
 
 

I Wish He Had Gone 
 



 

Teetering on the step stool, her hands shake as she stretches to reach the top of the bookshelf. 

Wincing and holding my breath, I don’t dare to offer assistance, oh no. I’ve made that mistake 

with Nana. 

“Here,” she says triumphantly, her fingers finding what her eyes can’t. The muscles in her 

wiry arms grow taut as she lifts the binder, a black, cloth-bound three-inch scrapbook. She 

manages to descend the stool, and cradling the binder to her chest, a gesture reminiscent of her 

holding me twenty-five years ago, crosses the room to sit next to me on the sofa. Her fingertips 

caress the cover before opening to a page with a picture of a man in Army dress uniform. “He 

was so handsome,” she says. “He would be seventy.” She shrugs. “Maybe he is.” 

“Do you think he might be…?” 

“Alive?” she finishes my question. “I’d like to believe that. But if he was, and had not 

contacted me after all these years… When he got his draft notice, he told me he was going to 

Canada.” 

“Really? I’ve never heard that.” 

“Family taboo. Father said if he did, he’d be disowned. Better a dead hero than a live coward, 

he’d told my brother,” her voice cracks. She traces his face with her finger. “I wish he had gone.” 

I allow her time to remember, to grieve before asking, “May I see Mom’s Prom picture?” 

“Of course, dear. She was a stunningly beautiful girl,” she looks at me, “like you.” 

“Ah Nana, thank you.” I lean in and kiss her cheek, as the warmth of my grandmothers’ love 

embraces me. 

A small sound, something between a sigh and exaltation, escapes her. “Here,” she says, and 

even though I’ve seen this photo many times before, goosebumps rise on my arms. The Goddess 

in the photo has almost no resemblance to my mother, who at age forty-four could easily pass as 



 

one of Nana’s book club peers. The Goddess with an electric smile wore a sleeveless floor-length 

black satin dress with an aggressive slit from which a very toned leg appeared. I was proud and 

envious of my mother’s figure. “You’re right Nana, she was a stunner.” 

“Goddamn right she was,” Nana snaps. 

“NAN-A,” I laugh. 

“Well she was. Smart as hell too. Honor student, confident, popular—did you know she was 

voted her class’ “Most Likely to Succeed?” 

I blink twice. “No Nana, she never told me that.” 

“Probably too embarrassed with the way that things have gone.” She sniffles, still looking at 

the photo.  

It unfolds in front of me, the hardening of the eye, the curl of the lip, the clenched jaw. “It’s 

his fault,” she says pointing an accusing finger at the photo. I lean in to get a better look at the 

boy standing a few feet behind her left shoulder. There is nothing extraordinary about this boy 

who…I’ll say it, leers at my mother. 

“Who is he?” 

“You don’t recognize your own father?” 

I gasp and look closer at the photo, studying the broad jawline, the round sloping shoulders, 

the bulbous nose of kid who started drinking at a young age and never quit. My stomach turns 

sour.  

“They were a prom date?” 

“Not a chance,” she says with an anger that came with a reopened wound. “She was 

supposed to go with Jacob Lomax.” 

“Was he her boyfriend?” I ask, stunned by the revelation. 



 

“Not a couple, though he lit up whenever he saw your mom. Good kid, and would have done 

right by her.” 

“And she…” 

“SHE claimed they were study friends who agreed to be prom dates if neither were asked by 

someone else.” 

“But he ditched her?” 

“No, his parents wouldn’t allow it. Apparently, dancing was considered moral turpitude by 

their church. She went with a group of friends.” She looks away, blinks rapidly and sighs before 

turning her gaze back to me. “The way that boy would have treated your mom…I wish he had 

gone.” 

I check my watch. “Sorry Nana, I have to get home and get Mom up. She starts a new job 

tonight.” 

“Wonderful,” she says, her face lifting. “Tell her good luck.” 

“I will Nana, I love you.” I lean in to kiss her cheek and taste the salt of her tears. “Are you, 

okay?” 

“Yes, Rachel. Tell your mother I love her.” 

 

I go in through the back door and find her she siting at the table, her tattered robe hanging 

open, sipping from a jelly jar and smoking a cigarette.  

“Mom?” 

“Hi baby,” she says without looking at me. “You know today is a special day,” she tells me, 

slurring the words. 

I feel like I’m being sucked into a black hole. 



 

“This is the anniversary of my senior prom, when your father and I met,” she raises her glass 

to toast, and I take it from her and put it in the sink.  

Unable to look at her, I spit the sour taste into the sink and rinse my mouth with water 

directly from the tap. 

“What’s wrong baby?” 

I want to scream and I want to tell her everything—everything is wrong; her drinking, her 

delusion that her deceased husband was a good man, her inability to acknowledge the abuse he 

inflicted on the two of us. I want to tell her that I know what she could have been—could now 

become without him here to abuse and belittle her. I should tell her how he brainwashed her into 

thinking that all his shortcomings were her fault. I want to tell her that I can help her but all I can 

manage to get out is, “Let’s get you to bed,” 

I get her into her nightshirt, wash her face and get her into bed. When I hear her breathing 

reach its sleep rhythm, I tell her, “Every time he threatened to leave us, you begged him to stay. 

Well, I wish he had gone.” 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 


