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Homesick


Ophelia is gone. It seemed we’d just arrived. I met her tight-lipped grandparents, Gunther and Gretchen, who refused to take my hand. Wretched people. When they retreated into the kitchen, relief washed over me, but Ophelia’s mouth made a straight line, a sure sign misfortune just struck. Soon after that came the knock at the door. 
I stand on the porch, watching the police car drive Ophelia away.
Inside the house, Gunther bellows with his irritating old man voice, “Ain'tcha goin’ git ya girlfriend?”
The graybeard’s face, shining with belligerence, seems to be the sole beacon of life in a living room that’s dead as a sepulcher. The wallpaper, upholstery, even Gretchen sitting on the couch—all faded to white with age. The pale-as-porcelain Gretchen seems to wait patiently to be devoured by the caving-in couch. I want to point my finger at her — “I’d hide my face too if I brought the authorities down on my own granddaughter. Shame on you!” But the old woman is too much like my own beloved Grammy, so I keep my peace.
Sitting grandly in his La-Z-Boy chair, the old man jabs me again with his indignation. “Whatcha gonna do, girly?”	
His cruelty to his granddaughter riles me. I want to shout at the despicable jackass, “My name is Catholic, not Girly! How in God’s name could you call the sheriff on your own blood, then skulk in the kitchen like a coward while she was taken away in handcuffs?”  But curiosity binds my anger, and I ask, “Why was she arrested?” 
“Because she stole from us!” No one moves as his declaration settles like a light dusting of solemnity. He stares at my open mouth. “We raised her the best we could. We tried hard with that girl.” 
I believe him. The sheriff wouldn’t have arrested Ophelia without probable cause. But it forces me to examine my time with her. Was our relationship only a shadow play? With the feeble backlight that told our story now dark, nothing makes sense. Cautiously, I inquire, “What did she steal?” 
“Miss-All-About-Me stole our savings to sing in New Orleans. Our entire savings. Gone.”
I study the room. The wallpaper’s old, but looks of good quality. The upholstery is thick enough to withstand the years without a rip. The porcelain woman’s clothes are out-of-fashion, but well-cut. A modern-day Pompeii—a prosperous place destroyed by one cataclysmic event.
My foot taps. I want to leave, but my curiosity holds me here. “Then why did Ophelia come back?” 
“Ha!” With an ironic laugh, the old man barks. “If she thinks she paid her dues, that she deserves forgiveness, she’s sorely mistaken.”
My nose wrinkles, as it does when I feel I should know the answer, yet I ask the question anyway. “How was she supposed to pay her dues?” 
He rocks in his overstuffed chair. “She’s supposed to make restitution. But she never gave us one red cent. She did prison time—some! Tch! She escaped durin’ her appeal. Got shot ‘n lost ‘nuff blood that she ended up in a hospital, slipped past the guard, ‘n got away scot-free. Now here she comes back with ya.” The old man studies his folded hands. “She told ya to make her bond. Ya plan to aid ‘n abet her?” 
Outside the wind whistles, and a tree branch beats against the house’s clapboard. 
I lean against the doorframe. I’d planned to bring her home with me. It hadn’t occurred to me that by doing so I’d be an outlaw. 
“Whatcha gonna do?” He demands.
“I need to think.”
“While ya thinkin’, there’s twisters in the forecast. Make ya-self useful by gittin’ the shutters closed.” 
Outdoors, I struggle with each shutter—and think about Ophelia.

We’d met outside of Boulder. I’d come from California to attend camera repair school in Denver. The school promised big bucks after graduation, so maybe this was the right opportunity for me. On a day off, I walked through the dusty roads of the surrounding desert. The sight of a rose plant growing outside an adobe house stopped me. In the arid heat, how could it survive? As I studied it, the face of a woman with long blond hair appeared in the window. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how lonely my life had been, how nice it would be to talk with someone. I’d like to ask her about the plant, but before I could—a motor roared behind me. A car tore into the dirt driveway, braking abruptly, spraying sand and pebbles over the yard. Another car squealed to a stop across the road. Pow-pow-pow! I dropped. Squeezed my eyes shut. Covered my ears. Single bullets. Streams of bullets. A storm of ricocheting bullets. Sand pelted me. I couldn’t breathe. A man’s voice. The gunfire stopped as men shouted. Light footsteps ran towards me. The woman in the window pulled me up.
She grabbed my wrist and we sprinted to safety—into the house, down the hallway into a small room with a bed in the center. The woman disappeared under the bed. When shots sounded again, I slid under the bed next to her.
I whispered, “The kitchen looks blown apart. Is this a drug house?”
A long pause. “If you’re quiet, they won’t notice us with all their arguing.” 
I should have panicked at being trapped in a drug house, but instead fell into a dreamless sleep. Were drugs floating in the air, calming me? Perhaps. 

