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“Love isn’t there to make us happy. I believe it exists to show us how much we can endure.”

			—Hermann Hesse

		


		
			Preface

			When I Knew

			My daughter Anna and I recently took in a matinée—a treat for both of us when she was home visiting. We had always gone to the neighborhood theater as a family. My husband was holder of the popcorn, while I sat on the other side of my kids, breaking up their whispering, which happened less often as they aged and started paying attention to the movie. Three years ago, I’d entered the same theater alone and waited for my husband to show up.

			He never arrived.

			*     *     *


			It was a sun-soaked November day in 2013, normally a welcome prelude to a rainy California winter. But it only contrasted with my anxiety. I had waited for Don to come home all morning. We’d planned to see a matinée of All Is Lost, an adventure movie Don had chosen about a man who sails into a violent storm. For years Don was like the Robert Redford hero: weathered good looks, self-reliant, and superbly athletic. But he’d driven off in his truck hours ago, not saying where he was going. He’d never done that in all forty-three years of our marriage. I was used to at least a scribbled note, “Be back in a few hours,” signed with a heart.

			“I’m afraid of my feelings,” he’d told me two days earlier, finally agreeing to seek help. This was coming from a man who’d charged up the street only one week after a knee replacement surgery.

			I’d been calling psychiatrists when he drove off that morning. But I stopped calling after a few hours when all I got were messages: “The office will be closed from twelve o’clock until one o’clock. If this is an emergency, call nine-one-one.” Was this an emergency? My husband had been gone all morning. Was that so unusual?

			For us it was.

			I went to the movie theater hoping Don would join me; he’d never stood me up before. “Only one ticket?” said the pleasant young woman behind the counter.

			“Umm. . .” I looked around to see if Don had appeared. There were others waiting but the young ticket seller smiled without a sign of impatience.

			Then it occurred to me that if Don came later, he might not have money. “Can I buy a ticket for my husband now and leave it with you?”

			“Yes, I can do that for you. Tell him to ask for Miranda.”

			“That’s a good idea,” I said as if it was a brilliant suggestion. But I didn’t know that his cell phone was lying on the table by our bed, announcing ten of my previous messages.

			I took a seat in the back of the theater, where I could see Don when he arrived. Soon we’d be together like the other couples—murmuring, laughing, and sharing popcorn. How silly to think otherwise.

			An older couple asked if the seat next to me was taken. “Yes, it is,” I said. “My husband is just parking.”

			I wanted desperately to trade places with them—be living someone else’s story. Why was I watching a movie when I was so worried about my husband? Wasn’t he the one who  worried about me? I never prayed, but I did that now, a generic “Help!” directed to any deity that might be listening. Anything to compete with the dread coiling tighter and tighter in my stomach.

			I left my cell phone on; screw the message on the movie screen.

			I scanned the lobby for Don one last time and missed the beginning of the movie. When I slipped into my seat, Robert Redford was somewhere in the Indian Ocean. A shipping crate had collided with his small yacht, and he was gluing pieces of fabric over a gaping hole. Redford reminded me of Don climbing our steeply sloped roof to repair a leak. How confidently he’d walked across the slippery tiles to find the source, a skylight.

			The movie was a never-ending chain of calamities, and Redford calmly handled each one. His yacht was swamped and overturned by a wave, but he swam underneath, timing his movements just right to hop back on as the boat righted itself.

			Don had once talked me into floating on inner tubes down the Merced River. Never one to pass up a new experience, Don looked longingly at the couples and families floating by while they drank beer and picnicked. “That looks like a blast. Let’s try it.”

			I looked at the swiftly flowing water washing over and under fallen logs as the oblivious rafters swirled past. I sank to my default expression when embarking on one of my husband’s “adventures.”

			“I don’t know. What if I get stuck on one of those logs?”

			But Don’s enthusiasm won me over and he borrowed two inner tubes. “Steer clear of the middle, where the current is strongest.” He pointed to a group of preteens spraying each other with squirt guns. “Like those guys.”

