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Emita:
You were the flicker in my heart.
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The Escape... or the escapade?
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5

Bocas del Toro
He hates Mass for the dead, and even less the
following nine days when the mourners are
supposed to be together remembering those
who had left - or were taken - because in her
case, she was taken without her consent.
This time he decided not to stay and honor her
memory in a Mass several years after her
departure.
He asked a friend to accompany him to the
Caribbean for three days.
It sounds gay, he thought, but he did not want
to go alone.
There must be a church to visit and say a few
prayers for her soul … a weird thought for
someone who perceived himself more Jewish
than Catholic … anyway, a mess out of
teaching by priests in school.
After he registered at the hotel, he felt a bit
strange when he did not write down her name
but his travel mate’s.
The truth is that it was a friendly island, and
nobody thought it was strange to see an old
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man walking alongside a young fellow or
getting into a canoe to go around the Bocas del
Toro archipelago in Panama.
Who were left in the capital city? The sons and
grandchildren, who seemed to approve of their
dad’s trip... He always liked globetrotting.
To the old man, this trotting seemed to have
the same pattern as before spending several
days in the same place, getting to know it well,
laughing at everyone around and at themselves
while deciding to return in a few years.
When the afternoon arrived, they walked
around, visited some tourist and native spots
and found a local place to have dinner.
Then, on to bed because the trip had a rough
start due to a storm in Panama City which
forced them to arrive late and scared in Bocas.
A bit before he lost himself in sleep, he told
himself “What a bitch… instead of her….”
However, he was grateful for not being alone.
Well, she would have required a queen bed
rather than two singles.
Also, they would have celebrated their arrival
in the new temporal habitat.
There was nothing to celebrate now.
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Out of habit, the old man awoke at the same
time while the kid slept as during vacations.
Immediately, he took a shower and shaved
quickly.
It was a morning ritual -- his way of declaring
himself officially awake, though for nothing
special.
He got dressed, went down to the hotel’s small
restaurant, bought coffee and sweet cakes for
two, and took them to the room.
He was not aware that the routine was
automatic until he deposited the tray on the
night table and went to awaken the wrapped
shape in the other bed... “Shit, I almost gave
him a good morning kiss!” He told himself.
It was then that he realized that she was not
there. Furthermore, they were in the same
hotel where they had been five years ago.
Luckily, they were not in the same room.
Usually he would comment what he felt, but
decided not to. He did not know if he felt
shame or ridiculous.
When his companion got up, they had
breakfast and, after the youngster’s fashion
drill they both felt like Europeans or Yanks on
a third-class tourism spree.
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Well, his clothing was a fashion statement...
the old man just had some hand-me-downs
from his sons. However, their flip-flops were
the same and took them to the nearest beach
in town.
The beach was in front of the Colon Island
cemetery, and a continuous flow of European
tourists satisfied their gaze.
In spite of their age difference, they had a
couple of things in common: curiosity and
enjoying discovery.
So, it was time well spent and, by the way, fun.
Afterwards, they searched for a place to buy a
beach towel because, as usual, the old man did
not have one... Finally, they found a little store
where they had to buy a rickety, almost
transparent, big and as expensive as Thai silk
towel.
"Who made us come to this Panamanian
Caribbean paradise spot of world fame?"
And since both liked to stroll they went to the
extreme opposite of Isla Colón where they
found a well painted blue house that seemed
about to implode but inside was well kept and
ended up being a gourmet cafeteria.
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The sandwiches were as high as the kid who
was, in fact, over six feet tall. Well, not really.
"But tonight I'll take you to a real gourmet
place."
The chap was from Bocas del Toro descent,
and he knew the island quite well.
They remained eating under a big umbrella at
an outdoor table while watching people go by
and the chalupas -- local canoes -- crossing
from Isla Colon to Isla Carenero and Isla
Bastimentos over a choppy but transparent
turquoise sea.
This scene was worth all that was paid for the
yuppie lunch.
The afternoon of the second day wore off
when, at some point, the old man remembered
that he had planned on going to church.
Strangely, the church was not open on
weekdays – very unusual in a Catholic
environment. As an alternate ritual, he silently
muttered a Shema Ysrael and forgot the
previous plans.
Shema Ysrael? Well, he had some root issues
which were the only aspect that, occasionally,
generated some discrepancies.
"But she's not here..."
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The restaurant was across the hotel. It was
raining, actually pouring, and they needed
some covering to cross over. Nevertheless, the
kid was always well prepared and, while
holding a big umbrella on his left hand put his
right arm over the old man's shoulder and
guided him to the ancient house that had been
transported from El Marañón in the capital
city to Isla Colón.
Inside, a well-designed decoration catastrophe
held small tables, candles and dimmed lights,
including a menu which reminded the old
fellow of Lucas Cardon in Paris. In Bocas del
Toro!
He asked for red wine which burnt his
stomach... he should not drink anything with
alcohol on an empty stomach.
As such started the return from the escapade...
Back at the hotel, they decided to watch a
movie about the death of a woman. The old
man started to feel a strange emptiness in his
stomach. As if all his entrails had been
removed except his heart -- which started
galloping -- and he found himself in a
whirlwind of terror that was impelling him to
run hoping for someone to catch him in a safe
embrace…
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He did not want to scare his travel companion.
Instead, he decided to leave the room and pace
the hallway. To his surprise, the area had
shortened and the walls were clinging to his
limbs. He ran back to the safety of the room.
"I have a panic attack. And I have nothing for
it."
"Didn't you bring
prescriptions?"

