fanatic about
fuel costs, she also kept the house so cold that my teeth
hurt. It was as though my grandmother’ had declared
war on comfort.

My father was quiet after Mother’s death and grew
quieter still when Grandma moved in as our self-
appointed caretaker. For a long time I regarded him as a
silent ally against Grandma’s intolerable intrusions.
Those nights when she forced spinach on us, for
example, I would try to catch ihis eye so that we could
secretly communicate our mutual revulsion. But he
rarely, if ever, returned rny looks. He was. anxious to be
outside, alone with his garden and his animals.

While all the orcha:rds and fields of grass belonging to
the old neighbors were being relentlessly ingested by
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developers, my father clung stubbornly to his property:
the garden with its stalks of giant sunflowers, the fruit
trees, the ramshackle barn with its elaborate store of
junkyard finds, the delicate Shetland ponies with only a
touch of Hackney in them. He stayed mostly to himself
there on his land--taking his watering turns, feeding his
ponies, ordering his rows of growing things, and
repairing the surreys and tools and fences that never
seemed to stay whole.

And I--I just watched him, as though through a
window, always waiting for him to invite me.

When I was a senior in high school, my father asked to
have his name removed from the records of the Church.
He was tired of all the contradictions, he said. He was
tired of trying to make things fit. He told my
grandmother first, who took the news as a savage slap
across the face. She left us that very day, moving across
town to stay with her sister. He told me quietly one
Sunday night in October.

Although I was stunned, my first impulse was to rally
to his defense as I had done (without his knowledge) all
those years he was publishing the articles that so
troubled our bishop with the soft, self-satisfied face. I
moved forward in my seat, ready to go to him, to
comfort him, but then I saw how calmly he was taking
the whole thing, as though he’d merely extricated
himself from a book club that had become something of a
nuisance. My father looked past me through the

darkening dining room window. He was listening with a
serene little smile to his ponies rumble their night-noises
in the barn. And it hit me that my father didn’t even
seem to know I was there..

I began to live the gospel relentlessly after that: I went
to meetings on Sundays, attended MIA on weeknights,
pulled weeds for stake projects, sang in the Christmas
and Easter programs, and graduated from seminary in
June. I didn’t invite my father to come which didn’t
matter anyway: he had a watering turn that night.

In the fall I went to the University, and though my
father and I didn’t live far from school, I found my own
apartment downtown and moved out. I met Michael my
sophomore year and eventually we were married in the
Salt Lake Temple. The day of our wedding, when
Michael and I walked outside with his parents into the
brilliant white sunlight that dazzled crazily off the
temple walls, I saw my father waiting in the gardens by
himself. I supposed Michael had asked him to come.

My father came to our apartment.
I could hear him and Michael talk in the kitchen; my

grandmother periodically punctuated their conversation
with pronouncements from Sinai.

Michael’s voice was low, deferential. Michael, who
was nothing if not devout, had always liked my father. I
couldn’t understand it.

"Why?" I asked him once. "Why would somebody like
you like my father?"
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"Because," Michael said with an expression that
brought back unexpected memories of my mother., "he
reminds me of you."

I heard my first name, so of course I knew they were
talking about me. Their crazy catechism jangled in my
ears.

Father: How long has she not been acting like herself?
Michael: I guess to some extent she’s been acting

strangely for the last six months.
(Oh really? Please clarify.)
Father: What do you mean?
Michael: At first she was so wound up about

everything that I thought she’d snap in two if I touched
her. She got up early. She stayed up late. She cried all the
time. She lost fifteen pounds in a hurry.

(Yes, and everybody told me how great I looked.)
Michael: But that was better than now. Now she just

lies around doing nothing.
(The peaches. Kindly remember the peaches, damn

you.)
Michael: The scariest part of all is when she tells me

she doesn’t feel anything, absolutely nothing.
Then Michael began to cry which would have

frightened me ordinarily, but now it just bored me. I was
bored and tired and sick to death of everything. My
eyelids fluttered.

Later, my father, my grandmother, and Michael
walked into the living room. I was still lying on. the
couch, but I had managed to turn over so I could see
them through a shock of tumbled bangs: Michael looked
miserable, my grandmother looked fierce, and my father
appeared remote, as always.

Michael slipped to his knees by the side of the couch
and took one of my dangling fish-hands clumsily into
his. He tried to get me to focus on his face. His voice
came distantly.

"Honey, Honey, we’ve called some friends and they’ve
recommended that we take you to see someone. They
say he’s very good."

Good at what?
"Your dad will take you, Honey., since your

appointment is in the morning."
My father and I stared at each other across the room. I

hadn’t seen him for months. I shut my eyes.
The next morning Michael made sure I was dressed

before my father came to pick: me up. I put on a gray
double-knit skirt, a white turtle-neck, .and a pair of
loafers. My hose had runs in them up to my knees.
Michael looked at rne helplessly. He opened his mouth to
say something, but then he popped it shut, just like he’d
swallowed an insect.