Her dark form pulled me up, waking me—my thoughts scattered as a jigsaw puzzle thrown to the floor. Cold naked air. Outside, a dark coffin sky is lit only by a pearl moon. On a dirt road, she spoke as she walked next to me, “My name is Ophelia. What are you doing in Boulder?” When she learned I worked during the day and attended vocational school at night, she said soothingly, “At the flower nursery you work? That is hard labor. It must make you very tired.”
I was touched that she understood.
“You have your own place? So grown up! Why don’t I cook for you? You deserve this. You just pay for groceries.” She studied me. “How old are you?” 
“Seventeen. I finished high school early.”
“I’ll take care of you.” 
After that, every evening I came home with sweat and grime on my neck. I showered, ate the dinner Ophelia prepared, and left for evening classes. When I returned home again, I groaned as I eased into bed.
Ophelia had a key to my apartment. One night, she slipped into my bed. Rubbing my back, the older woman whispered, "I’m just like a boyfriend, but I won’t get you pregnant.”
I didn’t want to lose her friendship and have to make my own meals. Playing it safe, I said, “We should wait until we know each other better.”
I gently pushed her away. The bed rocked and she was gone.
Neither she nor I ever mentioned it.
A second night, Ophelia visited me while I dreamt I was a dolphin cutting through waves, traveling swiftly to my home to glimpse my much-missed father and friends. Deep below the water, Ophelia stood next to my bed and gently tugged the bedcovers, but my sleeping form held them tightly. I refused to wake and leave my beloved Pacific Ocean.
“Sweet Catholic, it’s cold and the blankets are few. You’re my friend, and as such we should keep each other warm.” 
She lifted my arm and slipped into my bed. I didn't fully wake but continued to swim. When her hand reached into the secret pocket in my nightgown with my money, I woke, screaming with rage, and kicked her as hard as I could. 
We never spoke of it. 
After that, she never visited me at night. But one evening during dinner, Ophelia spoke, “I need more money.”
“I already give you enough.”
“I’m pregnant. I need to do something about it.”
“That’s between you and the father.”
“You don’t understand!” Ophelia shrieked. She left the table to weep on the couch in the living room. I lowered my head, bolted down my food, and threw my dishes into the sink. Slammed the front door.
That night, loud moans filled the apartment. I buried myself deeply in dream where I was a dolphin. When the cries grew louder, I swam away. However, at one point I peeked below and saw someone who looked like me knock on the bathroom door. I didn’t want to see, so I looked away and swam faster. But I couldn’t help myself and looked again. A woman who looked like Ophelia sat naked on the toilet, staring into a bowl filled with bloody fingers of white tissue. Her belly was covered with brutal red marks.  At first, my look-alike stared with eyes that couldn’t blink. My double couldn’t breathe. When she found her voice, she whispered, “Ophelia!” 
No matter how loudly she tried to call, her voice came out a whisper. No matter how often she called, the Ophelia look-alike ignored her. 
My look-alike stumbled out of the apartment, but closed the door softly, afraid the terror would follow her. Until the sun arose, she wandered the streets.
When I woke, I told myself it was a bad dream. Nonetheless, my confusion roiled all day. By the time of evening classes, my confusion turned into outrage. I found myself in the career counselor's office— “I want to see the job listings.” 
He stared through horn-rimmed glasses and did nothing. I knew my rights: after six months of in-person instruction, I could change to off-campus study. At the same time, I would have access to the employment offerings. My lips curled into a sneer, and I expected anger to boil out, but instead I said only — “I want to go home.” 
 He frowned, reached into a wooden drawer in his desk and handed me a sheaf of papers. When I found a job opening in my California hometown, I jotted the information down, and left the office quietly.
My only wish was to go home to my beloved dad and family. 
At dinner the next day, when Ophelia learned of my change in plans, she smiled triumphantly—as though she had won the right to stay with me. The spineless person who I’d become said nothing when she steered us 300 miles out of our way to visit her grandparents in Nebraska. 

