
S U N S T O N E

T HIS MORNING MY MOTHER CALLED TO TELL ME
that the Sergeant Major had slipped in the shower.
That was how she put it; she wouldn’t say that he was

dead, as if not saying the word would keep her from con-
fessing some weakness on his part. There was a bump in the
bathroom, she said. Then she hurried upstairs to see what was
wrong, but she knew it before she got there. She said she
called my brother Alex first, but he wasn’t at the rectory. The
details were vague, but before I could ask her what Alex said,
she started crying and said that she forgot that he was in Rome
doing some kind of work for the Archdiocese.

“I don’t know who to call, Jacob.” She said she didn’t even
know if she should call anyone. I told her I’d come down right
away. We hadn’t spoken in seven years, and the words seemed
to croak out of my mouth.

“You don’t have to come down,” she said. She was always
telling people they didn’t have to do what she wanted them to
do.

“Of course I do,” I said.
She just kept sobbing into the phone.
“Just hang up,” I told her. “I’ll be down by ten.” Carrie came

in from the bathroom, drying her hair. “Just hang up, Mom. I’ll
be there soon.”

Carrie looked over at me, and when I glanced up at her, she
covered herself with the towel and whispered, “What’s
wrong?” I cupped my hand over the receiver and told her that
the Sergeant Major was dead. She looked away without
moving her face, and that surprised me. It was old news that I
didn’t speak to anyone in the family but Alex. She was so used
to it, I think, that she didn’t know what to say. I could see that
in the way her eyebrows dropped slightly toward one another.

She sat down on the far corner of the bed with the towel
crumpled in her lap, and she stared into the mirror over her
dressing table. I told my mother one last time that I’d be down
by ten and then hung up. For a long space of time Carrie said
nothing. She’s put together her own picture of my family dy-
namics from what my brother, the dutiful Father Alexander

Warren, S.J., has told her and from what I haven’t. It’s a pretty
accurate one as far as I know. He’s got neither the cause nor the
desire to misrepresent the family, and she’s been kind enough
not to press me on it. I’ve let the details slide in our temple in-
terviews. I know I shouldn’t have, but it seems easier than
trying to explain things, and it keeps us from having to talk
about it. Carrie doesn’t think my mother is part of the
problem, just a victim of it. Alex says God knows our mother’s
heart and the Sergeant Major’s, and we should maybe just ac-
cept that for now. He’s trying to relieve my guilt—strange
move for a priest—but we both seem to think that in this in-
stance silence has been a good thing, for us at least.

“So you’re going down?” she asked.
I nodded. “I told her I would.”
There was a static charge crackling in the air around us. I

thought the phone would ring again, telling me not to come
after all. I could sense that we both felt it, and the waiting kept
us from bringing up the fact that my family didn’t come to our
wedding or to either of the girl’s blessings, or that Carrie and I
have had to explain why we only go to Mommy’s parents at
Christmas, that I’m not an orphan, and why Uncle Alex wears
funny black clothes. We’ve been waiting to tell them what it
means to have your father disown you because you became a
Mormon. Carrie tells people that the waiting is not for the chil-
dren but for their father. I never knew I was that easy to read.

W HEN I WENT down to Tacoma to tell my mother
and the Sergeant Major that I would be leaving
soon on a mission to Korea—where he served his

first tour in the 144th Airborne—the Sergeant Major cursed,
swiped his plate off the table, and stormed out of the room. My
mother sat in her place, crying; then she crossed herself and
told Alex to go to his room. Even at sixteen, he was obedient.
He stood and left the room. I stood under the arch that divided
the living room from the dining room while my mother’s face
fell into her hands. Alex looked down at me from the stairs and
I nodded to him. He took the cue and disappeared.

“I don’t know what I’m supposed to say,” I said.
She just continued to cry without looking up. I waited for

something from her, but it never came. So I got in my car and
drove back up to school. I thought seriously about calling
some of my old friends and getting drunk, but I ended up
falling asleep in my dorm room with the lights on and the tele-
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S U N S T O N E

vision blaring. I thought about that night a lot on my mission,
when I was trying to get people to give up drinking. I wanted
to tell them that booze is just another problem, not a solution,
but I could never lie to them. By-product of the spirit, I guess.