We heard the doorbell ring.
"That must be your dad now," Michael said brightly,

falsely.
I stayed quietly in the bedroom hoping my father

would go away if I didn’t go out to meet him.
"Kathy," Michael called. I didn’t move. Michael finally

came back into the bedroom.
Together we walked slowly into the living room. My

tongue felt swollen. If I opened my mouth, I thought,
warped words would drop out like misshapen pearls.

My father was standing in the front room wearing a
plaid flannel shirt and a pair of stiff levis. He held a
JOHN DEERE hat in one thick, spotty-brown hand. My
father hardly ever looked like anything but some old
farmer these days.

"Are you ready to go, Kathy?" my father asked. Those
were his first words to me.

No.
"Thatta girl!"’ Michael said nervously. Then he gave

me a wet noisy kiss and patted me on the head as though
I were his mother’s cocker spaniel. I stared at him blankly
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and looked out the window. Michael cleared his throat as
he moved toward my father. He clapped his hand on my
father’s left shoulder. "Tell me how it goes," he said low,
and then he was gone.

Neither my father nor I said anything for a moment.
Finally he said in a still voice, "Let’s go, Kathy." I
hesitated for a moment then followed him out the door.

We drove downtown in my father’s ’63 Chevy pickup.
He eventually stopped in front of a small, square, dingy-
colored building that I’d never noticed before, guarded as
it was by sentries of sycamores that lined the sidewalks.

My father told me he would wait for me, implying that
I was on my own. Of course. So I left him there and
stumbled into the building and found a receptionist who
could show me where to go.

The office she took me to said GEORGE JORDAN,
M.D. on the door that stood slightly ajar. From the open
doorway I could see the office itself was filled with books
and four or five chess sets. A large digital clock that
flashed tenths and hundredths of a second in bold
orange numbers dominated the south wall. It occurred
to me, in some remote corner of my brain, that I could sit
in there and watch that clock flash the mega-seconds of
my life away: time killing me.

Dr. George Jordan himself sat in the middle of the
office in a plush swivel blue chair. He looked like some
silvery Buddha: short and plump and hoary-headed. He
smiled at me pleasantly enough. I stared back through
the oyster-layers enfolding me.

"Come in, come in," he said with a flourish of his
toadish hand.

][ walked in and sat down.
"So," he said in a hale and hearty voice, "things not

clicking like they should?"
I slumped forward and stared at the onyx chess set by

my right arm.
Silence.
"Your dad tells me you’re not feeling like yourself."
No response.
Dr. Jordan shifted his weight. "You wanna bet on

who’s going to end up in the World Series this year?"
I stared at him in surprise. Why wasn’t this little man

asking me what he was supposed to: how did I feel about
the quality of my toilet training experience? What were
my sensations upon crawling the first time? Did my
parents always give me a graham cracker when I needed
one? Did I ever get the urge to stuff plump raisins in my
ears?

Dr. Jordan stared back at me and smiled. "Ah ha! Got
your attention, didn’t I?"

Touchg, you nasty little man. I looked away again.
"Well," he whistled, sinking back in his chair again. "I

can see you’re just dying to tell me all about yourself
today, but before we talk, I want you to take a little test
for me." He reached deep into his desk and produced a
test booklet and answer sheet. He handed them both
with a pencil to me.

I looked at the booklet.
Dr. Jordan disappeared, shutting the door behind him.
I opened the book and read the first question:

"Sometimes I see people and animals that no one else
sees." I could have laughed. What did they think I was?
Crazy?

I saw Dr. Jordan again two days later. I went quietly

with my father in his pickup and walked into the office
(by myself), looking like a load of dirty laundry. I sat
heavily in the chair by the onyx chess set, knees apart.

"Well, Kid," said Dr. Jordan cheerfully, "I’ve got some
news here you might find interesting." He pulled out a
file that I knew had my name typed neatly across the top
and flipped it open.

"You flunked the test."
What?
He placed the file in his lap and peered at me, and for

the first time since we’d met he seemed serious.
"You went right off the scale. Twice. So what do you

think?"
I just stared at the open file on his knees and then I

began twisting, twisting, twisting my hands together.
There. He’d said it, too. This guy who was supposed to
know something and probably did. Like a mirage the
chess set, the clock, Dr. Jordan, everything bleared, and I
heard a hard wrenching noise fill the room. I realized I
was crying.

Dr. Jordan sat back in his chair and watched me. He
began nodding his approval, slowly, slowly.

"You’re not that bad off after all." He snatched a box of
Kleenex from his desk and handed it to me. "Crying is a
good sign."

