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An original short st{}ry
by the well-known doctor-writer,
Melvin K::mner, M.D., Ph.D

ouwisa and her husbamd, Michael, were walking 1o
gether—in seemed o her thar the word should be
“promenading"—in Boston vn g windbess aftemaon
it gseely Tall. The sun fashed berween the bulddings of
the Covernment Center, and the paved exparee of minged ned
brick glrwed warm in the laoe light, The plaza had only st
been bunle, wee o seemed wo Lowisa i beloeg oo her own
wordd. In the neady six decades snce, an imfant in arms, she
had been beoughr o this city, there had been imnovanons
enough—"skvscrapers,” “industnal parks,” "urban sprawl,”
“malling,” “genrsificanon,”—bar this was the Arst one that
did nor make her angrv, It ceminded ber of the I‘-"I.'k:il"-il|
squares of Florence and Siena: a wade place o walk, ©
hreathe, o take the air and sen Teowis a ohive o e T T T
and thar was what they were doing, Michael and she, arm in
arm, as they had while vacatoning in Taly 35 vears before,
Thi womurmeng they had worked oo the garden. She had
served a ]IF"IT lanch of crab salad nessed in their wn hack
vatred lettuce; icy warer droplers had shane on the vied green.
Alshough it was September they had eaten on the patio,
louking out calmlby over all of Hingham. Over the crest of a
scaside hill and beyond 'h-: rown they could just see the
e, still and grayblve under the kst-ol-summern sky,
Then chey had drven into Boston fur their special day
[his was oo birchday o even a monchly ounng: something
bl simply - amul slowly —gathered through their ordinany
days unol they knew it was ome for a visit to the aity, Fin
they went o the much-troeed Doy Marker—really justa
“.,m:.- mall whers VOUrng pt'r'-ph' |_.|'\,p|.'|:.:|! 1R -\.:-..||-:II‘\.I'|-I"'..

MiFcunirbutirg cdaor Meryeis Sassee s che aarhor af The Tangind
Wimg, Hecumpny o Doctor, and Why the Bestivss Swmre e Ot Segrrs
i Hwenan Naruer, fremhonmirg. He is a prodessee of armhrapolegy 2
Emury Limvensety i Atlanta

Louisa of the Angels
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.I-.Ier name was uttered like an

item on a grocery list.

seay Clothes. Ar an ourdoor table Louisa and Michael each
drank a plass of [talian white wine with a slight .‘\.|‘|:l|"|-:|n":
hardly thinking abour the price. The pale yellow liquid in
their goblets caught the sun, so that it seermed almost as if
they were sipping light. 5oon they joined the happy crowd
that streamed past Fanewil Hall, and a last eheey were walking
on the broad, restful plazs, she and her own Michael among
all these couples, some of them even younger than her
daughters,

Handsome Michael! Lowisa thoughe, and che adpective
entered her mmngd wirh :.Iighr ald bust, Feom the countless
rimes her mother had vsed i oo desenbe her Bur the pain
was old, and today was oo happy. She nearly bung on
Michaels amm, looking up at his straght smule, the glicter in
his dark broawn eyes, and the gray arch of evebrows that rose
over his well-formed face, As they stepped our of a shadow
the sun made ber shudder with its sudden warmth, She
sighhed boudly,

“"Himm:™ he said.

“Mothing,” Liwisa saigl. “This is nice.™

“Yeah, 150t it some day?™ He looked over at her asad they
srmvilet] gt ench other comforrably.

uddenly a wrenching pain rore ar Lowisa's lefr anlde.

She lost her gop on Michael’s arm, and her body—

which had scemed so lipht—owisred away from his

and fell heavily, The plaa turmed onend amd a sharp
cdpe of the pretry bnck pavement rose up and struck her in
the face. As the sun hlazed in her eves, she gave a broef but
loud cry, more from surprise than pain, How Jumsy? she
thought. Michael stretched down toward her, pulling ar her,
shocking “Lousa! Louisa®™ hike a shocked, ungainly bird, She
grasped his arm and siregaled inco a sirting position. She fele
bloared, and wished she were ten pounds lighter She
thoueght that Michael was hending roo far—rhar he musr be
hurting his back.

