Derby Pie

The squeak of the surgeon's shoes startled Doris out of sleep. She sat up with a jerk and dabbed at the comer of her mouth with the back of a blue-veined hand
"Barbara!" she said, poking her dozing daughter with a sharp elbow. "Wake up."
Barbara's eyes flew open, but across the waiting room, her husband Stan snored on. The doctor stood before them, his shoulders sagging.
"Doctor, how is he?" Barbara asked, immediately alert. "How's Dad?"
"Much better," he said, "although he gave us quite a scare."
"Thank heavens," Barbara breathed. "And thank you, Dr. Morris." She took Doris's hand and squeezed it. 
His smile was rueful. "He's not out of the woods yet, I'm afraid. He'll be in intensive care for a couple of days, and the recovery process may be long and arduous." He paused, looking closely at Doris. "The stroke was a bad one, and we're not sure yet what its effects will be."
Doris knew. ''He'll be paralyzed," she said flatly.
Dr. Morris shook his head. "We just don't know, Mrs. Wright, although it's a possibility. We should have a better idea in the morning, and we'll have someone explain to you what your husband's options are. I will say, though, though, that Memorial has some wonderful therapists. We'll do all we can to help him bounce back." 
"But he's definitely going to be with us a while longer, right?" Barbara persisted.
Dr. Morris smiled again. "We don't make promises in this business, but your father's condition has stabilized. I feel optimistic enough to tell you to go home and get some sleep. How does that sound?"
Despite the dark circles beneath them, Barbara's eyes shone. "Wonderful," she told him. "Come on, Mom." She stood up and crossed the room to touch husband on the shoulder. "Stan," she said softly, joyfully, "wake up, honey. Dad’s going to be alright."
Doris shook her head as she struggled to her feet and pulled on her cardigan. Betty Langley's Jim had suffered a stroke eighteen months ago, and he was anything but all right. She wouldn't burst Barbara's bubble just yet, but somebody would have to be realistic about the situation.
As the days passed, Doris realized (and not for the first time) that she was the only one in the family capable of being realistic. Barbara wanted to hire a home nurse, and Doris's older, unmarried daughter, Phyllis, had asked for a leave of absence from work in order to help care for her dad. Doris, however, was resolute.
"I'm sorry, girls, but it just won't work. We've got to be realistic about this. Your father needs more care than I can give him. Where will you be if we both end up in the hospital?" Although she didn't come right out and say it, Doris knew that her heart wouldn't hold up if she started Flaying nurse. She felt a little bit hurt that the girls didn't seem to remember that she'd been in the hospital with chest pain herself, not so very long ago.
"But, Mom," Barbara protested, "you won't have to do it all. Phyllis has managed to get off for almost a month, and we can hire a nurse for as long as we need. He can do the hard things—the bathing and lifting—"
"Barbara," Doris interrupted her, "you and Stan will be going back to Richmond in a matter of days, and Phyllis can't stay out of work forever. And where will I get the money for a round-the-clock R. N.? It'll be all we can afford to place Dad in a good home. And for his sake, we ought to get him settled as soon as we can. As soon as he accepts reality, he can start adjusting to his new life. Things are going to be different now, and we all have to make the best of it. "
Although Doris thought sometimes that Barbara was never going to stop pushing her, Ted was even worse. Ever since the doctor told him that he'd never seen a stroke patient snap back so quickly, Ted had started talking about going home. Yes, he would need a walker, but that wasn't so bad. He could move from the bedroom he shared with Doris to the guest room downstairs. He'd have a better view of his roses from that window, anyway. He could sit at the window and give instructions about their care to the neighbor-boy who was already mowing the lawn.
Ted was silent with disbelief when Doris told him the day before he was to be discharged that she'd gotten a place for him at Bellhaven Care Center. "But, Mom," he finally said (having called her "Mom" since the girls were little), "I'm not so bad off, am I? " His speech was only a little slurred. "We'll get somebody in to help you—"
"Ted," she said, "please. Don't make this any harder than it already is. My heart isn't what it used to be, and I need to know that you're cared for properly. Betty says Jim is doing really well at Bellhaven, and she visits every day. I'll do the same thing."
Great tears pooled in her husband's cloudy blue eyes. Barbara made a choking sound and got up and left the hospital room. Doris felt herself yielding and then remembered what Dr. Morris had told her about stroke patients' emotions. "He'll probably laugh and cry at the drop of a hat," he'd said. "Just know that it's par for the course."
"Now eat your applesauce," she said firmly. Someone had to act like an adult Barbara certainly wasn't very adult on the ride home. Her knuckles were white as she gripped the steering wheel, and her voice shook.
"This is ridiculous."
