Dear Heather
By Grant Jones

Dear Heather,

Let us imagine we are old. Well beyond the graying stage, our backs have begun to curl like our wedding bands. We have a home; it is modest. We sold our big house after our youngest went off to college. It is a cozy home, and the only complaint we have ever received is that we keep it too warm during the winter—our children open all of the windows in the guest room when they visit over Christmas.

The house has four major rooms, each decorated in a distinct style. You had once rearranged the furniture every two or three weeks, but in the past few years you had not made a single change. Maybe you had grown tired of it, maybe your body no longer let you move the furniture so easily, or maybe you had reached some sort of decorating Zen. I did not ask, as you had told me many years ago to quit teasing you about it.


My chair, on the other hand, had by my request remained in its place throughout the years of chaos. There, beside the bay windows, my chair was the anchor through your decorating storms. You convinced me to let you put a slipcover over it. I went through eight or nine slipcovers before the salsa stains, ink smudges, and the soured smell of spilt milk finally persuaded you to give up.


Now my chair sits as I bought it, only a little worse for the wear, except when your Bible study friends comes over. Then it hides under a handmade purple slipcover, which I ask you to remove as soon as they leave.


The rest of the living room is just as you would expect for an older couple apart from the changes brought on by time. A heat-rod given to us by our children in Christmas 2044 hangs from what was once a fireplace. Of course, we have no television. Instead, there is a ComBox that you must step in to. I had bought it on a whim, and with the exception of your soaps we rarely use it, preferring to spend our afternoons playing cards, reading the newspaper to each other, and gossiping about the members of our church.


The guestroom has the most youthful feel of all the rooms. Even you, throughout your years of constant rearranging, had done little to alter it since our youngest left for college. You prefer it that way and, when I had asked, you would not let me turn it into a sports room. I stewed about it for a while in my study then agreed.


Perhaps the strangest item in the house is our bed. The covers and quilt are split one-third of the way up from the bottom. It is a strange but practical solution to our inability to agree whether the covers should be tucked in or loose. In this manner, your bottom half of the sheets are tucked snuggly in, and my half are free spirits.


Like our house, our day-to-day life is constant, with only pockets of our former zest remaining. When these pockets do emerge it is usually due to us not remembering our age, not as a deliberate throw of caution to the wind, but because we are old and do not remember things so clearly.


We begin each morning at five, waking so early even without an alarm. There is just this natural impulse in us that is common to our age. Perhaps it is a primitive fear that we should greet the sun lest it never rise for us again.


We lay in bed until six, exhausting all the adjectives we know in describing our dreams to each other. Through the years we have grown so close that we do not want to miss out even on the slightest excitement. And while I usually dream about mowing the lawn or winning at Bingo, there are occasions where I dream big adventures.


You usually dream of foreign places. Sometimes you revisit the ones we have traveled to in our life. Sometimes you dream of new places, places only in your dreams. These are my favorite ones to hear. I love your descriptions of the native people and of the fruits we eat from the trees. As you describe this fantastic place, I lay my head on my pillow with my eyes closed.


On clear days we take a walk. We used to walk around the whole neighborhood stopping to greet our neighbors on the way. But we are older now and do not stray so far. Sometimes we walk over to old Ms. McKinley’s home and get her grocery list for when we go into town on Thursday afternoons. No matter how old you yourself get, it is good policy to meet someone even older to run errands for; at times, this may be the only way to feel young.


On hot summer days we neglect walking altogether, in favor of sitting on the porch and swatting flies. Occasionally, we will read aloud the newest detective novel from our favorite writer. Many years before, this had replaced my weekly readings of the classics to you. I had slowly lost my disdain for dime store novels, partly because I did not want to think so hard anymore, and partly because they were the only novels printed in large-font text.


At the end of each chapter we try to guess who the culprit is. You are better at this than me, which does not surprise me since you can always tell when I have been sneaking sweets from the cabinets.


Whatever our pre-breakfast ritual happens to be that day, it is always interrupted by a tug on my sleeve. When I turn to look at those two furrowed brows you say, as you have for sixty years, “Let’s go eat. I’m hungry.”


Our breakfast routine is the same everyday. You have a bowl of cereal and I have toast. And yet, two hours later when you are watching your soaps, I often come in from my study and ask the same question, “Heather, what did I eat for breakfast this morning?”


