Migrations

 
 
David looked down at his little boy.  Aidan had been in that same bed for three months now, and each new morning found him a little more exhausted than the one before.

Amy was there.  She was beautiful; David could still see that.  His eyes met with hers, but her attention immediately returned to their son. 

They sat at opposite sides of the hospital bed, grief heavy in the air but masked by smiling faces and small talk.  David wished that his parents were there with him.  Being the generation nearest death had terrified him for such a long time.  As punishment for his weakness, the demon chose to ignore him and instead lusted for his son.

--------------------
He and Amy had been young in the beginning, and their money had been tight.  He had lived in a studio apartment that faced out on a brightly lit public parking lot that was littered with loud cars and a cacophony of unexpected late night noises.  It was the best he could do under the burden of his student loans and entry-level paycheck.  His bed rested against the window; a flimsy set of horizontal blinds shielding it from the glare of the streetlights.
Amy was in his bed, relaxing naked in the warmth of summer.  He kissed her eager lips, and then pushed himself up to look down upon her.  The shafts of light and shadow fell in stripes across the soft features of her face, her dark hair, and her breasts.  They crossed her olive skin likes stripes on a tiger, curving and dancing across her body.
“I love you so much, Amy,” he whispered.  
“And I love you.”  She reached up to caress his hair and pulled him back down upon her.
“Can we stay right here, just like this, forever?” David asked.
“I hope so.”  She kissed the tip of his nose and pulled him close to her.  “I really hope so.”
David smiled.  “Even when I get the urge to do this?”  He pushed back the sheets, leapt up and started doing his monkey dance, arms flailing and legs kicking to no particular beat.
Amy laughed.  Her laugh was David’s heroin.  It was uninhibited and sincere, and he lusted for it.  “You’re pushing it now.”  She continued to laugh, her pitch spiking higher as he mimed picking bugs out of his hair as he scratched his balls.
“Get back over here, you dirty little monkey,” she giggled. “You need a spankin’.”
 
--------------------
 
David looked back to Amy as she read Aidan another chapter from his Harry Potter book.  Aidan was slipping in and out of sleep.  The doctor told them that this would happen.  Amy paused her reading and waited for Aidan as he came and went.  David told her to take a quick nap while Aidan was asleep, but she couldn’t let that happen.  She was fighting a war against the demon and had no time for rest.
David realized that he hadn’t heard Amy’s true laugh in years, and that saddened him.
 
--------------------
 
The darkness had grown between them with time.  Amy could never speak the words “I was wrong,” or “I’m sorry.”  It was the only way she had ever lived, and change was not something that came easily.  David pushed back against her strong will, afraid to give up too much power or pride.  David loved her for her righteousness.  David hated her for it as well.  They would fight.  She would run away.  He would go after her, as she desired.  Her anger and pain would turn to lust, and she would kiss him and slide her hand down over the rise in his jeans.  All would be temporarily forgiven in the passion that followed.  A few weeks would pass, and the process would repeat itself with the same issues and the same results.

They had broken it off several times, but their own weaknesses always brought them back together.  As time passed and their scars mounted, their passion for each other was losing the battle to the pain they inflicted upon each other.  Then Amy said, “I’m late.”

Abortion was never an option – Amy’s Catholic loyalties wouldn’t allow it.  They did the right thing and got married.

--------------------
 

Aidan lifted David and Amy above themselves.  He was a brilliant boy.  David looked upon Aidan as himself, perfected.  Through their creation of Aidan, David and Amy found the undying love that they both needed.

Aidan grew into a beautiful boy who never ceased to amaze them.  His green eyes held the strength and brilliance of the gods, and he had a playfulness that brightened everyone around him.

Amy was Aidan’s Mom, but David was his best friend.  David knew that it wasn’t entirely fair.  He had no interest in being a disciplinarian, and he thought that Amy relished the role a bit too much.  He thought he was just bringing their world back into balance.
A week after Aidan’s sixth birthday, Amy grew tired of being the only parent.  She needed to convince David that there was more to being a father than befriending their son.  Aidan was surprised to find his mom ignoring her duty to punish him, and was even more confused when David took him aside.

“Your mom just told me that you were throwing rocks today and that you broke our bedroom window.”  Aidan was sitting on the couch, his hands folded on his lap.  “She also said that when she asked you why you did it, you lied to her and said that you didn’t do it.”  Aidan shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

David put his hand on Aidan’s shoulder, and Aidan looked up at him.  “So were you throwing rocks in the yard today?”