"What is?" Doris asked. "My ensuring that your father gets the best possible care?"
"No. Your ensuring that Dad doesn't go home. He could get perfectly fine care at home. He'll die of a broken heart at Bellhaven."
Ah,the melodrama! Doris thought. She'd hoped this ended when Barbara finished high school.
"We've been over this before," she told her daughter, looking out at a strip mall through the Buick window.
"Yes, we have," Barbara retorted, "but you still don't get it. Dad worked hard all his life so that the two of you could spend your retirement years comfortably. Together. You could afford home care for him."
Doris counted to ten. "Barbara, your father did work hard, and I saved hard. If we're lucky, his retirement will see us out. But money doesn't grow on trees, you know. We have to be careful with what we have. Have you ever heard the word 'Depression'?"
"A million times," Barbara muttered. Then she looked suddenly ashamed. "I'm sorry, Mom. I know this is hard for you, and you're worried about money and your own health. I don't mean to minimize those concerns. It's just that Dr. Morris has said that Dad would do fine at home, and Phyl will help you. Stan and I want to help pay for the nurse, too. If we work as a team, we can do this."
Doris remained silent as they passed the elementary school and the Methodist Church. She heard Barbara sniff.
"I feel so guilty. If only we lived closer."
'Well, you don't," Doris retorted. "And I'm doing the best I can."
Barbara sniffed again.
Within a matter of weeks, Doris decided that she'd been right. Ted had cried a lot at first, and he'd even refused to eat the perfectly good meals the Bellhaven chef created. He'd shaken his head at staff members who tried to talk him into joining the other residents in the dining room, choosing instead to sit in bed and push peas around his tray with a fork. He'd clung to Stan and Barbara when they said their good-byes, holding on to his daughter as if he feared he'd never see her again. More stoic than Barbara, Phyllis had looked on gravely and had helped Stan get the sobbing Barbara to the car for the ride to the airport.
Phyllis had decided to take half days off even though her dad wouldn't be at home, so she spent mornings with him in his sunny room. She brought him gardening magazines and tried to enlist his help with crossword puzzles, but he just stared out the window and blinked back tears. He did start eating again, though, and the Bellhaven therapists had described him as one of their most cooperative patients.
About the time Phyllis returned to work full time, Doris agreed to let Ted come home on Sunday afternoons. "It will give him something to look forward to," the recreation therapist explained.
"You don't think it will give him false hope?" Doris pressed.
The pretty young woman reassured her. "No, Mrs. Wright. Your husband understands that Bellhaven is his home now, but it will be good for him to see his roses again. And," she added, "to eat some of your home cooking. He's put a little weight back on, but we'd like to see him fill out a bit."
Despite her reservations, Doris told Ted on her next Saturday visit that he'd be going home with her the next day. "Phyllis and I will swing by after church," she informed him, "and you'll spend the afternoon with us."
The grateful glow in his eyes brought a lump to her throat. She swallowed and continued in a business-like fashion. "I'm cooking a special meal, so work hard in therapy to build your appetite."
"Pot roast and gravy?" he asked hopefully. Then, in a more hushed, almost reverent tone: "Derby pie?"
"I don't know about that," she said. "Those were what put you in the hospital to begin with. But we'll have something nice."
So she got out the cookbook Ted's doctor had given her and settled on baked flounder almandine (with non-stick cooking spray and Melba toast crumbs), a green salad (lo-cal dressing), whole-wheat rolls, and iced tea.
Ted was thrilled to be home. She and Phyllis had helped him up the driveway with his walker, and he'd gotten inside with only one near-spill on the porch steps. They'd settled him into his old place at the head of the dining room table, and he marveled at the sparkling crystal and the white tablecloth.
"Why, Mom," he'd breathed, "you only get these things out at Christmas. You make a fella feel downright special."
"Well, it is Sunday dinner," she told him. "And what's the use of having fine china if you're not going to use it?" She thought his face fell a little when she brought out the fish, but he started bravely in on it. After a few minutes, he put down his fork.
Doris stopped chewing. "How's your flounder?"
"Good." Then, apologetically, he said, "A few bones, that's all."
Phyllis slid her chair over next to his. "You've never really liked fish, anyway, have you, Dad?" She took his knife and fork. "Let me see if I can help you with that." Doris didn't respond. Phyllis had wanted to fix pot roast, but Doris was determined to stick to the cookbook diet. There was no point in asking for trouble.
Finally, Ted swallowed his last bite of fish. He sat back in his chair and proclaimed, delicious, Mom. As, always." His blue eyes began to twinkle. "And now for desert?" 