“Oh dear, Grant.”


“I have been thinking about it for some time now, and I don’t know.”


“Well, what did you have yesterday?”


“Toast. I am sure of that.”


“Well, that is probably what you had today.”


“Toast two days in a row? No, why would I do that?  I would get tired of it soon enough.”


“You had toast, Grant.”


“Not if I had it yesterday. I don’t see that happening. I’m thinking it was something with a slight crunch.”


“Toast, dear, you had toast.”


“Did I eat cereal?”


“No, I had cereal. You had toast. Don’t you remember a buttery taste?”


“Ah ha! I do; I must have had a muffin.”


“And don’t you remember a strawberry taste? That was the jam.”


“Why yes, of course, it is all coming back to me now. But why would I put jam on my muffin. How strange.”


Then as your soap returns your attention turns, “Yes, dear, it is strange.”


“Heather, something is just not quite right about it all. I’ll be in my study thinking. Let me know if you figure it out.”


In mid-afternoon your favorite soaps are over. You come get me from my study. “It’s time to go to the store. Do you want to come?” you ask.


“Go into town? Absolutely!” I say jumping up out of my chair. I throw my shoes on and go outside to wait for you. Fifteen minutes pass and I am left alone outside; already I have no idea why I am there. I am unconcerned, and enjoying the smell of the roses on the bush we planted six years before.


I am pulled from my garden tending when you stick your head out of the front door, your face in a bright red ball.


“What’s wrong, Heather? Why are you upset?”


“Have you seen my keys?”


“Oh, Heather. Did you put them on the key rack?”


“No, I did not put them on the key rack or we would be gone by now, wouldn’t we?”


“Well, why did I ever even put that thing up? You hang dishrags from it. Its not a dishrag rack; who ever heard of such a thing? It’s a key rack. You put keys on…Hey, a rose. I wonder how it smells?”


You have already gone back inside before I finish.


“Grant!” you beckon me from inside the house.


“Oh yeah, your keys.”


We search for twenty minutes. I finally find them outside.


“They’re out here, Heather!”


You run to the screen door. “Great! Thank you. Grant, you are the best. Where did you find them?”


“In the ignition.”


We laugh and get into the car bound for the store. I love our go-into-town days. I think you enjoy them some, even though you act like they are just burdensome. We park in the handicap spot, a privilege we gained nine years ago when I fell off the roof while trying to clean the gutters myself.


Just in front of the automatic door, you hold me by the arm. “Do you have Ms. McKinley’s grocery list?”


“Yes, of course,” I say, leaning towards the door and wiggling my hand, causing the door to open and close.


“Good, well give it to me before you go running off.”


With that exchange I shuffle in, grab a hand basket, and disappear from your sight.

“I hope I see him again,” you mutter under your breath.


But I am more than fine on my own. I am headed to the candy aisle to grab sweet things to throw into your cart when you are not looking. On my way I meet Will, a bag boy whose face I recognize, but whose name is probably not Will.


“Will, my man, how are you?”


“Very well, Mr. Jones. How are you?”


“Great, Will.”


“Mr. Jones, my name is Derek.”


“No, Mr. Jones my name is. I don’t know who Derek is, Will.”


“Right, well what brings you to the toiletry aisle, Mr. Jones? Usually I see you near the candy aisle.”


“Is this the wrong aisle, Will? It is! All of that toilet paper looked like marshmallows from a distance.”


“Honest mistake, Mr. Jones.”


“I am afraid I have not been quite as sharp since Mrs. Jones started making me sleep in the basement.”


“She makes you sleep in the basement? That’s horrible.”


“Not just sleep, Will. I spend the whole day down there. She only let’s me out to go into town with her. I have to catch my own food.”


“Oh, you are just kidding me, Mr. Jones.”


“Of course I am, Will. Say did you see the football game last weekend?”


“The State game? Sure did. I was there.”


“That Torry Holt is incredible isn’t he? Such a skilled player.”


“Torry Holt? He has not played in forty years. He’s in the Hall of Fame now.”


“Not playing? That’s a shame. Football is where he belongs.”


“Well, Mr. Jones, I hate to run but I need to finish stocking aisle nine.”


