THE HALF-LIFE OF PASSION

Penelope had concluded that passions have a édffeispan, often short. As her
scientist husband, Edgar, would have put it — tieye a short half-life. Sometimes they
terminate in a storm of thunder and lighting. Moften they trickle away over time!dtnot
exactly that nearness breeds contemgtjust that passion frequently has indifferencesanal
state. In Penelopgmind that was the state where Edgar and sherhaddafter twenty years of
marriage. Facing the facts, she had confronted himay could share what was left of the
upbringing of their daughter, Jeanette, now sixtéeher senior year in highschool she was
headed for college soon anyway. But a divorce veagssary since Penny had found a man who
interested her.

Edgar had stood in silence. What went through hlrwasrt clear to her. She
perceived indifference, but she would have beeprmad to know that his actual feelings were
the result of a long held attitude there is no point in bucking the inevitable. Atlcan do is
to accept it without malice or anger even if ittisuifhat had been the way he had lived since he
had become an adult. There was no question tharéadk hurt, but what good would
recrimination do? After that conversation, in Pepe’s mind her marriage became a mere
technicality.

She had served on the board of the chaBgspefactors Anonymous, with Marvin De
Toux for several years. She had been flattered wherhad been asked to be on the Board. Her
blue-collar roots and her education, limited torfgeiars at a community college, had obviously
been disregarded in favor of her intellectual tedeRler articles had been well received

nationally and there had been talk of syndicatiegdolumn. In the eyes of many, she had
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become a premier analyst of politics and the copteary scene. It had been a hard road and she
had to admit she had found Edgasupport essential. But that was in the past. MdPe Toux

was very attractive and she had found herself dtavimm. His male charm couldrbe denied.
Handsome, always polite, always well dressed, av@gyical and well spoken. To her he
represented all that a man should be. The pull max been mutual because his interest in her
had become obvious. She sometimes wondered wisavhe her. In her own eyes she waan
raving beauty and was on the wrong side of fortgucessful divorce lawyer, Marvin, himself
had just undergone a divorce. Penny di@now exactly what his long-term intentions wetg b

at that point in their relationship she didmeally care. She accepted his invitation to spend
week in Hawaii. She quickly found that he was nadywery charming but a dream on a dance
floor and also very accomplished in bed. In heregigmces with Edgar, she coutdremember
such abandon, such delirium.

In their hotel room, Penny and Marvin were interted in bed in a moment of ardor
when an insistent knocking interfered with theisgan. It was Marvin who swore profusely.
Penny silently left the bed and covered her nakesingth a robe.

“What do you want?

The voice of a young man intervenédwouldn't bother you if | didft think it was
urgent. Its apparently an emergencynislipping the message under the door. The calsested
that we give it to you personally. He said that he hadltewgetting in touch with you. We didn
transfer the call to your room because you hadrsftuctions not td.

Her cell phone, turned off, had registered manlsdedm Edgar. She hadractivated

them because she’d thought they were more a deratinstof peevisness at her break from him
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than anything of any importance. Marvin had fosddtet interpretatiorfA husbants last stab
at being possessive. Believe you me. | have semh of that in many of the divorces where |
represented the wife.

She wondered how Edgar had traced her and quitkhcgd at the sheet of paper. It had
been written hastily by one of the clerk3eanette has been in a serious accidemidding what
| can, but | thought | should tell you about it.€Shpresently at the Little Flower Hospital,
signed Edgar. It wadrexactly a summons but thethe way she interpreted it. Her feelings
strongly denied that Edgar would send her suchssage out of spite.

“Marvin,” she said apologetically handing him the néitéhink I'll have to go. She had
trouble looking him in the eye.

“Oh, God! Caftt you see that’s a trick? Dott let it interfere with our plans! You can just
call the hospital and verify whether &héhere’

“With the time difference | would have to wait. Irdlowant to lose any time. | have to
go”

She remembered when Jeanette, at the age of aboamd Edgar had hidden from her as
she’d entered the house after a long absence oo season she had been overcome by anxiety
at their absence until a delighted Jeanette hdedyéSurprise! Surprisé!Edgar had sensed
Pennys panic and had held her in his arms until sheak#sto laugh. No, he wouldnrick her.

“l won't have you manipulated in that way. If you carerfa, youil ignore the messade.

“Thats not fair, Marvin. | do care for you, but $heny daughter. | ddnbelieve Edgar
would use Jeanette as a ploy to get at me.

She lifted the room phone and dialed the airlinenber. She made the arrangements for



her return trip as Marvin seethed with impatience.

