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Encounters with Cecile
Russell Arben Fox

e all make wholes. We make them up as we go
along, searching for ways to ratify our plans for reality,
our hopes for integrity. Given time, there'll always
be something to challenge and disrupt our
expectations, and make life seem inconsistent and strange ... but
we go on, trying to explain things, trying to sum things up into
unbroken circles and seamless wholes-anything to give us a rest
from constant interpretation. Wholes may be arbitrary, created things,
but our search for them, our creation of them, is part of I ife. Accept
the ambiguity and go on, I say, there's no other choice.
Philosophy helped me know this . But so did Cecile.
At least, I think that was her name. Time has passed, and I forget
things. I met Cecile two summers ago, a summer I spent working
on the grounds of the Provo temple and Missionary Training Center,
beginning at 5:30 every morning, "amongst the lilies of the field,"
as my father cheerfully said when I informed him of my job. I wasn't
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cheerful the day I met Cecile. She walked slowly towards me, looking
at the road construction around her and scuffing at the grass with
her feet, which were shod in a ridiculous pair of Keds. The Keds
bothered me. She is old, tired and silly, I remember telling myself,
and I am young, tired and angry. I will avoid her, listen to James
Taylor on my Walkman, pull up the weeds, stare at the ground, and
do my work, alone.
But Cecile wanted to talk. She stopped nearby and complimented my work, saying the grounds looked beautiful. They do not,
I crossly replied . Trucks and cranes with heavy loads had strewn
gravel all over the sidewalk and grass. Piles of freshly uprooted sod
lay all about the lawn. I'm not helping here, I said. I am punching
my card, doing my time.
You don't like your job? she asked.
No, I muttered. This isn't what I wanted to do this summer. But
what do wants matter? I gamble with time and money, hoping for
relationships and opportunities that don't happen-probably never
will-and then have to pay the price. Gardening.
But that's not too bad, she said, smiling with some effort. Gardening is good. My mother gardened. Her gardens are beautiful. This
place reminds me of them, and I thank you for your part in them.
She paused, then said slowly: You're doing what I need to do.
And that is? I asked.
Making the best of your situation, she said with sudden firmness, instead of just running away. And then she began to cry.
I stood there, watching her carry on. My muddy hands wanted
to take hold of her arm, her shou lders, to console her. But I didn't
let them. Instead I stood watching this grown woman weep, watching
her slight frame shake in the dirty wind. I knew she wasn't hysterical ... no, she was on the edge of a pit much deeper than mere
hysteria, much darker than the pit I liked to imagine myself in. My
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circle broken, my morning of self-pity disrupted, I waited, looking
(compassionately, I hope) at Cecile.
She began to talk about her mother, and how much she loved
her, even though she had never been her mother's favorite child .
It was her sister, and her sister's husband who had taken the most
time, demanded the most attention, claimed what was rightfully
Cecile's and her family's. My husband, she told me, does not understand my complaints; his peacemaking only confirms the advantage
taken by my less long-suffering siblings. And now, with Mother
unable to defend herself ...
She's ill? I asked.
She's dead, Cecile said, the words barely escaping her lips. The
funeral was yesterday. I came to the temple-I needed to get away-I
needed to find something .... She looked at me then, searching
for answers.
Does it make sense for mothers to die? she asked.
It never does, I said after a moment, years of priesthood
apocrypha and other handy wholes withering before my fear that
Cecile would know if I told her something I didn't believe.
There was so much still to be worked out, she cried. There was
so much she didn't understand, so much left unsaid. I need her. Right
now.
She began to reminisce, apologizing for taking up my time. I
learned about her youth, about fights and jealousies, about family
competitions taken far more seriously by some than others. I learned
that Cecile's mother and father had moved to Sandy only five days
before, to be near one of their daughters (yet another manipulation
on Cecile's sister's part) . I learned that when her mother had a heart
attack her husband, Cecile's father, was at a loss-he didn't know
where the hospital was, or what to do, so unfamiliar was he with
his new surroundings. And why did they move there, where the
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doctor didn't know them and precious time was lost? Cecile asked
with sudden anger. And then, her eyes once more fi II i ng with tears,
she cursed herself for being hateful at this time of family tragedy.
It's not supposed to be this way, she said.
For a long, long time I leaned on my hoe and listened to Cecile's
suffering and misunderstanding. At length she drew herself somewhat out of her hurt, and said she wanted to know more about me,
about the young man she had shared her burdens with . I began to
tell her about myself, but she barely reacted to what I said . I let
my autobiography trail off after a while, and we were silent. I had
no way of knowing the truth of all she told me, but I think she
wanted me to judge it: to judge her life and thoughts, to explain
things and make law and order in her life. To make for her something whole .
She said she wasn't sure of what life had taught her. How can
God be so inconsiderate of me? she asked. I've been the sufferer
as long as my mother has been alive. Why must I hurt in her death
as well?
I remembered some words attributed to Brigham Young: always
repent, he had said, so that at any moment, when the need is before
you, you may perform the sacred ordinances, and serve your fellow
man. The need was certainly before me, I knew, but I did not feel
equal to it. And I am not unscarred. I have lost heroes and friends,
counselled missionaries and roommates and strangers in time of pain.
But there, before Cecile, I was empty. I had no idea what to say to
her, how to console her and encourage her to keep on . Yes-to keep
on keeping on, as my father told me to do when I left for the mission field. That' s what Cecile needed : advice without useless explanation, counsel that came down to belief and truth . But I wasn't
wise enough to give it, I guess. So I muttered and mumbled, and
said I was sorry. Over and over again .
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I'll be all right, she said. I'll be like Joan of Arc. I'll be strong,
like she was, and do my job for my family and husband and children,
the same way she would have. And she told me about a relative
who lived in Nevada who had sent her a tape on the life of Joan
of Arc, and on the power that woman held in her hand. She said
she may go and visit her cousin, just to get away.
Do you think my mother is happy? she asked.
I hope she is, I said. I hope she's making gardens. I smiled, believing myself, I think.
She smiled too, and recalled another story about Joan of Arc.
Joan knew what she was supposed to do, Cecile said. My family, you know, we're French. There's a little bit of Joan in me,
I know it.
I believe it too, I said, not knowing what else to say.
She looked straight at me then, loving me for that, I'm sure. Thank
you for being here, she said with glistening eyes, thank you for making the temple a garden. We all need more people like you. She
hugged me, touching my hair and face. I pulled back. She released
me and smiled brightly. I stammered, wishing her happiness and
apologizing again for her loss. Then turned, shaking, back to my
work. She waved, and went on down the path, alone.
Months later, I saw Cecile again . I had finished my summer,
gone home, and returned to Provo again. I decided to go with some
friends one Saturday in September to the Hare Krishna festival at
their temple in Spanish Fork, to dance and forget about my life for
an evening. I wandered about the Krishnas' little community, occasionally encountering familiar faces. And then suddenly, one I could
remember well.
She waved to me, anxious, pulling on her companion's arm.
He was tall, standoffish, hiding behind thick sunglasses even though
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dusk had fallen-a sharp contrast to the enthusiasm on her face. I
smiled, not remembering her name.
Do you remember me? she asked. It's Cecile. It's so good to see
you again. How are you doing?
I'm well, I replied. I have a better job. I have ... I don't
remember what I said next.
Was it her appearance? The tight jean shorts, showing off legs
with varicose veins, along with those same silly Keds on her feet?
The old blouse, exposing the top of her pale, sunken chest to the
evening air? Was it in the way she talked to me, or the way she introduced me to her "friend" Uack?), or what? I'm not sure. But
somehow-right then-I had an idea about the course of her life,
and the decisions she had made since things stopped making sense
for her, months before.
This man isn't your husband, Cecile. This isn't the life you lived.
I looked at her heavy make-up, the gaudy rings on her fingers . Did
things start to make sense in your life, Cecile? Did you keep trying?
Is this truly what your life, your problems, required in the end? Or
were all the inconsistencies just no longer worth the interpretive
effort? Did you run away? Tell me. I want to know.
She didn't tell me, of course, and I didn't ask her. She sensed
what I sensed and grew uncomfortable. Twisting her hands nervously,
she tried to get her companion and me to talk about the Krishnas,
about religion, about anything. But we didn't really hit it off. Cecile
looked at me, her expression tight, like someone looking back over
a bridge they had burned behind them. We both excused ourselves,
said we'd have to get together and talk sometime, turned our backs
to each other, and went on . I haven't seen her since.
I tell myself this shouldn't bother me. God only knows what was
really in that woman's heart, what she had and hadn't turned to
in her efforts to make sense of her life. So perhaps I shouldn't