“I understand, Will. A man’s work is never done.”


I make haste to the candy aisle where I fill my hand basket to the brim. Energized by the smell and the bright colors, I find an abandoned cart, dump all my candy in, and use it like a scooter. Despite my memory troubles, I am still cognizant enough to know that old people can get away with anything. I make my way to aisle three where my cart comes to a rolling stop. I grab a broom from the hanger and climb into the cart on top of my candy.


I use the broom to row my way to the customer service desk. That is where I can usually find you. I row myself to just around the corner of the greeting card stand. You cannot see me from there, but I am in perfect position to overhear your conversation.


“Was it flour?” offers Margaret from behind the counter.


“No, I have flour. Oh, never get old, Margaret. It is so frustrating.”


“I understand, Mrs. Jones. You know you can always call your order in and we can have it ready for you.”


“I know, but Grant enjoys his days out so much.”


“Of course, but I do hope we won’t have to call the fire department again to get him off the roof.”


“Oh, that won’t be a problem ever again, Margaret.”


“I know, Mrs. Jones. It was just so funny. We were rolling on the floors for weeks afterwards. It made the news, you know.”


“It did? Oh dear.”


“Don’t you remember?…I mean, I’m sorry, of course you do.”


“It’s okay, Margaret, and now I remember what I came for! It was soup!”


“Oh, great. What kind? I will go get it for you.”


“Two cans of clam chowder, six cans of chicken broth, four tomato soups, and four beef stews. Thanks, Margaret, you are a very sweet young woman.”


As Margaret leaves I see my break and slowly row my way behind you. “Boo.”


“Grant, get out of there. My goodness.” You laugh, so I know I am not in trouble. You are always great about letting me have my fun.


“What is all this candy in your cart, Grant? Are those toys in there too?”


“The toys are for the both of us.”


“I see, but not the candy.”


“You can have some, Heather.”


“What are Squirts?”


“I don’t know, but they smell good.”


“They look gross. Twinkies! You don’t need Twinkies, Grant. Your heart would explode.”


“They’re not for me. I am going to put them in the mouse traps outside.”


“We don’t have mouse traps outside.”


“Oh please let me have them!”


“I got you some cinnamon biscuits. I don’t have a coupon for Twinkies, or Fruit Roll-Ups, or Frosted Sugar Balls.”


“Cinnamon biscuits! You’re the greatest! I’ll go put all this back.”


In the car we listen to the news on National Public Radio. “Do you ever feel like we are disconnected form the world, Grant?”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, when I hear the news I never know who all these people are they are talking about. The politicians are all just kids it seems. And we don’t see our friends as much anymore.”


“Be thankful for that, Heather.”


“Why should I be thankful for that?”


“If we saw our friends, that would mean we’d be dead.”


“Not all of our friends are dead…What would you think if we started going back to church on Wednesdays for night bible studies?”


“That would be just fine with me. You know Heather, I have been thinking.”


“About what, Grant?” you ask after pulling into the driveway.


“I think you are right; I did have toast for breakfast.”


You turn the car off, leaving the keys in the ignition. I carry all the soup cans into the kitchen. Inside I unpack the groceries.


“Heather, where do I put the soup cans?”


“In the cabinet over the oven.”


“Really, could you come in the kitchen?”


“Okay…Oh dear,” you say as you see the inside of the cabinet holds at least a hundred soup cans already. “I guess I didn’t need soup after all.”


Later that afternoon we go for a walk, taking Ms. McKinley her groceries. We visit her for a while but leave before four o’clock so she can rest. Once back we settle down in our pajamas and finish the game of scrabble we started the night before. You beat me once again.


We are watching the end of the local news when the clock strikes. It is six o’clock, and the sky gives hints of orange. We look at each other, our faces worn from a long day. “Lights out! It’s time for bed,” you say getting up. In the bedroom we kneel beside the bed and say our prayers. Then you get up and tuck in your half of the covers while I throw my half to the wind. We crawl into the bed and, placing my teeth in a bubbling cup, I turn out the last light.


“I love you, Heather.”


“I love you too, Grant.”


“Dear?”


“Yes?”


“Would you dream of the shores of Portugal again tonight?”


“Of course, Grant. Good night.”


“Good night.”

