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Th~ Mayb~ Crazy Prine~ 
bis~ ~eh 1 osscr 
"Is the prince crazy?" A hand worn soft by the 

passing of years brushed my arm. 
I stopped and turned to the man in the wheelchair. 

His thinning hair trimmed close made a dignified 
horseshoe around the back of his age-spotted head. 
His shirt showed the evidence of years of washing 
that had left only the ghost of a checkered pattern 
behind. His smudged glasses rested low on his nose. 
His translucent skin seemed draped across his tired 
bones. 
"I'm sorry." I said, "I didn't hear you. What did you 

ask, dear?" 
"Is the prince crazy? You were supposed to have 

read Hamlet for this week. So I ask you, is the prince 
crazy, or is he just acting that way to get to the truth?" 
Having spent years of evenings at the nursing 

home sitting with my grandmother, I was used to 
the multiple realities that existed in the community 
room. Each night there were perhaps twenty-five 
residents who the staff brought to the large area for 
supervision. Some of these residents were people who 
never seemed to remember that age had robbed them 
of their ability to walk. Chimes of "Alice, sit down, 
l " "G d h · p ease or ertru e, you ave to stay m your chair" 

rang regularly through the room. 
Others who sometimes watched TV or stared 

toward the doors were those who could seldom claim 
the visitor as someone who came for them. They only 
saw family on holidays, and sometimes not even that 
often. Being in the community room provided them 
some sort of human contact beyond the medical care 
they received. 

editor's Choice 

Over the years, I saw residents come and go from 
this room. Some I even recognized; they, like I, had 
spent their whole lives in the same area. One was 
my kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Miller. Another was 
a local farmer who I used to see at Sunday services 
as a child. I didn't know them all, by any means, but 
I did know that they all had a lifetime of stories to 
tell. They'd had children and jobs and churches and 
lives before moving in to what would be the final 
r~sidence for many of them. Some folks were lively in 
their lucidity; I never tired of the tales that began with 
"When I was your age ... " or "Back in my day ... " 
Other residents, however, were still living in that 

past; they were thirty years old, or late for work, or 
behind with the washing. They chose to remain in a 
reality that they recognized rather than to acknowledge 
the world they had been forced into. These were the 
women for whom the staff kept baskets of towels to 
be folded over and over again. These were the men 
to whom we misreported the weather. It's raining, 
we would say, too wet to take the tractor out today. 
These were the residents that I really had to listen to. 
I had to listen for clues to learn what they needed to 
hear. I learned from my own grandmother's decline 
that trying to correct her perceptions was only more 
upsetting for her. When she sobbed that she wanted 
to go home, I had to learn that explaining she was 
already home was only painful; she could find comfort, 
though, in hearing me assure her, "We will go home 
in the morning." 
I knew this gentleman staring up at me and 

asking about the maybe crazy prince was one o~ rnY, 
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grandmother's tribe. He was somewhere else; I only 
needed to learn where. 

"Oh. I don't know whether the prince is crazy. I 
mean, I hadn't really thought about it." I replied, 
staring into blue eyes that sparkled despite their 
sunkenness. I hadn't tried to read Hamlet since my 
years as an undergraduate, which, even at the age of 
only 28, seemed like a past life. Anyway, I'd failed 
the Shakespeare class I'd taken. When I said I hadn't 
thought about whether the prince was crazy or not, I 
meant it. I really hadn't thought about it. 
"Well, my dear, I ask you to think about it before 

class meets again. Go back to the text, bring me the 
evidence." 
"I'll try, sir." I sputtered. "I mean, I will." 
"Good. Good. I will see you next class." 
I gave him a nod and proceeded down the hall to 

the dining room where my grandmother was waiting 
for me almost as anxiously as she waited for the 
nightly scoop of frozen custard that I brought with 
me. The shop where I would stop between work and 
the nursing home is a local institution, Ollie's. When 
my grandmother could no. longer chew the pieces of 
nuts or chocolate or candies that were mixed into the 
flavors, the girls at the shop would scoop a dish for 
me before they'd mixed in the extras. I never seemed 
to find a flavor she didn't like, though I knew from 
my childhood that her favorite was butter pecan. 
Her eyes lit up when she saw the frozen custard. In 
the beginning, I would use it to bribe her to eat her 
dinner, but by this time, I was happy to get her to eat 
anything at all. If all she would eat was the flavor-of­ 
the-day, then at least she had eaten something. She 
didn't talk much anymore, and she hadn't called me 
by name in years, but she recognized me when I came 
into the room, and that was enough for me to keep 