28

Encounters with Cecile
speak-perhaps I should be tolerant and unconcerned. But even so
I'm saddened by what I saw, and what I believe was there.
I sit and write this more than a year since these two encounters
left their mark on me. The detai Is are hazy, and I distrust what
I remember in both my meetings with Cecile (if that was her name).
Yet sometimes I sit, listen to James Taylor (still), and watch the
elderly couple I live with working in their garden. They glance at
each other often as they move about, perhaps remembering mistakes
and inconsistencies and things not completed, and the good times
that helped them through it all, if in fact they're through . Their
garden is a simple one, but every bit as beautiful as any Cecile or
I could make.
And I wonder about my brother, and his abandoned wife. Saying he could take her abuse and manipulation and fierce paranoia
no longer, he returned home, leaving her with her obsessions and
fears and diets and razor blades . I try not to judge my brother. I try
not to judge his ex-wife. I try not to judge all my divorced and
wayward and doubting friends. Sometimes things don't work out;
sometimes it's best they don't. But still, something inside of me, some
wish for integrity, feels broken when I see these events: marriages
that fail , doctrines that do not comfort, friends and relatives that grow
old and weary and mean and cold.
But yet, what is integrity? That which is complete and whole?
I imagine a different definition, one that allows for all the imperfections and ambiguities and broken circles of being, for divorces and
differences that don't fit with our celestial expectations. It's a good
definition, I think. But despite that intellectual accomplishment, my
fear of failing to make sense of things-even of those things which
have no sense to them-is still deep and real. I can understand
Cecile's love for Joan of Arc, and her wish to live Joan's life. The
Joan that Cecile knew was determined, committed, a woman who
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had one intention and followed it through, in life and death. Her
short existence seems to have been one seamless whole.
Ah, but that's the difference, I think to myself, sitting here today.
Joan died very young, if what the stories say are true. But as for the
rest of us-well, we're still struggling through, striving for integrity,
making up our incomplete wholes as we go along. Such is the nature
of life. And life, my friend Cecile: why, life can be a long, long time.
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