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All he could do then was let chance take its inexorable course. There was nothing left to do but stand at a distance, since that desire to rework things in the mind, he realized, was a waste of time. 

It was impossible to deny that feeling of helplessness when he found out that Beatrice died, but it happened, and nothing else could be done.

He found out one day late in August from a friend at the English department. The infant’s heart was weak, and for weeks they kept it on life support. When the doctors told the couple that there was no chance it would survive on anything else, they had to give it up.

The funeral was scheduled on a Saturday, in the morning. He had an invitation waiting on the desk of his library cubicle. He knew it was Socorro who had left it there. She probably didn’t have the courage to give it to him in person, since she’d have that look on her face a grieving mother had to hide. 


The cream-colored sheet of paper contained no decorative prints, only an announcement of the child’s death and the schedule of the wake and funeral. Its bareness caught his eye, a calm space opening itself up to him. Death’s only consolation, it seemed, was silence. And yet that withdrawal spoke of a certain urgency he again had to respond to. 


Could he? He could only feel his own helplessness as he watched Beatrice’s small, white coffin being lowered into the ground. Desperation couldn’t heave her from that black pit that was to be her home. She had left the world before he could have seen or spoken to her, and nothing existed between them to justify any feeling of loss. He was always a spectator in this drama, and would remain one. 


If there was any purpose left for his being there, it was for her mother. She had never gotten over her father’s death, and now she had lost a child. What more was bearable to lose? He couldn’t understand her aplomb throughout the funeral, especially as the child was being buried. Tony couldn’t tell if she was crying: her sunglasses were too dark. 


He took his chance when the ceremony was over and the funeral crowd dispersed. She was alone when he approached her.


“I hope you’re taking it well,” he said. 


“I can’t cry more than I can.”


He nodded.


“I just feel too empty to feel anything. I don’t know when this will ever stop.” 

She glanced at him, and he could see, through her sunglasses, her eyes looking straight into his. 

“Maybe emptiness would help, for the time being.” He glanced away.

It was the only advice that he could give her. 

As she walked away, arm in arm with her husband, he realized that even love couldn’t fill that void. For how could they love without wanting to regain what was gone, what could never be possibly there? Desire filled them with too much pain. But if they attuned themselves to this change, nothing else would matter. The body was ripe for release.

He walked on, seeing her and her husband disappear from view, and heard a crackle from under his shoe. He stopped to look at what he had stepped on. It was a maple leaf, orange and dry, veins visible enough to lead his eye from the stem, to the cracks his shoe made, towards edges that spread outwards. It was too soon to be autumn, he thought, and glanced up at the tree from where the leaf fell. Indeed, there were some orange and yellow leaves. They seemed to hold in the midday sun, when it was only their thinness that the light penetrated to set them aglow. At times, even their edges disappeared in the blinding light. It seemed like a chasm, opening to his gaze a finer transport of radiance. 

