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I sat in a dental chair adjacent to a large picture window. My dentist had just injected a local anesthetic and I was waiting for the numbing to take effect. I was having a root canal and I wondered if there would be much pain involved in the procedure.  I wasn't prepared for the kind of pain that I was about to experience.

Leaning back in the chair with half-closed eyes, I lazily watched the wind sweep the leaves throughout the courtyard and between the parked cars below. I watched a couple getting out of a newly parked car. As the woman reached into the car to assist an older man, my eyes widened and I leaned forward to observe them.

Suddenly, I pictured myself in a similar situation. I was helping my husband get out of the car. My nephew, George, was assisting me, as we walked slowly up the drive to his appointment at a dental clinic. He had been suffering from the pain of salivary stones and they were being surgically removed that day.

As I sat reminiscing in the dental chair that afternoon with my head resting on the cushion, tears started to fill my eyes and roll down my cheeks on the bib that was fastened around my neck with a chain. I recalled the anguish in his eyes as he was wheeled out of the examination room and down the hall into the surgical room. I went back into the waiting room to join my nephew.

After an hour or so we heard moans coming from the far-away room. My nephew turned to me with a concerned look and asked, "Is that Uncle Paul?" I nodded.

After we brought him home the pain still continued for several days. The surgeon made an emergency visit to our home even though it was Sunday. He cauterized the incision in order to stop the hemorrhaging. Finally, the pain subsided, but there were soon other medical emergencies. In less than a year, he would be gone.

Waiting there in my dentist's chair, I lived it all over again. I wonder why certain situations trigger memories. This was one memory I had hoped to forget. I had wanted the pain to go away forever.

I sighed and dried my tears on the bib and, soon after, my dentist appeared. She made some comments on the crisp weather and my perky outfit. Then she proceeded with the root canal.

After the procedure was finished, I realized with a wry smile, that the pain of the root canal paled in comparison to the pain I had felt remembering my husband's suffering during the last months of his life.

I left the dentist's office, my jaw still somewhat numb, and stepped out into the fading sun. I asked myself, "How long do we grieve the loss of a loved one?"

I sat in my car for a while and thought perhaps there is somewhat of a purpose in these episodes - a sense of cleansing. Maybe it comes as an alleviation for other pain.

Suddenly, I noticed a bushy-tailed squirrel sitting on the hood of my car, in front of my windshield. The waning sun still cast some light on the windshield, and I soon realized that the squirrel was examining his own reflection.

Watching the animal and his twitching movements reminded me of another encounter with a squirrel. It was just after World War II. My husband and I were living in Baraboo, Wis., after his discharge. It was a cool afternoon and we went for a walk in the park. Suddenly, a squirrel came running toward us. He ran straight for me and stopped only to take a quick nip at my big toe. I was wearing toeless shoes. It was funny, but lucky for me, there was no puncture.

As I sat there and recalled that amusing incident, I burst out laughing. With a quick jerk, the startled squirrel leaped off my car and disappeared.

I was glad that I remembered that story about the squirrel that mistook my big toe for a nut. It reminded me that not all memories trigger sadness.

- LaVerne Hammond, 90, writes a monthly column that appears in the St. Petersburg Times' Seniority section.
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