Chapter 13:  Memories of Things Lost

Like every morning in the remaining year, Connor would wave to Zig from the balcony, wishing in his own quiet way, that the Lord would bless his friend.  The remains of each day would be spent watching the mountains turn from a bluish hue to bright yellow, its colors dictated by the rise and fall of the sun.  Sometimes, his activity would seesaw between sleeping on the balcony recliner and his sumptuous bed; sleeping, nonetheless, while waiting for Astrid to fix him something to eat, up until Zig came home and invited him to take a walk in the glen or the pathways alongside the creek down that small hill.

He was accustomed to this.  There was really not much to expect anymore from a life that had settled lazily into old age.  Most of his friends, friends had been acquainted with for many years, had all died or been deposited into some old-age home and subjected to the abuse of fat and lazy nurses who were poorly paid and lacking the basic rudiments of compassion and civility.

How he abhorred those homes.  Luckily he had risen above that possibility and secured a life that no matter how boring was a better choice than one which forced him to surrender his dignity. But of course, he couldn’t visit those friends.  He did not know where they were and had no adequate resources to find out let alone visit them. Everything depended on the kindness of those who cared for him, Astrid for one and Zig, another.

The sun was warm on his face.  He couldn’t complain.  Though he would like to see rain, the grayness of the sky made him dreary.  Today was a good day as he lounged.  The noise of cars down in the street did not bother him.   Even the clanging of chains and banging of truck doors were a welcome diversion on quiet nights. Now and then, if he took an opportune time to get out of his bed and sit on his recliner out on the balcony, he would watch the twinkle of stars, of light houses at the distance, gaze on at the approaching beam of lights from airplanes on their descent to Oakland or San Francisco International when they crossed that small but long range.  

Yes, each day like this made him thankful.  If only he could live a little longer than the first part of his life, memories like this were what good stuff was made of.  Then when he was really ready to die, the memories that would occupy his waning days would be little more lighthearted.  However, he already knew he was under the dictates of Fate.  Fate is fate.  She rules like the rise and fall of the sun, like the weather.  All he could do was adapt and react.  Nothing more.

“Guess who is with me, Uncle Connor?”  A voice boomed as the door squeaked open.

Excited, he rose from his balcony recliner and quickly grabbed on his cane.  “Wait, let me guess, Astrid.  Don’t tell me or I’ll get mad.”  As he turned around, his face beamed because at the door, his sister, Zoe, stood.  She was frail but healthy enough to stand on her own with a cane, just like Connor.

“Oh my, oh my, oh my.  Look who’s here.”  Then, a series of laughts like a sputtering jet.  “Zoe, dearest.  How are you?”
“I’m well, my brother.”

“How inconsiderate of me, come here.  Sit on the couch before you fall over.”  Connor started heading towards Zoe but Zoe protested that it was not necessary.  After all, by the time he met her, she was almost by the couch.

“Isn’t it wonderful for the both of you to see each other?”

Connor glanced at Astrid.  “How kind of you, Astrid, to bring your mother over.”

“She was sick for sometime now.  I waited a while until she could stand by herself until I could bring her here.”

“Are you alright, uncle?”

Connor sat on the couch beside Zoe and then looked back at Astrid.  “…since yesterday?  Oh sure.  Don’t worry about me.  I’m healthy as a cow.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Connor.  I was sick you know.”

“I know.  Astrid just told me.”

Zoe nodded in agreement.  “And you, were you sick, too?” 

“No, Zoe.  I’m alright.  I’m more worried about you than me.  I’m happy, Zoe.”

“Happy for what?”

“To see you.  You silly goose”.

She giggled.  “You always call me silly goose.”

“I always do.  Don’t I?  I almost forgot that…silly goose!”

Both of them laugh.

“Where are you going?”

“Oh, to the console.  I just want to pull out the picture album.”

