MELODIES OF THE
HEART
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I have never been to visit in the gardens of my youth. They are dim and
faded memories, brittle with time: A small river town stretched across
stony bluffs and hills. Cliffside stairs switchbacking to a downtown of
marvels and magical stores. A little frame house nestled in a spot of green,
with marigolds tracing its bounds. Men wore hats. Cars gleamed with
chrome and sported tailfins enough to take flight. Grown-ups were very
tall and mysterious. Sometimes, if you were good, they gave you a nickel,
which you could rush to the corner grocery and buy red hot dollars and
jawbreakers and licorice whips.

I don't remember the music, though. I know I should, but I don't. I even
know what the tunes must have been; I've heard them often enough on
Classic Rock and Golden Oldy shows. But that is now, my memories are
silent.

I don't go back; I have never gone back. The town would all be
different— grimier and dirtier and twenty years more run down. The
house I grew up in was sold, and then sold again. Strangers live there now.
The cliffside stairs have fallen into disrepair, and half the stores are
boarded up and silent. The corner groceries are gone, and a nickel won't
buy you squat. Grown-ups are not so tall.

They are still a mystery, though. Some things never change.

The music is dreamy.
It's peaches and creamy.
Oh! don't let my feet touch the ground. . . .

I remember her as I always remember her: sitting against the wall in
the garden sunshine, eyes closed, humming to herself.



The first time I saw Mae Holloway was my first day at Sunny Dale. On a
tour of the grounds, before being shown to my office, the director pointed
out a shrunken and bent old woman shrouded in a shapeless, pale-hued
gown. "Our Oldest Resident." I smiled and acted as if I cared. What was
she to me? Nothing, then.

The resident doctor program was new then. A conservative looking for a
penny to pinch and a liberal looking for a middle-class professional to kick
had gotten drunk together one night and come up with the notion that, if
you misunderstood the tax code, your professional services could be
extorted by the state. My sentence was to provide on-site medical care at
the Home three days a week. Dr. Khan, who kept an office five miles away,
remained the "primary care provider."

The Home had set aside a little room that I could use for a clinic. I had
a metal desk, an old battered filing cabinet, a chair with a bad caster that
caused the wheel to seize up—as if there were a Rule that the furniture
there be as old and as worn as the inhabitants. For supplies, I had the
usual medicines for aches and pains. Some digitalis. Ointments of one sort
or another. Splints and bandages. Not much else. The residents were not
ill, only old and tired. First aid and mortuaries covered most of their
medical needs.

The second time I saw Mae Holloway was later that same day. The
knock on the door was so light and tentative that at first I was unsure I
had heard it. I paused, glanced at the door, then bent again over my
medical journal. A moment later, the knock came again. Loud! As if
someone had attacked the door with a hammer. I turned the journal
down, open to the page I had been reading, and called out an invitation.

The door opened and I waited patiently while she shuffled across the
room. Hobble, hobble, hobble. You would think old folks would move
faster. It wasn't as though they had a lot of time to waste.

When she had settled into the hard plastic seat opposite my desk, she
leaned forward, cupping both her hands over the knob of an old
blackthorn walking stick. Her face was as wrinkled as that East Tennessee
hill country she had once called home. "You know," she said—Iloudly, as the
slightly deaf often do, "you oughtn't leave your door shut like that. Folks
see it, they think you have someone in here, so they jes' mosey on."

That notion had been in the back of my mind, too. I had thought to use
this time to keep up with my professional reading. "What may I do for
you, Mrs. Holloway?" I said.

She looked away momentarily. "I think—" Her jaw worked. She took a



breath. "I think I am going insane."

I stared at her for a moment. Just my luck. A nut case right off the bat.
Then I nodded. "I see. And why do you say that?"

"I hear music. In my head."
"Music?"

"Yes. You know. Like this." And she hummed a few bars of a
nondescript tune.

HI See—"

"That was 'One O'Clock Jump!' " she said, nearly shouting now. "I used
to listen to Benny Goodman's band on 'Let's Dance!' Of course, I was
younger then!"

"I'm sure you were."
"WHAT DID YOU SAY?"
"I SAID, 'T'M SURE YOU WERE"" I shouted at her across the desk.

"Oh. Yes," she said in a slightly softer voice. "I'm sorry, but it's
sometimes hard for me to hear over the music. It grows loud, then soft."
The old woman puckered her face and her eyes drifted, becoming
distanced. "Right now, it's 'King Porter.' A few minutes ago it was—"

"Yes, I'm sure," I said. Old folks are slow and rambling and forgetful; a
trial to talk with. I rose, hooking my stethoscope into my ears, and circled
the desk. Might as well get it over with. Mrs. Holloway, recognizing the
routine, unfastened the top buttons of her gown.

Old folks have a certain smell to them, like babies; only not so pleasant.
It is a sour, dusty smell, like an attic in the summer heat. Their skin is dry,
spotted parchment, repulsive to the touch. When I placed the diaphragm
against her chest, she smiled nervously. "I don't think you'll hear my music
that way," she said.

"Of course not," I told her. "Did you think I would?"

She rapped the floor with her walking stick. Once, very sharp. "I'm no
child, Doctor Wilkes! I have not been a child for a long, long time; so, don't
treat me like one." She waved her hand up and down her body. "How
many children do you know who look like me?"

"Just one," I snapped back. And instantly regretted the remark. There
was no point in being rude; and it was none of her business anyway. "Tell
me about your music," I said, unhooking my stethoscope and stepping
away.



