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Halfway to Green Bay

One afternoon I had to take care of an old lady.  We stopped for lunch and she turned the simple task of choosing what she wanted to drink into a chemistry experiment.  She took her "beaker" by the rim, holding it with her pointer finger and her thumb, filling it with each kind of fountain pop.  The mixture looked like sewage-- nasty color, no ice.  She said, “Do you want some hon?  I’m not going to drink it all.  We’ll just get another cup.”


“Oh, no thanks,” I cracked a smile, trying not to roll my eyes, “I’m good.”


It was funny how (though my boss had told me she would be quite agile) she pulled at her knee, lifting her own leg into the passenger side of my car.  “Could you use some help?”


“No, no.  I’ve been doing it this way for a few years now,” she answered.  “When your body stops working, you’re the only one that knows how to deal with it.”


When we started off in Manitowoc, I held the sign with the big pristine block letters: DOROTHY SMITH and the face that belonged to the name approached me with an old-worldly, “How do you do?” 


“Fine.  And yourself?”


“I’m just fine.  The boat ride was long, but really nice.”


“Did it get cold?  How was Michigan?”


“It was sunny enough to not go inside.  I sat on the second level for the whole trip.  I even got some reading done,” she answered, flashing a copy of Nora Roberts’ Inner Harbor.  “I didn’t really see much of Michigan…I was sleeping.  Later, when I woke up I noticed that they have some really nice farms.  And the fields are quite straight for such a hilly place.  I saw corn and potatoes and soybeans.”


“Did you?” I asked, trying to sound like I cared.  


The ferry had unloaded around twelve; her discrete black carry-on came wheeling down the ramp along with the other passengers’ bags.  I thought of what she might have packed, remembering my own grandmother’s tiny hair pick and the slimy mint denture cream.  Grandma was probably at home right now fluffing rice or taking a walk or listening to Pavarotti.


Right before we stopped to eat she asked, “And where are we going?”


“No one told you?”


“Well, they told me I’d be arriving in Green Bay an hour or so after I met you here.”


“That’s right,” I said, offering my arm, leading her to the sandwich counter, “We’ll get there around one or two.”


“Ok,” she said, slowly shuffling to the cash register, “Let’s get grilled cheese.”


“Um, we could, but I think all they have is cold cuts.”


“Fine,” she echoed, “That’ll be just fine.”


The road whizzed by, but it still seemed to be taking longer than what I had expected.  In twenty minutes Dorothy was asleep.  I stared at her.  Seriously, I thought, I'm never gonna be like that.  All her features were small, untidy.  Her thinning perm haloed the wrinkly and liver-spotted forehead.  Heavy lids pushed down on her slowly jittering eyeballs.  I reached across her chest and yanked at the seatbelt; clasping it with a clunk.  She didn't move.


Halfway to Green Bay, Dorothy stirred, grimacing.  She mouthed the word "bathroom."


"Ok, sure," I replied, steering the car off I-43; turning towards Denmark, "We'll stop here.  Maybe you'd like to take a walk?"


"No, actually I don't really feel like it Heather."


"Uh," I responded slowly, "My name's Ari."


"Don't be silly honey.  You know Grammy."


Okaaaaaaaay, I thought. "Why don't you follow me to the restrooms?"  We emerged from the car, she unfolded her leg, and I helped her limp up the sidewalk, holding doors, helping to remove the long overcoat, reminding her to wipe.


"All set?" I called, realizing the slow tinkle tinkle had ceased.


No answer.


"Dorothy?"


No answer.


Great… she's dead.  I knocked on the stall.  I peeked through the cracks in the metal partition.  "Are you alright?"


"Let me have a little privacy.  You never give me enough time," she whined, "Treat family as you'd like to be treated!"


"Ok.  Sure.  I'll just be outside."

**********

That's when I became unemployed.  I was leaning against the Wisconsin state map; the "YOU ARE HERE" icon was grazing my back; cold glass pressing through my thin leather jacket.  I was smoking that silly Misty cigarette.  My mauve lipstick rubbed off on the filter and I actually lost my job at that specific moment.  

Technically no one would find out what I had done (or had failed to do) until the eleven o'clock news that night.  The TV inside my hotel room squawked, "Ms. Smith was last seen in the wayside restroom off Route 43," reported the voice in the television, "The eighty-three year old woman was being escorted en route to New Community Clinic located in Green Bay, and was last seen by her chaperone, Ari Yamodoka.  We have no inclination as to Ms. Smith's location, but we do know that the elderly woman is an Alzheimer's patient and requires extreme care.  Dorothy Smith is 5'5", 140 pounds, and she was wearing a long purple trench coat along with matching sweatpants and sweatshirt.  Anyone knowing of her whereabouts is urged to call our news station, Channel 4 or the New Community Clinic at 421-335-8970."