He slowly rose and gently took his steps, not with vigor of a young man but of an old man’s measured but sure step.  At the bottom of the console, the albums sat.  This was his favorite album, its leather burnished, stretched and cracked.  It was not a sign of misuse or care not given its due.  But under its wrinkled skin, the beauty came in the story it told.  There was beauty in history; for whatever the ravages were, it was that which defined the good character it had forged.  Yes, Connor loved this album.   It was not only his story but of Zoe and Astrid, of Silvia and Lucius.

Sometimes he wondered how many times he had visited the console for the purpose of pulling out that leather-bound album, but he forgot what he wanted.  Time was less and less on his side.  His memory, though his constant companion, tricked him.  A life, a full one and not half of it lay buried between those covers.  And that was why it was his favorite.

It was difficult to remember all that was contained in that leather-bound album.  Of course, he remembered some, but on many occasions, as he rummaged through its pages, he surprised himself to rediscover this or that, little hints of a lost life.

“The leather album,” Zoe sighed.  “it has been so long since I have seen that.”

“Yes.  You were sick.  That is how long since.  Now that you are well, I pulled it out just for you.”

“My, my.  The pages are so old.  The onion skins are almost unhinged from the bind.”

“There must be a better way to preserve it, Connor.  Do you know of any?”

He shook his head slowly, a little saddened that one day he will not live to see the album again, its pages will whittle against the test of time, and all that was his family will go with it.

“Let’s just make the best of it, should we?”

“I suppose, Connor.  After all, it’s perhaps only you and I who can understand the significance of whatever is in that album.”

As Connor slowly turned each page, the past trickled down from nowhere but an empty sky basking the world in light blue, a shield for nothing, but a canvas giving Connor a chance to once again visit a world he knew but had not trodden for a long, long time.  The past was still a repository of happy memories, forgotten ones or yet memories that soured.  How could he tell his sister this, the feeling of being lost in a sad affair that had tortured him for so long, when telling her would deny what she had loved and cherished.  Perhaps, the hue, the prism she looked through was different from that of Connor.  How sad, indeed, that they may have shared the same picture, but the story that made the picture, the memories that came alive were coming from two different spectrums.  He could not burden Zoe with his heartaches.

“What’s the matter, Connor?  Are you alright?”

He struggled a bit then found his bearings, wriggling out from whatever sorrow was transfixing him.  On the initial pages of the album, his two hands limply lay.  There was nothing giving him life but the conscious thought that Zoe was beside him, watching his every move.

“Connor, Are you alright?”

“Get away from me,” he whispered.  “I do not want to see you again.”

“Connor…don’t you really want to see me?”

Suddenly, he awakened from his stupor.  No, not Zoe.  He loved his sister dearly.  There was no reason to ask her to leave him forever.  He looked her way slowly, trying hard to recognize his sister; her face, the lines that now were etched on her face, her pale skin and balding, thin scalp.

“Zoe.”

“Connor, you were asking me to leave.  Do you really mean it?”

“Was I Zoe?”

Almost in tears, she replied, “Yes, Connor.  Do you want me to go?”  Her voice trembled, afraid that he might repeat what she was told, to leave him to himself after a long time not seeing him.

Connor’s brows arched sadly.  He immediately reached for her hands and played with them.  “No, my sister.  Don’t leave.”

“Then, what have you been saying?”

“Nothing.  Nothing, really.  I am so sorry if I have said those words.  I don’t mean to.”

She was silent, searching Connor’s blue eyes for the truth.  She could only find a tired man who had relegated his will to giving up.  There was nothing anymore that begged him to stay on earth.  At least, that was what he believed.  But Zoe, though weak and still recuperating, didn’t want to let go of Connor and his thought of leaving.

“I’m still here, brother.  Can you wait a little longer?”

“Of course.”  Connor did not read the meaning of what Zoe was saying.

She picked up the heavy album from Connor’s lap and placed it on hers.

“Do you look at the album at all?”

He shook his head.  “Only when you are around, Zoe.  Sometimes, when I am too tired to even get out of the house, I ask Astrid to sit beside me by the bed to turn the pages.”