Lowisa noticed thar she was sitong in a patch of damp
carth, against the base of a freshly planted cree. 53he looked
up, dazed: silver maple, Thinking that she migha be hur’lil'l_l_!,I
the sapling, she tned o shift her weight when she saw thar
drops of Blood were Falling onte ber yellow swearer. Tauch
ing the spors absendy, remembenng how she had bought the
sweater at Jordan Marsh, Lowisa noticed thar her lips and
chin felr wer. A brosh ar chem put a cnmson gloss on her
fingertips. “Oh my. Oh my, Michael,” she said in a voice thar
sounded strange to her, distant, weak, fnghtened.

Then she fele che pain: buming and pounding at once, And
tearing, too—Ilike a scam opening just berween her eves. She
was half on her feer now, not knowing how she got that way,
bur the mwisred ankle made her leg buckle again. Michael's
arms wrapped around her,

"M, don’ ger up!™ he said.

“Is my nose bleeding®™ What a stupid question, she
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“It"s not too had,” he said. B he looked frighrened. “Sa
down,” he said insiscendy. “5uit down for one mimute and et
mie look at it.”

Losuisa sar back down, fecling heavier than ever, She was in
shadow, but the remaiming sumlgh, which she could see
berween vao builldings, was soll eenly beautiful. A handful
of people had approached and they were looking down ar
her, speaking in converned tones, sentences she could nor
quire understand.

“Howr does it feel?™ It was Michael’s voice emerging from
the muormurs, His hands were on his knees as be leaned
down and pesred at her nose.

“How does i look? Ir hures pretoy bad,” she said, She did
mof want to oy or in any way lose her digniry.

Michael pazed intently, nor quice ineo her eves, “You got a
pretty good bump there. Gee, Louisa, | can't undersrand
how | could've let go of vou," It was just like Michael vo take
the blame for ber clumsiness—not as a gesture, but as a
reflex of his heart. He dabbed ever so gentdy ar her wound
with his plaid-bordered handkerchief, which was already
soabed with the blomd he had wipcd fromm her bips and chin.
Her nose swelled from mside and stung whenever he
tosched i, b her mourh didn't fecl wer anymore, and the
drpping was dlower. 5ull, novwr Lowisa fele dizey even sitting,

“My Goul, 1 don’t understand how this could have hap-
pened,” Michael echoed. For the moment, just the sl of
his woice was a blessing, Mow his hands—and some strange
ones, for which she also was _gn'lll‘.'ful—'-'.-'cn‘: helping her ro
her feer. Michael was speaking soothingly, lifting her off her
hurt foot, guiding her to che raxi thar had been hailed by an
unknown hand. When Lowisa looked up, the sun's E_ll:‘:l'.-l.' ain
the burne-sienna bricks made the plaza seem almost holy
And when she looked down, the blood spots on the yellow
wool of her sweater blinked up ar her lile poppies in a lare-
sumimer held.

n the emengency warnl waiting room, the sighes and

smells were hideows, This wies “Mass General,” the mose

famous hospical in the regron—maybe i the country,

She krew she shouald Teel |-:H."|-::.- 1o have heen hmughr
here, bur as she looked around the dingy hall, all she could
think was, Why do they let this kind of people in? My lace
harts soomuch, somehody please help me, And please, jusc a
fewr minutes of privacy,

Across from her bench a man wath wild black hair was
rolling his eves and moaning. He dipped a groresquely
gashed hand into o paot of brown liguid—antiseprici—
removed i, pur it in again, Something white—bone?
flashed i the red hole in his hand. Mearby, a young
couple, both skinny and ghostly white with stringy, dirty
brovwen hair—owisa could hardly rell which was the bov and
which the girl, which the patent and which the compan
in—were cluching each other and speaking in low, fast,
rucful, loving, conspiraronal rones, To Lovisa's leftan obese &
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“We'll send her up to Plastics.

They've been slow.”

elderly wormnan in a wheelchasr sar with a propped-up swol-
ben foot—mostly purple—jurtting our ke a pier into the
WAITINZ- MO0 6.

There were other patients farcher away from Louisa's seat,
bur they became a blur. The whole room seemed 10 be
ractling, as if everything in it were loose, The smell was of
filth and foulness stecped in iodine. The wall paint was sickly
green and thick with dirt, Signs wamed about sexual diseases
amil drunken dnving. Another, engraved and permanent,
warmed abour long wains.