“Yes,” Aidan said.  His eyes immediately focused on his own feet.

“Okay, at least you can admit it.”  David smiled.  “That’s my boy.”  He mussed Aidan’s hair, and Aidan sniffled.  “Now can you make me a promise, Son?”

“What, Dad?” 

“Promise me that you’ll never lie to me or your mom ever again.”

“I didn’t mean to.”  

“Now that’s a another lie right there, isn’t it?”  David was surprised to hear a tone of anger in his own voice.  Aidan was even more surprised.  David paused to collect himself.  “Okay, I’m going to ask you this one time … did anyone force you to lie to your Mom?” 

“No.”  Aidan was looking at his feet again, his eyes welling up.

David pitied his son and felt a consciously misplaced sense of guilt for bringing him to tears.  “Alright then.  I think we understand each other.”  David was happy to be the done with the discomfort.  His voice softened, “It’s just important for me to know that you’re always telling me the truth.  I wanna be able to trust you, no matter what.”

Aidan sat in silence.  His dad wasn’t supposed to yell at him.  That was his mom’s job.  This change scared him.

“So can you promise me that, Champ?”  David asked.

Aidan relaxed, sensing that the worst was over.  “Okay, Dad.  I promise.  I won’t lie anymore.  I’ll try really, really hard.”

“How about really, really, really hard?”  David smiled.  Aidan wiped his eyes one last time and managed to reply with a small crooked grin and a quick nod.  
A curious look crossed Aidan’s face.  “Dad, does that mean that you can never lie to me, either?”
“What?  Do you think I would lie to you?”  David blushed, but spoke softly.
“No, I don’t mean … I mean, that would be fair, right?  If you promised too?”  Aidan wasn’t sure if he had crossed a line.
David paused as his son’s words soaked in.  His face softened and he nodded, “That’s fair.  I promise you; I’ll never lie to you, either.”  He held out his hand.  “Do we have a deal?”
“Deal.”  Aidan smiled.  They both pretended to spit on their hands and shook on it.  David reached around the side of the couch and grabbed the baseball gloves and ball that he had stashed there earlier.  He motioned to the door, and Aidan’s grin exposed the large gaps in his front teeth.  They walked out to the back yard, each working their hands comfortably into their gloves.
David still had his best friend.
 
--------------------
 
From the time he had learned the alphabet in preschool, Aidan showed a passion for writing.  It began with an obsession to improve his penmanship, but soon, he was writing awkward poems and cute stories for anyone who would read them.  
When Aidan showed an interest in writing, David took great joy in encouraging his son to find his own voice, and he celebrated everything that Aidan wrote.

David had always tried to be a writer.  During one of the darker periods, before Aidan came into their lives, Amy told him that he would have to give up his writing if they were to stay together.  Writing took time and made him happy, and she saw that as a threat to her vision of their future.  He was told that his family was going to be the ultimate source of his happiness and use of his free time.  Their fight over his passion for writing ended in the usual fashion, with no resolution and only an unspoken agreement to table the topic.  He never agreed to give up his writing.  Instead, he silently pledged to never give it up.  He prided himself on this hidden act of defiance.
In time, though, he did give it up.  Amid the complications of life, he lost his passion and his focus, and with them, he lost the voice that his writing had provided for him.  He lost his voice to say the things and express the emotions that his real life personality could never say.  The river of fantasies and mysteries he used to write into his short stories dried up, replaced only by his personal fantasies of a different life—a life with less conflict and more freedom; a life that was once again truly his to live.  At the same time, the idea of his life without Amy terrified him.  He loved her for the way she made him feel.  He hated her for it as well.   

The fantasies were washed away by Aidan’s birth.  Aidan became David’s entire world.    

---------------------
 

Aidan was seven when the demon first arrived, and it settled in with a rage that was poised to kill him before his eighth birthday.

Amy put on her bravest face and fought the demon with all she had.  That was her way.  She did research on the disease, learned of its treatments, and refused to concede an inch to the demon.  David loved her for her strength.  David hated her for it as well.  To David’s despair, the demon was proving to be much too strong, even for Amy.
 
---------------------
 
“How was the spaghetti?” Amy asked.  They were running out of happy topics to discuss.   

“It was okay, for hospital food.” Aidan shrugged his narrow shoulders.  He focused again on the TV, cartoons filling the silence.  Bugs Bunny was making a fool of Yosemite Sam, and Yosemite Sam was getting very upset.  His face was turning fire engine red and smoke was coming out of his ears.  
Aidan’s face began to tense up, and he turned his head to Amy.  “Am I going to die soon?”  He didn’t cry.  He never cried anymore.  He seemed to have grown immune to it.  He only wore a look of dark knowledge.