About halfway into my mission, Alex wrote me in Korea to
let me know that the Sergeant Major had changed his will and
left him his prized ’69 GTO because the Sergeant Major had
said—and Alex quoted him here—“I have lost my son.” I
threw the letter onto my bed and tried to get permission from
the mission president to call Alex at the seminary. He told me
it might not be a good idea. He said maybe I should let it rest
for a while. I told him there was a two-week lag in the mail
anyway, and by the time I could get word back home, this
whole deal would be a month gone. The mission president
told me I could do whatever I thought necessary.

So, the next day I
caught my com-
panion by the back
of his coat as we
passed a pay phone
a half-mile or so
from our apartment
in Seoul. I told him I
didn’t want the call
to be tracked.

He said, “Salt
Lake doesn’t tap our
phones, Elder.”

“Right, but there
are mission rules.”

“But the Pres-
ident said—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I
said and then di-
aled. When Alex
answered, I could
tell I had gotten
him up.

“What the hell does he mean, ‘I lost my son’?” I barked.
“Jake?” His voice was crackling over the line.
“What does he mean with this lost-my-son crap?”
“For crying out loud,” he said, “you know he can’t believe

you’d do this kind of thing to Mom, what with the way she’s
tried her whole life to bring up two good Catholic boys.
Second, he can’t believe you went over to preach to the
Koreans. He says they’re all godless commies. You know how
he puts it. He’s the biggest John Bircher in the free world.”

“I’m in Seoul, Jake,” I said, setting my backpack down on
the floor of the phone booth, “not Pyongyang. These are the
people he tried to save from the red devil. I’m just after the real
one, that’s all.”

“Good for you, but you know as well as I do that there’s the
world we all live in, and then there’s the Sergeant Major’s.”

“He’s a bastard, Alex.”
“Are you supposed to be talking like that?” Alex asked.
“What difference does it make anymore?” I said.

C ARRIE TOLD ME that it was the right thing to do.
Then she finished buttoning her jeans and said, “You
know that, don’t you?”

I nodded.
“She called you. Maybe this is the first time she could,

Jake.”
“It’s your old ‘the-Sergeant-Major-has-my-mother-in-chains’

argument. She could have done something, said something,
but she didn’t. Not once. Alex said she never even asked.”

“Who put the nickel in you?” Carrie said.
“She doesn’t know what to do with the body, that’s all,” I

told her. “That’s why she called. I’ll bet she just doesn’t want
the police or anyone to see him in the shower.”

“And you want people in there seeing your father naked?”
“No, it’s just—”

“What?”
“Nothing”
“You’re being an

insensitive crab,” she
said.

“This is my fault?”
“Did I say any-

thing about fault?”
“No it’s just that

all of a sudden, I’m
the villain.”

“You need to get
over yourself pretty
quick, Jacob. Your
mother’s a widow re-
gardless of what you
think. If you can
help, you ought to.
What would Alex be
doing?”

“Father Alex would
be administering Ex-
treme Unction, and

my mother would be tickled.”
“How about you? What does a priesthood holder do when

his father dies?”
“I didn’t say I wasn’t going,” I said.
“I didn’t either. I said you have a crappy attitude,” Carrie

said, rising and returning to the bathroom. “I’ll call your of-
fice and tell them what’s happened. The kids and I will be
fine. We’ll come down tonight, when you’ve got things to-
gether.”

A T TEN-FIFTEEN, I pulled into the driveway of my
parents’ house. Before I was to the house, the electric
garage door opened, and my mother stood backlit in

the doorway behind the Sergeant Major’s GTO. I slipped be-
tween the cars and made my way up to her. The car was
draped, as always, in the same blue cover, and my mother was
still in her slippers and robe. As I came up the stairs, she said
she didn’t know what else to do.
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“Mom, it’s okay,” I said, ignoring the fact that she hadn’t
aged since I had last seen her.