We sat together in his office, and through his window
I watched the clouds roll by--angry gray ponies twisting
against a charcoal sky.

The clock flashed our hour away. It was time to go.
Before I left I asked Dr. Jordan a question.

"Do you think I can ever feel like myself again?" All my
fears of the past six months flew out of my mouth like a
cankerous spirit.

Dr. Jordan paused, pressing his palms together. "You
really have a lot of things going for you, Kathy." Then he
took a pad and pen from his desk and began scribbling a
prescription. "Therefore, I predict that if you take the
medication that I’m going to give you for as long as it is
necessary, and if you’ll remember whose problems are
whose you’ll mend."

After that I began seeing Dr. Jordan twice a week.
Slowly convinced that he knew what he was talking
about, I began living for those visits. The hard moments
away from the office, I spent sleeping or thinking about
the next visit.

Occasionally, however, past conversations,
disembodied from their contexts, came floating back to
me. I remembered one conversation I’d had with Michael
in particular.

"Why don’t you want children, Kathy?"
"I do want children. I just don’t want them right now."
"Why?"
"I don’t know why. Leave me alone."
"You and your father--you’re so much alike."
"What do you mean by that?"
"I mean that neither of you has a gift for intimacy."
Michael apologized before I had a chance to withdraw:

it isn’t within his nature to build walls.
Since Michael had to work and Dr. Jordan could only

see me in the mornings, it was somehow agreed between
Michael and my father that the latter would take me to
my appointments. My father appeared quietly every
Tuesday and Thursday morning for me and then he
waited for me in the cab of his truck where he put things
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(mostly old farm tools) back together. Sometimes the
things he mended looked new; most of the time they
didn’t. But he was always working with his hands, trying
to make things fit.

One morning Dr. Jordan looked at me and asked if
there were anything I could do with my hands.

"Occupational therapy, right?" I asked.
He nodded. "Do you like to knit? crochet? paint by

number on cheap velvet?"
I shook my head and laughed. The sound tinkled like

broken egg shells in my ears.
Dr. Jordan squinted. "Your dad has a little piece of

land, doesn’t he?"
I nodded.
"So get him to give you something to do there.’"
I paused, remembering what Michael had said about

my father and me, and then I said, "Dr. Jordan, my father
and I have a strained relationship." Relationship. I hated
the sound of that word, especially as it bounded off the
walls of a psychiatrist’s office.

Dr. Jordan shrugged. "That’s your problem, not
mine."

By that time I was so desperate to shatter the glass
house that separated me from the rest of the world that I
did what Dr. Jordan told me to do. ! crawled into the cab
of the pickup after my appointment and looked at my
father.

"The doctor thinks keeping busier now would ihelp
me," I began helplessly. "Is there anything around your
place that I could do?" I hearc[ my voice fade, becoming
flat and unreal. Thin wallpaper.

My father considered my question, and then with a
strange edge to his voice he said, "I don’t know. It’s been
a long time since you’ve been home. I’m not sure what
you enjoy doing anymore."

His voice was at once proud and wary, and quite
suddenly for the first time I wondered what he thought
of me, a sick shadow of myself, tumbling back into his
world.

I spoke again. "Could I brush down Andromache?"
Andromache was my father’s oldest and favorite
Shetland. He used to show her when I was younger at all
the county and state fairs where it was a foregone
conclusion that she would win both the halter and
roadster classes. Everyone agreed that no one knew how
to get more from a pony than my father, in spite of the
fact that he was just a history professor.

Slowly my father nodded. "Okay. I’ll pick you up on
Saturday morning."

Saturday morning I straggled out of bed and found
Michael in the kitchen fixing breakfast. Michael always
fixed breakfast now. Cooking, as Dr. Jordan said, is one
of the first things to go for people in my condition.

Michael smiled at me as I sat down. "Your dad called
and said he’d be over in half an hour." He paused.
"Kathy, I think it’s really great the way you and your dad
are becoming friends again."

I stared at him, consciously trying to focus on the
words coming out of his mouth. Friends? Just because
we rode back and forth together in a pickup to a
psychiatrist’s office? But Michael seemed so pleased that
I didn’t say anything.

My father arrived when he said he would. He and I left
Michael with a sinkful of dishes, which Michael didn’t

seem to mind.
As we drove up in front of my father’s house, I could

see Andromache tethered to the spreading chestnut tree
in the front yard. She was cropping at the lawn primly,
her neck arched delicately~a real lady. I smiled at the
picture.

As soon as the pickup came to a halt, I jumped out.
"Hey, girl," I spoke calmly as I slowly wobbled toward

her.
Andromache stared at me with warm in~terested eyes

as though she had been waiting for me all :morning. She
didn’t flinch when I approached her. Tentatively, I
pressed my palm like a kiss against her neck.. It was war:m
and well-muscled, just the way I remembered.