“No, no—of course not,” Amy spoke quickly.  “Everything’s going to be okay.”  She leaned over Aidan and caressed his hair.  “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

“But it’s not really up to you, is it Mom?”  Aidan’s soft tired eyes looked up at Amy, and she began to weep.  Her fear was contagious.

“I’m scared,” Aidan whispered.  He grabbed hold of both Amy and David’s hands.  “Please tell me … what’s gonna happen to me when I die?”

Amy’s mind fought against itself.  It was still reeling from the piercing of her merciful lie.  She fought back her tears, but her voice was choked, “It’ll be just like we talk about at church … about heaven.” 

Aidan closed his eyes tight for a moment, searching for happy thoughts.  He opened them again and asked in a calmer voice, “I’m going to go to heaven … to see all of my Grandmas and Grandpas?” 

“That’s right, Sweetie,” Amy quickly wiped the tears from her eyes.  “You’ll probably even see Chester there, too.”  She knew how much Aidan missed that dog.

Aidan softened his grip on their hands.  “Dad, am I going to heaven?”

Amy’s eyes went to David, and he felt a chill come over his body.  He paused, looking into his boy’s eyes.  He could feel Amy’s anger swell in his silence.

“Dad?” Aidan asked again, but this time he didn’t finish the question.

David looked to Amy and saw the fury in her eyes.  “I … I don’t know.”  Amy hissed in disgust, and Aidan’s eyes retreated to fear.

Amy opened her mouth to speak, but Aidan spoke first, “It’s okay, Mom.  Dad promised that he would never lie to me.  If he told me the truth, then it’s okay.”  Aidan had heard the fights between them after he had been sent to bed.  He hated the voices they used with one another when they fought.  He could sense those voices coming now.  He wanted to stop them before they started.

Amy rubbed her hand firmly on Aidan’s leg through the white blanket, “Oh Sweetie, he doesn’t have to lie to tell you that you’re going to heaven, do you Hon?”  Her tone didn’t match the gentle words she spoke.  She glared back at David.  Aidan’s eyes were on him as well.  David was speechless.  “Well?!” Amy said, desperation creeping into her voice.  “Tell him.  Tell Aidan that he’s going to heaven.”  David looked into her angry eyes as she mouthed, “Please” with a silent intensity.

“I … I can’t.”  David said.  “I don’t know.”

“You son of a bitch,” she mouthed.  She leaned down to Aidan and gave him a kiss on the forehead.  “I’ll be right back.  I just need to get a little air.”  She stared daggers through David’s soul.  Her face broke into a mask of agony as she turned and left the room.    

“She’ll be right back,” Aidan repeated his mother’s words.  “She just needs some fresh air.”  His eyes showed tears for the first time in months.  “Dad, why do think that I’m not going to heaven?”

“Oh, Aidan….”  David got up from his chair and sat next to Aidan on the bed.  He played nervously with the blanket covering his son, straightening it over Aidan’s chest.  His mind searched desperately for the words he would say if he was a wiser person, but it could find nothing of the sort.  Instead, he started speaking without even completely realizing what words were coming out of his mouth.  “The truth is … I’m … I’m really not very smart, okay?  I don’t know if there is a heaven or not.  I just don’t know what happens when people die.”

“But Mom told me that all good people go to heaven, with God.  Is she lying?”

“No, no.  Your mom isn’t lying.  She believes that.  Religious people believe that, and your mom’s kinda religious.”  David had avoided this conversation for years.  He never knew how he would respond to the questions that were inevitable.  He had always pictured the conversation relating to a Sunday School presentation, or the death of Aidan’s dog.  He had gotten away without dealing with it in the past.  This was his penance for not believing but being too moral to lie.

“Aren’t you religious, Dad?”

“No, I guess I’m not.  Not in the same way your mom is, anyway.”  David wanted this conversation to end, but he had lost control of it long ago … years ago.

“Is that why you don’t go to church with us?”

“That’s right, Son.”

“Why aren’t you religious?”

“I don’t know, Aidan.”  He wanted to be angry with his son, but he couldn’t.  The boy was an angel.  There was nobody to blame for this pain he was feeling, not even a God.  “I guess it just never made sense to me.  I wish I was religious right now, I really do….” David’s voice trailed off.

“What do you think will happen to me when I die?”

“Oh Aidan ...  please don’t say that.” David could feel his emotions floating uncomfortably close to the surface.