Intermittently, Michael sprang up from the bench and
leaned over Louisa like a pigeon brooding neary hatched
eggs- He clucked and shifred and watched and pecked and
bobbed and feinted and clucked some more “They won't
maake us wiait much longen” he said, capping thar ineshaus
ible well of groundless Michael oprimism. He looked around
slowly ar the others and a grimace flickered across his fine
face. Then he looked back ar Louisa, his face full of anguish.

hey waited another two hours, with nobady even
hinting ar how long it would be, Finally a voung
mian i white who had appeared many times before
came our of the important door and walked roward
them. He was thin, of medium heighe, with reddish curly
hair, freckdes, and hom-rim glasses that kept sliding down his
nose. To Lowisa he looked for all che word like a high
schaoal boy, but he ineroduced himself to her as “Doctor”

He wrrered her name as matter-of-factly as if it had been
the announcement of a train departure or an item on a
grocery list, (No, he was cemainly too young for any of her
daughrers.] He pushed his glasses back onro the bride of his
nose, He looked so tired char for a moment she forgot her
pan and anger and began to pity him. Michael helped her
through the mportant door and into an area thae the boy
called a bay. A curtain was drawn as she climbed onto a hard,
marrow bed. Michael now was ralking in soothing tones.
Loussa became aware again of the throbbing in her face. And
suddenly it occurred to her thar Betsy and Antonia muse
have felr the same pain.

All three of the girks had been beautiful as children, with
the energetic glow and symmerry of features thar made
evervane bend, coo, and pat, Yer only Carla, the middle one,
had kepr Michael's beaury through adolescence. The other
ower had been cursed, from the ome they began o be wo-
men, with Louisa’s own hawlkish beak. Although, to be sure,
her sisers had beteer hgures, only Carla became a center of
male artention—a beauty of neighborhood renown, Louisa
lewed her, but Carla belonpged o her father, Louisa herself
felt much closer 1o Bersy and Antonia; she felr respansible
for the unkind landscape of their faces. And the word “hand-
some"—which she had passed on to them from her
mher—bumed in her throat.

Then Bersy came home one day from Boston College
babbling about some @ who had come back From vacation
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with a handage over her nose and two far purple shiners,
Louvisa remembered standing in their vellow, Colonial-style
kitchenctte, watching as Betsy shifted from one fool 1o the
vther, scracching ar the Formica, descobing the @ in a
rushed, half-mocking tumble of words (“reenage incompre-
hensible” was Louisa’s description of the language). Bur from
the start there was a hint of something serious, something
Betsy couldn’t say—or ask—nght our.

A month later the classmare's bandage and shiners were
gone, and a change came over Betsy like a nsing of the sea.
She had seen the other md cransformed from a creature of
shadow ro ane of light, She did not need to count the boys
who were now drawn to the changed girl; she could feel it in
her body as she gared at the gd's face.

Michael of course was the obstacle, with his endless [ lope
youe Bhe way you are and You're st as pretty as armyore and
Thase brys shosdd et dusen on their knees to you and beg
youe for the tome of day. Bur Lousa’s heart was already allied
with Bersy's, and Bersy's was set indeed. Finally, Lovisa drew
out Michael's Uncle Richard during one of his mre, unan-
nounced evering visits, Richard, a sixth-grade reacher who
sang in the church choir, had never mamed. (Once, as a
young man, he had nearly become a priest.) He was good-
humored, sow-moving, i‘.llu.l:ll]:l, amd wise, and Michael
respected him, Tentatively, indirectly, Louisa broached the
sabject. Richard took her meaning. He glanced over at
Michael with that rwinkle in his eve and nodded sagely m
nothing in particular,

“You know,” he Ainally said. “God did the best He could.
Bur he couldn’r quite fix it so that His crearures would love
one another the same way He loves them, 1s it really such a
sim to mprove on His work a licde bic™

50 Betsy became a beauty, and rwo years larer, Antonia
roo. Warching them change before her cves, Louisa was
awestruck, [t was not ar all like improving on God's work. Ie
was & if God had had 3 second thought about the special
trial of living as a woman—as if He had touched their faces
with a grear bnusing finger, striking out and repainng the
work He had not done quite perfectly. Or as if God had
decided 1o give them back the symmetry of their lost, child-
hood selves. *Ida you realize what those damn things have
cost?” Michael said amiably one night, gestuning at the mids'
taces during dinner, and Louisa knew that his opposition had
enled.

