
Once again the old man stood 
below my mother’s window just 
before dawn, his unshaven chin 

raised to the moon, eyes glimmering, as he 
waited for her pajama-clad figure to slip 
through the glass door of her balcony. Had he 
called to her? I didn’t know, but some sound 
jarred me from bed and down the stairs 
before I was fully awake. I got out the front 
door onto the porch in time to see her slight 
form pull back the curtains. She hesitated, 
peering down at him before she opened the 
door and stepped into the pre-dawn light.

The heavy moon was just about finished 
torturing us all night with its pitiless light, 
and now this besotted man arrived in our yard 
to finish the job. His soft whiskers held the 
last traces of moonlight, and I felt in my own 
fingertips how tempted she would be to reach 
out and touch them. Except that was forbidden. 
I almost wished she would cheat the strange 
distancing rules of these times. Maybe I was 
bewitched, too, watching the courtship of 
our elderly Juliet by an aging, defiant Romeo. 
Actually, his name was Mike, and since he 
refused to take the isolation seriously, my job 
was to keep him away from her.

After the shelter-in-place order was issued, 
he’d visited her a few times, but at more 
reasonable hours, knocking and wheedling 
at the door he’d often passed through when 
my father was alive. My brothers and I knew 
that if it had been Dad, he’d already have 
burst through that door or climbed the lattice 
supporting the heavy grape vines to reach 
her. But it wasn’t Dad, just a family friend we 
couldn’t let in, not while so many people their 
age got infected, sickened, and died. She’d 
weathered enough: losing Dad, and before 
that, holding off cancer, and after that, heart 
disease. She might seem ageless and tough, 

looking a decade less than she really was, but 
we knew her frailties and couldn’t trust either 
the capricious virus nor the retired contractor 
making these passionate early morning forays. 
I’d become a very light sleeper.

Shivering on the front porch, I watched. 
Easy for my brothers to be so adamant, locked 
down with their families just like Mike’s son 
and daughter were, probably sleeping through 
the full moon and leaving me to prevent any 
fraternizing between the two. I’d have to 
phone them again and see what we could do. 
None of us expected this drama from such a 
quiet guy, always a spectator to our father’s 
antics. Whatever had pushed him out of that 
role, we wanted to keep them both alive and 
safe. Our father would have been even more 
difficult in these times, but that was no comfort 
dealing with his friend gravitating to our yard, 
practically baying at the moon and our mother.

He stood planted like a stubborn young 
lover amid the ancient trees under her window 
in those moments before night fully left and 
dawn arrived. “Juliet, Juliet,” he called in a loud 
whisper. He had survived throat cancer to her 
breast cancer, but that didn’t keep him from 
his wanderings over to my mom’s house for the 
fifth or sixth time. His uncut gray hair made 
a ragged halo about his head as he beseeched 
her in the retreating moonlight.

“Mike, hey!” I called, pulling my housecoat 
tighter around me. “You’re waking up the 
whole neighborhood. You don’t want to get 
reported again! You’ve got to go home.” I’d 
forgotten my slippers in the rush to get out 
there, on edge that he’d climb the side of the 
house to sweep her into his arms in some 
grand gesture, breaking more than the rules 
of social distancing.

“It’s okay, Rosie. I’ll handle this.” My mom’s 
voice wafted through the lingering shadows. I 
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wasn’t so sure about her, though. She leaned 
over the balustrade now, bending down to 
him, and seemed to invite inside, not just him, 
but every mischievous spirit or perhaps virus 
floating around outside, not to mention the 
chill from the late April night air. We were all 
waiting for spring.

“Juliet, ah, Juliet! I don’t need to come in, 
really. I just wanted to see you. It’s been so 
long.”

“Do you know what time it is? And it’s only 
been since yesterday.”

He tipped his shaggy head further back 
and the mixed beams of light, half moon, half 
dawn, caught again and tangled like fingers in 
the silvery whiskers on the lower half of his 
face. He laughed a ravishing laugh. I faltered 
between going out into the night to escort him 
off the property or pretending I didn’t know he 
was out there and retreating into the house. I 
could click the door shut behind me and leave 
that man with the crooning voice to my mother.

“Well, of course I know what time it is, 
but nothing’s open anymore. Only the drive-
thru and nowhere to sit inside. They’ve taken 
away all the seats! So I thought I’d walk over 
and see if you were up yet.”