Now, because of my passivity, the storm shoves me to and fro as though I’m a trifling thing. 
Gunther rounds the corner, waves for me to follow him down the steps into the cellar. As we fight the doors together, I inhale the mixture of his leathery old man smell and that of the earthen chamber. 
He joins his wife on a threadbare sofa, in a basement dimly lit by Coleman lanterns. I choose to sit on a low concrete wall by the cellar door, ignoring the seat near them. Gunther regards the earthen floor with a dejected air, as though his bravado has left him. 
The house above trembles and sounds like an off-key pitch pipe, then quiet except for a tick, tick, tick, tick. Again the tremble, followed by quiet. The pattern repeats like a woman’s labor contractions—far apart at first but increasing with time—as though a horror is to be born.
I sit silently but know I may scream in terror at any moment.
Gunther finds his voice. “Ya say ya name’s Catholic? We’re Methodist, ourselves, but we got nothin’ against Papists. Ain’t that right, Gretchen?”
The porcelain woman doesn’t move.
The old man nods to himself. “A mighty unusual name.”
“My dad named me Catholic.  I love him; he’s always had my back, so no shortening to Cathy for me. Although back home I’m also known as ‘Surfer Girl', because I spend so much time in the water.” 
Gunther seems distracted, but I keep talking to calm myself. “My mom died in childbirth. Dad wanted a strong name to safeguard me from her fate. I guess my family is superstitious. Aunties were partial to Mary. But Dad didn’t like what happened to her son—you know, the crucifixion and all. They went back and forth for a month until they compromised with ‘Catholic.’”
Gretchen comes alive, finds her voice, and I’m curious to hear what she has to say. “Is your father a devout Catholic?” 
I shake my head. “My mother was.” I stare at her with yearning: I wish we could talk like I did with Grammy—to relax me, but the noise outside…
The house above trembles until every fiber of my being trembles with it; then wheezes raspberries as it strains to lift up. Again and again: tremble and wheeze, tremble and wheeze. It won’t cease. Is this how a non-stop trip to Oz feels? What if this twister isn’t destined for Oz, but means to dash us to smithereens leaving bodies bloody and dead? I’m a stranger here. If I die, my corpse will be identified only as Jane Doe. Would there be no end to my family's grief—not knowing? 
I snatch a pen from my purse and scribble on my forearm—CATHOLIC CARSON. EMERGENCY CONTACT KEVIN CARSON, and my father’s phone number.
As I examine my work, Gretchen extends her hand and looks at the pen. I give it to her, and the old woman writes on her own forearm —YOU ARE SAFE HERE.  She smiles at me.
In time, with a long-drawn-out yawn, the shaking, the raspberry, and the off-key pitch pipe all show their fatigue. The sounds join together in a retreating sigh after their cantankerous exertion. 
We ascend the stairs to assess the damage. While Gunther putters around the yard, Gretchen turns to me. “Are you hungry, dear?”
I shake my head. “Could I use your restroom?”
She shows me inside the house, then says, “I’ll be outside seeing how the neighbors are doing.” I cock my head, and she continues, “Gunther and I will search the storm debris in our yard for signs of damage to our neighbor’s houses. If we find any, we’ll go to help them.”

I climb into the car. Holding a broken weathervane, Gunther limps over and waves to me. “Drive safe now” are his parting words. Gretchen blesses me and I motor away. But on the other side of a neighbor's house, out of their view, I stop the car and pull out the money I’d made from working at the nursery. The diminished wad is just enough to get to my new job in California. Most of the cash, I’d laid on the coffee table in the white living room. The money left for the couple was enough for Ophelia’s bail or enough to pay for my own apartment near the new job. With most of the money given to the old couple, I’ll never see Ophelia again, and in California I’ll live with Dad until I've earned enough to be on my own.
Relieved, I put the car in gear, turn the radio to country music, and head home.