, visiting each night. 
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As I used the red plastic spoon to indulge her in 
whatever the flavor-of-the-day had been, I couldn't 
stop thinking about the question. Was the prince 
crazy? Why would anyone even ask the question? I 
thought. Wouldn't it be clear if someone was crazy? 
Maybe the one who asked me the question was the 
crazy one. Maybe I would be the crazy one if I kept 
thinking about it. 
"Amanda," I called over one of my favorite nurses' 

aides. Her youthfulness was stark against the room­ 
full of age. "Who is the new resident? Over there. In 
the plaid shirt." 
"Oh, his name is Ed." She chirped with her usual 

enthusiasm, "I think he used to be a professor or 
something." She flashed the smile that explained why 
everyone in the room seemed to be in love with her 
and then continued filling coffee cups. 

Looking back, I realize that I didn't have to stop at 
the bookstore on my way home that night. I didn't 
have to struggle through reading the language that felt 
so unfamiliar in my mouth. I didn't have to puzzle 
over the longest of the plays that Shakespeare wrote. 
I could have just let it go. I could have given the 
Professor the same answer if he asked me again. In 
all likelihood, he'd never remember. I could have told 
him I had dropped the class, or was in the class down 
the hall. I could have played along without taking the 
part he cast me in. There was no reason I needed to 
read the play and question Hamlet's sanity. But I did. 
That next night, after I'd helped my grandmother 

eat the flavor-of-the-day, I looked for the Professor in 
the community room .. I wheeled my grandmother to 
near the tacky flowered couch where he sat. I slipped 
my hand in hers as I did each night and she squeezed 
my fingers. She nodded at me in the way she had that 
was simultaneously regal and loving. 



I read the sonnets and A Midsummer Night's Dream 
and King Lear with the Professor. And I kept on 
reading even after my grandmother passed away and 
I no longer visited the nursing home every night. I 
learned to love the words and characters and stories. I 
started to go to see the plays. 
A few years later, I opened the newsletter from the 

university where I had chosen to return to graduate 
school. There, in the corner of the back page, was a 
photograph of the Professor. "We remember professor 
emeritus Ed Herbert who passed away in October. 
Herbert, a long-time member of the faculty taught 
Renaissance literature." 

I stared at his picture for a few moments while I let the 
memories of our time together return. I remembered 
the day I memorized Puck's speech to recite to him for 
Midsummer's Night. I recalled his habit of asking me 
to read him a sonnet only to have him recite it from 
memory along with me so beautifully that it I went 
from reader to audience every time. 
I picked up the homework I had been working on 

before I'd taken a break to walk to the mailbox. But 
rather than finishing the play I'd been reading, I 
flipped a few pages of my Shakespeare text to the end 
of Hamlet and read Horatio's words at Hamlet's death: 
"Good night sweet prince: And flights of angels sing 
thee to thy rest!" 

"I read it," I announced to the Professor with all the 
eagerness and pride of a first grader having mastered 
Dr. Seuss. 
He turned his blue eyes to me and paused. I worried 

for a moment that he didn't remember. I worried that 
- the encounter had been as ephemeral for him as it - 
could have been for me. After a moment had passed, 
he said, "And so I ask you again, is the prince crazy?" 
During the next hour he led me through the play 

from memory. He recited long passages to illustrate 
his points .• He articulated his ideas and his words 
beautifully. He understood what they meant, so when 
he spoke them to me, I understood, too. He showed 
me how comical the blustery Polonius could be. 
How beautiful Gertrude's report of Ophelia's death 
could sound. He showed me how the prince could 
seem crazy at one moment arid perfectly in control 
of his wits the next. I don't even remember anymore 
whether the prince was crazy or not. I just remember 
that the possibility that he could be crazy was enough 
to lead me to read an author who - in a heated 
undergraduate flush - I'd sworn I would never read 
again. In that one hour the Professor showed me what 
my undergraduate professor never could in a semester. 
By the end of the night, I understood how someone 
could fall in love with the works of Shakespeare. 
Amanda came at eight. "Class over!" she announced 