Now all three grown daughters had thear health, and some
kind of happiness. And when Lowisa thought about Betsy
and Antomia, the beavty of their childhood Avwed scam-
lessly into their wormanly beaury—skipping the “handsome™
girlhood, which was bloted our of her mind.

She had plenty of time o think abour all this, becawse the
boy-doctor had left her ying in the bay on the aluminem cot
with wheels—he called iv a stretcher. He had asked her a few
guestions and dabbed ar her nose with an alcohal wipe—
Cod, 10 was painful—and then went off to take care of “an
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The two men's words burbled like

a half-clogged drain.

urgent case.” Michael was gendy, panently stroking her hair
and forehead. Blessedly he had run our of wonds, whether
soothing or shocked or sorrowful, and she lay back and let
her thoughrs swell. The lives of the three girls, by far her
most important accomplishments, moved across her con

sciousness like Agures ina dream,

“Nfichael,” she said suddenly, as if waking herself.

“Whar's wrongs™ he asked. s any—anything wrong:™
The words membled out so clumsily she almost started to
laugh—but lusghing, of course, would hurt.

“Ma, nothing's wrong, Michael,” she said indulgendy, as if
to a child. “Don’t you know ' be alnght? [t just thar . . . |
have an idea.”

“What kind of —"

Befnre he could finish there was a rustle of the curtain and
a clinking of instruments, and the boy-doctor with the slip-
ping plasses was there again. Behind him, also in white and
with a green name tag, was a big bury man with a chick
brown mustache, D Alfred was not much, but a little, older.
They prodded again, together, at Louisa’s smashed, engonged
nose and cheeks, making her coy out in pain—for which she
apologized.

“Yup,” sanl the docror with the bushy mustache. “Yup,
ir's broken.”

“What is? Excuse me,” sad Michael,

“The nose,” said the doctor, ghincing ar him. “MNothing
else, though,”

“Well, that's good. 1 mean, it is good, sn't i Michael’s
pone was awkward, relieved, confused, and apologetic at
angE.

“¥es, We'll fix it right up,” said the docror with total
conhidence.

“Here? Now®" asked the vounger doctor. He sounded
alirrost ais naive as Michael.

“Nah, we'll send her up to Plastics”™ The doctor with the
mustache was already grabbing at the curmain. “Theyll ser
her oght away; thevve been slow all aftemoon.” He drew
the curtain and disappearcd, the younger man following him.

“Wait™ Louisa sad urgently, glancing once ar Michael.
The word “Plastics™ had given her an extra bat of buddness.
*Docror. Please”

The bov-doctor tumed and pushed his glasses back on his
face. Louisa glanced at Michael again, wishing she could
have discussed the matter with him first. Bue she knew this
was the moment.

“Excuse me, Docoor, could | ask you a question™ Her
checks Aushed —but not because of her injury.

“Sure,” said the bov-doctor with another push ar s
glasses. He seemed kind, bur remnbly pressured and tense.

“When . .. when they do this _ . . resermy . .. fix my nose
oo 7 She looked furovely at Michael, who appeared puzzled.
“W'har | mean is, a lot of young gitls . .. when they have their
nases Axed, they prerend like they broke it st you know,
by accident, and—aoh, forget it it's silly”

Ho

I'he bov-doctor Adgeted with the corain, cleardy eger 1o
leave. Michael said, “What do you mean, Lowisa? Go on.
Come out and say it.”

Now she spoke to Michael instead, clearly, so that the
docror could hear, though she bloted him out of her head.
“ prean, if they could make it a lirtle hener when they fix i,
You know. Straighter” She looked back ar the dovtor now,
studying his boyish face,

“For Guads sake, Lousa, Please,” Michael inrermpted.
“You just had a ternble accident. What's this talk abour
changing your nose? Please, [ love you rhe way you are™

“This 15 not aboat vou, Michazl!®™ Her own wiards and
tewmae o wiice shocked her She stared inrently, even a lictle
plaintively, at the hoy doctor’s cves, framed by the curly red
hair. His glasses had shipped again.

Michael started 1o speak agam.

“Please? Michael™ she blumed our, her voice full of
eI,

The doctor seemed 1o suppress a smile that played sround
his nervous mouth. He no longer seemed impatient. “1'm not
sure | understand you right,” he said, uncomancingy.

Louisa rook a deep breath, 1 think vou do,” she said, She
was piling boldness an boldness.