My father walked up behind us. "Would you like t~o
drive her?" he asked matter-of-factly.

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know if I could drive a pony
anymore. It had been so long and now with the way the
medication slowed down my reaction time~I saw
myself endlessly dragged behind a racing pony as though
it were a night-dream that had run away with me.

"No, I’d better not," I said, but my father was gone.
When he reappeared he brought with him the
lightweight ponycart and harness. Without saying a
word to me, he untethered Andromache and gently
slipped the harness about her. Then he hooked up the
cart.

"Here," he said, handing me the reins and looking at
me steadily.

I took the reins as though they were a gift and hoisted
myself into the seat and positioned my feet.

"Giddyap," I said and flicked the reins lightly over
Andromache’s back..

In the cart I rattled through the yard, rounded the
barn, and skirted the huge vegetable garden. I saw the
edge of the garden was full of big fiery pumpkins,
bursting through the earth like ripe bellies, waiting for
the harvest. And soon Andromache and I were in the
orchard. The trail there, pounded flat by years of toy
hooves, was arbored slightly by fruit trees on either side.
As I trotted Andromache up and down, up and down, I
felt the fall-dappled tree limbs overhead net the sunlight
and then splash it warmly through my hair and over my
shoulders.

Even there in the orchard with no judges fingering silk
ribbons, Andromache’s action was high. I had to rein her
hard to keep her from breaking into a spirited, showy
run. Her mane streamed behind her like a creamy
banner.

As I turned the cart for the last time around the bend., I
saw my father standing alone on the garden’s edge.

I let Andromache have full rein. She ran~ up to where
my father stood, blowing hard. When she stopped, she
threw her head for him.

There was a glimmer of a smile on my father’s face,
and I saw that it included me.

"I always thought that you had a way with these
creatures," he said. And then he began to loosen
Andromache. In my drugged sort of way, I tried to help.

Later that day while I was in the barn brushing down
Andromache by myself in the shafts of light that
magnified bits of whirling hay and dust, I had a memory.

I was six again, right .after Mother died. I saw rny
father, his hair black, standing by the edge of the bed.
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"Wake up, Kathy," he was saying.
I rubbed my eyes because it was still dark outside.
"I want to show you something." He slipped a jacket

over my nightgown and hoisted me gently on his
shoulders.

Half-awake, I grabbed fistfulls of his thick hair in
terror. "Don’t let me fall, Daddy!" I screeched at him.

He just laughed as though I had suggested the most
absurd thing in the whole wide world.

We walked outside together, me perched like a fierce
little raven on his shoulder.

"Look in there, Kathy," he said. I peeked over tl~e
stall’s edge. Andromache was on her side, straining
against the wall.

I was horrified. "Is she dying?" I whispered.
"Watch," he said, and there was comfort in his voice,

so I knew our pony was going to be all right.
I saw my first colt born that night.
The next morning before I went to school, I saw the

colt, tiny and perfect, standing upright on its
peppermint-stick legsmall by itselfmjust as my father
promised me she would. On the way to Mrs. Rigby’s first
grade class, I thought proudly that my father knew more
than any grownup I’d ever known.

III

HE next morning burst through my window in one
of those weird October lights. Its unremitting
brightness made the curtains turgid and

phosphorescent, awakening me from the first dream I’d
l~ad in months. It was the kind of dream that thumbs its
nose at timeBrudely throwing together people who
couldn’t know one another, willfully ignoring events
that have gone on before.

I dreamed that I was alone, looking through the living

room window of my father’s house, and I was vaguely
surprised to see a fire burning in the fireplace. I squinted
to get a better look at the person who was spreading dry
pine boughs like fans across the flames: it was a
womanmwarm-eyed and smiling. My father and
Michael entered the room, then, and joined her by the
hearth. I stood outside watching them all, bowing and
dipping their heads in close conversation. A minute or
two passed before I realized the woman was my mother.
When 1~ did, the walls and the windows that had kept me
apart fell away, and I was with them all near the fire
where we~Michael, Mother, my father, and I--sat
enjoying the wholeness of one another.

As the dream ebbed, I heard the sound of splashing
bathwater in the next room, and I knew Michael was
doing his best to silently prepare himself for church. He
would groom himself very carefully and go worship with
all those who were embarrassed by my absence. By
himself in a hard pew he would bow his head and pray
for me directly.

And at nearly the same moment, my father (I could
picture him now in his faded jeans and flannel shirt)
would be out by the side of the barn, sorting through all
the week’s things that needed mending: his prayer for
me would be this private ritual, this ritual of making
things complete.

He and I, we have no gift for intimacy. But Michael
loves us, and my mother loved us, too.

They were the ones who looked past the absence of
words.

At that moment lying in my bed I felt stronger than I
had for months and than I was to feel for some time to
follow. "                                           ~
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