DREAMING OF A BLACK CHRISTMAS/

LOVING A GHOST


The library was new.  Not new new, but new to Bob.  It bore no resemblance to the library from his childhood.  But it had what he needed – a computer with good internet.  The internet at his rental was disappointing.  He thought back to being in the library when he was a kid – there were no computers in libraries then, he wasn't even sure that there were any computers in the whole state back then.  There was one thing that the library then had that the modern library lacked.  But he made himself stop daydreaming and finalize all the retirement paperwork that he had been avoiding for weeks.   So he finished that up, sent if off, and for good measure finished an addendum to the presentation he was  giving in a couple of days and sent it off to the seminar organizer for distribution.  Any excuse to linger in his hometown library, changed as it was.


He signed out of the computer, gathered up his stuff, and got up – right into the path of a woman who was walking by.  He reached out to steady her – and then froze.  So did she.  They looked at each other.  Eventually Lauren said, “Are we just going to stand here staring at each other until we faint from thirst or starvation?” 


“I think the library closes in an hour or so, so they'll probably kick us out before then.”


“Astute observation.  So do you want to talk?  Assuming that you aren't a ghost.  What the hell, even if you are a ghost, we should talk.”


“I am not a ghost.  And I do want to talk with you.  More than almost anything.  So you still recognize me after all these years?”


“Like I would ever not recognize you.  And in the library, as always.  Look, we need to go somewhere we can talk.  I live half a block from here.”


They didn't talk much on the way to Lauren's place.  They sat at her kitchen table.  She jumped right to the point.  “I thought you were dead.  For almost sixty years I thought you were dead.  Then you're right there – still alive.  Still Bob.  I don't know whether to be angry or happy.”


“So if you thought I was dead, I guess you never got my letters.”


“You wrote letters?”


“I mailed 50 of them.  I wrote more, but didn't send them.  I figured since you didn't reply, you didn't want to hear from me.  When the internet became available, I thought about trying again, but I figured you still didn't want to hear from me.  So I guess you didn't get them.”


“Not even one.  It was a very weird time.  The fire at your house was spectacular.  The entire area was closed off and there were firefighters and police everywhere.  Everyone within two blocks had to evacuate and we couldn't return home for three days.  One big story in the newspaper, and then nothing.  Without news, there was only gossip, and some of rumors were wild.”   She paused, “So do you want to talk about then, or do you want to talk about since then?”


“Let's start with then.  You know my dad was a preacher and pretty far out there.”  In response to her nod, he continued.  “And you know he tried to keep me from seeing you.  As far as I knew then, he thought I was too young to have a girl-friend.”  Seeing her about to respond, he quickly added:  “I know we didn't use those terms.  But to him, boys did not have girls as friends.  I learned after we fled that it was way more than just that.  He was an out-and-out racist, which is the main reason he did not want me to be friends with you.  Just as bad, he believed that a left-wing revolution was imminent and that he had been tasked by God to stop it.  And he was trying to fulfill his task.  The explosion was caused by the devices he was manufacturing to bomb Black Panther and SDS offices.  


“That night, my mom woke me up, told me to be quiet and get dressed and to put a change of clothes in a gym bag.  I was scared – her face was bleeding and bruised.  As soon as we got out the side door, I saw police and fire vehicles with their lights flashing all around.  We got maybe five steps out when the house blew up.  We were both knocked to the ground by the force of the blast and hit by debris.  They put us both in one ambulance and took us to a hospital on a military base.  We got some basic treatment and pain medications.  The next thing I knew we were on a military transport plane.  We landed at the US Naval Base in Rota, Spain, and they took us straight to the base hospital.  I was released after a couple of days, but Mom was more seriously injured.  They had a few beds for family visitors at the hospital, and I hung around the hospital until Mom was on her feet.  She didn't want me hanging around her all the time, so I ended up doing things around the hospital.”  Seeing Laurel's raised eyebrows, Bob smiled and continued, “Nothing bad, I helped out where I could.  Mostly helped the nurses, but I also did some translating.  You'd think that the military would have its act together and have enough people who could speak Spanish on a base in Spain, but no, that would require someone to have half a brain.” 