She worked her lips and glared at me for a while before she made up
her mind to cooperate. Finally, she looked down at the floor. "It was one,
two nights ago," she whispered. Her hands gripped her walking stick so
tightly that the knuckles stood out large and white. She twisted it as if
screwing it into the floor. "I dreamed I was dancing in the Roseland
Ballroom, like I used to do years and years ago. Oh, I was once so light on
my feet! I was dancing with Ben Wickham—he's dead now, of course; but
he was one smooth apple and sure knew how to pitch woo. The band was a
swing band—I was a swinger, did you know?—and they were playing
Goodman tunes. 'Sing, Sing, Sing." 'Stardust.' But it was so loud, I woke
up. I thought I was still dreaming for a while, because I could still hear the
music. Then I got riled. I thought, who could be playing their radio so loud
in the middle of the night? So I took myself down the hall, room by room,
and listened at each door. But the music stayed the same, no matter where
I went. That's when I knowed ..." She paused, swallowed hard, looked into
the corner. "That's when I knowed, knew, it was all in my head."

I opened the sphygmomanometer on my desk. Mae Holloway was over a
hundred years old, according to the Home's director; well past her time to
shuffle off. If her mind was playing tricks on her in her last years, well,
that's what old minds did. Yet, I had read of similar cases of "head" music.
"There are several possibilities, Mrs. Holloway," I said, speaking loudly
and distinctly while I fastened the pressure cuff to her arm, "But the best
bet is that the music really is all in your head."”

I smiled at the bon mot, but all the wire went out of her and she sagged
shapelessly in her chair. Her right hand went to her forehead and
squeezed. Her eyes twisted tight shut. "Oh, no," she muttered. "Oh, dear
God, no. It's finally happened."

Mossbacks have no sense of humor. "Please, Mrs. Holloway! I didn't
mean 'in your head' like that. I meant the fillings in your teeth. A pun.
Fillings sometimes act like crystal radios and pick up broadcast signals,
vibrating the small bones of the middle ear. You are most likely picking up
a local radio station. Perhaps a dentist could—"

She looked up at me and her eyes burned. "That was a wicked joke to
pull, boy. It was cruel."

"I didn't mean it that way—"

"And I know all about fillings and radios and such," she snapped. "Will
Hickey had that problem here five years ago. But that can't be why I hear
music." And she extruded a ghastly set of false teeth.

"Well, then—"



"And what sort of radio station could it be? Swing tunes all the time,
and only those that I know? Over and over, all night long, with no
interruptions. No commercials. No announcements of song titles or
performers." She raised her free hand to block her ear, a futile gesture,
because the music was on the other side.

On the other side of the ear . .. ? I recalled certain case studies from
medical school. Odd cases. "There are other possibilities," I said.
"Neurological problems . . ."I pumped the bulb and she winced as the cuff
tightened. She lowered her hand slowly and looked at me.

"Neuro ... ?" Her voice trembled.
"Fossil memories," I said.

She shook her head. "I ain't—I'm not rememberin'. I'm hearin'. I know
the difference."

I let the air out of the cuff and unfastened it. "I will explain as simply as
I can. Hearing occurs in the brain, not the ear. Sound waves vibrate
certain bones in your middle ear. These vibrations are converted into
neural impulses and conveyed to the auditory cortex by the eighth cranial
nerve. It is the auditory cortex that creates 'sound.' If the nerve were
connected to the brain's olfactory region instead, you would 'smell'
music."

She grunted. "Quite a bit of it smells, these days."

Hah, hah. "The point is that the sensory cortices can be stimulated
without external input. Severe migraines, for example, often cause people
to 'see' visions or 'hear’' voices. And sometimes the stimulus reactivates
so-called 'fossil' memories, which your mind interprets as contemporary.
That may be what you are experiencing."

She looked a little to the side, not saying anything. I listened to her
wheezy breath. Then she gave me a glance, quick, almost shy. "Then, you
don't think I'm . . . you know . . . crazy?" Have you ever heard hope and
fear fused into a single question? I don't know. At her age, I think I might
prefer a pleasant fantasy world over the dingy real one.

"It's unlikely," I told her. "Such people usually hear voices, not music. If
you were going insane, you wouldn't hear Benny Goodman tunes; you
would hear Benny Goodman—probably giving you important
instructions."

A smile twitched her lips and she seemed calmer, though still uneasy.
"It's always been a bother to me," she said quietly, looking past me, "the
notion that I might be—well, you know. All my life, it seems, as far back as



I can remember."

Which was not that far, the director had told me that morning. "All
your life. Why is that?"

She looked away and did not speak for a moment. When she did, she
said, "I haven't had no, any, headaches, doc. And I don't have any now. If
that's what did it, how come I can still hear the music?"

If she did not want to talk about her fears, that was fine with me. I was
no psychiatrist, anyway. "I can't be sure without further tests, but a
trigger event— possibly even a mild stroke—could have initiated the
process." I had been carefully observing her motor functions, but I could
detect none of the slackness or slurring of the voice typical of severe
hemiplegia. "Dr. Wing is the resident neurologist at the hospital," I said.
"T'll consult with him."

She looked suddenly alarmed, and shook her head. "No hospitals," she
said firmly. "Folks go to hospitals, they die."

At her age, that was largely true. I sighed. "Perhaps at Khan's clinic,
then. There really are some tests we should run."

That seemed to calm her somewhat, for she closed her eyes and her lips
moved slightly.

"Have you experienced any loss of appetite, or episodes of drowsiness?"
I asked. "Have you become irritable, forgetful, less alert?" Useless
questions. What geezer did not have those symptoms? I would have to
inquire among the staff to find out if there had been a recent change in
her behavior.