“It seems preery unusual,” the boy-docror sad thought-
fully. “I mean, 1 never heard of it. But it does seem like it
might be possible.” He no longer had a rrace of a smile, He
did nor seem o care much whether or not she Ch-’!l‘lﬁdli her
face, but he was thinking intensely. Was she loaking lor
some judgment from this harned, scrawny boyé she asked
herself. There was none, but he was clearly curous. Ar lase
he said, "Il have to ask Die. Alfred.”

As soon as he pushed the curain aside and disappeared
behind it, Michael leaned down over her, whispening, yet
shouting. “Louvisa! What is this all about? [ can’t understand
why you'd want 1o change the way you look.” He was not
angry, but rather deeply surpnsed, even disturhed.

3 the ocher side of the curtain amid the clinking of meal
and glass, the ceric hum of fuorscent lights, and, more
distantly, the sinmnd of a young mrl sobhing, was a conversa-
rion Lowisa strained 1o hear. She rried oo tune out Michael—
which was always safer than shushing him—Dbwir sxill there
wits 1o much other noise,

. ..thmk...wam...rhino...."

Yes, thar was the word she remembered. Rhino-some-
thing. Because they thought you looked like a rhinoceros.

“ .. kdding . . dhinoplasiy?”

R hinoplasty, that was i, Yes,

“Louisa, listen 1o me,” said Michael, looming over her.

“ .. sure. .. " said ane of the voices behind the corpain.

“You've got to get this damage fixed; that's the main
thing," Michael droned on. She could not shut out his voice,
and she couldn't tefl him how much, ar this moment, she
detested in.

The docror with the red curly hair came into the bay
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again, rangling himself briefly in the curtain. Michael contin-
ved talking, full of spousal anxiery. His voice made Louisa's
face hure. She wished she could make him disappear, even for
a second. The ceiling lights hurt her eyes. She focused in-
tently on the bov-docror

“I talked to the Senion” he said with a choughoful, saonsfied
look on his face. “They can't do i, It a 1otally separate
thing.”

Loursa couldn't understand why he sounded so pleased
with himself, as if he'd made. an mmportant discovery. He
explained that they would reser her broken nose with a big
ser of pliers that they would stick wp into her nosrrils, then
Fet it heal back ineo s old shape. Later, of she wanted the
rhino-something they would break the nose again in a cer-
tain special way. They would do it in rwo steps . .

He lecoured on, but Lowss dide’s hesr any more of i
even though she lay there nodding. Michael was nodding
too, gray brows rsed in a sage, studied expression. As
Louisa warched the rwo satisfied men her heart sank slowdy,
like a headstone sinking in a soft patch of soil—not deeply,
bur enourh to set it awry. The two men's words, full of
commmion sense, burbled discandy like a half-clogged draim,
Bur then, m her revene, she imagined the sound of a
stream-—a clear cool stream thar bathed and cleansed her of
all vamiries and passions. How slly of her o have acted like a
thoughtless girl!

sleepiness came over her, suddenly and heavily, the

way the mist in Hingham somenmes came in from

the sea. Louisa stiffened hersell against ir, bur it

was all around her, pressing into her body, until she

did not want to keep it out any longer. She had fought all

afternoon—against pain, humiliation, the wish, the disap-

pointment. Now she could rest and let her thoughs run free.

The doctors would do their work on her, just Bke the boy

doctor said, [n the surgical place, people in white would

surraund her, hut she would not be there. She lay back with
her eves closed, the numbing pain becoming dull again,

She was taking a walk wath Michael—ir seemed o her
that the word should be “promenade”—in a beautiful park
where they would be when all this was over. She was young
again, and as slim as she had been 35 years before, She
looked a blend of her own three daughrers, excepr that her
skin haal 2 serange, creamy glow. Michael was his ageless sell,
graying bur full of strength. Bur as Michael gazed ar her, his
face bore a troubled look—a surpnsed, intense longing. If
they stopped for a moment she would have heard his heart
pound in his chese,

I the sunlight in the grassy field, they passed amaong all the
friends of their lives. The delicare perfume of the summer
grass and rrees flled her nostrils, and the blue of her favorice
Aower, star-of-Bethlehem, her eves. Thar fnends greeted
them, but Michael pad no attention. He only stared at
Louisa, The frends nodded, full of respect, and Lousa
siibed and nodded back calmly. ]
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