all too fittingly. The professor seemed startled for a 
moment. "Time to get you ready for bed" she chirped 
at the Professor as she expertly lifted him from the 
couch back to his wheelchair. 
I said a good night filled with gratitude while she 

leaned over to release the wheelchair brake, and she 
made playful car revving sounds. As they passed my 
chair, the professor reached out to touch my arm and 
said, "For next week, I want you to read the sonnets." 
And I did. 
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The Ros~ 
'(lllison M5ss 
I lay the roses in the long cardboard box today. 

tightly wind the yarn on the sides to secure the lid 
and squeeze it into my closet. It's the night before 
I leave for college, and I don't want to return on 
Thanksgiving, or probably sooner, to find them 
sitting on my dresser-a reminder of what I will have 
forgotten. 

*** 
He fumbled for words as we stepped out of the 

theater into the freezing air that night. We waved 
goodbye to his friends and I said, "Nice to meet you!" 
He said the same, which was odd because I was pretty 
sure he had met them before. 
When we made it to his car he said, "I've got 

something for you." 
"Oh you do, do you?" I grinned. 
He gently pulled the pink rose out of the backseat 

where it had been resting, so as not to be bent. "Will 
you be my girlfriend?" 
I smiled, "Yes, of course." 

*** 
We are finally moved in, and my roommate and I 

are sitting at our desks kicking our feet. Outside our 
window students are making their way down to the 
Huskie Bash. Though it doesn't look like the most 
enticing event ever, we hear they give away free stuff, 
and we've been told that as college students you must 
always follow free stuff. So we do. 

*** 
On my eighteenth birthday he took me to The 

<Cfieesecake Factory. We found a spot in the waiting 
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area, and a few minutes later a couple of rosy ladies 
walked in. There was barely any room left on the 
couch, but the most outgoing of the bunch winked 
and asked, "Mind if we squeeze in?" So we scooted 
as far over as we could, and sooner or later there we 
were waiting, kind of staring straight ahead, as that's 
all personal space would allow. "Nothing wrong with 
being too close, right?" the lady smiled at us. We 
lightly laughed back, and out of the corner of my eye 
I could tell she was still looking at us. Perhaps she 
was recalling fond memories. That was fine by me. 
When he got up to return our buzzer she nudged my 
arm, squinted her eyes, nodded her head, and grinned 
in his direction. And I agreed. That night he gave me 
the second rose, and I put it in my vase with the other 
one, seven months dry by then but I'd never seen 
anything lovelier. 

*** 
So here we are at the Huskie Bash, and, yes, there 

is a lot of free stuff. I'm balancing four t-shirts on one 
arm and cradling magnets, pencils, flyers, etc. in the 
other. Luckily, my roommate spots a booth that is 
handing out their free items in bags. It's the We Care 
Pregnancy Clinic. Hey, it doesn't even matter we say 
to each other-they've got bags. Turns out this is also 
the place where everyone's been getting the roses too. 
We each grab one, and finally we can pour everything 
into a bag. The roses stick out the top, and we joke 
they're from our boyfriends. 
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*** 
It was our one year anniversary, and there we were 

sitting in my driveway seriously considering spending 
it apart. It was the untimely culmination of a long 
few weeks. He had left the headlights on and the car 
running, and those stupid, squeaky windshield wipers 
of his were still going back and forth, back and forth. 
"So am I just going to leave then?" he asked. To be 
honest that's really what I wanted, and I know that's 
what he wanted too, and we were within seconds of 
that actually happening, but it was our anniversary. 
So he came in. He didn't know that I had saved the 
roses, and as I ever so softly set them on the table for 
our centerpiece, the driveway seemed far away. 

