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NONFICTION

THE SADNESS OF THE 
LIVING
Martha Petersen

Her Son

Ding. Ding. Ding.
Wesley stands at the top of his stairs, twelve of them in all, 

looking down toward the closed door of his parents’ ground-floor 
bedroom. They have been living in that room for the last year. The 
door is hollow, builder-grade. He’s been meaning to change it out for 
something more substantial—a solid door to keep noises contained—
but he hasn’t yet had the time.

He had been sleeping, dreaming of the long drive to California, 
where he would be taking his family later today, until the ding ding 
ding slipped beyond that flimsy door and underneath his dreams. 
He knows this sound—out of place in his dreams, out of place in the 
morning tapestry of his neighborhood.

“Mom,” he says.
Down below, Princess, the family beagle, howls at the side door. 

The kids must have left her outside all night. Before they leave for 
vacation, he will talk with them about taking care of their dog.

He takes one step down.
Ding ding ding. The dialysis machine behind his parents’ door 

must have a problem—a tube is kinked, or a button should be 
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pushed. His mother knows how to work her own dialysis equipment 
and because of this, he’s never paid much attention to it.

“Mom,” he says again.
He works as a rocket engineer. He’s taken this week off. They 

will leave this afternoon, Friday, October 6, the first day of fall break 
for his children. It is early outside—barely light—and they are still 
sleeping. 

Ding ding ding. Something has happened to the machine, but 
his mother will fix it because she is the one who takes care of these 
things. His father is still hospitalized with a blood clot, but he will be 
coming home today, sometime after they all leave.

He takes another step down and counts. Two steps taken, ten 
steps left to go. His daughter has left a crumpled t-shirt on this step. 
The way these kids have thrown their belongings around! If he hadn’t 
noticed, he might have slipped and fallen down the stairs, and then 
where would they be? No California. First Princess and then this. He 
will talk with the kids after they wake up.

His fingers wrap around the stair rail. He stands on his daughter’s 
t-shirt, then steps past it, and he does not slip. But why do his legs 
feel like he’s been doing some running? He hasn’t been running. He’s 
never been much of a runner because he hates running. He deals 
in questions of velocity and distance, which have much to do with 
running now that he thinks of it, and also much to do with walking 
down stairs.

Nine stairs are left to go, and half of nine is four and a half, but 
you are either on a stair or off, so you can’t honestly count stairs by 
half.

“Mom?”
Seven left to go, half of which is three and a half, and now, he 

is considering the paradox of infinity. There is no end of time or 
space, there is no end of numbers. Radioactivity never reaches zero, 
despite the number of times you halve it. But rockets do follow arcs of 
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motion to blast an incoming warhead into harmless bits. The paradox 
of infinity is solved by the paradox of motion.

Half-equations fly through his mind. Now he has only three 
steps left, then two, then one, and he reaches the tile floor, the bridge 
between the first stair and his mother’s bedroom, the entry point for 
all the family activities—the eating, the gathering, the arguing. He 
crosses this halfway point in two steps.

Ding ding ding.
He is at the bedroom door. 
“Mom,” he says. The dialysis machine continues to ding and she is 

making no move to fix it. His fingers latch around the knob, which is 
of course inadequate, and which he intends to replace sometime soon 
when he has the time.

Open the door, he tells his arm.
But what if he doesn’t? What if he stands here forever, his family 

dreaming, his father oblivious in his hospital bed, his mother 
sleeping or not sleeping behind the door. And him, stranded here, his 
disobedient hand on the doorknob, knowing and not knowing.

There are truths in this world. The half-life of uranium will never 
be zero, but rockets reach their destinations. Halving numbers makes 
an infinite number of additions, but somehow, moving objects find 
their ends.

Princess brays at the door. The dialysis machine dings. Outside, 
the day is warming.

Her Husband
Two nights after his ‘Net dies, Duane confesses to his bishop, the 

man authorized to hear his sins and forgive him or not.
They sit together on a flowering sofa in the front room of his 

son’s home, underneath a large picture of Jesus cradling a lamb. He 
and Jeannette have been living here since Christmas, when her failed 
kidneys finally forced them to move from the home he’d built in the 
mountains, which he swore he’d never leave.
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What he confesses is this:
While he was hospitalized to dissolve that bastard of a blood clot 

in his leg, he lied to his nurse.
  No, he told her, he hadn’t taken any extra painkilling medicine. 

But the truth was Jeannette had brought him extra pills in a folded, 
starched change of clothing.

  She’d passed the pills to him through a kiss!
  He’d swallowed them dry, and only later, when his esophagus 

burned, he’d begged for a Coke.
  He was a liar. And because of his lies, the hospital, where he had 

been jailed for that clot had called his wife a drug pusher. Because of 
his lies, she was accused of being an elderly abuser. So that night, she 
went back to their bedroom and died.

 “This is how,” he says, “I murdered my wife. I am a murderer. 
And a liar.”

  “You are not a liar or a murderer,” the bishop says.
  “A liar lies and a murderer murders.”
  “This is true.”
  “I lied to that nurse.”
  “We have all lied.”
  “Do you lie, Bishop?”
  “I try not to lie.”
  “I murdered her.”
  “You shouldn’t call it that.”
  “What would you call it, Bishop?”
  “I wouldn’t call it that.” The bishop wipes his eyeglasses with a 

pocket handkerchief. “Duane,” he says.
  He tells the bishop the sins from his past, all he can remember—

his thoughts about women, his jealousy of successful men, his pride 
in his young blonde daughters, who he showed off and sinfully 
compared to other people’s average, unattractive children.

