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Words 2495 

Naming Files 

Memories are filed by name. Say mountains, and I see the Sierras at Truckee River. Say 

trees, and the first thought is Rainier National Park where old-growth forest bowed before me to 

encompass me in eons of natural history. As our travels widen, Rhonda and I file away names 

like Black Canyon of the Gunnison and Canyon De Chelly, splitting the waters of the riverbed in 

a six wheel drive past Anasazi ruins, leaving no evidence of our trespass on the sacred land.  

Here in the barren, horizontal monotony of the plains, we name the calamitous times. The 

Dirty Thirties, the Blizzard of ‘49, the Farm Crisis, The Year the Cattle Died and the Winter of 

’83 -- names, lest we forget -- and a hundred years before all of those, the Children’s Blizzard of 

’88, for the long term memory files.  

Now our sky is falling on our world, a land aflame. I sit by the bed, straining to hear each 

breath, mesmerized by the stillness of her sleep. The touch of my fingers against her arm 

completes us. But so far, this time of catastrophe has found no fitting name.  

For thirteen years, I slept with her, wound about her. We worked alongside each other to 

exhaustion through better and worse, poorer and richer, although no one said the words. In that 

time she grew and surpassed me. I made her cry in joy and disappointment, held her up when she 

needed a lift and provided encouragement when doubt pushed against her. In return she pulled 

me together, every day, except those few when distance was our name for loneliness.  

This again, is my turn. Her hair is longer now to cover the embarrassment of half-dollar 

sized spots of scalp that have no hair. I gather a few strands lying loose on the pillow, rolling 
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them into an inconspicuous ball, dropping them in the plastic lined hospital trash can near the 

bed. No need for reminders of why we are here. 

Confusion has entered our lives the past few months: the man at the end of the field, the 

hard-earned valuable contracts lying on the dining room table still unsigned by her, sudden 

unexplainable decisions she would make which would vanish as mysteriously as they were born. 

In late summer she discovered the first, dime-sized, balding spot deep in her thick hair and then a 

few more, and they grew to half-dollars. In fall her nails took on an unusual look, became rough 

and began to loosen at her fingertips. Each successive specialist gave us quizzical looks, took 

stabs at logic for explanation in every case, at every turn. Pesticides, fertilizers and frayed nerves 

became suspect. We drove from clinic to specialists, and no remedy worked well or long. By 

November, she began to tire easily. In December she grew ill and was treated for pneumonia. 

Released from the hospital for Christmas, she returned in January for more treatment, and our 

confusion became more confusing.  

Finally she was released, for the day, to specialists at the North Platte Hospital, for a 

battery of tests; they completed one and told us to come back in a month for more. Our country 

doctor, angered at the delay, declared he would remedy the situation, and upon return to the 

room a short time later asked if we could, once more, be in North Platte at seven the following 

morning. After six hours of tests and waiting and more tests and waiting and more tests again, 

we were once more sent back to our local hospital with no new information. 

We have stood together, many times, watching those familiar dark clouds form at the 

western horizon. Have watched as they grew and as they approached, and we have taken shelter 

as they passed by on high speed winds, destroying some, most or all in their path. We could see 
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them coming, understood the science of weather, had accepted the wind and the chance of hail as 

the price for the needed rain. This time we have failed to see the warnings, and we are 

overwhelmed by an onslaught of lack of reason. These are abnormal times, without plan or 

shelter, thrust upon us from some dark place we failed to recognize.  

She stopped cigarettes nearly two years earlier, after years of my bidding and to 

guarantee her health. Now a reminder of those twenty years of inhalation arises in her cough of 

an eighty year old through the soft lips of a thirty-seven year old. Nothing connects: moods, 

errors in judgment, falling hair and unexplainable finger nails, failing energy, pneumonia. Her 

smile is less visible now, and as it diminishes we live in darkened haze where we beg 

enlightenment from the knowledge of strangers.    

And now, today, the country doctor bursts into the room. Robust enthusiasm edged in 

exhaustion, nine o’clock at night, charts in hand, shatters the quiet solitude where we waited for 

his arrival. “Hear you had a bad day in North Platte.”  