“I’m sorry Dad.  I won’t do it anymore.” 

“No,” David shook his head, “I’m sorry.  It’s okay.  You did nothing wrong.  You are … perfect.”  David gently grabbed Aidan’s forearm and showed him a forced smile.  “I just don’t know how you became so damn tough.  You’re the strongest person I’ve ever known.”  He stroked Aidan’s face gently, and the boy relaxed at his touch.  “I don’t know what happens when we die.  I really don’t.  I don’t think anybody really knows what happens.”  David’s mind flashed to a vision of an eternity of darkness before he was able to chase it from his head. 

“Why do you say that, Dad?”
 
“I guess it’s because nobody has ever been there before that could come back and tell us about it.”

“That makes sense, I guess,” Aidan said.

David crawled on the bed beside Aidan, curled up next to him and whispered in the most assuring voice he could find.  “You are a very brave boy, and you’re going to go on a great adventure. Only a few brave people are allowed to go on this adventure.  You’re going to see things that none of the rest of us has ever seen.”  David rubbed Aidan through the hospital gown, feeling his son’s ribs protruding from his chest.  “All of your pain will be gone.  All of our love will be with you forever.  That’s all I know for sure.”  David ran his finger up and down Aidan’s cheek.  “You’ll find out all of the rest on your own, but I have to believe that everything you find will be beautiful, because that’s what you deserve.”  David wished he could wake up from this nightmare, but it refused to fade away.  “You deserve to go to heaven, you absolutely do.  I just don’t know what heaven looks like, or if that’s even what I should call it.  I just don’t know….”

David and Aidan looked into each other’s eyes in silence for a long moment.  “I’d like that, Dad.”  Aidan forced a small smile.  “I’d like to go on an adventure … like Harry Potter.  That sounds cool.” 

“I’m gonna miss you so much, Aidan.”  David began to sob.  Aidan had never seen his father cry.  He felt a sense of guilt for putting his father through this pain.  “I don’t want you to leave me here alone,” David cried and he buried his face in the blanket next to Aidan’s shoulder, “I don’t wanna be alone.”

David wept as Aidan lay silently beside him.  Aidan ran his fingers through his father’s hair and said softly, “It’ll be okay, Dad.  You’ll be okay.  I’ll be okay.  Everything will be okay.”

David took a deep breath, rolled onto his back, and wiped his eyes.  It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  In all of the scenarios of his life that he imagined in his own youth, this was never supposed to happen.  He was supposed to be the hero.  Great things awaited him.  He wasn’t supposed to end up in an unhappy marriage with a dying son.  This was the life of someone else–someone less special.  

They laid side by side in silence watching Bugs Bunny and Marvin the Martian, neither one laughing at the funny parts.

Aidan reached for the remote control and turned off the TV.  “I finished writing that story today.”  Aidan nodded to the bedside table.  “It’s ready for you to read.”

David smiled.  He rolled over, grabbed the handwritten paper off of the table and began to read it aloud in a soft voice.
 

The Future
By Aidan Frank
 
I want to ride my bike away from here.  To where the geese go in the wintertime where it is always warm and they don’t have to worry about freezing.  That way they can swim in nice water when all the water is ice here.  Dad told me that the geese fly far away every winter and then fly back here in the summer.  I want to be able to go far away and then come back whenever I want to.
I want to be a great writer and write books and stories that make people say Aidan you are a great writer and we love you.  I would not brag but I would be very proud.  I would like to be rich and have a big house where Mom and Dad can come stay with me.  We could go fishing at a pond in my yard.  Everybody would be smiling and then I could help Mom cook the fish for dinner.  I could invite all of my friends from school over too but they would have to like fishing.
I want to fly on a plane.  I have never done that before but Chad at school did and he said it was really cool.  I would fly all over the world and talk to people in different countries.  Maybe they would sell my books there so we would have something to talk about.  Dad says that people in some other places don’t even speak English and act a lot different than we do.  I would ask them why they do that.  I guess I would need to find one that speaks English though.  That could get confusing if they did not speak English.
Everyday I would get up early and go outside to play with my friends.  Then when I got tired of playing I would sit down under a big tree and write stories that make people happy.  Mom and Dad could read my stories and they would laugh and so would I.  We would all be very happy. 

 
THE END
 
 
 
            As David finished reading the story, Aidan was slipping back into sleep.  He looked so peaceful, despite the IV taped into his little wrist and the alien tone of his skin.  David curled up close to his son and fell asleep.