*** 
Her alarm clock sends me shooting straight out of 

bed-it's the first time I've heard it. Before we know it 
we've been shuttled over to the Academic Convocation 
where there is an overwhelmingly large amount of 
cheering and singing going on for the morning. After 
the ceremony we shuffle along with the crowd and 
before we know it, we are smack dab in the middle of 
Friday Fest. There's booth upon booth of free things; 
there's flyers swirling overhead, free pens in your 
face, and pamphlets under your feet. Sure enough, 
here's the We Care Pregnancy Clinic again. They 
yell above the noise, "Want some information and a 
rose!" My roommate and I shrug at each other, why 
not? Back in our room we sort through what we've 
accumulated at all of these bashes and fests. We each 
have two beautiful roses, and we hang them on our 
still empty bulletin boards. I hope she doesn't notice 
me staring at them. 

*** 
Every so often I'd change the water in the dead roses' 

vase. Standing over our utility sink at home making 

sure no one was around, I'd take a warm, damp paper 
towel and run it down their stems. I'd untangle the 
petals that had fallen from the twigs and rest them 
on the beach towel I had folded on top of our dryer. 
I'd scrub the vase clean and rinse it until I was certain 
there were no suds left. Then I'd settle the roses back 
in, arranging the fallen petals into the vase too. I'd 
put the full vase back on my dresser and turn it just 
right so the roses would bend over my bed, as they 
had since when they were still pink. 

*** 
In the spirit of being social we leave our door held 

open with a scrap piece of cardboard, and before 
long our neighbor from a few rooms down walks in. 
We get to talking, and he asks us how we met. My 
roommate and I look at each other, by now pretty 
used to answering this question. Directness has gone 
over best, "Um, through our ex-boyfriends." We all 
chuckle, who would have guessed? 

*** 
I never wanted to be in a relationship that was 

ended and restarted within the day. That was reserved 
for the weak, for fake relationships-not for me. 
But there I was in that freezing room Jewel has for 
flowers, standing in front of a bushel of pink roses. 
I picked out the best one, paid for it, and they tied a 
nice little ribbon around it for me. I knew it would be 
cheesy, giving it to him, but I hoped he would catch 
the symbolism. He didn't. And, the worst and hardest 
realization I've ever had to make was, I didn't care. 

*** 
I'm remembering when I first met my roommate: 

double date, Buffalo Wild Wings, sitting across the 
table from each other, our boyfriends sitting to our 
right. I'm remembering when she asked me if we 
wanted to be roommates, and how she may still not 
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know how I was going to call her with the same 
question. I'm remembering all of the stories warning 
against rooming with someone you know, and how 
glad I am we never paid attention to them. I'm 
remembering phone calls, concerts, chocolate parties, 
laundry parties, cleaning parties, runs, late nights, not 
sleeping, and laughing. I'm also remembering late 
nights, clinging to the belief that something good will 
come of this, and I'm realizing that it has. 
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In 1903 my hometown, Rice Lake, became the 
recipient of a Carnegie grant for the construction 
of a public library. Our town was one of twelve in 
Wisconsin that were bequeathed a share of Carnegie's 
$40,000,000 .. legacy, used to build more than 1,600 

libraries in the early part of the zo'" century. Our 
library stood just off the banks of the Red Cedar River, 
which ran through downtown. Taller than most of 
the other buildings, its limestone edifice towered over 
the landscape. As a child, the enormous wooden front 
doors flanked by two Corinthian columns made me feel 
as though I entered the Temple of Athena each time I 
visited. Down in the basement, the children's library 
contained the tomes of knowledge and adventure that 
I eagerly sought, week after week. Slightly dusty and 
infused with the smells of basement dwelling, these 
books became my doorway to far-off lands and wild 
adventures. This is where I first fell in love. 
When I was nine years old, my oldest sister, Anna, 

left for college. At the time, I was busily devouring 
the first two books in the Little House on the Prairie 
series by Laura Ingalls Wilder. I adored Laura and 
became fascinated with all things prairie-related, so 
my sister Lori sewed me a prairie-style skirt, just like 
Laura's. I longed for a bonnet to wear and spent hours 
in my playhouse acting out the stories as I read them. 
When Indians visited the Ingalls women while Pa 
was away, they visited my cabin too. I fed them and 
in order to save my family, relinquished all of the wild 
"Indian tobacco" drying in the rafters of my cottage, 
just like Ma Ingalls. Many of Laura's stories came 
to life for me in my backyard wonderland, where I 