She sighed, loud enough for me to know 
her defenses had crumbled a bit. He continued, 

“Oh, Juliet, you know your light was on. You 
must have been awake. You can’t blame me 
for trying.”

I stepped back into the shadows at the 
front door. It was worse than when I was a 
teenager, coming home late to my father 
watching from this same spot while some guy 
dropped me off. He would have laughed at the 
irony now, but this was serious, not a comedy.

Their voices lowered, and remembering 
Mike’s back problems, I relaxed, figuring of 
course he wouldn’t try anything stupid. But 

I stayed, just in case. They were well beyond 
the six-foot limit with him down in our front 
yard and her above him, ethereal, suspended 
in the moments just before the birds would 
start singing and the sky blossom into day. I 
thought of all the seniors not kept isolated, not 
as lucky as they were and being decimated by 
the scores.

Mike was one of the group that in normal 
times hung out at the local McDonald’s 
this early. Habits of a long working lifetime 
wakened the retired men to congregate 
around five-thirty every morning in every 
season to drink coffee, read the newspapers, 
and pick apart the world just like they’d done 
for decades before going to their jobsites.

But now even McDonald’s had closed their 
sit-down spaces, and these guys didn’t do well 
with no place to gather except for one chilly 
metal bench outside, so there he was again, 
louder than the birds clamoring at us and 
egging him on from the trees around the yard.

“Michael,” she called, “Michael. Hush!” His 
stubborn chin quivered at the sound of her 
voice, just saying his name the way she did.

They whispered to each other in the 
gathering light. She leaned over him, and 
his tall form drew up, craning toward her. 
That wasn’t safe according to my neighbor 
who worked at the hospital. The virus could 
certainly travel that distance from his 
impulsive mouth raised as if to sing to her, 
cajole her, or blow her a kiss. It could hide in 
the most innocent words. It could leap that 
distance, float upward on the night air, and 
light upon her delicate nose, infiltrate like the 
sweet scent of hyacinths wafting up from the 
flower beds around his intractable presence.

He stood there in our garden but seemed 
to grow taller as she spoke to him. I tried 
to catch the hoarse words that broke out of 

him instead of action. It seemed that at any 
moment he might pull himself up to her, or 
she might dive down into his waiting arms. 
But then I heard it, something my father never 
would have done, especially not in full view of 
the moon, much less the neighbors, or me.

“Let me not to the marriage of true minds, 
admit impediments,” came the words in his 
deep voice, low and hesitant at first. I could 

not catch every word, but just enough to know 
that it was a sonnet, of all things reaching out 
to embrace her not with his arms and body, but 
with his voice and Mr. Shakespeare’s words.

I watched, stunned as he gave her that 
sonnet, the words gaining certainty with 
each stanza, resonant and penetrating, pulled 
up out of his memory, for he had no paper that 
I could see.

“Love’s not Time’s fool.”
“O no; it is an ever-fixed mark, that looks on 

tempests, and is never shaken,” he continued.
“Love alters not with his brief hours and 

weeks, but bears it out even to the edge of 
doom.” The words rose to hold her amid all 
the fear and alarm, the contagion, suffering 
and dying, when even a touch was taboo.

The final couplet reverberated as the last 
beam of the moon faded, defying me and both 
the families, the distance between them and 
the virus itself.

He didn’t lean any closer to her but stood 
becalmed like my mother, motionless on her 
balcony above. Her grave attention met his 
words in that one moment they had left to 
them, between night and day.

No touch could be as deep as her attention 
to those words. I almost expected her to send 
a flower or some token down to him, but no, 
she wouldn’t take a chance on transmitting 
even a particle of the invisible scourge. I 
should have known better.

She brought her fingers to her lips and let 
them linger there before holding them up for 
a silent kiss dispatched down to him.

He bowed his head to her, then gazed up 
again and touched one finger to his own silent 
mouth.

The moon fled as the first rays of morning 
laid benign fingers on them both, separate and 
apart, yet somehow joined and exchanging 
what the contagion (or the two families) 
could not dampen, nor infect, nor kill. ✦

“Love’s not T ime’s fool.”

“O no; it is an ever-fixed mark, that looks on tempests, and is never shaken,” 
he continued.
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Summer 2021  •  Issue No. 42  |  107 106  |  Still Point Arts Quarterly  

Keltie Zubko Juliet in the Pandemic




