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THE ACCIDENT

GLEN EBISCH
Chapter 1
The doctor’s strong blunt fingers slowly probed my face, reaching beneath the skin to detect the alignment of the bones. Since he had reconstructed my face after the accident, this was his customary low-tech way of checking on his work. Following the light from the lamp he wore on his forehead like a third eye, he then examined my skin, evaluating the success of the cosmetic surgeon. He carefully studied the two fine scars on my left cheek, then sat back. He raised my chair until we were on eye level, giving me a false feeling of equality.

He was a fit looking man in his mid-fifties. A display case of awards for running took up a large portion of his waiting room, leaving no doubt as to how he stayed in shape. I admired his discipline. I also liked the fact that he wore glasses instead of contacts, making no attempt to hide the weaknesses that come to all of us with age.

He smiled. “Everything looks as good as new.”

I nodded. New was exactly the word, I looked far different from the old. My cheekbones were now higher, giving me a more sculpted look; my nose, which had a small bump in the middle since a childhood fall from a tree, was now straight and slender; and aside from the two small scars, my skin was as taut and smooth as when I’d been a teenager. At the age of thirty-five I was starting out new and definitely improved. All the previous flaws that had served to humanize me were now gone, and I was almost perfect. Perfect on the outside at least.

“Do those scars on your left cheek bother you?” he asked. “We could probably smooth them down with the laser.”

I shook my head. “I hardly notice them.”

The only times they were apparent was when my face turned red from the cold or from embarrassment. Then the scars remained white(a part of me that was impervious to environment or emotion.

The doctor nodded reluctantly, probably disappointed at not being permitted to eliminate the last of my imperfections. Suddenly something unpleasant seemed to occur to him, and his expression became solemn.

He cleared his throat. “The outer scars have almost completely disappeared. What about the inner ones, Karen?”

Calling me by the first name instead of Ms. Walker, as he usually did, was jarring. So was the nature of his question. My face must have twisted in annoyance at his excursion into the psychological because he went on defensively, “Those scars are at least as important.”

“But they are none of your business,” I wanted to say. Instead I remained silent. 

What I had most admired about him through all of this was his willingness to stay on the superficial level of the body, and not to delve into my damaged psyche as everyone else, from my friends to my family doctor to my therapist, tried to do. Today he was proving to be a great disappointment to me.

“You’ve been through a lot,” he added, as if I might not be aware of it.

“I’ve gone to counseling,” I said.

“Do you think it’s helped?”

I shrugged. How much could counseling help me deal with the sound of brakes, the momentary awareness of a vehicle to my right running a red light, the shock of the impact into the side of our car; then the blessed unconsciousness, so I wasn’t aware of the last moments of my husband and two sons. Although perhaps consciousness would have been better because whatever took place couldn’t be worse than what I have imagined.

“Are you still going?” he pressed.

“Yes,” I lied. 

I had cancelled my last counseling appointment a week ago, fully intending never to return. After almost a year, I was tired of the sound of my own voice. We had hashed and rehashed how the drunk who ran the light was the one responsible, and even though I was behind the wheel, there was nothing I could have done to avoid the tragedy. We had talked the topic of guilt to death, although words didn’t seem able to kill it. None of the repetition of the events stopped me from imagining an alternative scenario where I happened to look to my right and see the car speeding through the light in time to slam on the breaks, turning what became a tragedy into a collective sigh of relief.

“Have you returned to teaching?” he asked.

“The library. I was a school librarian,” I corrected him. “No, I haven’t returned.”  How could I go back to that life?  A life filled with other people’s children.
“What do you do with your time?” he asked, for the first time showing a spark of genuine curiosity.

I don’t have to do anything, I thought. My husband, the well-insured medical doctor, had left me so incredibly well provided for that I could easily spend the rest of my life doing nothing. Maybe if I had to scramble to survive, things would be better.

“I exercise,” I told him.

He looked at me expectantly as if waiting for the rest of the list of my activities.

“I exercise,” I repeated, as if he of all people, the dedicated runner, should understand me.

“What else do you do?”

“Not much. I run five miles every morning but one. I work out in the gym four afternoons a week. I take yoga and tae kwon do classes three times a week. In my free time I rest and plan nutritious meals.”

“You seem very devoted to good health.”

“As the only surviving member of my family, I feel that I have that obligation.”

His eyes blinked and left mine. He cleared his throat.

“Yes, I can understand how you might feel that way.”  

He paused as if considering whether to say any more, then stood up, indicating that the examination had reached an end. “Make an appointment with my secretary for six months from now just to make sure that everything continues to do well.”

I climbed out of the chair. He looked at me for a moment as if he were going to pick up the conversation again. I didn’t encourage him, and he simply nodded his goodbye.

Chapter 2
I walked the fifteen or so blocks from the doctor’s to the Boston restaurant where I was to meet my friend, Clarissa Hammett, for lunch. Even in dressy shoes with a moderate heel, I was able to keep my stride up to what I figured was close to a fifteen-minute mile. I focused on the movement of my body, trying to shut out any anxiety I might be feeling about the upcoming meeting. I hadn’t seen Clarissa since the funeral. She had called several times over the past year suggesting that we get together, but I had put her off with formulaic excuses just as I had the rest of my friends. I had no desire to be an object of sympathy for those who still had their loved ones around them. The sympathy seemed to me to be tinged with a hint of superiority, as if the other person thanked God that they had somehow been deserving of a better fate than mine. In my more guilt free moments, it was my opinion that luck, not desert, had been all that saved them. 

I had agreed to meet with Clarissa because she had made it clear in our brief phone conversation that she needed my help. Receiving help from others was intolerable to me, but giving help was something I felt uniquely qualified to do. With my parents both deceased, no siblings, and now no sons or husband, I was well placed to devote myself to whatever cause took my fancy. All the physical training I’d been putting myself through had to be a preparation for something. What that something was, I didn’t know. But I had been sharpening my skills as one sharpens a knife, with the expectation that eventually you’ll have to cut something.

Clarissa was already at a table when I arrived. As the hostess escorted me across the room, I noted that Clarissa was wearing a navy blue suit that was conservative enough to be businesslike but at the same time stylish enough to provoke a second glance from a man. She had been divorced for several years. I figured her failure to remarry was a matter of choice, not due to a lack of opportunity. As usual she looked fit, something I could appreciate all the more now that I had taken up my new lifestyle. I wondered where she found the time. 

Good friends since college, we kept in touch in that periodic way that old friends often do. I vaguely knew she did something in investment banking where the combination of solidity and elegance she exuded was probably valued. She was sipping a glass of wine, looking calm and self-assured as only those that come from families with money can look. Not something my background ever entitled me to. But because I knew her well, I spotted the minute tapping of her finger in the table, which for Clarissa was a sign of extreme nervousness. Whatever she wanted to talk to me about was a topic that was clearly causing her stress. 

When I reached her table, Clarissa stood and we kissed each other lightly on the cheek.

“How have things been, Karen?” she asked, holding me at a distance and examining me closely.

I shrugged.

“I know, stupid question. I’m sure they’ve been sheer hell. But however you’re doing on the inside, you look absolutely marvelous on the outside. I haven’t seen you since the funeral when you were still all bandaged up, but now, I have to say, you look better than you did in college.” 

“Modern medicine can do amazing things for the outer woman.”

“What about for the inner woman?”