acted out the adventures as I encountered them in the 
books. Each time Anna returned home she brought 
another volume in the series, which I read and re-read 
until the pages were worn and creased. For me, the 
fascination of living through the stories told within 
books had begun. 
I went on to read all of the novels for adolescent 

girls that I could get my hands on.Judy Blume taught 
me all about getting my period and the dangers of 
boys. Nancy Drew inspired me to become a detective 
for the summer, uncovering my brother's collection of 
porno magazines hidden in an old metal microscope 
box in the backyard. Eventually my tastes became a 
little more refined. Louisa May Alcott's Little Women 
prompted me to act out my fantasies, inspiring several 
Christmas plays performed with dramatic flair for my 
family. I helped Alec win over The Blach Stallion, even 
though my fear of horses left me feeling paralyzed. 
Spending the entire afternoon in my parents' front 
coat closet with a book and a flashlight was not 
unusual. I waited with Lucy to enter Narnia and the 
world of Asian, the strong and fierce savior. When our 
dog died, I cried Billy's tears for Dan and Ann over 
my Pepper, burying her in a grave Where The Red Fern 
Grows. Anne Frank and I spent time together behind 
a bookcase in my basement, hiding from the Nazis 
and my mom. These books became my childhood, 
as much a part of my reality as my own family and 
friends. 
Eventually I experienced the joy of sharing books 

with my own children. Allowing them access into this 
secret world that had so influenced my own allo~wld ,., 
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my love for the written word to be passed on to them. 
Reading all of my childhood favorites aloud, we also 
discovered new stories that filled our afternoons and 
evenings with pure joy. Acting out all the best parts, 
using voices to bring life to the characters on the page, 
we floated down the Mississippi with Tom and Huck, 
hiding out on the island with Jim. In India, we rescued 
a Hindu princess from the wicked practice of sutee and 
took her Around the World in Bo Days with us. When 
Lewis and Clark took Sacajawea on an adventure with 
Scott O'Dell at the literary helm, we went right along, 
helping to build the lodge at Fort Clatsop on the Pacific 
Ocean. Short stories like The 500 Hats of Bartholomew 
Cubbins had us rolling on the floor with laughter as 
our voices narrated the story, turning the Grand Duke 
Wilfred's anger into a comical tirade which taught us 
all a little bit about having our own way.We stormed 
the gates of Mord or with F rodo and Sam, following the 
map Tolkien left us in the flyleaf of The Two Towers. 
After reading Norse mythology, my daughter took on 
the moniker Ginnungagap, a reference to her stream­ 
of-consciousness way of speaking whatever was on 
her mind, which went on and on like the bottomless 
abyss in the Nordic tales. Reading became the reward 
for finishing a task, with books as the prize. Sitting in 
the backyard on a blanket, we read for hours while the 
stories came alive once again for my children, just as 
they had for me. 
My love for all things bound and organized led 

me to start a church library several years ago. After 
procuring the space and raising the funds to start the 
library, I set to work learning how to use the software 
needed to catalogue and organize the books, making 
friends with both the Dewey Decimal System and 
the Library of Congress. I attended seminars for 
librarians and poured over thousands of books, 
oa~aloguing and sorting, reading their ISBN's the way 
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a postman reads an address. If the ISBN began with a 
o or 1, the book was published in an English-speaking 
country, which made my job much easier. The next 
six digits identified the publisher, and I soon learned 
those by heart, memorizing more publisher codes 
than I care to remember. After hand cataloguing over 
4,000 volumes, these digits ran through my mind like 
a song that you want to forget, but can't. I did learn 
one very intriguing fact from processing all of those 
books, however. Libraries often stamp a certain page 
in their volumes, establishing the book's ownership. 
All the books belonging to our church library were 
stamped on page 34, after the last two digits in our 
phone number. This little bit of information became a 
secret preoccupation for me. My new favorite pastime 
involved taking a book and turning to my secret page 
number where I'd read that page and that page alone 
Still, when an afternoon affords time, I make my way 