“Connor, I shall turn them for you, today.  Would you like that?”

“Yes, I shall be happy.  Tell me about those pictures.  Sometimes, I forget what they mean.  Sometimes, I do not know where or when they were taken.”  He hesitated for a brief moment because he doubted it if Zoe remembered everything herself.  “…if you can, Zoe.   Tell me those stories.  Help me remember those good old days.”

She put on her glasses dangling on her chest from a chain around her neck.  Hands shaking, Zoe slowly turned over the onion-skin that separated each page.  The pages were black.  Each picture was held by the small corner hinges pasted on the page.  And on it were photographs of a world long gone.

“I barely can recollect when this picture was taken, Connor.  But I know that the boy in the picture is you.”  She rubbed her thumb lightly on one part, over an image of a girl carried by a man with his one arm as he holds the hand of the boy with the other.  “I reckon this girl is me,” she whispered.  “And the man must be our father.”

“Where was it taken?  Do you know?”

“The beach.  The sea is behind.  You must know where this is, Connor.  After all, you are far older than I am.”

Connor shook his head slowly, a little frustrated.  “I wish I knew.  How old do you think I was then?  Am I big?”

“Not really.  Maybe, you might have been five or six?”

“Really?  Do you think so?”

“Where do you think daddy must have taken us?”

Connor did not answer.  He could only see his father calling him from afar.  There he was while he and Zoe were watching him with hands clasped together.

“Come”, the man called out.  “Connor, bring your sister along.”

“But she doesn’t want to, daddy…and…and….she’s starting to cry.  Can you….”

“Connor, come.”  His arms were outstretched.

“I can’t, daddy.  Zoe…can you take her?  She’s crying.”

The man said nothing more.  He walked towards them, smiling.  His face was gentle and kind.  When he reached them, Connor looked skyward, looking at his father take Zoe into his arms.

“Is she still crying, daddy?”

“Not anymore, son.  Now, look at mommy.  She ‘s going to take our picture, you know.”

“She is, daddy?”

Connor grabbed onto his father’s trousers to steady himself, but his father bent a little to hold his hand.  At that very moment, even if he was only a very young boy, he knew that he was in repose.  The seagulls and the ocean waves were the only noises he could hear.  Everything else sounded hazy.  The squawk and the breaking of the waves were lucid.  Missed between those noises was the voice of his mother asking him to face her.  He did not hesitate to smile, and then as fast as everything transpired, what came next became a void.

Connor tried to fit things in to make the picture whole but he was having an awfully difficult time.  He could invent things but it didn’t seem right.  It was lying.  Not that lying was bad, it just didn’t feel good, especially when he tries to reconstruct his past, a past that had molded him into who he currently was.

“I think I can remember it happening but darn, I cannot remember where it was taken or when?”

“How far back can you remember?”

“When I was younger, I can remember many things all the way back to three.  But nowadays, I find it difficult to remember the same things I know I knew about.  The picture should help but it’s turning out to be more of a challenge than help.”

Zoe giggled.  “I think that your memory is not that bad.  Take me, for example.  I have a hard time remembering what had happened yesterday.”

“But you are just getting out of an illness!”

“Yeah.  But, all the same…”

“I remember father leaving us.  Can you remember that day, Connor?”

Connor nodded.  How could he forget?  How could he ignore that long shadow as his father walked out of their lives, and hear the small click of the door as his father closed it, that sounded just like a toll of a big and powerful bell clanging?

Zoe ran back to her room, not ever wanting to witness their father leaving.  Oh yes, Connor remembered that well, too.  Indeed, that day was miserably sad.  Sometimes, Connor wondered if there were indeed good days he could remember, days when the memory of his father had given their family life and vibrancy.  These were the things that he wanted to remember.  But the years had buried them in oblivion.  Happiness and good tidings left.  

He wanted to remember.  But he couldn’t.