Doris and Phyllis, who'd finished long before, stood and began clearing the table. They carried plates into the kitchen, and Doris returned with a covered pie plate. She set it before her husband and watched as he carefully lifted the lid.
Once again, she saw his face fall. "It's not," he said sadly, "derby pie."
"Why, Ted Wright," she rebuked him, "you haven't even given it a chance. It's from your blood pressure cookbook, and you might like it, you know." Realizing that she'd spoken too sharply, she urged, "Go on; try it. It is chocolate, after all." Graham cracker crumb and butter substitute crust; fat-free, non-dairy topping.  Doris thought it sounded good.
He sighed but managed a smile. "Okay," he said. "Give me a big piece then." She complied, and he took a bite. "Not bad," he said. He took another.
After only five bites, though, Ted put down his fork. "If you ladies will excuse me," he said slowly, "I believe I might take a little nap. All this excitement has worn me out." And that, Doris discovered, was to become the pattern for her husband's Sunday visits. They would struggle up the driveway to eat a carefully prepared, low-fat, low-sodium meal, and then Ted would sleep in the guest room for an hour. Afterward, he would spend another few hours admiring the roses, looking at photo albums, or watching television. He'd stay for supper (a bowl of soup and unsalted Saltines) and 60 Minutes. Ted always looked regretful whenever Doris announced that it was time to go back to Bellhaven, but he never made a fuss.
On his seventh Sunday home, however, Ted surprised Doris. "I'd better be getting back," he informed her as soon as he woke from his nap.
"What?" she asked.
"I've got some things to take care of," he replied.
Puzzled, Doris and Phyllis exchanged glances, but they didn't protest. They helped Ted with his tie, and his belt, and his shoes, guided him out to the car, and drove him back to Bellhaven 
"I thought your dad liked coming home," Doris said as Phyllis drove her hack home. Her daughter shook her head, smiling. "He's always had a mind of his own, Mom, even if he was shy about showing it. Do you think this means he's getting used to Bellhaven?"
"I suppose," Doris acknowledged. "Still, you'd think he'd at least stay for 60 Minutes. Ed Bradley is interviewing Rosemary Clooney tonight, and your father always loved Rosemary Clooney."
As soon as they got back inside the house, Doris spotted Ted's glasses case on the coffee table. "Would you look at that," she told Phyllis. "He was in such a hurry that he went off and forgot his glasses. I mustn't forget them when I go tomorrow."
"Let's run them over now," Phyllis urged. "He might want to look at his new gardening magazine tonight."
Although Doris considered another trip across town a waste of gas, she followed Phyllis back to the car. When they arrived, she left Phyllis at the wheel while she went inside. She found Joy, one of the nurse's aides, gathering an empty plate and coffee cup from the table beside the armchair in Ted's room.
"Hello, Mrs. Wright," Joy said. "I didn't expect you back until tomorrow." Doris held up the glasses case. "Mr. Wright left these," she explained. "Where is he?"
"You just missed him," Joy told her. "I'd bet you'll find him in the parlor." She smiled indulgently, her broad face beaming. "That Mr. Wright is a case. As soon as he saw the lunch menu this morning, he made me promise to save him a piece of butterscotch pie. I've never known anyone to love pie like your husband does."
Horrified, Doris rushed out of the room. What was Ted thinking! Making her way down the hall, she rehearsed the lecture she would have to give him.
He must have reached the parlor only seconds before she did. Doris heard a commotion as she approached the doorway.
"Mr. Wright!" someone called. "You're back!"
"Oh, Mr. Wright," a second Woman urged, "do sit here by me. I've been dying to hear what happened after you parachuted out over Berlin. You must have been so brave! "
A chorus of feminine voices agreed.
Doris peeked into the room to see her husband settling among a cluster of women. There must have been seven or eight of them: all smiling, hanging on his every word. He perched on the sofa in the middle of the group, beaming, nodding, and smiling back.
[bookmark: _GoBack]She had forgotten how handsome Ted was. She couldn't help but smile herself, remembering how all the girls in their high school had admired him. But he'd chosen her. "You were the prettiest of the bunch," he'd often told her. "And the best cook. When you came around with that derby pie, I was a goner. "
Derby pie, Doris mused. Maybe one slice, once a week, wouldn't be so bad. They could make a deal: if he'd stop eating pie during the week at Bellhaven, she’d make pot roast and derby pie every Sunday. She'd have to talk with the doctor about the gravy. 
She reached into her purse for her notepad and pen and wrote, "Chocolate chips. Pecans. Butter. Bourbon. Brown sugar. Eggs."
She paused, tapping the pen on the pad. Yes, she decided. She'd ask about gravy. And about Ted's staying with her overnight.
Only on Sundays, of course.
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