And she wasn't listening any more. At least, not to me. "Thank you,
Doctor Wilkes. I was so afraid. . . . That music. . . . But only a stroke, only a
stroke. It's such a relief. Thank you. Such a relief.”

A relief? Compared to madness, I suppose it was. She struggled to her
feet, still babbling. When she left my office, hobbling once more over her
walking stick, she was humming to herself again. I didn't know the tune.

Even though we're drifting down life's stream apart
Your face I still can see in dream's domain;

I know that it would ease my breaking heart

To hold you in my arms just once again.



It was dark when I arrived home. As I turned into the driveway I hit the
dashboard remote, and the garage door rose up like a welcoming lover. I
slid into the left-hand slot without slowing, easing the Lincoln to a halt
just as the tennis ball, hanging by a string from the ceiling, touched the
windshield. Brenda never understood that. Brenda always came to a
complete stop in the driveway before raising the garage door.

I could see without looking that I had beaten her home again. And they
said doctors kept long hours. . . . When I stepped from the car, I turned
my back on the empty slot.

I stood for some moments at the door to the kitchen, jiggling the car
keys in my hand. Then, instead of entering the house, I turned and left the
garage through the backyard door. I had seen the second story light on as
I came down the street. Deirdre's room. Tonight, for some reason, I
couldn't face going inside just yet.

The back yard was a gloom of emerald and jade. The house blocked the
glare of the street lamps, conceding just enough light to tease shape from
shadow. I walked slowly through the damp grass toward the back of the
lot. Glowing clouds undulated in the water of the swimming pool, as if the
ground had opened up and swallowed the night sky. Only a few stars
poked through the overcast. Polaris? Sirius? I had no way of knowing. I
doubted that half a dozen people in the township knew the stars by name;
or perhaps even that they had names. We have become strangers to our
skies.

At the back of the lot, the property met a patch of woodland—a bit of
unofficial greenbelt, undeveloped because it was inaccessible from the
road. Squirrels lived there, and blue jays and cardinals. And possum and
skunk, too. I listened to the rustle of the night dwellers passing through
the carpet of dead leaves. Through the trees I could make out the lights of
the house opposite. Distant music and muffled voices. Henry and Barbara
Carter were throwing a party.

That damned old woman. Damn all of them. Shambling, crackling,

brittle, dried-out old husks, clinging fingernail-tight to what was left of
life. . ..

I jammed my hands in my pockets and stood there. For how long, I do
not know. It might have been five minutes or half an hour. Finally the light
on the second floor went out. Then I turned back to the house and
reentered through the garage. The right-hand stall was still empty.



Consuela sat at the kitchen table near the French doors, cradling a
ceramic mug shaped like an Olmec head. Half the live-in nurses in the
country are Latin; and half of those are named Consuela. The odor of
cocoa filled the room, and the steam from the cup wreathed her broad, flat
face, lending it a sheen. More Indio than Lodino, her complexion
contrasted starkly with her nurse's whites. Her jet-black hair was pulled
severely back, and was held in place with a plain, wooden pin.

"Good evening, Nurse," I said. "Is Dee-dee down for the night?"

"Yes, Doctor. She is."

I glanced up at the ceiling. "I usually tuck her in."

She gave me an odd look. "Yes, you do."

"Well. I was running a little late today. Did she miss me?"

Consuela looked through the French doors at the back yard. "She did."
"I'll make it up to her tomorrow."

She nodded. "I'm sure she would like that."

I shed my coat and carried it to the hall closet. A dim night light glowed
at the top of the stairwell. "Has Mrs. Wilkes called?"

"An hour ago." Consuela's voice drifted down the hallway from the
kitchen. "She has a big case to prepare for tomorrow. She will be late."

I hung the coat on the closet rack and stood quietly still for a moment
before closing the door. Another big case. I studied the stairs to the upper
floor. Brenda had begun getting the big cases when Deirdre was eighteen
months and alopecia had set in. Brenda never tucked Dee-dee into bed
after that.

Consuela was washing her cup at the sink when I returned to the
kitchen. She was short and dark and stocky. Not quite chubby, but with a
roundness that scorned New York and Paris fashion. I rummaged in the
freezer for a frozen dinner. Brenda had picked Consuela from among a
dozen applicants. Brenda was tall and thin and blonde.

I put the dinner in the microwave and started the radiation. "I met an
interesting woman today," I said.

Consuela dried her cup and hung it on the rack. "All women are
interesting," she said.

"This one hears music in her head." I saw how that piqued her interest.
"We all do," she said, half-turned to go.



I carried my microwaved meal and sat at the table. "Not like this. Not
like hearing a radio at top volume."

She hesitated a moment longer; then she shrugged and sat across the
table from me. "Tell me of this woman."

I moved the macaroni and cheese around on my plate. "I spoke with Dr.
Wing over the car phone. He believes it may be a case of 'incontinent
nostalgia,' or Jackson's Syndrome."

I explained how trauma to the temporal lobe sometimes caused
spontaneous upwellings of memory, often accompanied by "dreamy
states" and feelings of profound and poignant joy. Oliver Sacks had
written about it in one of his bestsellers. "Shostakovitch had a splinter in
his left temporal lobe," I said. "When he cocked his head, he heard
melodies. And there have been other cases. Stephen Foster, perhaps." I
took a bite of my meal. "Odd, isn't it, how often the memories are
musical."

Consuela nodded. "Sometimes the music is enough."

"Other memories may follow, though."

"Sometimes the music is enough," she repeated enigmatically.
"It should make the old lady happy, at least."