“l don't think you understand. If our love means nothimgdu, go. Dott expect me to
wait for you?

“Are you saying wel be finished?

“Yes. Its a test.

She suddenly was overcome with andkrthat case you can go to h&élNlore forceful
expressions had come to her mind, but she hadssgméhem. She didrknow whether she
would be sorry later, but tHatwhat she felt at that moment.

Later, calling on the phone from the airplane, fshmd that Jeanette was indeed a patient
at the hospital. She was in critical condition Behny wash given any details. The call to Edgar
only activated his answering machine and his dedine also could only take messages. Anguish
took over her thoughts. What possibly could hayepleaed?

After her arrival, Penny didneven bother to shower or brush her teeth. Didbevend
tired as she was, she took a cab directly fronattport to the hospital. She dumped her suitcase
in the lounge next to the information counter. $fas guided to a private room. Although she
had expected it, seeing Jeanette stretched owtinvith tubes and wires attached to her was
unbearable. She choked up. For a moment she cbuaidre or enunciate the words that had
come to her lips.

“Oh, honey! Oh, darling!She felt tears coursing down her face as shetwiégake her in
her arms.

She hadh even noticed Edgar, a gaunt, gray Edgar, whokjustopped her, held her

hand and took her out of the room.
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“Shés sedated.m told the worse is over. She just came out ofélsevery room after
two hours of surgery.

“What happened?

“She was in a car accident.

“Was she driving?

Edgar nodded. They both knew that with a juniocerige she shoulttrhave been driving
without an adult in the car.

“Were you with her?She couldh hide the anger that was rising in her.

“I’'m afraid not. She just took the car, with threesothirls” He had warned his daughter
about the restrictions on her driving. She had tkat him, but he hadrexpected an actual
rebellion. Teenagers are so unpredictable. Petl&pyy the car for a wild ride was her way of
showing her disapproval of her motiseabsence. But he knew better than to raise the.iss

Pennys response was unexpect&dou bastard! You let her go by herself! Tlsdtow
much you care for hét!

He suppressed his rising ang#tenny calm down. When she comes to;llsheed you.
Screeching doedrhelp?

All her anger was behind her slap. The smack ugseimore psychologically than
physically. In all their years together nothingelithat had ever happened. But then he forced
himself to be objective. Her response was not éxaaprovoked. And he knew well how pain
can distort thoughts and feelings.

“Let’s talk about this when we are less stressed. | Insackwith this for three days. |

know how much it hurts. | know thatstdifficult, but please try to keep yourself togath
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They did calm down. There is no way a vigil camimntained when angry. She didn
exactly apologize for the smack, but the fact #iegt acquiesced spoke for itself. Now composed
she was able to extract from him more details abimiaccident.

Eventually, Jeanette emerged from her drug-indstegb. They were both there, one on
each side of the bed holding one of her hands, miing endearments. The drip was still
attached to one of her arms.

“Oh, Mommy, Mommy!

Penny felt tears coursing her face and made ant ek to appear upset.

They stayed like that for a while.

“What happened?

“You're in a hospital. You were in a car accident.

Her forehead was wrinkled in concentration butdide’t seem to want to know more.
Penny was relieved. There was going to be moreyhén Jeanette found out that her best
friend, Jane, had died and her two other friend®waéso in the hospital, although soon would be
discharged.

Edgar insisted that Penny and himself get sometioiegit and some rest. They slept right
in the lounge, they didnwant to be too far from Jeanette.

On the next day, Penny went home for a short vanwas able to take a shower and
sort herself out. Then she had a chance to spdék tsurgeon. It had been a most serious state.
Jeanetts chest had been brutally pushed in. One lungbbapsed and there had been damage
to the pericardium. They'd thought they would Ibse. Fortunately, the quick surgical

intervention had saved her. It was lucky that lagndr had almost immediately consented since



7

there had been no room for delay. There had alen aelisplacement of a vertebra and her legs
had been paralyzed. Actually, another surgeontw#ed on that. That what the second
operation was about. Again they were lucky. Thgyeeted the paralysis to be temporary.

Penny should have felt relief and in a way she ldideed, there didhseem to be
permanent physical damage aside from a long coss@tee. Nevertheless, she was terrified at
the possible psychological impact on the youngwirén she foud out the details of the tragedy.