“So, you used the story of your house exploding to hang around the cute nurses?”


Bob laughed.  “That is wrong in so many ways.  I was 13.  They were at least in their 20s.  At first they mostly treated me like a lost puppy, which is not good for the ego.  And I didn't, I couldn't, talk with anybody other than my Mom and the government agents about Dad, the explosion and everything that had gone on back home.”  Bob paused.   “And they weren't you.  


“I got the story about Dad and his activities while Mom was in the hospital, both from Mom and from some government agents who interviewed me.  I learned that Mom had gone to the FBI when she discovered his bomb-making activity and she acted as an informant for a few months.  The FBI had planned a raid for the next day, and she was going to make sure that she and I were away from home, but that night she found out that he planned to move all the bombs out overnight.  She managed a call to the FBI to let them know, but Dad heard the end of the call.  They fought.  Somehow Mom was able to push him down the stairs into the basement and used the bolt to lock the door.  She ran to get me, afraid that Dad was going to do what he did do – blow up the house.”


“So – did you go into witness protection or something?”


“Or something.  Witness protection was considered, but Mom didn't want the restrictions it imposed and didn't want to make work for people.  We were already out of the country.  The Feds did compensate Mom for her services and for the loss of the home.  They took care of the paperwork relating to the house, and squelched reporting of the explosion because they were still after the people who were working with Dad.  Once Mom was released from being a patient, she went to work as a nurse in the same hospital. They paid for three months on an apartment close to the base, and then she took over the lease.  We lived there until I graduated from high school, although by that time Mom was working at a Spanish hospital, not the base hospital. I still spent a lot of time at hospitals – you probably remember that I wasn't very good at making friends.  I got along OK with the Spanish kids in my school, but I just didn't really click with anyone.  I thought about various college options but decided to just get a nursing qualification.  Spain, at least then, was different from here in that young people mostly continue to live with their parents.  I found a nursing training program in the same city and found that I already knew a lot of what we were being taught from the time I had been spending, and was still spending, at hospitals.  The hardest part was that Mom made me learn all the English vocabulary to go with what I was learning in my training program.  I've been a nurse ever since, although I am now officially retired.”


“How long have you been retired?”


“Officially, since about two minutes before we bumped into each other.  I was submitting the formal acceptance of my retirement agreement.  I wanted to be here when I retired and have my new health insurance in place before I retired and ended my old coverage.”  


“Why here?  Why not Spain?”


“A couple of reasons.  This is where I grew up.  I always think of this as home.  And Mom passed away a few years ago.  She was an only child, so no family there.  And forget about my father's family, they were as bad as he was.  And even though I'm now Jewish, the happiest time in my entire life was the Christmas I snuck away from home and spent with you and your family and I would like to experience something like that again.”


“Since when are you Jewish?”


“Apparently, since I was born.  I always knew my Mom spoke Spanish, she taught me Spanish at home when my father wasn't around, but when we were in Spain, she told me that she was from a Converso family – Spanish Jews who had been forced to convert in 1492.  Like many of the 'New Christians', our ancestors kept at least some of their Jewish culture and religion, hiding it from the outside world.  Mom was so used to hiding it from others, she had no trouble hiding it from my father too.  Not that we were very open about it at first.  The 1492 decree barring Jews from Spain remained in effect until 1968, and Franco was actively antisemitic for most of his rule.  Even after 1968, it took a long time for Jews to be accepted.  So since my mother was Jewish, I'm technically Jewish.  But I was raised in my Dad's version of Christianity.  I'm not really a believer in either, but I have retained some of the culture and values of both, although the Christian ethics I absorbed were not my Dad's ethics – more like what I saw in your family.