Little has been said between us after the long day of worn nerves, punctures and 

pummeling of diagnostic staff, the four o’clock wakeup, the long drive to and from and the nine 

o’clock wait. “We’re not sure what we had; they didn’t tell us anything.”  

His manner softens; his honesty subdues exuberance. Younger than mine and older than 

Rhonda’s, his face begins the story, and then he adds the words, “It wasn’t a very good day.” 

The gentle connection of arm against arm moves to hand grasped in hand. Her fingers 

force their way between mine and tighten, “You’re showing signs of cancer. The Denver 

specialist will be here tomorrow to see you.” Suddenly we are entrapped in a tiny room, held in 

the stare of those around us. “Try to get some sleep; we’ll get you started tomorrow.” The door 
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closes and we are alone, left to face a storm we didn’t see and now do not recognize. Rhonda’s 

brave smile is overcome by weariness and she soon succumbs to sleep with few words spoken 

between us. Much later, careful not to wake her, I pry my hand from hers. Knowing tomorrow’s 

need, to be strong and rested for her sake, did little to provide sleep or quell the fears.    

 

Another unfamiliar face, flown from Denver in a small plane, faces us with the 

realization of the seriousness of the day. He fondles hair and hands with gentleness, “Does it hurt 

here?” He quotes charts delivered from North Platte and points to x-rays, “It looks like you had a 

rough day.” The words seem to echo against bland colored walls, our stomachs clinch to restrain 

our tears, “Probably some radiation to start.” The words are as unfamiliar as his face; between 

the two doctors, the words are other-worldly, “Would you like to come to Denver or try to stay 

in-state, closer to home?” 

Home would mean North Platte, and after a brief re-introduction to their world, we tried 

Kearney, another hundred miles away. Experience with health insurance after years with 

Charlene’s Crohn’s disease becomes a dividing factor, “Will you accept our insurance as full 

payment after the deductible and co-pay?”  

The illness has partnered with a fear of losing all we have worked so long and hard for. In 

North Platte the radiologist said, “No, I’m retiring soon. Maybe we could work out some 

payment plan for the rest.” In Kearney the story was that they only had a deal with Blue Cross, 

not our company. 

Knowing our policy was better than Blue Cross, “Will you take the amount Blue Cross 

would pay as full payment?” And again the answer is no.  
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Denver Presbyterian Hospital was another story. “We love your insurance; they always 

pay, and on time.” Denver Presbyterian became our new temporary home. 

More tests. Tests upon tests. Today I wait as they prepare for a full body MRI scan, head 

to toe, Rhonda to be swallowed through a hole visible only with an entrance side, the exit side 

hidden from sight. The doctor invites me to a separate room with a view, and with great 

commotion of clanking and groaning the machine begins its slow ingestion of Rhonda as we 

watch through a picture window. A monitor screen comes to life and soon pictures begin to flash 

as body slices magnetically produced and displayed in numbered order move in front of our eyes.     

Now the wait becomes interminable as the very top of her head appears to us as sliced 

bread, lunch meat, thin sliced. Only a few pictures in, “Oh God.” The doctor’s words follow his 

quick inhalation and his eyes focus only on the screen as a black spot becomes visible in the 

center of the slice, a space between skull and brain. I ache inside, twisted, nauseous, not yet 

wanting to know what the pictures mean, and I look away from the screen to her being carried 

away at snail’s pace into the dark tunnel.   

As my attention returns to the screen, the spot grows, incrementally, as each slice moves 

away from the last. There is a need to smash the screen, to darken the light, to throw a Crescent 

wrench into the groaning gears and thumping violence of the machine, bringing everything to a 

halt; a need to stop it all before I break, before anyone else sees. We recite the necessary lines, 

first me and then him. “Is that a tumor I’m seeing?”---“Yes, it is.”—“How big is it?”---“About 

the size of a hen’s egg.”---“Is that why she was doing some strange things?”---“I’m sure she was 

doing a lot of strange things with that much pressure on her brain.”---“Not that many, really.” 