Penny and Edgar were able to take her home witilg visit from a nurse and an arm-
long list of instructions. Jeanette had to bre&thguently through a strange device. Then three
times a week she had to be taken for rehabilitatioa series of closely monitored special
exercises. She soon was capable of walking witttlees, haltingly. She seemed highly
motivated in her slow recovery. Fortunately her rmgnof the incident was still dormant. She
remembered having driven a car before finding tierséhe hospital, but nothing else.

With Jeanetts return home, Penny was delighted, but it dicbohice an additional
problem. Out of deference for what had transpivsd lpefore her Hawaiian trip, Edwin had slept
on the couch. Were they prepared to confide irr theughter when she was in such a precarious
state?

“Look,” Penny told him{we can share the same bed. After all we have logmther for
twenty years and we are not teenagers, always tredmved by sex and desire.

Edgar just laughedl certainly would love the comfott.

The arrangement seemed satisfactory. After all tiene familiar with each othier
presence. On the second night however for somemed®e had felt suddenly terribly upset with

Jeanetts problems. She was crying silently when suddedlyales arms were around her and he
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kissed her. Penny ditiremember the exact sequence of events but theg fthemselves in the
throngs of lovemaking.. In the morning she wasieufitly concerned to ask him to sleep on an
inflatable mattress that during the day could lalelen under the bed. Penny was not prepared for
a complete rapprochement with Edgar, although sakzed that the two of them had to work
together as they had always done in the past.

A few days later, Penny was horrified to hear Edgapond to Jeaneseguestions.
true that there is never a good time to communicatastrophic news, but she felt that they
should have waited longer.

“Jeanette,'in sorry to have to tell you this. Jane died. Doy@thd Meg were hurt but not
seriously’

There was silence for a long time. Then Jeanettkebinto sobs. Standing on the
doorway, Penny felt her own insides torn apart. f8hdike slapping the son of a bitch. Couldn
he have left things alone?

Jeanette was now articulating her torméhkjlled her didrit 1? | killed her”

Edgar was quick with the respon$€pu didrit kill her. It was an accident. What you did
wrong was showing very bad judgment. We all dorat ttime or another. What counts is what
we do over a lifetime- the mistakes we make and the good we do to bataeoe out’

Jeanette didhseem comforted.

When Edgar left the room, Penny accosted him imatelyi.“You had to open that can
of worms, now! She had to struggle not to be overwhelmed by anger

“She asked me and | ditlifeel | should answer with an evasion. It felt taach like a lie

and then suspecting sometimes is as painful asikgoWhat advantage could there be in



waiting? In my experience'stbest to tackle issues and crises right awayeyr\hll fester”

“You should have waited until she was stronger. whdt the hell do you know about
this kind of crisis?

Edgar didrt answer, but he still remembered his torment whéariet Nam he had shot
down and killed a man who turned out to be not @myAmerican but also an acquaintance. The
maris crime had been not to identify himself as reqljiedthough in the confusion that followed
Edgar wastit sure of what had really happened. His pain hauh hmbearable and he had found
no solace a year later when he had talked to tHewto explain how sorry he was. She was
entirely hostile and even rejected the financidp lne had offered, the little that his modest
means would allow:Conscience money! You can stick it you know wheke must have felt
the pain for a long time because not wishing teetipsr, h&l never told the story to his wife.

A few days later after an exhausting excursionromcbes in the prk, Jeanette after
swallowing repeatedly asketHave they had a funeral for Jahe?

“That was some time ago. THéhave a memorial service when school starts abdh
her school friends can attehd.

“Shouldrt 1?”

Penny respondedThats up to you honey ... If it waindistress you too much.

“I'll send them a note now to tell her family how gdram: ‘I'm terribly sorry about what
happened'’ ... No, thigttoo cold. ‘Im terribly sorry about what happened. | love hermean, ‘|
loved her’”

“That sounds like a good idéa.

Edgar was proud to see that the two women in fasilere recuperating from their ordeal
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With the three of them in the kitchen, after breskfPenny was puttering with some
dishes at the sink when Jeanette asked her fafkfezr all this, do you still love mé?

“Honey, Ill always love you no matter what. Your mom alseel® you no matter what.
She also worries as part of her love for yos.ttie way of all mothers.

The conversation suddenly went on a tangent, &stdrequently noted happened with
his daughter‘Do you love Mom?

“Certainly?

“I mean love like being in love.

“That s a funny question. Yes!

Penny dropped the dish she was wiping onto tHe blar heart lurched. Had the poor
girl sensed something more that would worry her@ 8as relieved to see that Jeanette had a
pleased expression on her cute face and her goebtidt reveal some hidden concern.