“But enough about me, I'd like to hear about you.  I do know the basics, that you're a doctor, a trauma specialist.”


“So you've been stalking me?”


“Nope.  You are required reading in every professional re-certification course I have taken in the last at least 30 years.  You write about best practices dealing with trauma, I try to implement them.  But I have to admit that I sometime check to see if you have written anything new.”


“You say try to implement best practices.  I'm intrigued.  Are you admitting failure?  Or is it me?  Something with my recommended practices or the way I write?”


“You're the best.  Clear writing and clearly the best practices for a skilled team of experts in an up-to-date emergency room setting with all the equipment and medications that might be needed.  While I have worked with some very skilled people, usually it is one doctor and me, or sometimes just me.  At best we had a small selection of instruments and medicine, but often it is what I had left in the back of my SUV after I had been away from base for a month.  But really, I do want to hear about you.”


“Sounds like you've had an exciting life.  Mine has been pretty boring.  Starting at the beginning, I was totally devastated when you disappeared.  I looked for you.  Everybody said you were dead, but I still looked for you.   The one newspaper story referred to three casualties, but didn't say who or whether the casualties were deaths or injuries.  Didn't stop me from looking.  But you weren't there.  My parents weren't a lot of help.  They kept telling me you were dead.  If you really did send letters, I guess they hid them from me and hid the fact that you were still alive.  Looking back at it, I think I knew they were lying, and I think they knew that I knew they were lying.  I had a vague suspicion that someone was telling them what to say.  So I stopped talking about you had to keep peace in the family.  Didn't stop thinking about you though.


“Because you were gone, I had no competition for being the best student through the end of high school.  I missed the competition, but applied myself just as hard, imagining that I still had this cute goofy-looking boy to beat.  So I got a full-ride scholarship.  Even in college I still imagined I had to do better than you.  Stayed top of my class.  I had a typical college career for a serious student.  I listened in class, started all my assignments as soon as I could, turned down invitations to socialize early in the term because I was so eager to learn and do my research and writing, and then was surprised when no one wanted to socialize the last week or two of the term when I had finished all the assignments.  I never worried about exams.  So, yes, I was a nerd.  And totally out of sync with the vast majority of my fellow students.


“I went to med school and did well in my classes the first two years, but was getting tired of just going to classes and wasn't sure I would finish.  I had had a few part-time jobs, just because I felt I needed to earn my own money even though my scholarships and fellowships were adequate to live on.    I was lucky that my first rotation was in an Emergency Room.  I loved it.  I was really doing someone to help people.  Couldn't save them all, but I like to think that whoever I was working wit, we saved all that could have been saved.  It was terrifying, but I most enjoyed treating very serious injuries.  


“One day, after I had enough experience in the ER that the doctors trusted me to actually do something, a young construction worker was wheeled in, semi-conscious, in a lot of pain.  One of his coworkers had somehow ruptured a gas line, there was a spark and an explosion.  The worker who caused the explosion had died instantly, but the young man who came to the ER was still alive, barely.  His name was Bob.  It was if a fog had lifted.  I could see what needed to be done and just did it.  I could not let someone named Bob die from wounds from an explosion.  I wasn't by myself, of course, there were four of us.  One of the junior doctors started to say something about the role of students, but the attending shut him down.  After we closed him up and were stripping off our our blood-soaked gear, the attending, Dr. Fineberg, came up to me and told me: 'You are going to be an emergency room physician.'  It was like a combination of a statement of fact and an order.


“He was right.  I had to do a few other rotations, but did as much ER as I could.  It helped that Dr. Fineberg wanted me in his ER, and some of the other senior doctors came to appreciate my skills.  After I graduated, I continued on at the university hospital for about five years, then came home when my father died and my mother had a few minor health issues.  She has recovered well, but I was glad to move home.  The hospital here wasn't much, but we are are close enough to DC that I could attract some really skilled physicians to join me in the ER.  It took some time, but we became the best ER in the capital region.”