“Are you crying, Connor?”
“No, Zoe.  I just caught something in my eye.”

“I always remember you and daddy leaving me behind when you took walks out the house.  You always said that you shall be back soon but you never were.  Mommy would have to hunt you two down.”

Connor laughs.  “Oh, that!  You never knew where we went?”

Excited about the prospects of the day, Connor and his father would excuse themselves.  Silvia knew where they were headed.   But Zoe did not.  It was this time reserved for men that Connor found delight in.  It was being like his father as much as being with him.   For there was no other time in the day when father and son would just hang loose, unencumbered by the small problems the world imposed.  They talked father to son, man to man.  Only here, he found mutual respect and love, feelings he had long lost.  He never found it again, not even that time when they once again met in America.  It was indeed a wonder that he felt this when he was far younger, to even realize what all those talks meant.

Suddenly, everything that it meant to be a man was lost to Connor.  His growth stunted, he never matured:  lost in a cycle of searching.  Sometimes, it was this searching he wondered about, because he did not know what he is searching for; he did not know what the search meant at all.  Suddenly, he was the man now for “the man” was gone.  He had to invent himself without knowing how, or what, he was capable of turning into.  That man, who should have provided guidance, had left, and left only a shadow of himself, a memory too small to build on.

Yes, what does it really mean to be a man?  Ask any man and answers will vary as much as how many men had been asked.  How about the time and place where a man is caught when that question descends on him?  Would it matter?  Should the question be asked in the first place; contemplating on the question is not really the province of what it is expected that a man should be doing.

In another time and place, a different era or land perhaps, it was a man’s job to find answers to this vexing question.  If this was so, Connor wanted to go back to that time and place.  He wanted to know.  He needed to know so that he could escape this cycle, this searching and exit this world fulfilling what he had truly come for.  He began to recollect those many conversations with Lucius and imagined that he indeed had posed that question.  Then he imagined that Lucius had answered the question…or did he?

All he knew about being a man was learned by watching his father.  All that was good in his father were the ideals of a man.  Never mind the other things.  How much he despised those other things, though he came back again and again to them.

It was easy to settle things with a man.  They fought.  They charged into combat and mustered physical strength to defeat the enemy.  Then once the winner was determined, the fight stops, respect was established, then life went on.  Surely, there was physical hurt.   But that was temporary.  Hurt heals, you know.  Blood red turned black then hardened to a black scab then it went away.  Indeed, the physical hurt went away.  Everything that happened between men was forgotten…and life went on.

But these were men whose concern for each other did not amount to anything.  It helped sustain their identity but it did not define who they were.  Relationships between fathers and sons were different.  Yes they fought, everytime.  They competed.  But at the end of the day they were “blood”.  Dad was still the king.  Son was the prince.  They knew their places.  They helped each other and supported each other’s endeavors.

Then one day, the king went away and there remained nothing in the relationship but anger and embitterment. 

How could he explain this to Zoe?  Oh, Zoe would not understand no matter how hard he tried.  And to Astrid, all this that swirled inside him would not amount to anything but a lump of salt…Astrid was not a boy, let alone his boy.

Zig, perhaps…

Zoe was smiling at Connor, waiting for him to turn the album’s pages.  “You must have had a good time with father.  If I did, despite that I have known him little these past few years, you must really have had a good time with him because you spent more time with him.  Didn’t you, Connor?” 

Connor did not answer although he heard Zoe’s question.

“Connor?”

“Oh, yes, silly goose.”

“I was asking if you had a good time with father.”

“Of course I did, Zoe.”

Zoe took his hand.  “Do you miss father, Connor?”

“Yes,” he answered nodding his head, “I miss him very much.”

Zoe took the album and put it on his lap.  “This album is heavy.  Please, turn the pages for me, Connor and tell me stories about father.  Tell me things I do not know.  After all, he is already dead and there should never be secrets about him.  Should there be?”