The cold understanding that I actually lost a person didn't sit to well with me.  When I started my social work I only thought of administering vaccinations at four o'clock in the morning or making sure that my patient's pill bottles had the large print labels in order for them to read easier.  These mundane tasks were the only way for me to be a contributing member of the work force: driving my sleek Honda Accord, resisting chopsticks every time I ate.  I wanted to be successful.  My father and mother wanted me to be successful.  Grandma Ari (after whom I was named) required that I be successful.  Funny, but that was the closest I'd ever come to being a doctor…. or even a nurse.

When I clicked the TV off, I tiptoed down to my car for the paperwork that I had received before I picked up Dorothy.   I noticed the black carry-on still laying on the backseat.  Oh shit… that was supposed to go back to New York.  By the dome-light of my car, I sat in the backseat, unzipped her luggage, and peeked inside.


This was all she owned.  There were some letters from the sixties, probably from a late husband.  She also had some jewelry, an ornate ring box (but no ring), and underneath her pajamas and underwear I found a pair of glasses and a handwritten note that read:

Dorothy, remember to put these on in the morning when you wake up.  Next brush your hair, wash your face, and get dressed.  Also remember to take a vitamin.
There weren't any vitamins.  She didn't have any socks packed for her either.  It was strange, but I quickly realized that it was wrong of me to be going through her stuff; so I neatly folded everything back into the small space and I decided right then that I had better do something.  

Ari, I told myself, you can't just send this back.  She needs her things.


  I found my hands forming a chignon at the back of my neck, the black hairs gathering into a twist.  I leapt from the backseat and jogged to my hotel room (they had booked me one night's stay at the HoJo) where I stuffed all my things into a plastic laundry bag, shoving my spare pair of shoes down on top of the ball of clothes and towels.  I even snatched the complimentary shampoo from the tiny bathroom.  Shower? I wondered, No… I better get going.  With that, I stopped in front of the mirrored closet door examining my face.  My almond-shaped eyes just glared back.  You idiot.  Like you're gonna find her.  

The people at New Community had told me to, "Just go home, we'll consider your rehire at a later date."  The morning after Dorothy was declared missing I kept thinking about the snobbish way that my boss told me to get lost.  I drove down I-43 noticing that I grew closer and closer to the spot where I couldn't find her the day before.  When I neared the Denmark exit, now southbound, I swung my car into the wayside entrance.  I parked in the same spot my car had occupied yesterday.

Nothing seemed different.  I went into the bathroom, eyeing the stall where Dorothy had sat only a day earlier.  The door in the middle of the small wayside foyer had a placard that read: MAINTENANCE.  With a knock, the door sprung open and out from the innards of the walls came a man with trash bags tucked into his belt and a spray bottle dangling from his key-chain.  

"'Scuse me," he grunted.


"O… sorry.  Can I ask you a question--" (I read the metal nametag), "Larry."


"Yeah sure.  Do you need more toilet paper in the ladies’?"


"No, no.  Yesterday an elderly woman came up missing here and I wondered if you noticed anything strange at around one-thirty.  She was in the restroom.  She has Alzheimer's."


"I noticed you standing outside smoking," he said, peering at my body as if he'd inspected it before.  He stuck his plastic-gloved hands into his pockets, gently tipping back and forth on the balls of his feet.  "Weren't you by yourself?"

"No, I was escorting a woman named Dorothy Smith.  If you were watching me, why didn't you see her leaving?  There wasn't anybody else here."


"Well to be honest," he answered, squinting at my chest, "I thought you were a hooker."

Yeah… naturally the slanty-eyed chick would be a Geisha girl!  It wouldn't make sense that I'd be out here for anything else!  "Okay.  Well.  That's ridiculous," I choked, pushing past him, pulling out my long box of cigarettes.


Larry peered through the water-spotted picture windows, watching me light up.  Fuckin' asshole, I thought, It’s not like we’re in Okinawa.  I found myself standing next to the Wisconsin sign again, noting the distance between where I was and Chicago.  Even though it would only take a couple of hours, home seemed so far away.  My father was probably just hearing the morning news of Dorothy Smith's disappearance.  Grandma Ari would find out too.