“And you wrote the book on trauma and ER practice.”


“That I did.”


“Surely your life has been more than broken bones and stitching up cuts and writing about it?”  Bob realized that his question might sound a little too personal, so added: “Your family was always very much into church activities.  You seemed to enjoy that.”


“I did enjoy it and still do.  Mom is still alive and is incredibly active for someone in her 90s.  She is still pretty sharp mentally.  Unlike Dad, who had early onset Alzheimer's.  The pastor at Mom's church is very understanding.  She lets me participate in all the social activities, even if I don't attend services and she knows I no longer am a believer.  I am a cultural Christian, like many Jews are cultural Jews, not believing and not keeping kosher, but still enjoying some of the traditions and practices.  I enjoy Christmas and Thanksgiving.  I dress up for Easter.  I guess I am also a philosophical Christian.  I believe in Jesus's message – love one another.  Do good.”


“How old-fashioned.  That's not the message I heard from my father and not the message I hear about these day.  Most of the Christians I hear about are like my dad was, not concerned about doing good, but only about accepting Christ as your personal savior.  Oh, and being misogynistic and racist.”


They were quiet for a while.  Then Laurel said quietly:  “Do you hate your dad?”


“I hated him for a long time.  I still hate what he stood for, what he preached and what he did.  He was a terrible father.  I didn't realize how bad he was.  I didn't find out until after he was dead that he hit my mom.  He never really hit me, but he pushed me around, grabbed me so hard that it hurt, and screamed in my ear.  So I guess, the honest answer is that I do hate my father.”


“You didn't talk about that when we were young.”


“Who's going to talk about something like that?  Not a 10 year old, not a 13 year old.”


“So, how long did we know each other?  By the time your house blew up, it seemed like we had known each other forever.”      


“Just four years.  I say just four years now, but when you are 13 years old, four years seems forever.  I sometimes think of my life as starting when I was 10.”


“When . . . when you met me?”


“Yes. I walked into that class as the new boy.  Danny tripped me, and you whacked him on the head with a ruler.”


“Danny is still in town.  Still a jerk and a bully.  But enough about unpleasant subjects.  I believe that earlier you were possibly going to ask me about my sex life.”  Bob nodded.  “During college, I told myself that I needed to become sexually experienced, to put it more delicately than some would.  I found that although I liked the concept of having a sexual relationship with a man, the reality was always disappointing, both physically and emotionally.  I thought I might be a lesbian, but that did not work at all.  Fortunately, as time went on, a wide range of sexual aids has become available and no one can ever claim that I am sexually frustrated.  How about you?”


“All my relationships with women have been simply sexual.  My 'home' address for most of my adult life has been in Spain, but I took a lot of six-month or one-year contracts in Africa, Asia, South America and the Caribbean.  Some were paid, many were volunteer. Many of the doctors and other nurses are looking for some one to hook up with for the duration of their contracts.  In my case  I think some of the doctors are amused by reversing the sexual stereotype – a female doctor having a relationship with a male nurse.  It is always clear from the beginning that it is going to be a short term relationship.  I don't think anyone, myself included, has ever been hurt or disappointed.”


“So no long-term relationships?”


“Nope.  Couldn't imagine a long-term relationship with any of the women I met.”


“Committed bachelor?”


“Not really.  None of them were the person I wanted to be with.”


They were silent for a while.  


Then Lauren spoke quietly.  “You know why none of my relationships had any chance of success?”  Bob waited patiently for her to continue.  “They weren't you.”


They resumed their conversation a few hours later.  Bob started to say: “I guess I better . . .” when Lauren interrupted him.


“Don't you dare say you better go.  Don't you ever leave me again.”



Bob smiled.  “I was going to say, I better go get my things.”


Lauren smiled.


A few months later, Bob got his wish.  Christmas spent with Lauren and her large, joyous, and welcoming extended family.  

