
Call's Process 

 

I didn't know how to interpret what Call had told me until a friend shared the following story. 

My friend's grandmother had been prone to mini-strokes for years, but then she had a major 

episode. She was rushed to the hospital, was comatose for days, and then she regained 

consciousness. Clearly, she was not herself. She seemed to be in a perpetual fog. It didn't take 

long for the doctors to find out she'd lost some of her motor skills, as well. She couldn't get up 

and walk. Or at least she couldn't walk very far. And frail as she was at her advanced age, 

physical therapy was hardly an option. 

 

She was in decline, and with the consent of her family, the hospital discharged her into an 

assisted living program in an extended care facility that catered to the mentally ill. (Her diagnosis 

was dementia—which is not the same as schizophrenia, but she needed highly attentive care.) 

She had a semi-private room. They’d get her up each morning, help her into a gown, and she’d 

spend her waking hours in a wheelchair. She got hot meals and occasional spins around the 

grounds on nice days so she could feel the sun on her face and get some fresh air. As far as 

anyone was concerned, it was just a matter of time before she expired. The family hoped her 

passing would be quiet and comfortable, and, if they were honest, they hoped it would be soon, 

considering the expense involved. 

 

My friend lived some distance away and had not been present at the events or in the decisions 

that led up to his grandmother’s admission to the clinic. When he finally managed to pay a visit, 

he met up with other family members who lived in the area and had been actively involved in her 

diagnosis and treatment plan. 

 

It was a sunny afternoon, and they’d wheeled Grandma out on the veranda and encircled her with 

chairs so the family could sit with her. My friend found her smiling, with a peaceful look on her 

face as she basked in the attention of her children. What he found remarkable was that no one 

was talking directly to her. He assumed that they’d be trying to communicate, even as if to an 

infant. They seemed to ignore her. They chatted on about the news of their lives, almost as if she 

were deaf or had no understanding of language at all. They must have assumed she took comfort 

in their presence and that was all she could understand. 

 

It had been more than a year since my friend had seen her. During that time, he had 

experimented with growing a beard, an idea he later gave up on. 

 

When she caught sight of him, his grandmother grinned broadly and said—almost whispered so 

the others couldn’t hear—“I like the beard.” 

 

Her comment unnerved him, not only because it seemed lucid and on-the-nose but also because 

it made him worry that she understood more of what was going on around her than she was 

letting on. Or perhaps she understood but couldn’t express herself? Either way, he felt his 

relatives should be more respectful in their treatment of her. 

 

What happened next was remarkable, but only in retrospect. 



A light breeze had begun to blow, and my friend’s aunt asked, “Grandma, where’s your 

sweater?” 

 

With a wave of her hand, the old woman replied, “I must have left it downtown.” 

My friend’s uncle turned to him, and in a low voice confided with a chuckle, “She hasn’t been 

anywhere but this place for a couple of months. Nowhere near downtown!” 

Soon afterward, the party broke up. Grandma was wheeled back to her room, her guests bid her 

farewell, and they got in their separate cars to drive home. My friend stayed behind to wait for a 

cab to the airport. 

 

As he was waiting, he stopped by the nurse’s station and remembered to ask if they’d found a 

sweater. The duty nurse reached under the desk and pulled it out. “Sure, here it is. We wondered 

whose it was.” 

 

“I guess Grandma is kind of out of it,” he told her as he took the sweater. “She said she left it 

downtown.” 

 

The nurse laughed. “That’s right. They all call the hallways the ‘freeway,’ and my desk here at 

the hub is ‘downtown.’” 

 

The corridor with the busy wheelchair traffic was the freeway! These folks hadn’t lost their 

awareness or their sense of humor! 

 

In that incident, my friend realized that his grandmother was probably much more lucid than her 

loved ones gave her credit for. But she was beyond having her feelings hurt. She seemed amused 

by their inconsiderate treatment of her, the way a mother might forgive her bratty kids. 

When my friend told me this story, we were commiserating about how little we seem to 

understand of altered mental states. I won’t say “illness” because there was nothing 

dysfunctional about his grandmother’s behavior. She was just expressing herself from a different 

viewpoint, as if in another language—at least, in a different vocabulary. 

 

~ • ~ 

Soon after I heard this story, I thought back to my meeting with Call. Things began to fall into 

place. It might have been the biggest revelation of my life, but compared to the roar of anger 

over my father’s misdeeds or screams of pain over the unfairness of tragic deaths, this insight 

came in like a toddler on velvet slippers. 

 

What if Call was talking in metaphor—in symbols? What if he was expressing the absolute truth 

of his emotions and just not finding the right words? 

 

What is a process, if not a contract? 

 

What is wealth to an immortal soul, if not joy? 

 

Who was Call bargaining with, if not his own immortal soul? 

 