Consuela gave me a curious look. "Why should it make her happy?" she
asked.

"She has forgotten her early years completely. This condition may help
her remember." An old lady reliving her childhood. Suddenly there was
bitterness in my mouth. I dropped my fork into the serving tray.

Consuela shook her head. "Why should it make her happy?" she asked
again.

That little bird knew lots of things.
It did, upon my word. . . .

The Universe balances. For every Consuela Montejo there is a Noor
Khan.

Dr. Noor Khan was a crane, all bones and joints. She was tall, almost as
tall as I, but thin to the point of gauntness. She cocked her head habitually
from side to side. That, the bulging eyes, and the hooked nose accentuated



her bird-like appearance. A good run, a flapping of the arms, and she
might take squawking flight—and perhaps appear more graceful.

"Mae Holloway. Oh, my, yes. She is a feisty one, is she not?" Khan
rooted in her filing cabinet, her head bobbing as she talked. “Does she
have a problem?"

"Incontinent nostalgia, it's sometimes called," I said. "She is
experiencing spontaneous, musical recollections, possibly triggered by a
mild stroke to the temporal lobes." I told her about the music and Wing's
theories.

She bobbed her head. "Curious. Like dej3 vu only different." Then, more
sternly. "If she has had a stroke, even a mild one, I must see her at once."

"I've told her that, but she's stubborn. I thought since you knew her
better. ..."

Noor Khan sighed. "Yes. Well, the older we grow, the more set in our
ways we become. Mae must be set in concrete."

It was a joke and I gave it a thin smile. The older we grow. . . .

The file she finally pulled was a thick one. I took the folder from her and
carried it to her desk. I had nothing particular in mind, just a review of
Holloway's medical history. I began paging through the records. In
addition to Dr. Khan's notes, there were copies of records from other
doctors. I looked up at Khan. "Don't you have patients waiting?"

She raised an eyebrow. "My office hours start at ten, so I have no
patients at the moment. You need not worry that I am neglecting them."

If it was a reproof, it was a mild one, and couched in face-saving
Oriental terms. I hate it when people watch me read. I always feel as if
they were reading over my shoulder. I wanted to tell Khan that I would call
her if I needed her; but it was, after all, her office and I was sitting at her
desk, so I don't know what I expected her to do. "Sorry," I said. "I didn't
mean to ruffle your feathers."

Holloway was in unusually good health for a woman of her age. Her
bones had grown brittle and her eyes nearsighted—but no glaucoma; and
very little osteoporosis. She had gotten a hearing aid at an age when most
people were already either stone deaf or stone dead. Clinical evidence
showed that she had once given birth, and that an anciently broken leg
had not healed entirely straight. What right had she to enjoy such good
health?



Khan had been on the phone. "Mae has agreed to come in," she told me
as she hung up. "I will send the van to pick her up Tuesday. I wish I could
do a CAT scan here. I would hate to force her in hospital."

"It's a waste, anyway," I muttered.
"What?"

I clamped my jaw shut. All that high technology, and for what? To add a
few miserable months to lives already years too long? How many dollars
per day of life was that? How much of it was productively returned? That
governor, years ago. What was his name? Lamm? He said that the old had
a duty to die and make room for the young. "Nothing," I said.

"What is wrong?" asked Khan.
"There's nothing wrong with me."
"That wasn't what I asked."

I turned my attention to the folder and squinted at the spidery, illegible
handwriting on the oldest record: 1962, if the date was really what it
looked like. Why did so many doctors have poor handwriting? Holloway's
estimated age looked more like an eighty five than sixty-five. I waved the
sheet of stationery at her. "Look at the handwriting on this," I complained.
"It's like reading Sanskrit."

Khan took the letter. "I can read Sanskrit, a little," she said with a
smile. "It's Doctor Bench's memoir, isn't it? Yes, I thought so. I found it
when I assumed Dr. Rosenblum's practice a few years ago. Dr. Bench
promised he would send Mrs. Holloway's older records, but he never did,
so Howard had to start a medical history almost from scratch, with only
this capsule summary."

I took the sheet back from her. "Why didn't Bench follow through?"

She shrugged. "Who knows? He put it off. Then one of those California
brush fires destroyed his office. Medically, Mae is a blank before 1962."

Just like her mind. I thought. Just like her mind.

For the joy of eye and ear

For the heart and mind's delight
For the mystic harmony

Linking sense to sound and sight. . . .



The third time I saw Mae Holloway, she was waiting by the clinic door
when I arrived to open it. Eyes closed, propped against the wall by her
walking stick, she hummed an obscure melody. "Good morning, Mrs.
Holloway," I said. "Feeling better today?"

She opened her eyes and squeezed her face into a ghastly pucker.
"Consarn music kept me awake again last night."

I gave her a pleasant smile. "Too bad you don't hear Easy Listening." I
stepped through the door ahead of her. I heard her cane tap-tap-tapping
behind me and wondered if a practiced ear could identify an oldster by
her distinctive cane tap. I could imagine Tonto, ear pressed to the ground.
"Many geezer come this way, kemo sabe."

Snapping open my briefcase, I extracted my journals and stacked them
on the desk. Mae lowered herself into the visitor's chair. "Jimmy Kovacs
will be coming in to see you later today. He threw his back out again."

I opened the issue of Brain that Dr. Wing had lent me. “Never throw
anything out that you might need again later," I said, running my eye
down the table of contents.

"You do study on those books, Doctor."
"I like to keep up on things."

I flipped the journal open to the article I had been seeking and began to
read. After a few minutes, she spoke again. "If you spent half the time
studying on people as you do studying on books, you'd be better at

rn

doctorin'.

