SAFETY

Benji lies on her back with her mouth slack, her knees bent, her arms and hands open a t her side, her eyes closed. Occasionally they flutter open and there is rapid movement in her pupils. I wonder if this is what REM sleep looks like; I wonder what she dreams.

She opens her eyes suddenly, tries to take her blankets off, and sits up on her elbows. The loss of bone in her pelvis makes it too painful for her to walk, even with a walker, even with her arms around two of us. I stroke her back, and cheek, and tell her gently that she does not need to pee; there is a foley catheter in place now. With her eyes wide open she stares at me; it's an unflinching but vacant look. I think she may be dreaming.

I bring the back of Benji's hospital bed up with the touch of a too-familiar button. She won't lie back; still staring at me, she makes gagging sounds, and I press another button for help. Benji is often sick. The more morphine she gets, the more nauseated she is. No sooner is the nausea under control than the pain outruns her; there is no catching up.

Terry, the nurse on duty this slow late night comes in right away and the two of us hold Benji while she struggles to vomit. She gasps for breath. Terry rubs her back and reminds her she doesn't have to do any work; she can let go, lean back into her pillows. Benji is still staring straight ahead, at something beyond me, beyond the wall behind me.  She sits up for several minutes. 

I don't think I can stare back, helpless, much longer. Tears stream down my face but I don't want to make a move away to get a tissue, to let go of her hand. I don't want Benji to hear the sounds of crying. Although I don't think she sees me, I avert my eyes, and move intuitively to hold her. With my arm cradling her back I whisper that this is just like the bath ritual we go through daily. We do one limb at a time; she doesn't need to hold them up. She can lean back and I'll catch her. She blinks, turns her head slightly, and leans back in to my arm. Terry reaches around to help me and we lower Benji on to her pillows. She breaths more easily now; she is not struggling.

"I'll tell you about a p lace," I say to Benji, stroking her arm, holding her hand in mine. We have agreed that she will squeeze my hand to signal yes if she feels like talking. I wait; there's a slight, intermittent pressure from Benji's hand, or so I want to think, meaning yes, tell me.

And so I ask her to imagine being at the edge of the Cocora valley in Quindίo, one of the most beautiful valleys on the planet, green upon green.  I tell her about sitting on the verandah facing the inner courtyard in a house in the town of Salento.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Salento, at the edge of the valley, is the birthplace of Tirofijo and Sangre Negra, two of the most ruthless and strangely fascinating villains in Colombia’s history.  More recently, many young men from Salento have joined the guerrilla in the mountains.  But this is where their grandparents and cousins and cousins live, the home of their ancestors, and we’re safe here. Salento has its share of artists, innkeepers, former city people, and a well-organized local government, with a leftist mayor rumored to be sympathetic to the guerrilla. It needs a bookstore, so perhaps we are living here, running a small bookshop.

It would have to be magazines mostly, maybe some affordable editions of children’s books, newspapers. My cousin Paula, about whom Benji and I have spoken often over the years, is a master at put-downs. She thinks of me as a combination librarian-frustrated guerrilla, and points out that my boots would be too small to fit anyone fighting in those mountains. This, at least, exempts from kidnapping. She says she can imagine me with a menagerie, reading to children, making friends with the local hairdresser, and makes it sound like something distasteful, gutless. Still, she would be the first to send business our way. Allusions to the peculiar balance between Paula and me always made Benji smile and roll her eyes in delight, in her particular Benji manner, so I interject this last detail.

A lot of our business would come from guides and maps for hikers and bird watchers, I go on, mostly hard core ones, and mostly European, The Fundaciόn Herencia Verde, an environmental organization with offices in Salento, runs a hostel on this peak where hikers are fed and given bunks for the night. Many of them stop in Salento before and after the day-long climb through Andean cloud forest, making it possible for more than one inn to do business; the local restaurants do well. Maybe we’ll run an inn form his house also.

There is a clear view of the garden below us, I tell her, where the mango tree is in the lower corner, and the hibiscus closer so that we can smell it in the evening, and the birds come to feed at sunset and at dawn. There are flowers from the courtyard on the table next to us, where we have our meals, for the hummingbirds.

A flowering citrus tree grows diagonally across the mango, on the corner of the courtyard farthest away from us. Nasturtium spill form window boxes attached to the railings of the balcony. There are other climbing vines, morning glories, sweet peas or one of their relatives. In a corner we grow yerbabuena, manzanilla, fennel for indigestion, rosemary, a bay bush. A macaw, would live happily at this altitude.  It could work if the dogs were young enough and they learned to get along. I realize I am getting ahead of myself; Benji doesn’t like dogs, or animals in particular, because they are messy. This is my dream for her, so I stick to other details, leave out the mention of the gorgeous Arabian horses the wealthy farmers parade into the center of town on Sunday mornings. They may make her dream of horse manure.

Sitting where we are, if the wooden shutters facing the street in the room off the u-shaped balcony are closed , the only sounds that reach us is the sound of church bells. During certain holidays, especially one entire week in May honoring the Virgin Mary, the church bells toll for a good half-hour, then mass is said from the plaza through a loudspeaker a t dawn. So where we are, up early again. But then, we sleep and wake with the light, so it doesn't matter. And it’s not May now.

Anyway, I remind Benji, the most important thing right now is how the air smells. In the late afternoon, sitting still in the breeze, sometimes you can smell the coffee roasting in the small coffee farms below Salento, where coffee is interspersed with plantain on the slopes of the cordillera. This is the magic of the tropics: the climate and vegetation vary drastically according to the altitude, and the mountains are steep in this branch of the Andes. Like a microcosm of the planet; an accelerated landscape. It smells like roasted Kenyan, I tell Benji, except it’s roasted Colombian, some of the best that never makes it to the market, better than anything from Starbucks, and I'll bring her a cup soon. For now, we are just sitting.

I sit quietly. Ellie is sleeping again, the muscles in her face more relaxed. I want to clean the corners of her mouth with a warm wet face cloth, the vile manganese blue of the morphine elixir, but I don't dare wake her up. Slowly,
I begin to draw my hand away, to move the chair back. I feel the resistance in Benji's hand, and her eyes flutter. "Nice," she says through her parched, Benji-shaped lips, her first words tonight.

On the way home I catch myself turning the volume up when I come across Natallie Merchant's voice on the radio. It's been weeks since I've been able to tolerate only Chopin, Billie Holiday, some jazz. "Blackbird," from the Beatles' White Album, follows, and I turn the volume up even higher, and marvel at the outline of the city and the moon across the river, las tres Marίas that make up Orion visible in the clear sky.
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