Helpless to do anything else, I bend to the need to defend her from the evil of this drumming 
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invasion into her privacy. I ache to vanquish the voyeurism, to take away the dirty pictures, to 

lay my hands on her and somehow make it all better. Instead I take the chair offered and watch 

as each single picture tells its place in the conglomerating story.  

As we follow her spine, another black spot between her shoulders, just a small way from 

the neck I long to place my lips on. And then another, lower, and another in the small of her back 

where doctors in Sterling, Colorado had thought the steroid shots they injected would be the cure 

for her back pain. Other pieces are missing, an entire lung being the largest, gone --- I want to 

believe: lost in transmission between machine and monitor screen --- pieces I love, pieces that 

must be found, pieces of our lives sucked into a black hole.  

After an eternity, when we reach the middle of her thighs, the pictures finally stop. 

Maybe there will be time for explanation, but no, only the rush to escape, to move away from 

this horrid truth. “You can both go home tomorrow and give the doctors a chance to study all the 

information we have now,” he told me. “I’m sure your doctor will want to make an appointment 

to see you. You can wait in her room; she’ll be up in a few minutes,” and he was gone. And 

Rhonda had disappeared thorough the tunnel. And I was left with the ashes of a falling sky. 

In the room, I ask how it was. “It was alright; I think they gave me something to make me 

sleepy.” I’m glad. I need time to restore my face. I hope she is too dreary to see what I know.  

“Get some rest,” I tell her as I slide onto the bed and spoon against her, aching to tear 

away these covers and my clothing, to remove all space between us. Instead I pull the blanket 

tightly around her and tuck it beneath her body on the far side, pulling her closer, hiding her from 

this evil, hiding my face in the crook of her neck, breathing the familiar scent of this now foreign 
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body. “Tomorrow we can go home and wait to see what they’ve learned,” I whisper to a sleeping 

ear. 

 

Today, the wait is over. At the local hospital we meet with the Denver specialist and our 

country doctor. The mood is familiar but strained. There are charts and serious faces. There are 

no nurses in the room. The specialist takes a long look at the charts and studies Rhonda asking 

simple questions about how she feels. Eventually the familiar talk and the familiar actions take a 

more serious note. He explains, in words we don’t want to hear in terms we don’t always 

understand, all those things that hours of tests and thousands of dollars have revealed. He talks in 

circles, doesn’t mention hope. “We need to start radiation to relieve the pressure on your brain. 

We can’t kill the cancer with radiation, but we can stop its growth and avoid the pain. We can’t 

use radiation and chemo-therapy at the same time so we will start with a series of treatments on 

your head and back and then follow up with the chemo. We can only use one series of radiation 

one time in any particular spot. The chemo will be…….” 

The words, of this man who knows so little of us, of our lives, become distant echoes as 

the mouth moves and the sound circles the walls and ceiling reaching us a jumbled noise. 

Nothing becomes more clear, or acceptable. What does he know of wheat fields and vegetables 

and irrigation sprinklers stuck in the mud, and making love in the morning light? What does he 

know of division, of one divided from another. What does he know of tomatoes in the sun or the 

black lab, waiting for her friend at an empty house, who stores them for winter, like buried 

bones, in the back of her dog house? 
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The words are confusing, double talk. Although I know what I saw and she doesn’t, we 

are both afraid of knowing what it all means. “You’ll have to come back to Presbyterian; they 

have a hotel at the hospital where you can stay. It’s usually full, but we’ll get you both a room as 

soon as possible. Until then you can stay in the hospital, and we’ll do radiation every day.”  

The words drone on, doctor to patient and doctor to doctor without clearing our minds. I 

am afraid to tell, and she is afraid to ask. Finally our country doctor clears the picture, “I have to 

tell you,” like father to daughter, hesitant to explain the facts of life. “What he’s saying is -- 

don’t make any plans that take more than two years.”  

And there it is, spilling over the floor, filling the room --- the missing name for the 

memory file. Today we know it well, burned into our minds, and will remember it well for the 

precious days to come. Terminal.  