“He just fell in the shower. I heard him . . . ”
“Upstairs?” I asked.
She nodded.
I made my way past her and down the hall to their bath-

room. The door was partly open, and I could see the Sergeant
Major’s arm hanging across the edge of the tub. The tips of his
fingers had turned blue; the fingers were straight and stiff like
rolled coins. On the topside of the first joints, the hairs stood
out like stark wires against the white tub enamel. The rest of
his outline was visible from the small amount of windowlight
that bled through the translucent vinyl shower curtain. His
bowels and bladder had re-
leased, and the smell coiled
about in the room like steam. I
flicked on the fan.

From the hallway, I heard
my mother say, “Jacob, I’m
sorry.”

“Mom, don’t come up here,”
I called back.

I leaned against the door
jamb and thought of praying,
but I couldn’t ask for a blessing
on anything there. I wondered
what could be done for
someone like this and asked
myself questions that flapped
around without words. It
might have been prayer, but I
didn’t listen for an answer be-
cause I was sure God had
one—and I didn’t want to hear
it. That’s how God and I have
been handling things lately.

I reached up and unsconced
the shower head, turned on the
water, and began washing the
Sergeant Major off. I struggled
when it came time to turn him
over and wash the backs of his
legs and the tub underneath him. He was heavy and not really
rigid enough, but I eventually managed it, rolled him back,
and put the shower head back up where it belonged. When I
stood and turned around, my mother was standing in the
doorway clutching her hands together.

“I didn’t know who to call,” she said, then started crying.
“You were the only one I could think of.” I went to her and
tried to put my arms around her. Her body was stiff, and I tried
to direct her head onto my shoulder. She resisted at first, but
finally she just let it lie there.

A FTER I CALLED the police and gave them the vital in-
formation, they said they’d call the county coroner’s
office to have them check on the body. We could make

whatever funeral arrangements we wanted after they came.
The funeral home would pick the body up from the house. I
asked how long it would be, and they said they’d have to page
one of the deputy medical examiners. If they weren’t busy,
they’d have someone over within the hour.

“Is there any problem if I move the body?” I asked.
“Have you already moved him?” the officer asked.
“Yes,” I said. “He died in the shower. My mother wanted

things to be a little more discreet.”
“I see,” the officer on the phone said. “If this were an inves-

tigation—”
“But since it’s not—”
“Just don’t move anything.”

“He’s still naked,” I said.
“My mother—”

“Just. Please don’t. It will be
easier in the long run.”

Then, without thinking, I
asked him why I had to play
out every critical moment of
my life over the telephone. He
paused so long that I thought
he had hung up, but eventu-
ally he said, “It’s hard to exist,
man. Straight lines. You’ve got
to keep it in straight lines.” I
started to respond to him a few
times in my head, but I
couldn’t decide if he’d an-
swered my question. He
sounded too much like Alex.
“Tell your mother to hold
tight,” he said. “Put her on the
phone to someone.”

“Put her on the phone?” I
asked. It was like he didn’t
even hear what I said.

“If she feels like she’s got a
purpose, she won’t fall apart
so bad,” he said.

I told him I’d do it; then I
hung up.

Mother was in her room, lying face down on the bed.
“Should we call Uncle Bill?” I asked her. “Are he and Charlotte
still in Aberdeen?” She didn’t move except to breathe. “Mom?”
I said, then sat down on the edge of the bed. “Mom?” I said
again. “Can you turn over? I want to talk to you.”

She didn’t move.
“Does the Sergeant Major have a will?” I asked to get her

thinking about something. “Is there anything we need to do?”
She finally nodded and told me to go find a gray steel box in
the den and bring it to her. “The key is taped under the top
right-hand drawer,” she said.