I looked up scowling. Who was she to judge? A bent-up, shriveled old
woman who had seen more years than she had a right to. "The body is an
intricate machine," I told her. "The more thoroughly I understand its
mechanisms, the better able I am to repair it."

"A machine," she repeated.
"Like an automobile."
"And you're jest an auto mechanic." She shook her head.

I smiled, but without humor. "Yes, I am. Maybe that's less glamorous
than being a godlike healer, but I think it's closer to the truth." An auto
mechanic. And some cars were old jalopies destined for the junk heap; so
why put more work into them? I did not tell her that. And others were not
built right to begin with. I did not tell her that, either. It was a cold vision,
but in its way, comforting. Helplessness is greater solace than failure.

Mae grunted. "Mostly milk sours 'cause it's old."



I scowled again. More hillbilly philosophy? Or simply an addled mind
unable to hold to a topic? "Does it," I said.

She studied me for a long while without speaking. Finally, she shook her
head. "Most car accidents are caused by the driver."

"I'll pass that along to the National Transportation Safety Board."

"What I mean is, you might pay as much attention to the driver as to
the automobile."

I sighed and laid the journal aside. "I take it that you want to tell me
what is playing on your personal Top 40 today."

She snorted, but I could see that she really did. I leaned back in my
chair and linked my hands behind my head. "So, tell me, Mrs. Holloway,
what is 'shaking'?"

She made fish faces with her lips. Mentally, I had dubbed her Granny

Guppy when she did that. It was as if she had to flex her lips first to ready
them for the arduous task of flapping.

" 'Does Your Mother Know You're Out, Cecelia?' "

"What?" It took a moment. Then I realized that it must have been a
song title. Some popular ditty now thankfully forgotten by everyone save
this one old lady. "Was that a favorite song of yours?" I asked.

She shook her head. "Oh, mercy, no; but there was a year when you
couldn't hardly avoid it."

"T see."

"And, let's see. . .." She stopped and cocked her head. The Listening
Look, I called it. "Now it's The Red, Red Robin'—"

"Comes bob-bob-bobbing along?"

"Yes, that's the one. And already today I've heard 'Don't Bring Lulu' and
'Side by Side' and 'Kitten on the Keys' and 'Bye-bye Blackbird.' " She made
a pout with her lips. "I do wish the songs would play out entirely."

"You told me they weren't your favorite songs."

"Some are, some aren't. They're just songs I once heard. Sometimes
they remind me of things. Sometimes it seems as if they almost remind
me of things. Things long forgotten, but waiting for me, just around a
corner somewhere." She shook herself suddenly. "Tin Pan Alley wasn't my
favorite, though," she went on. "I was a sheba. I went for the wild stuff.
The Charleston; the Black Bottom. All those side kicks. ... I was a little old
for that, but. . . . Those were wild days, I tell you. Hip flasks and stockings



rolled down and toss away the corset." She gave me a wink.

This . . . prune had gone for the wild stuff? Though, grant her, she had
had her youth once. It didn't seem fair that she should have it twice.
"Sheba?" I asked.

"A sheba," she said. "A flapper. The men were sheiks. Because of that . .
. what was his name?" She tapped her cane staccato on the floor.
"Valentino, that was it. Valentino. Oh, those eyes of his! All the younger
girls dreamed about having him; and I wouldn't have minded one bit,
myself. He had It."

"It?"

"It. Valentino drove the girls wild, he did. And a few boys, too. Clara
Bow had It, too."

"Sex appeal?"

"Pshaw. Sex appeal is for snugglepups. A gal didn't have It unless both
sexes felt something. Women, too. Women were coming out back then. We
could smoke, pet, put a bun on if we wanted to—least, 'til the dries put on
the kabosh. We had the vote. Why we even had a governor, back in
Wyoming, where I once lived. Nellie Taylor Ross. I met her once, did I tell
you? Why I remember—"

Her sudden silence piqued me. "You remember what?"

"Doc?" Her voice quavered and her eyes looked right past me, wide as
tunnels.

"What is it?"
"Doc? I can see 'em. Plain as day."

"See whom, Mrs. Holloway?" Was the old biddy having a seizure right
there in my office?

She looked to her left, then her right. "We're sitting in the gallery," she
announced. "All of us wearing pants, too, 'stead o' dresses. And down there
... down there ..." She aimed a shaking finger at a point somewhere below
my desk. "That's Alice with the gavel. Law's sake! They're ghosts, Doc.
They're ghosts all around me!"

"Mrs. Holloway," I said. "Mrs. Holloway, close your eyes."
She turned to me. "What?"
"Close your eyes."

She did. "I can still see 'em," she said, with a wonder that was close to
terror. "I can still see 'em. Like my eyes were still open." She raised a



shaking hand to her mouth. Her ragged breath slowly calmed and, more
quietly, she repeated, "I can still see 'em." A heartbeat went by, then she
sighed. "They're fading, now," she said. "Fading." Finally, she opened her
eyes. She looked troubled. "Doc, what happened to me? Was it a
hallucy-nation?"

I leaned back in my chair and folded my hands under my chin. "Not
quite. Simply a non-musical memory."

"But ... it was so real, like I done traveled back in time."
"You were here the whole time," I assured her with a grin.

She struck the floor with her cane. "I know that. I could see you just as
plain as I could see Alice and the others."