“No, silly goose.  There should not be any secrets.  You should know everything.  You have that right.  What do you want to know about him, Zoe?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe, anything that you can remember.”

“He is a kind man, Zoe.  Our father is strong, brave and adventurous.  He is the carrier of the noblest traditions of our family.  He loves us and I’m sure that he misses us when he left us with mother.”

“If he left us, why did he not come see us as often as he could?”

“It is another time.  We are from another time in his life when we are his true family.  Things change, my sister.  You know that life takes us on a meandering pathway and we don’t know where it leads us.  Same with father.  At one point in his life, we are his family and then later, for things we don’t know, his thoughts of us merely fades in time…I don’t know…maybe.  Mother says that he always loves us but I don’t know if she is lying.”

“Mother told me that, too.  I want to believe that, Connor.  I truly want to believe that even if mother is lying.  But, do you believe it?”

Connor lied, “I do believe it.”  He did not go on.  He was too afraid to tell the truth because the truth would change everything, not only for him but everyone else.

“Connor!  Connor!” a voice boomed out to him.  “Don’t go too far into the water, son.  Don’t let your sister stray!”

He was still yet a very small boy, then.  He could remember that day when his father had taken them to the beach in La Union.  The day was bright with the sky coated in light blue while the turquoise sea lapped on the black volcanic shore.  There were many people around, all happy and having great fun.  Some were building sand castles, especially children with pails in one hand and a small plastic shovels on the other.  Some grown men were walking with their girlfriends on the beach hand-in-hand.  They were amidst everyone, with the verdant mountains at a distance there beyond their home on the plains of Pampanga.

Connor and Zoe were at the water’s edge playing tag and collecting a small assortment of seashells and racing to and fro as the waves tried to catch them with each lap on the shore.  He was howling and Zoe was screaming with delight.  Of course, Zoe was far younger and Connor knew that he was in charge of taking care of his sister.

He looked back at Lucius and shouted back, “Yes, daddy.”   Then he went on playing with his young sister.  He never allowed Zoe to stray.  He knew that he was responsible for her, an obligation he learned from his father.  But on occasions, he would glace back, watching his parents, Lucius and Silvia, having the grandest time.

There they were, a little farther up the volcanic sands in a small incline of the beach.  A big umbrella punctured the sand and underneath was things they had taken for their trip, an excursion for the day.  He remembered them laughing and talking watching the passing of a very beautiful day.  His mother would rise from the blanket laid on the sand to prepare food and drink then offer it to her husband.  She would lay down, then as they ate the serving, they would go on to laugh and talk.

As early morning turned into the afternoon, his father would join his children and play with them, digging a hole enough for his body to lie in while Zoe would start burying her father.  Connor would join in and all they heard was the frolicking laughter of a father and his children.  Silvia would grab a camera from her bag and join them but only to take their picture.  She was happy and smiling as she took shots of her family at play.

When Lucius tired of being buried, he grabbed his boy and girl and into the warm sea he took them, one child in each of his arm feeling the swell of the current.  Silvia would stay on dry land watching them and gently reminding them not to go too far into the deep.

As the sun grew weary and all of them had burned their skin to deep red, he collected his children back into his arms.  Both Zoe and Connor were hanging like small sacks of rice at their father’s side, laughing and howling like they had at the beginning of the day.

There, in the middle of the album, Connor saw the last photograph of his father with them.  He was shivering like Zoe but it did not matter.  He, Zoe and his father were frozen in the picture with smiles and innocent laughter.

Connor had forgotten this day.  But today, he did not.  Zoe did not remember.  She was too young to remember.  But he remembered.  Indeed, how he does remembered…

Brother and sister celebrated this day.  Time had gone fast, and faster it went for their time on this earth was finite.  Connor realized that time when he couldn’t wait to grow older and stronger.  It was now gone, at least that hope of being stronger.  He was past it.  Old men like him could only wish that once the strength was gone, the mind took over.  Wisdom would win.