  “There is nothing here to forgive,” says the bishop. “These are 
normal things people do.”
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  “I don’t deserve forgiveness,” he says.
  “None of us deserves anything,” the bishop replies.
  “What should I do?” he asks.
  “What is there to do?”
  Eventually, the bishop explains he’s got to go—his family is 

waiting for him at home. But before he leaves, he folds his arms 
across his chest and asks God for the peace of the Holy Spirit.

  After they both say “Amen,” the bishop holds out a hand to 
Duane. “Here,” he says. “I’ll help you up.”

 Duane waves the hand away. Years ago, he fell from the top story 
of a house he was building. It was January and the ground was icy, 
and the ladder he relied on skated out from under him. He dropped 
thirty-two feet and landed on frozen gravel, busting his body down to 
the pulse. Now, he always hurts, but he does not want help getting up 
from a couch.

“You will be okay, won’t you?” the bishop asks.
He sits and watches through a window as the bishop drives away. 

He shuffles his aching legs.
The morning Jeannette died, he was tubed to his hospital bed, and 

it was 9 a.m. and she had not been in yet, so he called and called his 
children, because everyone was late. Finally, one daughter stood over 
him, telling him his wife had died in the night or early this morning. 
And what had he done then? He’d looked into his daughter’s face and 
told her he’d expected this. He and Jeannette had talked about death. 
Things were all right because he knew there really was no such thing 
as death. Because of Jesus Christ, his ‘Net lived on.

He’d been released from the hospital that day, still with that clot 
flaming in his leg, and he’d come home to their bedroom, which was 
silent and stacked with quilts she had made. It was then he’d first felt 
the raging pain—as if someone were ravaging his insides with steel 
wool, leaving smoldering, graying bits behind.
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Now, he pulls himself up from the couch. He winces. He moans. 
But his son has taken his own children out to pizza, and no one is 
here to hear.

  Once, he told his daughter the body was capable of only a 
certain amount of pain, either on the outside or on the inside, a 
merciful one pain at a time. But here he is now, trying to stand on his 
wide, clotted, shattered legs, crying out to no one, and he knows what 
he knew is all wrong. He is burning inside and out.

Her Daughters
After all these years, we find ourselves here. Our mother lies 

on a steel table in front of us, her head resting on a triangle block. 
Today we’ve come from the patchwork of our lives—vacation, work, 
children—to dress her.

We’ve heard the platitudes and we’ve said them too. She lives in 
our hearts. She is in a better place. Imagine the reunion now, with her 
mother, her brother, her baby son! We want these things. We watch 
for evidence. But as we hold our mother’s limbs, the evidence of her 
disease in our hands, just one thing is certain. She is not here.

She did not come to us when she died—no brush of her fingers 
across our foreheads, no white feather caught in a milky spiderweb 
against the side window. Not one of us has uncovered her face in the 
milieu of a modern art painting. Not one of us has seen a sign.

Instead, we receive her icy cheeks and silent lips.
We begin with her gown. As we fit it over her body, we wonder. 

Just last week, our mother was a shop class master, a furniture 
builder, an appliance repairwoman, a drafter of house plans, a 
collector of Simplicity patterns, a flower artist.

We all knew her as the keeper of necessities. The gatherer of 
photos, clothing, bags of potatoes and beans, which she packed into 
the trunk of our car one night after our father’s hurried “We are 
moving. Now.” From the backseat, we traced her profile with our 
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fingers, while she stared out into the darkness as we rolled across the 
desert.

Perhaps her fingers, which we now bend painfully beneath 
her body, have always embroidered stacks of quilts for us and our 
babies and for random others—who knows when she started or 
stopped? We watched as she sewed school outfits, boiled jam, packed 
thousands of school lunches, wiped dirt from our faces with the aid 
of a little spit, laced and unlaced these same fingers when our father 
was always, always late home (the fingernails even now bitten down), 
rolled curlers and applied primrose lipstick, folded masses of laundry, 
ironed our dresses and pantsuits, learned to file and to answer a 
doctor’s phone.

We smooth the gown over her abdomen swollen with dialyzer, 
which reminds us she is still the mother of seven children. The 
youngest was a Downs child. We do remember our brother crying, 
crying every night, and we remember her tears too, of absolute 
exhaustion. Who can forget that April midnight after another 
emergency trip to the hospital? Our parents walked in without our 
brother, and our father announced, “Kids, Norman died.” She looked 
around at those of us who still lived at home (we had gotten up to 
pray), and we all noticed her swollen face and her flat shoulders, and 
how she walked silently to her bedroom and closed herself in it.

Forgive us for resorting to math. How do we count the ghosts of 
our homemade outfits hanging in our closets, her flower sprays that 
(let’s face it) we did not appreciate enough, the stacks of quilts none 
of us can make because not one of us has studied that art, our poor 
warm house, red bricks and pine-lined, impassable icy roads, pots 
of lima beans, all the things we no longer do or never did? How can 
we count her losses and our losses, mountained together, adding up 
to silence in the shape of our mother? Tell us. How does this lifetime 
end at zero?
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Genie, the oldest of us, lays out our mother’s slippers and veil.
“Has anyone brought stockings?” she asks.
No one has remembered the stockings.

***
Remember the night after our mother died, when we lived in 

prayer and begged for anything, anything to ease our pain? Not one 
of us could sleep, so of course we sat on our back porches and talked 
to the wind.

We do not believe in a God of absence, we told it.
We refuse to live with silence, we said.
Where is our mother?
We wanted the knot of understanding. But instead, we received 

the wild, brilliant night, the full-circled moon, the wind. So we 
talked. We prayed. We wrestled. We took the invitation to wait on 
God and learn of silence. And finally, when we were quiet enough, 
we found something just beyond silence, just beyond time and 
distance—all shall be well and all shall be well.