During the night, without waking and without dreaming, David felt Amy return to them.  Later in the night, without waking and without dreaming, David felt Aidan leave them, and when he awoke to Amy’s soft touch, he didn’t even need to hear her say the words.  He ran his fingers through his son’s hair one last time and Amy squeezed Aidan’s cold hand, shivering as she wept.  They slowly turned away and walked to the door as the nurses attended to the formalities.
They both stared in silence through the windows of the cab, and when they arrived at home, David finally took a long look at his wife’s face.  She hadn’t slept, and exhaustion was showing all around her eyes.  When they walked in the door, she immediately dropped on to the couch.  He went to her and she collapsed into his embrace.  They cried in each other’s arms for a lifetime.

“Please make the pain go away,” she whispered.  “Please make me feel anything but this.”  She kissed his neck as her tears wet his cheek.  Her hand rubbed across his chest, and then slid down to his pants.  She began to unbuckle his belt.

David grabbed her hand and backed away from her.  Her eyes showed surprise.  “That won’t fix things this time,” he said.  He placed her hand on her own knee, cupped her chin with both hands and kissed her forehead tenderly.
“I’m leaving now,” he said.

“Leaving?” She pulled back to look into his eyes.  “What do you mean?”  

“I’m going away,” David replied.  “It’s time.”

Amy grabbed him tight around the shoulders and thrust her head into his chest.  “No–no … you’re not leaving!  Don’t be crazy.”

David forcibly pulled her arms away from him and Amy fell back onto the couch.  She looked up at David and realized the truth in his words.  She curled into a fetal position as her face collapsed into an ugly uncontrolled scream.  She cried out in a haunting unnatural voice, “Why? Why? Why?”  David had never heard that voice before, and it scared him in a way he couldn’t explain–a way that had warned his ancient ancestors of approaching danger.

David got up and walked to their bedroom.  He grabbed a duffel bag out of the closet and shoved shirts, jeans, socks and underwear into it until the bag was stuffed.  

“You’re can’t do this right now!” Amy cried to him from the other room.  “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

David walked back to her.  He held the wrinkled handwritten story up in his hand.  “There’s a little boy who had dreams, and now he’s gonna live them.”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Amy laughed as she cried.  “The only little boy I know is lying dead at the hospital, and now you wanna go find your goddamn inner child?”  She was standing now, her eyes angry, red and swollen.  “Well, sorry to break it to you buddy, but he’s gone, and this,” she gestured sharply towards David, and then snapped her open palm to her heart as her voice softened, “is all we have left.” 

David looked at Amy.  Her tears were drying on her cheeks; one hand was on her heart and the other extended to him, pleading for his fingers to touch hers.  He loved her.  He hated her as well. 

“I have to go live Aidan’s dreams,” David said, wishing the words sounded more poetic than they did.
“Aidan?”  Amy looked to him with disbelief, and then sadness.  “Aidan’s dead, David.  He’s dead.  He’s gone.  Our baby’s gone, and I just don’t understand what’s going on right now.”  She collapsed to her knees and doubled over as if she had been kicked in the stomach.  David could hear her muffled weeping.
He picked up the duffel bag and paused as he stood above her.  He then walked past her and out the front door.  As he got into his car, he heard Amy call out, “Please David, not now… not right now….” 

He sped away, and his home faded behind him.  The trees along the road were losing the last of their leaves, and there was a hint of winter in the air.  He leaned forward and looked up through his windshield to see a V formation of geese flying perpendicular to his path.  David passed the supermarket and turned the car to join them.  He rolled down all of the windows, turned up the music until the speakers surrendered to distortion, and flew onto the interstate.  He wanted the music to penetrate his hardened soul.  He wanted the cold wind to pull tears from his weary eyes.  His foot thrust the accelerator to the floor as he screamed vengeance at the world.

David raced down the highway away from the demons.  He lusted for exotic places far away and interesting new people and a simple happy life.  The demons in pursuit wanted to take this away from him, and he pushed the speedometer past its markings as he continued to flee.  

The demons easily overtook him, and they whispered into his ear.  He nodded slowly, realizing the truth in their words.  Yes, he did miss his wife’s contagious laugh.  Yes, he did miss his son’s curious bright eyes.  They whispered one last truth, but David shook his head in violent denial.  They whispered the truth again, and he took his foot off of the accelerator and let the car drift to a stop on the side of the road.  His resistance crumbled and he surrendered into agreement with a soft nod.  Yes, he knew that he would never be able to run away from the pain.    

David looked up in the sky above him to find the V formation of geese, but they had vanished.  
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