I sighed. Her sense of humor had dried out along with the rest of her.
"Patients with your condition sometimes fall into 'dreamy states,' " I
explained. "They see or hear their present and their remembered
surroundings simultaneously, like a film that has been double-exposed.
Hughlings Jackson described the symptom in 1880. He called it a
'doubling of consciousness.' " I smiled and tapped the journal Wing had
given me. "Comes from studying on books," I said.

But she wasn't paying me attention. "I remember it all so clearly now.
I'd forgotten. Alice Robertson of Oklahoma was the first woman to preside
over the House of Representatives. June 20, 1921, it was. Temporary
Speaker. Oh, those were a fine fifteen minutes, I tell you." She sighed and
shook her head. "I wonder," she said. "I wonder if I might remember my
Ma and Pa and my little brother. Zach . . . ? Was that his name? It's
always been a trouble to me that I've forgotten. It don't seem right to
forget your own kin."

An inverse square law, I suppose. Memories dim and blur with age,
their strength depending on distance and mass. Too many of Mae's
memories were too distant. They had passed beyond the horizon of her
mind, and had faded like an old photograph left too long in the Sun. And
yet sometimes, near the end, like ashes collapsing in a dying fire, the past
can become brighter than the present.

"No," I said. "It don't seem right."

"And Mister. . . . Haven't thought on that man in donkey's years," she
said. "Green Holloway was my man. I always called him Mister. He called
me his Lorena."

"Lorena?"

Mae shrugged. "I don't remember why. There was a song. ... He took the



name from that. It was real popular, so I suppose I'll recollect it bye and
bye. He was an older man, was Mister. I remember him striding up
through Black's hell; gray and grizzled, but strong as splo. All brass and
buckles in his state militia uniform. Company H, 5th Tennessee. Just that
one scene has stayed with me all my life, like an ole brown photograph.
Dear Lord, but that man had arms like cooper's bands. I can close my eyes
and feel them around me sometimes, even today." She shivered and looked
down.

"Splo?" I prompted.

"Splo," she repeated in a distracted voice. Then, more strongly, as if
shoving some memory aside, "Angel teat. We called it apple John back
then. Mister kept a still out behind the joe. Whenever he run off a batch,
he'd invite the spear-side over and we'd all get screwed."

I bet. Whatever she had said. "Apple John was moonshine?" High tail
it, Luke. The revenooers are a-coming. What kind of Barney Google life
had she led up in those Tennessee hills? "So when you say you got screwed,
you mean you got drunk, not, uh. ..."

Mae sucked in her lips and gnawed on them. "It was good whilst we
were together," she said at last. "Right good." Her lips thinned. "But
Mister, he lit a shuck on me, just like all the others." She gave me a look,
half angry, half wary; and I could almost see the shutter come down
behind her eyes. "Ain't no use getting close to nobody," she said. "They're
always gone when you need them. Why, I ain't, haven't seen Little Zach
nigh unto. ..." She looked momentarily confused. "Not for years and years.
I loved that boy like he was more'n a brother; but he yondered off and
never come back." She creaked to her feet. "So, I'll just twenty-three
skidoo, Jack. You got things to do; so do I."

I watched her go, thinking she was right about one thing. Old milk does
go sour.

There will I find a settled rest
While others go and come.

No more a stranger or a guest
But like a child at home.

Brenda's silver Beemer was parked in the garage when I got home. I
pulled up beside it and contemplated its shiny perfection as I turned my



engine off. Brenda was home. How long had it been, now? Three weeks?
Four? It was hard to remember. Leave early; back late. That was our life. A
quick peck in the morning and no-time-for-breakfast-dear. Tiptoes late at
night, and the sheets rustle and the mattress sags; and it was hardly
enough even to ruffle your sleep. Always on the run; always working late.
One of us would have to slow down, or we might never meet at all.

My first thought was that I might give Consuela the night off. It had
been so long since Brenda and I had been alone together. My second
thought was that she had gotten in trouble at the office and had lost her
job.

Doctors make good money. Lawyers make good money. Doctors
married to lawyers make very good money. It was not enough.

"Brenda?" I called as I entered the kitchen from the garage. "I'm home!"
There was no one in the kitchen; though something tangy with orange and
sage was baking in the oven. "Brenda?" I called again as I reached the hall
closet.

A squeal from upstairs. "Daddy's home!"

I hung up my overcoat. "Hello, Dee-dee. Is Mommy with you?" Unlikely,
but possible. Stranger things have happened.

"No." Followed by a long silence; "Connie is telling me a story, about a
mule and an ox."

Another silence, then footsteps on the stairs. Consuela looked at me over
the banister as she descended.

"The mule and the ox?" I said.
"Nothing," she replied curtly. "An old Mayan folk tale."

"Where's Brenda?" I asked her. "I know she's home; her car is in the
garage." Maybe she was in the back yard, by the pool or in the woods.

No, she didn't like the woods; she was afraid of deer ticks.
"Mrs. Wilkes came home early," Consuela said, "and packed a bag—"

Mentally, I froze. Not this. Not now. Without Brenda's income. . . .
"Packed a bag? Why?"

"She said she must go to Washington for a few days, to assist in an
argument before the Supreme Court."

"Oh." Sudden relief coupled with sudden irritation. She could have
phoned. At the Home. In my car. I showed Consuela my teeth. "The
Supreme Court, you say. Well. That's quite a feather in her cap."



"Were she an Indio, a feather in the cap might mean something."
"Consuela. A joke? Did Brenda say when she would be back?"

Consuela hesitated, then shook her head. "She came home, packed her
bag, gave me instructions. When the car arrived, she left."

