One

“Get her out of there!”

Alexandra’s cell phone did a dip and a loop as she rounded the bend from Route 22 on to the Taconic Parkway.  She was headed down to the city.

“Get who out of where, Scottie?”

“Get Aunt Rita out of the hospital!”

“How did you know I was going to see Aunt Rita today?  You’re miles away, at school!”  Alexandra careened.  Leah, strapped in next to her in the passenger’s seat, cooed.

“I just talked to Dad.  But I’ve been obsessed with this ever since my birthday.  Don’t you remember what God said to me when I broke my collarbone that day?  He spoke loud and clear.  He said, ‘Get her out of there!’”

“Scottie, I didn’t understand then.  She wasn’t put away until Valentine’s Day.”

“I know, Mom.  I didn’t understand either.  When I heard that voice, I knew it was God; and I knew it had to be about Aunt Rita.  But you and Dad had said she was doing so well staying at Narughi’s and everything.  Only now it all makes sense.  Mom!  Get Aunt Rita out of the hospital!”  He extended Ma-om into two syllables, like a Middle Eastern name.

“But Scottie, she’s locked up.  It’s a high security hospital.  I don’t know when she’ll get out of there, though I wish it would happen today.”  His mother spoke softly, seemingly unruffled, which to Scottie, who knew her, magnified the urgency underneath.

“Everyone’s got a price.  Get some money out of the bank and just pay one of the security guards to sneak her out.”  Scottie was a sophisticated eight year old.

“Great idea Scottie.  Talk to you soon.”

Alexandra felt the wheels pull as they squealed when she did a U turn and headed back to town to the drive-in bank.  She wondered if a thousand would be enough.  Better get two thousand.  These were middle class, big city security guards, with “careers and families.”

“What a day!  Leah, do you know what ‘inspired’ means?  Your mama feels inspired this morning!  We are going to set Aunt Rita free!”

Leah cooed, “Leah think today.  Leah think.”  She held her finger to her head like the scarecrow in the Wizard of Oz.  She caught her mother’s adoring glance and continued, “Leah love Mr. Scarecrow.  Leah smart too.”  She took a deep baby breath.

“Mama.  Great Aunt Hannah—phone!”

“Leah, no!  Great Aunt Hannah?  What an idea!  I’ll call her now!”

Alexandra dialed.  Aunt Hannah had special concern for her niece Rita ever since she had stayed with her while she was a student at Boston University.

“Halloh?”  Aunt Hannah’s New England accent was apparent even in the way she said hello as a question when she greeted callers.

“Aunt Hannah, it’s Alexandra calling.  I’m on my way to set Aunt Rita free.  Leah, my baby, suggested I call you up.”

“Really, Alex?”

Alexandra tucked Leah’s hair behind her ear with a hand that was free for a moment.

“Where-uh is Rita now, Alex?”  Aunt Hannah knew, but Aunt Hannah was always very polite, and decorous; and one did not speak of these things at the time when she learned her manners.

“She’s in the hospital, since February, but guess what:  I’m going to sneak her out today.  My son Scottie says every security guard has his price!”

“Sho-ruh.”  Her accent got stronger.  This was tonic for her peace of mind.  “The hospital is no place for a thoughtful girl like Rita.  In fact, Alex, why doesn’t she come and stay with me for a while?  Her room is just sitting empty.”

“Aunt Hannah, you are as brilliant as they say.”

“Well, deah, New Yahk is a nice place for meeting men, but that’s about all.  Cambridge is so lovely in the spring.  Why not suggest that she come up when you see her today?” 

     “Like I say Aunt Hannah, I see why they always 

say you are the smartest Barrister. That will give Aunt Rita something about which she can ideate positively.  And you know, she told me something about a man already, so that’s done! Here’s Leah, Aunt Hannah.”  


Alexandra held the little cell phone up to Leah’s ear.


“Hallo, deah,” began Aunt Hannah.


“Great Aunt Hannah, Aunt Rita: free!”  Leah spoke enthusiastically, but looked philosophical.


“Leah, deah, tell mummy Aunt Rita wrote to me about the man she met.  She said he was from Michigan.”


“Okay, Great Aunt Hannah.  Mommy-Aunt Rita-man- Mish-again!”


The phone fell on the floor on the silver carpet in front of the baby.  Alexandra scooped it up in time to hear Aunt Hannah’s “Now give the phone back to mummy, deah.”  She closed the conversation.

It was the first spring day that really smelled and felt fresh like April always did in the foothills of the Berkshires.  But going to the city was a bracing challenge today.  Leah was singing “Mish-again!  Mish-again!” to the tune of her version of “If I Only Had a Brain,” her favorite melody.  Her mother could only chuckle.

Alexandra experienced light that morning as she drove down the Taconic Parkway.  She did not know how else to describe it—light was everywhere around her.  Leah moaned.  She had fallen abruptly to sleep as Alexandra had unconsciously started humming “If I Only Had a Brain.”  She noticed first the light radiating from little Leah’s hand, as her baby finger held the side of her head like the Scarecrow repeating mathematical formulas.  