over to the bookstore and randomly choose a stack of 
books, proceeding to a quiet corner with a comfy chair. 
Turning to page _, (which is determined by my age 
that year), I read the entire page and if intrigued, I read 
more. Then that book is set aside and I pick up another 
one. Occasionally, this exercise leads to the purchase of 
a book, but more often than not I find that the book, 
while educational, served its purpose and is better off 
left undiscovered. The fact that a book and I cross paths, 
even briefly, satisfies me. These are the books I only flirt 
with. For others, the relationship becomes more than 
mere flirtation as I devour page after page, falling in and 
out of love with a .story that takes me to worlds I've 
never dreamed of. These books and I have a relationship 
that transcends a quick fling. I invest in them, and they 
transform me. Then there are the books that I revisit like 
an old, long lost friend, lingering over favorite passages, 
suspending disbelief and allowing myself to experience 
the story for the first time all over again. 



Several years ago, I spent a few months in love 
with Nathaniel Hawthorne. As ridiculous as it 
sounds, I've always been enamored by the lives of 
my favorite authors. Hawthorne, like Hardy, Austen, 

-and others, became a passing fancy that soon faded•• 
when I moved on to a new novel. However, the 
literary circles these authors moved in still makes my 
mind swirl, and I daydream about conversing with 
Thoreau and Emerson, Melville and the Brownings, 
over a cup ,of stout New England tea. Their hopes, 
dreams, and disappointments all become part of the 
stories woven into the fabric of their books where I 
become a participant. My own personal experiences 
are small, but I see through their eyes the world 
beyond past, present, and future. When CS Lewis 
said, "In reading great literature I become a thousand 
men and yet remain myself," he reached across time 
and space and found me. His thoughts echo my own, 
and I have found another kindred spirit. My true self 
lives beyond the limitations of time and personal 
geography, wandering through the pages of books 
before returning to the safety of my home, night after 
night. 
When my mother died ten years ago, my father 

came to spend some time with us. Adjusting to his 
new-found solitary existence proved difficult and 
the controlled chaos of our busy home provided 
the antidote for loneliness. My dad's oldest sister, 
Maggie, had recently returned a book to him that 
he had received as a child. This book accompanied 
him on his visit and became the amusement for 
an entire winter's afternoon and evening. Dad's 
mother, Grandma Rose, gave the book to him when 
he was a small boy. It was one of the few books he 
can remember owning as a child, and the memories 
it stirred were visible on his face as he began to read 
aloud to my children. "Dorothy lived in the midst of 

the great Kansas prairies, with Uncle Henry, who was 
a farmer, and Aunt Em, who was the farmer's wife." 
Dad spoke slowly with a shaky voice saturated with 
the memories of childhood and his mother's love. The 
afternoon unfolded lazily as Dad and my children 
took turns reading aloud Dorothy's adventures, 
pausing only to comment on how the movie left out 
an important scene here and there or to take a quick 
repast before beginning the next chapter. Dad's copy 
of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is an original 1900 first 
edition, inscribed by his own hand in crayon inside 
the front cover. As Dickinson so aptly penned, this 
book was indeed a frigate that took us all to lands far 
away one cold and snowy winter's afternoon. 
Years later, Dad and I discovered our love for 

Longfellow in a hospital room. After confronting 
the enemy, we began our third battle with cancer. I 
spent two weeks helping Dad through surgery and 
recovery, which afforded many hours for reading and 
conversation. Accompanying me to the hospital were 
stacks of homework papers from a children's literary 
workshop I led at the time. They lay in my satchel 
awaiting review, vying for my attention. While Dad 
slept, I plucked away at the mountain of worksheets, 
trying hard to concentrate on the mundane while 
fighting the urge to rage against the assassin lurking 
in the room. When awake, Dad and I read from James 
Herriot's books or reminisced about favorite hunting 
stories from days past. Out of boredom, I asked if I 
could read to him some of the poetry that I'd been 
using for discussion in my workshop. As I started 
to read "The Children's Hour" by Longfellow, Dad 
began to cry and I joined him. Memories of my own 
childhood and the surprise attacks waged on my 
father as he rested in his recliner flooded my mind. 
My siblings and I used to drown my father in kisses 
and hugs, resting secure in the arms of a father who 

, I 
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