And never said good-bye to Deedee. Maybe a wave from the doorway, a
crueler good-bye than none at all. "What sort of instructions?" That wasn't
the question I wanted to ask. I wanted to ask whose car picked her up.
Whom she was assisting in Washington? Walther Crowe, the steeleyed
senior partner with the smooth, European mannerisms? FitzPatrick, the
young comer who figured so often on the society pages? But Consuela
would not know; or, if she did, she would not say. There were some places
where an outsider did not deliberately set herself.

"The sort of instructions," she replied, "that are unnecessary to give a
professional. But they were only to let me know that I was her employee."

"You're angry." I received no answer. Then I asked, "Have you and
Deedee eaten yet?"

"No." A short answer, not quite a retort.
"I didn't pull rank on you. Brenda did."

She shrugged and looked up at me with her head cocked to the side.
"You are a doctor; I am a nurse. We have a professional relationship. Mrs.
Wilkes is only an employer."

She was in a bad mood. I had never seen her angry before. I wondered
what patronizing tone Brenda had used with her. I always made the effort
to treat Consuela as an equal; but Brenda seldom did. Sometimes I
thought Brenda was half-afraid of our Deirdre's nurse; though for what
reason, I could not say. I glanced at the overcoat in the closet. "Would you
and Dee-dee like to go out to eat?"

She gave me a thoughtful look; then shook her head. "She will not leave
the house."

I glanced at the stairs. "No, she'll not budge, will she?" It was an old
argument, never won. "She can play outside. She can go to school with the
other children. There is no medical reason to stay in her—"

"There is something wrong with her heart."

"No, it's too soon for—"

"There is something wrong with her heart," she repeated.

"Oh." I looked away. "But. ... We'll eat in the dining room today. The



three of us. Whatever that is you have in the oven. I'll set the table with the
good dinnerware."

"A special occasion?"

I shook my head. "No. Only maybe we each have a reason to be unhappy
just now." I wondered if Brenda had left a message in the bedroom. Some
hint as to when she'd return. I headed toward the dining room.

"The ox was weary of plowing," Consuela said.
"Eh?" I turned and looked back at her. "What was that?"

"The ox was weary of plowing. All day, up the field and down, while the
farmer cracked the whip behind him. Each night in the barn, when the ox
complained, the mule would laugh. 'If you detest the plowing so much,
why do it?' 'It is my job, senor mule,' the ox would reply. "Then do it and
don't complain. Otherwise, refuse. Go on strike.' The ox thought about this
and, several days later, when the farmer came to him with the harness, the
ox would not budge. 'What is wrong, senor ox?' the farmer asked him. 'I
am on strike,' the ox replied. 'All day I plow with no rest. I deserve a rest.'
The farmer nodded. 'There is justice in what you say. You have worked
hard. Yet the fields must be plowed before the rains come.' And so he
hitched the mule to the plow and cracked the whip over him, and worked
him for many weeks until the plowing was done."

Consuela stopped, and with a slight gesture of the head turned for the
kitchen.

Although entitled to two evenings a week off, Consuela seldom took
them, preferring the solitude of her own room. She lived there quietly,
usually with the hall door closed; always with the connecting door to
Dee-dee's room open. Once a month she sent a check to Guatemala. She
read books. Sometimes she played softly on a sort of flute: weird,
serpentine melodies that she had brought with her from the jungle. More
than once, the strange notes had caused Brenda to stop whatever she was
doing, whether mending or reading law or even making love, and listen
with her head cocked until the music stopped. Then she would shiver
slightly, and resume whatever she had been doing as though nothing had
happened.

Consuela had furnished her room with Meso-American bric-a-brac.
Colorful, twisty things. Statuettes, wall hangings, a window treatment.
Squat little figurines with secretive, knowing smiles. A garland of fabric
flowers. An obsidian carving that suggested a panther in mid-leap. Brenda



found it all vaguely disturbing, as if she expected chittering monkeys
swinging from the bookshelves and curtains; as if Consuela had brought a
part of the jungle with her into Brenda's clear, ordered, rational world. It
wasn't proper, at all. It was somehow out of control.

"Did you like having dinner downstairs today?" I asked Dee-dee as I
studied Consuela's room through the connecting door. The flute lay silent
on Consuela's dresser top. It was the kind you blew straight into, with two
rows of holes, one for each hand.

"It was OK, I guess." A weak voice, steady but faint.

I turned around. "Only OK?" There was an odd contrast here, a
paradox. Although it was evening and Deirdre's room was shrouded in
darkness, Consuela's room had seemed bright with rioting colors.

"Did I leave any toys downstairs?" A worried voice in the darkness.
Anxious.

"No, I checked." I resolved to check again, just in case we had
overlooked something that had rolled under the sofa. Brenda detested
disorder. She did not like finding things out of place.

"Mommy won't mind, will she? That I ate downstairs."

I turned. "Not if we don't tell her. Mommy will be at the Supreme Court
for a few days."

Dee-dee made a sound in her throat. No sorrow, no joy. Just
acknowledgment. Mommy might never come home at all for all the
difference it made in Dee-dee's life. "Ready to be tucked in?"

Dee-dee grinned a delicious smile and snuggled deeper into the sheets.
It was a heartbreaking smile. I gave her back the best one I could muster,
and took a long, slow step toward the bed. She shrieked and ducked under
the covers. I waited until she peeked out and took another step. It was a
game we played, every move as encrusted with ritual as a Roman Mass.

Hutchinson-Gilford Syndrome. Deedee's smile was snaggle-toothed.
Her hair, sparse; her skin, thin and yellow.