any

of

your

son's

"No. I felt so well that I never thought that I
would crumble in this place."
He continued: "Well, the first thing is to keep
in mind that nobody dies from this. Now I
have to relax and tomorrow we will find
something."
He felt so overwhelmed by a sensation so
strange and strong that he asked his travel
companion to hold him from behind as if
forcefully restraining a rebellious child from
escaping.
"And, please, hold me tight until this goes
away."
It did, and he went back to his bed and slept all
night.
In the morning, he called his physician son.
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"Go to the local hospital, dad, and tell the
doctor that you are having panic attacks. He'll
prescribe something like Clonazepam, which
will get you back on your feet fast."
However, the there was no appropriate
medication at the small hospital, except some
antihistaminic which he could not take due to
his prostate troubles.
"And how about writing out a prescription so I
can buy it at the pharmacy?"
"The problem is that here in Bocas these
medications are controlled. They bring them
upon request from Changuinola."
"And what do people do?"
The young intern smiled while saying -"They
just smoke a joint..."
The old man called his son and he suggested
his father to buy an over-the-counter relaxant
like Passiflorin and drink shots whenever
needed.
"I imagine that having an anxiety attack in this
paradise is really a contradiction," the old
fellow commented.
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Therefore, in between shots of Passiflorine
they spent the rest of the day, which was not
bad at all.
"Hey, and thanks for the bear hug last night."
"It was nothing."
"You're wrong! Someone else wouldn't have
dared."
"Well, we're not all the same."
"It's true... but thanks, really. I don't know
what would have happened to me if not for
your being here."
Thus the old man remained, caught at first
base, because he realized that the escapade did
not work. She was still there. The unconscious
pain persisted, no matter how he tried to hide
it. It was no longer normal, because more than
two years had already passed.
Once home he collected all the medication
prescribed by his son when his wife died and
felt normal once more, though a bit
apprehensive.
"Just put one fourth of the tablet in your wallet
and take it if you need it."

14

He followed the advice, replacing the pill as it
crumbled from lack of use. Until he decided
that, he no longer needed it.
The old man was able to live day by day quite
well, so he thought. However, the nights were
not good.
The truth, he believed that he was all right, but
one day his son asked him how often he awoke
during nighttime.
"About three or four times... just to pee…"
"That's not normal, dad. And it's not your
prostate because it's under control."
"So?"
"I believe you're depressed and don't want to
face it."
"But, I eat well... whatever I cook."
Thus went one of the frequent attempts of the
son to make the old man accept that he was
not going through a normal grieving process.
"You've practically gone around the world in
less than two years ... even China twice."
He had climbed part of the Great Wall in
Beijing aided by his walking cane because he
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had bunion surgery in both feet a few months
before.
"Well, I wanted to have it out of the way once
and for all."
"Yes, but the orthopedist said that even he
wouldn't do it to himself, both feet at once."
To make things worse, the old man was
stubborn, so she always said. Whenever he
made up his mind, it was very difficult to
change it.
Deep down inside, the aging man was not able
to face life day by day, as everything reminded
him of her. The only alternative that came to
his mind whenever an anniversary was around
the corner was to get on an airplane and leave.
Oddly, he did not enjoy hotels, even the plush
ones. The beds were too big and silent. And, he
wished his body to widen and cover the whole
mattress so he would not feel it so partially
empty.
Curiously, what gave him great satisfaction
was traveling, per se, waiting at airports,
getting in the plane and speculating about the
outcome of the voyage.
He reminisced that while young, when his
children were very just that, he had fear of
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flying. After her departure, the aircraft could
shake as the wind wanted and he did not
flutter. Shrinks could say that in his heart he
was wishing to die.
Perhaps he would say that he wanted to join
her. However, one day his brother-in-law told
him quite seriously: "Hey, you better change
your whole wardrobe because your ass just
evaporated."
The observation was funny, but he
remembered her saying: "All of you have cute
asses."
In no time, he decided to hit the scale.
As a youngster, he was always slender, almost
skinny, and he had been jested for it. He
realized that he was less than slim and it
became a low blow to his self-esteem.
He searched the internet and found a report
from Harvard University about the survival of
widowers.
He learned that they generally survived their
wives about two years, and the reason for this
was malnutrition. Of course, depression
accompanied by lack of hunger and, if there
was no one coaxing they did what he was
doing: A food plate could last for two or three
days. With this regime, any illness diminished
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the immune system in such a way that the end
was inevitable.
Strange enough, the friends that were always
with him had not noticed the change. And
those who saw him occasionally did not dare to
comment.
One morning he decided to study himself in
the mirror and started counting ribs as he did
when he was a pre-teenager.
"The kid's right ... I'm not well."
That same afternoon he called his previous
travel companion and asked him to go
shopping and get some clothes that fit.
In fact, he recalled that his mother bought him
growing garments when he was a kid. Now he
did not have the supervision of the previous
years, when his wife designed and made his
clothing according to the latest fashions.
A year went by without gaining an ounce but
did re-shape his biceps, triceps and even a hint
of beer cans on his abdomen. -"Not bad, uh…?"
"Looking well now..." said most people who
saw him again. He laughed at the possible
hidden intention of the commentator, either
single or widow, more so when followed by
"And when do we meet for coffee?"
18

Every so often, even the sales women would
coquettishly say "You have a handsome son-"
and he would answer -"Takes after his dad..."
However, the kid had slanted eyes and he did
not.
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