She gasped as she gathered up the homemade rag doll pressed against Leah’s chest and saw the poor faded colors contrasting with the brilliant pinks and blues of Leah’s pale complexion.  When she rolled down the window a little the air was so cool.  It had seemed almost summery this morning when she had whimsically hung out some white sheets and poorly colored towels on the line strung across the badminton court in the meadow below the house.

The sun had seemed so bright, hot almost.  Then she had noticed the light reflecting over her own strong hands.  But she had simply contemplated the power of the sun and the sweet simplicity of morning one day in April at her beloved country home she and Scott had built together before the children were born. Now however she felt the vulnerability of spring.  But the light was forever.  The light now comforted her and warmed her, even as the sharp spring air threatened to wake up Baby Leah.  

She had had this experience before; it always surprised her, and it seemed to come at the darndest times, like the humble hanging of the linen that morning, with the old beige clothespins reminding her of how she used to wash and hang her doll clothes on the wooden rack by the old wringer washing machine in the basement of the building where Narughi now kept the apartment.  Now the spring’s thin tinder sprung up by the side of the car, barely lime green, almost pale yellow, blending with a gray and rocky palette rather than any hokey pastel array of Easter colors.    It was like seeing that the ocean was dull gray in the morning instead of blue; or flat and motionless rather than brimming with majestic waves and whiteness of froth on a summer’s afternoon.  The spring was yet slight, the air was chill, and Leah was starting to shift crankily in her car seat.

“Dolly Nora—Mommy took my Nora!”

Alexandra broke out of her contemplation in a sudden shift of consciousness as Leah formed her words precisely in “adult talk”—the opposite of the baby talk she and her mother adopted as a way of bonding in a personal world especially when they were surrounded by the externality they were indifferent to compared to their intense mutual interest in each other.  But now Leah was fierce.  Her brow knit.  Alexandra’s nostrils flared.  And yet that was all.  The mother gave the baby her doll and they drove peacefully down the Taconic.

“Mommy—Aunt Rita sick?  Great Aunt Hannah say so…”

“Well, Leah, she is getting no great care at the hospital, where there is so much sickness.  Do you think Aunt Hannah would really be able to tolerate Aunt Rita this spring?”  Alexandra turned herself inside out in an empathetic thrust for both women.  She often talked out such questions with her daughter, giving and taking answers in grunts, sighs, or simply oohs and ahhs.  No one but a mother knows about this kind of sharp intellectual bonding with a young newly forming pure mind, she mused.

“Get her—out of there!”  Leah shouted and threw her doll against the dashboard with a show of ferocity common during these moments of communion.

“Yee-haw!” screamed Alexandra.  “We’ll buy her her freedom!” she said, lapsing into a strong New England accent.  Mother and daughter threw back their heads and laughed, happily, as they drove down the road.

The city looked like Oz in the distance.  The buildings were pewter, sharp as cut silhouettes beyond the gray marshes of New Jersey.  The industrial scene in the foreground seemed compact and efficient to Alexandra.  The landscape matched her thoughts, simple and clear.

“We’ll get her out of there, Leah.  Today you will have to be a very good girl.  So will Mommy—all grown up, today, somehow, Leah.”

Here Leah faded back into her own comfortable three year old consciousness.  It was in the next lonely moment then that Alexandra felt fear snap in her spine like a rubber band.  What if Aunt Rita was trapped?  What if the nurses stood guard, angry, overwhelmed, stressing the atmosphere so that she might not be able to think as her beautiful self?  At such moments, Alexandra took to humming hymns, as Aunt Rita had told her she often did when faced with the fears unknowable, which she just couldn’t spread out and share with those around her.  The winsome minor chords of “O What Wondrous Love Is This” gratefully dislodged the singsong melodies of Oz, clearing her mind.

They drove into the city and it looked friendly and tidy as the two happily drove down Second Avenue.  How could such a technically developed civilization continue to lock up the mentally challenged as if they were life-threatening pirrhanas?  Alexandra felt cool and happy, feeling, quite frankly, her youth and power.  She checked her makeup in the rear view mirror and felt glad remembering how clear her mind was when she had applied it at 5:30 that morning.  Leah looked her over too, silently.

“We’ll park here, Leah.  This is the East Village, honey.”

“Narughi nearby, Narughi nearby.”  Leah was working hard at adapting to the challenge of the New York, patterning herself after her brave mother.

“Yes, Leah, Narughi’s apartment is just a few blocks away.”

“Candy, no!”  Leah was scolding her Baby Nora who wanted to go to Gem Spa, the candy store on Saint Mark’s Place where Alexandra bought magazines.  Alexandra laughed.  Sometimes Leah did seem like an actress, pretending to be a “normal” three year old.  Aunt Rita was always saying this.  Alexandra liked thinking about Aunt Rita.  She smiled to herself.

“Today-Aunt Rita-free!” Leah shouted in baby talk only Alexandra could translate.  They strolled along the street together, as if they hadn’t a care in the world.
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