Manifestations: Alopecia, onset at birth to eighteen months, with
degeneration of hair follicles. Thin skin. Hypoplasia of the nails. ... I had
read the entry in Smith's over and over, looking for the one item I had
missed, the loophole I had overlooked. It was committed to memory now;
like a mantra. Periarticular fibrosis; stiff or partially flexed prominent
joints. Skeletal hypoplasia, dysphasia and degeneration.

Dee-dee had weighed 2.7 kilos at birth. Her fontanel had ossified late,



but the slowness of her growth had not become apparent until seven
months. She lagged the normal growth charts by one-third. When she lost
hair, it did not grow back. Her skin had brownish-yellow "liver" spots.

Natural history: Deficit of growth becomes severe after one year. The
tendency to fatigue easily may limit participation in childhood activities.
Intelligence and brain development are unimpaired.

Deirdre Wilkes was an alert, active mind trapped in a body aging far
too quickly. A shrunken little gnome of a ten-year old. Etiology: Unknown.
I hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. Then I tucked the sheets tightly
under the mattress.

Prognosis: The life span is shortened by relentless arterial
atheromatosis. Death usually occurs at puberty.

There were no papers delivered on Hutchinson-Gilford that I had not
crawled through word after word, searching for the slightest whisper of a
breakthrough. Some sign along the horizon of research. But there were no
hints. There were no loopholes.

Prognosis: death.
There were no exceptions.

Deirdre could smile because she was only a child and could not
comprehend what was happening to her body. She knew she would have to
"go away" someday, but she didn't know what that really meant.

Smiling was the hardest part of the game.

Come along, Josephine,
In my flying machine.
We'll go up in the air. . ..

How can I explain the feelings of dread and depression that enveloped
me every time I entered Sunny Dale? I was surrounded by ancients. Bent,
gray, hobbling creatures forever muttering over events long forgotten or
families never seen. And always repeating their statements, always
repeating their statements, as if it were I who were hard of hearing and
not they. The Home was a waiting room for Death. Waiting and waiting,
until they had done with waiting. Here is where the yellowed skin and the
liver spots belonged. Here! Not on the frame of a ten-year-old.



The fourth time I saw Mae Holloway, she crept up behind me as I
opened the door to the clinic. "Morning, doc," I heard her say.

"Good morning, Mrs. H.," I replied without turning around. I opened
the door and stepped through. Inevitably, she followed, humming. I
wondered if this was going to become a daily ritual. She planted herself in
the visitor's chair. Somehow, it had become her own. "The show just
ended," she announced. "Oh, it was a peach." She waved a hand at my
desk. "Go on, set down. Make yourself pleasant."

It was my own fault, really. I had shown an interest in her tiresome
recollections, and now she felt she had to share everything with me, as if I
were one of her batty, old cronies. No good deed goes unpunished.
Perhaps I was the only one who put up with her.

But I did have a notion that could wring a little use out of my sentence.
I could write a book about Mae Holloway and her musical memories.
People were fascinated with how the mind worked; or rather with how it
failed to work. Sacks had described similar cases of incontinent nostalgia
in one of his books; and if he could make the best-seller lists with a
collection of neurological case studies, why not I? With fame, came
money; and the things money could buy.

But my book would have to be something new, something different; not
just a retelling of the same neurological tales. The teleology, perhaps.
Sacks had failed to discover any meaning to the music his patients had
heard, any reason why this tune or that was rememb-heard. If I kept a
record, I might discover enough of a pattern to form the basis of a book. I
rummaged in my desk drawer and took out a set of file cards that I had
bought to make notes on my patients. Might as well get started. I poised
my pen over a card. "What show was that?" I asked.

"Girl of the Golden West. David Belasco's new stage play." She shook
her head. "I first seen it, oh, years and years ago, in Pittsburgh; before
they made it a high falutin' opera. That final scene, where Dick Johnson is
hiding in the attic, and his blood drips through the ceiling onto the sheriff.
That was taken from real life, you know."

"Was it." I wrote Girl of the Golden West and doubling episode and
made a note to look it up. Then I poised my pen over a fresh card. "I'd like
to ask you a few questions about your music, Mrs. Holloway. That is, if you
don't mind."

She gave me a surprised glance and looked secretly pleased. She fussed



with her gown and settled herself into her seat. "You may fire when ready,
Gridley."

"You are still hearing the music, aren't you, Mrs. Holloway?"

"Well, the songs aren't so loud as they were. They don't keep me awake
anymore; but if I concentrate, I can hear 'em."

I made a note. "You've learned to filter them out, that's all."
"If You Talk in Your Sleep, Don't Mention My Name."
"What?"

"'If You Talk in Your Sleep, Don't Mention My Name.' That was one of
'em. The tunes I been hearing. Go on, write that down. Songs were getting
real speedy in those days. There was 'Mary Took the Calves to the Dairy
Show' and "This is No Place for a Minister's Son.' Heh-heh. The blues was
all in a lather over 'em. That, and actor-folks actually kissing each other in
the moving picture shows. They tried to get that banned. And the animal
dances, too."

"Animal dances?"

"Oh, there were a passel of 'em," she said. "There was the kangaroo dip,
the crab step, the fox trot, the fish walk, the bunny hug, the lame duck. ... I
don't remember them all."

"The fox trot," I offered. "I think people still dance that."

Mae snorted. "All the fire's out of it. You should have read what the
preachers and the newspapers had to say about it back then. They sure
were peeved; but the kids thought it was flossy. It was a way to get their
parents' goat. 'Bug them,' I guess you say now."

"Kids? Isn't the fox trot a ballroom dance for, well, you know—mature
people?”

She made her sour-lemon face. "Sure. Now. But 