Did he still love his wife? Edgar felt the womanied loved had gone through a strange
period, but her intensity on Jeang&tteehalf convinced him that she was the same wolfes).
he still loved her.

The start of school presented an entirely new meutieanette insisted on being driven
and she lurched on the sidewalk on her crutchéy had to pick her up after lunch for her
rehab routine. Mother and father shared all thagiesl as they had earlier in her recovery. She
seemed to be reasonably carefree, although at heresyes would cloud with regret and tears.

Both Penny and Edgar were concerned about the niservice, which was held in the

school auditorium crowded with students and somems. Jeanette cried silently when Jane
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accomplishments and short life were described eyspeaker, the Superintendent of Schools, but
she seemed to hold together better than they datege

There was a small reception after the service.ettmfound herself facing Jdsenother.

“I’'m so sorry for what happened. | loved her.

Janés mother’s face became contorted with fdiou have the gall to show your face
here, you bitcH.

Jeanette was visibly trembling under the onslaaghtPenny tried to intervene, but
Edgar held her back.

Jeanette looked up at the crying mother and sisgly,“l also loved het.

Janés mother suddenly hugged her.

“I’m sorry. | know you were friends. Something happenside me. Please forgive rhe.

“Pain can distort everything. You dbhave to apologizé.

Penny had never expected her daughter to show sb strength and good sense. And
the words, she recognized, could have come fronfatieer. She couldnhelp feeling immense
pride and joy.

Penny was puzzled by the fact that Edgar seemid tkmme an awful lotDon't you
have to go to work?

“Thats something wé have to talk about. | quit. They insisted thagturn to work
immediately. Its a very busy time for them. It was after they kradwut Jeanet®accident.
They didnt seem to care as long as | went back to workak atear to me what the choice had to
be. But doft worry, | can find another job soon despite apphirag middle agé.

She found herself sayingl'hats terrible} but wasrt really worried. He had never failed
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before.

Another crisis was approaching, she felt. Hadhe given Edgar his marching orders?
She had behaved abominably when she had left hpurgue her affair with Marvin. She was
also aware of how unkind she had been after retgrinom Hawaii. Every inconsiderate and
judgmental utterance came back to haunt her. AodmXor their mutual effort on behalf of
Jeanette and the unfortunate incident when thénadesl the same bed, they had been very
circumspect with each other. They had avoided dsiag their plans for the future. She had
been happy during the last few weeks. Jedsateovery was proceeding as expected. She had
been proud of her daugh®courage in facing what had happened. She wiskiedaughter had
had a less traumatic path to growing up. Theremsaguestion that Jeanette was no longer a
rudderless teenager. But everything has a cloutiHdpar really love her? He must have
declared his love for Jeanéisake. Penny was suddenly aware that fear otidrad
something to do with her aloofness toward Edgainguhe past few weeks. What did she
actually feel?

Her situation was brought to a head when Marvimgldoand asked to see her. The
conclusion that he was a contemptible man had gliawined in her mind, but she felt that
seeing him again would provide an opportunity tuselthat episode in her life. She felt very
uncomfortable at the thought of seeing him agaitine with the openness she had held to
throughout her marriage, she told Edgar that sdealyeeed to talk to Marvin. There was little
doubt that Edgar understood who he was and wadiddsbwith unease.

Marvin seemed to be somebody from her remote fast.couldit even understand what

she had seen in him. The thought of breaking uprtagriage also had been troubling her. Edgar



13

had shown himself to be all that she could warat man. Did she still love him? She wasure.

Edgar suspected that he was about to witness atreptheir previous encounter when
Penny had left for Hawaii. There was much to regree experience of the past few weeks had
at least reinforced their friendship if not theiamage. If they really split up, and he felt thats
what would happen, again Jeanette would have sodaemotional disruption. Hkhave to
explain to her what had happened very carefully.tBese days the breaking up of marriages is a
common occurrence. She should be able to understénite musing, he had sat down, waiting
for the time when he was supposed to pick up Jeafretn school. It was his turn.

Surprisingly, after Penrfyy meeting with Marvin, everything fell into placedashe
returned early, noisily. She seemed to be in hgghts. “Well, thats that?

“Are you going to keep me in the datk?

“Of course not. Marvin said that he would forgive amel proposed marriage. | told him |
couldnt accept. | love my husbanrd love like being in lové.

He felt like laughing and crying. But above allfie# joy as he held her in his arms. They
went together to pick up Jeanette at school. ThexgJate. Their daughter wondered why they

seemed so cheerful and affectionate.
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