Perhaps, but only if the foundations of his thought and aspiration were strong enough to stand against Life’s tests.  It would seem not.  It felt not.  Here he was, at the age where wisdom should rule, yet he had not learned the lessons of Life.  How he feared this, you know.  In the recesses of his memory, when he churned the deep water of remembrance, he only saw that little time he was happiest, in the company of his father.  

This meeting with Zoe, like all the rest, would soon be relegated to memory.  Everything said or done, the details of it all would never be more remembered except for few smattering of ideas here and there.  This talk about pictures and father would all blend together and never stand out.  Then what?  What was truly important?

Occasions like this were important.  This should remain in the collective conscience.  Yes, maybe this meeting would become important when it is completely distinguishable from all the other meetings.  These smatterings of ideas made it unique and Connor would use them to make this meeting stand out.  Truly, having Zoe by and talking about the past, of other conversations and feelings, and that thought never spoken but kept in the locket of his heart was a gem worth more than many material goods.  After all, those trinkets that people were so fond of paled, especially when one was old.

But Connor feared the loss of remembering why they met today.  He might say to himself that he could remember what they talked about two days ago if he thought hard.  But five days or ten days before, when Zoe had gotten bed-ridden again, would steal the details of what they had done today.  “It’s age!”  He would mumble.  When he couldn’t remember, he blamed Age.  Then, he would blame the mind.  How he wondered when that time came when there was nothing to remember Zoe by, be it a visit or a trinket from her.  Would he remember Zoe?  Would he remember her name and all she meant to him?

As the years passed, his advancing age would cause meeting like this to look much the same as a meeting a month ago or a year ago; Connor felt a slight shiver at that thought and prayed a little.  Day after day, all these events looked the same.  All the people around looked the same.  All that was special became one big umbrella.

He was thankful that neither he nor Zoe had reached that stage, yet.  It was with each other’s help that they remembering things that were lost, if left to each one’s power.  If he had thought that his father was all bad, his father might as well.  But there was good, too; and Zoe enabled him to remember.

“I miss father,” Zoe blurted out candidly, surprising Connor.

“You miss him?  Why?”

“Why not, Connor?  Do you not miss him...at least as much as mother?”

He couldn’t answer her, looking into her eyes.  He almost cried, not because he really missed Lucius.  He cried because he felt so guilty for not missing his father; and he couldn’t readily admit it to Zoe.  Connor knew that whatever he felt for his father would be his alone.

Zoe wrapped her arms around her brother, saddened so much by his tears.  Nothing was said.  Silence said it all; in the lost voices of the past; in the remembrance not of this or that but the collective sadness of their story.  She laid her head on his shoulder then said, “Connor, don’t cry, now.  I’m here.  Astrid, my daughter, is here.  We will always be with you, you know.  We will always remember you as much as you remember father…or mother.  We love you, you know, we love you.”  Then she fixed her sight on that picture at the beach when their father had carried them both, one in each of his arms as they both giggled and laughed.  Lucius was also laughing.  To Zoe, even if she had not known their father as well as she wanted to, she thought that she could remember that time when she was two or three at that beach in La Union.

“How childish of me to cry, silly goose.  I’m sorry.”

“No.  You shouldn’t be.  Cry if you wish for I will be here to console you, Connor.”

Brother and sister went on rummaging through the pages of the album until they could see nothing of the sun but its dying rays of orange and blood red.  Connor knew what all this means and this saddened him so.

“When can I see you again, Zoe?”

“Soon, I’m sure.”  She rose from the caramel leather couch and reached for her cane.  Connor was about to rise too, but Zoe motioned him not to.  She leaned over and gave him a kiss on his cheek.  “I’m only a phone call away, my brother.”

“Yes…I know.  Thank you for coming.  One day, it shall be my turn, huh.”

Zoe nodded slowly, her hands trembling as they rested on the cane.

As the sky turned from blue to red, Zoe slowly walked to the door with Astrid by her side.  Then Connor turned slightly towards the door and watched it close quietly.
