THE MAN ACROSS THE HALL LIKES OLD JAZZ SONGS
By Kelsey Greene

And she laughs like there is sand in the bottom of her lungs. Like, somewhere, between the

ambulances and roman numeral remedies, she managed to sneak her way down to the shores

she was always so fond of, and swallow handful and handful, all of it going down the wrong

chute.

I've only had the common cold. Never have I ever: broken a bone, gotten sick in a way that

makes people send you flowers, had someone "give me a minute", or had a doctor tell me he

was sorry .

It's not reassuring. When a man dressed in a white coat asks you if you want to sit down, don't

do it. For that matter, I don't ever want to sit down again. I think I'd like to spend the rest of my

life standing because news that you need to sit down for is not usually news that is good.

Nobody sits you down and says, "Congratulations, you've just won the lottery!" Because, after

good news you just jump right back up, your legs on impulse catapulting you as high as they

can.

Everyone has the same look. Its fake happy. Because apparently, you can't be sad with people anymore. You can't tell people that you feel bad for them if they already feel bad enough for

themselves. And she knows this. When people walk in and smile at her, she laughs. She laughs

that sandy laugh and says, "Is today a good day?" Whatever half-known guest it is, always, and

I mean always, gets confused at this. They lose the smile in turn for a wondering little tilt of the

mouth because she's not following along with their script.

Its supposed to go, "Hey, how are you feeling?" And they smile here too. Then they want her to say, "Oh, not too well." But she is not supposed to, not allowed to smile.

They can offer one line of sympathy before they get inspirational, but it has to be brief and the smile must remain intact. No watery eyes allowed and absolutely no crying. The inspirational spiel, or as she calls it, "bullshit", has to have at least three of the following

words: better, family, life, love, perseverance, optimistic, happy, strong, beautiful, hair, need,

recovery, tomorrow.

And then they want a hug. To prove to themselves that they did it, completed their good task of the day, they have to hug her so they can smell the hospital on their clothes when they get

home. This is the part of the script she follows.

The nurses are the only ones who don't lie to you. They're the ones taking you to the Big

Leagues, the ones rushing to her bedside and not caring about pushing me away when she

needs quick help. The doctors can tell you fibs because they don't have to see your face every

hour, they don't even have to remember your name because one of their hands is made out of a

clipboard. A major in medicine and a minor in glancing at paperwork is what you need to be a

doctor. But, first names are off limits . They won't say her sweet syllables, only a stiff Miss, and

this of all things makes me tear up because she may never get the chance to be Mrs.  And she tries to keep herself busy. I've stacked up her favorite books and even brought a few new ones I've enjoyed, but it's just a façade. Another trick we play on the visitors because she won't even pick them up anymore.

Feeling yourself deteriorate is the saddest thing of all. I don't really know what that's like, but

when I ask her how it really is, she says it feels like everything is getting heavy and shrinking at

the same time. She tells me that she misses her cheeks as she struggles to lift a hand to them.

She was so different. Before we realized time was unfair, she loved life. My favorite things about

her are: the way she sometimes has a pattern of the week and will only dress in said pattern;

when she goes to a crowded place and becomes so worried and panicked that she starts yelling

Latin phrases she memorized (which clears out a spot around you pretty quick); her love for

anything indigo; the way she always winks at kids like they hold secrets with one another; how

she can fall asleep so easily in the car; her taste in music; hogwash remedies she makes up for

me anytime I am feeling bad; her absolute need to help others; and the fact that I could go on

forever with my favorite things.

Pictures are a blessing. One week I only brought in photo albums. We laughed like it was okay, like we could still be sitting on the soft carpet of her bedroom floor in a time before hospital beds were an everyday occurrence. Seeing ourselves so young made time seem tangible, like you

could reach out and touch it in the air. For the first time in a long time her hands were steady as

we flipped through page after page of photo after photo. Of all the features in her face, her smile

is still the same. Same gap between her two front teeth that has been there since they grew in.

Same smile that stretches up all the way to her big bright eyes.

There is always noise. The constant beep of machines, the shuffle of feet along the hall, nurses midnight chatter, and those terribly crinkly pillows they give her. I brought in a dusty old set of speakers that lets music drift down the hall, and we’ve grown accustomed to frequent requests

from her anonymous neighbors. The nurses cut us some slack now and let us play melodies

through most of the day. A man across the hall likes old jazz songs, while the woman right next

door prefers classic quartets. I shuffle in my own picks and at the end of the day, always

manage to find myself humming.

Most of all, I think that when someone is sick, you have to distract them. When she starts to look around the room or begins studying her spidery veins, I know I have to pull her out of it. I have to turn on the television or start tapping an annoying drumbeat so she’ll tell me to stop. And I do this because it's the easiest way to help. I do this because I'm no doctor and as much as I wish I

could cure her of this sickness, I know that I can't. So I sit with her. I talk with her, and I try my

hardest to remind her that there is a world beyond this room, and I try to remind her how much

she loves it.