By the time I brought the box and key back, she was sitting
up. Unlocking the box, she looked up at me and said, “When
they come, I want him dressed and lying in here on the bed.”
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Her eyes were insistent.
“The police said not to move him,” I told her.
“Why are the police coming?” she asked.
“I don’t know.”
“It’s not right for him to be seen like that,” she said, opening

the box. She dug through some papers until she found a small
manila envelope and slid out a document. Carefully, she un-
folded the papers and read through them. “Here,” she said
then handed the papers to me. “The second paragraph.” It was
my father’s directions for his funeral arrangements. The burial
is to be enacted by my Uncle Bill. It said he wishes to have his
body donated to the University of Washington Medical School
for scientific study; the remains are then to be gathered and
cremated. The ashes are then to be scattered from eighteen
thousand feet over the Pacific Ocean.

I looked up at my mother, her lips were compressed, and
she rocked her jaw back and forth. Her eyes were fixed on a
point a few inches in front of her feet. Her eyelids didn’t flicker.
Her breathing had all but stopped. I asked her if she wanted
his body to go to science. She shook her head and said she
didn’t want him cremated either. “His body won’t rise on
Judgment Day if it’s floating out in the ocean. He won’t be any-
where to rise from,” she said softly.

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” I told her,
turning the pages over and then back. “Who else knows about
this? It doesn’t even look notarized.”

“One page of the will can’t just disappear, Jacob. Then the
rest is no good,” she said. “I’m going to lie alone in my grave
for eternity, isn’t that right?” She looked up at me with ab-
solutely lucid eyes. For a few heavy seconds, she composed
herself and then, pointing at the will, said, “Jacob, I won’t have
my remains scattered about like that.”

“Mom, that’s not how it works,” I said.
“You think I don’t know that? Do you think that you could

just go join some church and have me not know that? Your fa-
ther thinks you’re going to hell,” she said. “He says—” then
she stopped speaking. I could see the quiver start in her upper
lip.

“What do you say about it?” I asked her. She just shook her
head and took hold of her wedding ring with her fingertips.
“I’ll go dry him off,” I said, not wanting to watch her cry again.

She said nothing.
“Clear a spot,” I told her, and then I stood up and left.

When I got to the door, I stopped, turned back to her and said,
“You knew Alex was in Rome, didn’t you? You didn’t even try to
call him.” She nodded once without looking up, an almost im-
perceptible nod. Maybe it was the first time she could call. The
Sergeant Major had kept her from her grandchildren. I won-
dered if she would ever forgive him for that. I imagined she
would, but it was going to take time. “Mom,” I said. “Carrie’s
going to bring the girls down this afternoon.”

She looked up at me suddenly. “When?” she asked.
“This afternoon, once things get settled,” I said.
Then, as if I weren’t there at all, she rose from the bed,

crossed to her closet, and began sliding hangers back and
forth. She pulled a few dresses from among the others, held

them up to her small body, and then began to toss them one-
by-one onto the bed. After a few seconds, she turned to me
and said, “I suppose you’ll be able to baptize him now in your
temple.”

“I hadn’t thought of it,” I told her. “I try not to think of him
very much at all anymore. I’ve had a relatively happy life since
I gave up trying to please him.”

“Jacob,” she said, laying a last dress down on top of the
others. “You can’t pawn this hate off on your father anymore.
You’re responsible for it now.”

Her eyes were clear and steady, her head erect, her shoul-
ders squared against the space between us.

I wanted to flash an answer right back at her, but I didn’t
have one. I wondered what Jesus would have done, but that
turned out to be a lousy question. Jesus never had to hate his
father just so he could keep his head on straight.

S U N S T O N E
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CELLO PLAYER
The old woman hobbled into the brownstone
ignoring the firemen’s pleas.
She soon emerged from the haze
dragging a cello by its scroll
across a snake pit of fire hoses,
the bow clamped doglike between her teeth.

Eyeing the homeless faces,
she sat on a neighbor’s salvaged chair,
spread her floral dress
to make space for the cello there.

She touched the maple wood shoulders
as if it were a bewildered child,
and leaned into it,
grasped the bow
and played a Bach Suite.

Black smoke dwindled
and firemen paused and gazed.
The worst was over for the night.

—GERALD R. WHEELER

To comment on this story, or to read comments by others, visit our
website: <www.Sunstoneonline.com>.
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