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PROLOGUE

My father was a TB survivor, but my parents talked very little about that time
in their lives.

Yes, he had tuberculosis, a highly contagious disease. Yes, he was treated in
a sanatorium during the first year of their marriage. Yes, it was a difficult time.
Yes, he was lucky. He recovered.

The one story my mother told me more than once was that the doctors said
they might never have children, and she was devastated. But look at us now,
she would say. Four beautiful children! And aren’t we blessed to have you.

Late in his life, my father shared two things with his granddaughter Alison
when she was working on a biography project in middle school. First, that he
kept himself busy in the sanatorium by making a model house. Second, that
he and his buddies used to sit on the porch and watch the black wagon come
and go. That last phrase most likely said with the French Canadian accent of
his buddy Doucette, followed by a chuckle or two, although | can’t be sure of
that.

So that was what | knew.

Years after my parents died, my sister discovered the daily letters they wrote
to each other during my father’s time in the sanatorium from April 1938
through February 1939. What follows is a memoir in poetry based on those
letters.
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KNOWING WHAT YOU COULDN'T

for my parents

| never expected to meet you this way
in words sprawled across hundreds of pages

folded and tucked into envelopes
finally arriving here, where | have lived

for so long without you. Never expected
to know your voices—young, vibrant,

full of longing—or to hold my breath for you
each time | read /It won't be long now, honey.

Never expected my urgent desire
to spare you the anguish of the coming months.
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TIME WARP

1
first letter:
- .
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envelope postmarked april 23, 1938 a saturday

2

“MR. Raymonp RusseLr oF Hupson, N.H. wAs ADMITTED TO THIS SANATORIUM
[PemBrOKE SanaTorIuM, Concorp, N.H.] on ApriL 21, 1938.”

RoserT B. Kerr, M.D.

“PNEUMOTHORAX TREATMENTS FOR COLLAPSE OF THE RIGHT LUNG WERE INITIATED
on ApriL 23,1938...”7 RoserT B. KERR, M.D.
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3
thursdayfridaysaturday

he waits for the first treatment
for the doctor to insert the needle

between his ribs
and into the pleural cavity

waits for the needle
to deliver the gas

that will press against his lung
begin the collapse they say

will stop the disease from growing
the collapse he hopes will save his life

4

he is
just 24 years old
married

6 months and 16 days

18

is. Tia ia aenaible. d Lome you
XXX XXXXXXXXXX

Younr Liltle boy blue
Lota of Love

(4L oy Orme

Your Naaband

Cay
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(DIS)ORIENTATION
from The Patient Book of Rules

Food should be taken as a duty
even when

there is no desire to eat

Patients must spend
as much time as possible
out of doors

They are expected

to be in their reclining chairs
before 8:15 AM
and before 3:15 PM

Noisy and boisterous talking
and visiting between patients

is not allowed

Radios must not be played

during rest hours
after evening lunch is served

or when annoying
to other people in the institution
All patients are expected

to retire immediately
after evening lunch is served

at which time lights
will be turned off

20

and absolute quiet must prevail

Visiting among patients
in rooms or camps

is not allowed

Conversations between patients
regarding their illness or symptoms
should be avoided

atall times
Expectorating into handkerchiefs

on the floors into washbowls
hoppers or toilets or
anywhere about the grounds

is strictly prohibited

Coughing in the dining room
or reception room

is not allowed

The physicians in charge
expect of you

a cheerful compliance
with all the regulations
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THOUGHTS ON A FROST-COVERED OCTOBER MORNING

Today | want to leave this moment

and enter the one

when he, my-father-who-isn't-yet-my-father,
feels the first needle invade his body.

Want to know if he remains himself

during those long months of isolation and after.
Before he and my mother-who-isn't-yet my mother
conceived my two sisters, my brother, and me.

Because somehow the flesh and blood

of his body-now-gone became theirs

and mine. Where is he in my body now? Maybe
somewhere in my fingers and toes, square and sturdy
as his. Maybe somewhere in the untouchable tissues
of my heart. | want to know how the disease changed
him. Changed us. Changed me.

Caught in the swirl of the then-before-I-was,

the now-in-which-I-am, and everything in between,
| feel our last hug, the strength of our bodies

joined in the innocence of that day. Not knowing
that his body would fail just days later. This time

not the lungs but the heart.

I slide my fingers over the ink,

words written by his hand-that-no-longer-is

and by my mother’s, too. Search for the two of them
who somehow became me.
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EARLY DAYS (APRIL 23 TO MAY 6, 1938)

Ray to Eva
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Eva to Ray

me. v Uhe tzve ne e
éﬁ/@c/mwéﬁn?ﬁém

MS’%MS
Be, M/W M%Z?

(\/ hall aee yoie (Bimorious % (\/
adm't;ﬁ % work.

(\/M@M?W,/O%M.
ot
ﬁ%

o wentte the Bl Weon witkh

MWﬁ/Mfﬁ¢ a



Ray to Eva Eva to Ray
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[ lift my eyes from your words, disoriented, dizzied by our shared longing, as
the snow continues to fall.
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