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It was a strange way to end up. Deepa and Max decided not to do it at the same time, but rather one after the other. Deepa went first. If I can get into their heads for a moment, I’d say that the two lovers decided that they should be careful, leave one conscious in case the other fell ill. That was a prudent thing to do, a last hurrah for the oversight they were about to dismiss forever. Or maybe Max still hesitated, didn’t quite trust that he would be the same, for indeed he had no way of knowing what it would be like to be permanently unconscious. One only has memories of such moments, such automatic moments, and even thoughts are untrustworthy…

Deepa smiled at him when he wheeled her out of the clinic, the only clinic that had agreed to go forward with such a procedure. The sky was grey and the parking lot was cold.  Deepa smiled from above her scarf. While she was recovering, Max took her every day to see her brother, carrying her from her wheelchair to the car, careful not to bump her legs against the door, whispering to her… Deepa seemed very happy. As they rumbled down the hallway, she even commented on the nurses darting about, the angry, aged spouses arguing with the caregivers… None of it escaped her notice, even then. Not the smells, like toothpaste and alcohol, nor the thoughts which occurred to her, every moment in time. 

On the day before Max’s own operation, the nurses in the hallway told them that Deepa’s brother, Elie, had taken a cold. The couple went in, then, I guess, with some apprehension. The room looked as it always did with countless vases full of flowers, wallpaper strewn with them… Max wheeled Deepa to her brothers side and plopped down on the bed.

“How are you feeling today, Elie?” Max asked attempting to boom. Elie didn’t answer, his eyes working over the pair that now appeared before him. To speed things up, Max reached out for a piece of paper and a pencil. He wrote quickly, How are you feeling today, giving it to his brother-in-law. Max himself placed Elie’s fingers on the implement, guiding his hand to the page, as if to give his brother-in-law’s brain the impetus, the focus to write something, anything. Elie considered the words on the page and wrote Good, good… good. Magni…ficent, good. Max met his eyes.

“We heard you weren’t feeling well, Elie,” said Max distinctly.


At this Elie exclaimed, making a happy blurp! 


“Oh, I’m feeling fine… really, fine, I guess, I’m not sure what you’re asking, that is… I have a pain in the head, a headache, I guess,” he said in a stuttering stream of words. At this, Deepa’s hand slapped Max’s leg. He looked at her, but before she could start to free-associate, a nurse knocked, poking her head in. She wanted to open the door for the various reporters who had come down to write his brother-in-law’s story, that of a small-town poet interned in a care center. Poet who brought out two or three collections a year. Poetry and dementia. Same reporters at the public library readings.

Elie watched the door suspiciously. Then, on impulse or maybe because he had been planning it for weeks, Max got up from the bed, calling out for the nurses to wait a moment. He wheeled Deepa into the hall. A roar went up among the reporters. Max ran Deepa’s wheelchair forcibly into their midst as they gaped at her. A distraction. Someone else a little damaged. Closing the door at last, Max turned to Elie. Finally. Finally.

They spent a moment alone, considering the teal bedspreads and curtains, the pebbly, white walls, the large tiled floor.


“What do you think, Elie, should I do it?” asked Max.


“What?


“Should I lobotomize myself?”


Elie was silent for a moment.


“Well, what about Deepa?” Elie asked.


“Well, obviously. I realize that’s an issue, but I feel ridiculous, since we agreed to do it months ago. I had all the time in the world to call it off, but I waited and waited, didn’t say anything, kept my peace…” Elie’s attention was wandering. “What do you think?” Max asked him directly.


Elie shrugged or made some equivalent motion. 


“Well, if you, you know, want to write another…book or something...”


“Then, what? Should I do it or not do it? I mean, for god’s sake, you’re a poet.”


“I remember things, it’s not just words, not just words. Just holding one thing in my mind at a time as much as I can, like looking up at it, just the one thought, holding on… ”


“But I like thinking…” Max groaned.


Elie got up from his chair, shuffling over to the bed. He placed a hand on Max’s leg. 


“I like you, Max,” he said. 


“It’s dumb, it’s so stupid, you know,” said Max, “What are you thinking right now, Elie? You could turn it around and ask me, what am I thinking, maybe I’m not thinking anything… You’re a zombie, Elie, you have no control over your life, you just do. Although maybe you do have control and you just don’t think about it, you just control.”


Elie had flung himself back onto the bed like a kid, reaching his arms up, exhaling happily. He began to hum, rising up from the bed.


“Look at that sky!” Elie said, pointing, “That’s a sky.” Max looked through the window, over the trees, beyond the roof of the next building, the antennae… Elie continued, “It’s grey, of course, but like the grey of a sidewalk, maybe, and those dark spots are the gum stains on the concrete, but look how it’s moving! Somehow it’s just been poured and hasn’t set yet…”


“Mm, yeah, though it’s nice outside, you know.”


“Nice?”


“Yeah, high 70’s, nice if you can forgive the grey. The window’s open a crack, you can feel it.”


“Hmm. Don’t you just feel surrounded by weather?” asked Elie.


“Well, obviously, but I think I know what you mean,” Max answered.



“You feel it all over.”


“You know, it reminds me… I don’t know if you remember this, but we used to take you out into the rain all the time, spin you around till you were dizzy. You were still in a wheelchair. You were very happy.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah—Anyway, it’s supposed to be nice for the rest of the week too. No storms till the weekend, it looks like.”


“Mm.”


“You really don’t miss your thoughts?” Max asked finally, an edge to his voice. He smiled at his brother-in-law as if encouraging him to respond. Elie smiled too, good-naturedly, waving his hands, unable to articulate an answer. So complacent…


They were interrupted by the nurse, barging into the room again. Deepa’s face peeked out from underneath the nurse’s arm. She held up some book someone must have given her. She was excited. Max felt a little different now. He got up, saying goodbye to Elie, putting a hand to his shoulder, and then left the room, slipping the handles of Deepa’s wheelchair into his own hands. 


“I feel like a really stupid Kirilov, you know,” Max said to Deepa.


Deepa chuckled languidly, rolling back her head to look at him with a deep, endless, diffuse love. It was like looking into a nightmare.


“That’s a terrible thought,” Max said aloud, wonderingly.