			But a rudder seemed to guide me straight into the middle of the river. I tried to get out of the current, but I was swept against a fallen tree and couldn’t push myself away. I was trapped; the water sucking my legs under the log. “I can’t hold on any longer,” I screamed.

			Don maneuvered swiftly over to me. Years of surfing and outdoor work on our property had strengthened his shoulder and back muscles. I was struck by his calmness and how quickly he calculated what had to be done.

			He swam under the tree to break away any limbs that might have trapped me. “Just let the current pull you under,” he shouted over the roar of the water. “You’ll come up on the other side like I did.” He said these words so calmly, like he was teaching me to ski.

			I let go of my inner tube and when it popped up he grabbed it, and then I followed.

			Now Redford had abandoned his sinking yacht, and he was adrift on a life raft. He learned how to use a sextant to chart his course to the shipping lanes. He discovered how to desalinate seawater. I understood why Don had chosen this movie about ingenuity in the face of disaster. My husband was a survivor, just like Redford. He’d even made it through cancer.

			“Most would not have survived what you went through,” said Don’s doctor after the bone marrow transplant seven years ago, the graft-versus-host disease that followed, and the skin cancer that took his right ear.

			After each incident, Don pressured the doctors immediately. “I just want to know how soon I can return to my normal activities.” If the doctors said two weeks, Don would interpret it as five days. “I’ll recover better if I’m not sitting around doing nothing,” he said if I tried to stop him from grabbing his chain saw and scurrying up an oak tree.

			I watched as Redford used all his flares but couldn’t alert the giant cargo ships in his path, so he started a fire which engulfed his raft. He was forced to jump into the ocean. He floated under the water, holding his breath for what seemed an impossible amount of time. Then the screen went black. I thought the movie was over. But no, it couldn’t be over. This was a Hollywood movie. The screen lit up. A faint light flickered above Redford, and a hand reached down through filtered light. Redford lifted his hand like Michelangelo’s Adam reaching for the touch of God, for the spark of life. What did it matter that Adam represented youth and Redford was in his seventies? I was carried away by the outstretched hands reaching through the refracted rays—the scene fit my search for what was familiar, grasping at anything. I felt an inkling of hope, a slight relaxation of my twisting gut.

			As the credits rolled, my cell phone buzzed—Don’s name flashed as the caller.

			“Hello,” I shouted. I stumbled around knees and stomped on feet to get to the aisle, and then ran toward the exit.

			“Mom?” It was Anna. I remembered that she was coming home from college for a visit.

			I was nauseated by the double jolt of relief and disappointment. “Why are you calling on Dad’s phone?”

			“I lost mine.” She sounded hurt at my tone. “I just wanted to let you know I got back from Santa Barbara.”

			“Is Dad there?”

			“Why would I be calling you if Dad was here?” She sounded surly, but I was too overwhelmed to care.

			“Shit. Fucking shit!” I screamed. What a fool I was to think I’d seen hope. The movie really ended with Redford floating just out of reach. He’d drowned, and the outstretched hand signified acceptance−of death. What else could All Is Lost mean?

			I couldn’t stop my own movie. All the clues I missed: the mysterious bag in the backseat holding an object shaped like a rifle. His mysterious disappearance just two days before and his excitement about where he’d been when he returned home. “I went to Whale Rock Reservoir,” he’d said. “I’d forgotten how beautiful it is. You can see the ocean so clearly. I want to go back there with you tomorrow.”

			It was odd for Don to be so excited about a man-made lake surrounded by a sagging chain-link fence, and we’d driven by it many times, never stopping. But my relief that he wanted to do something with me overrode any misgivings. “Sure. I’d love to go there with you,” I said.

			“Momma?” Anna hadn’t called me that since seventh grade. She’d never heard me swear.

			Maternal instinct seeped through. I mustered a calm tone. “Honey, can you do something for me?” I said this in an overly sweet voice, the same one I used when she was eight and I wanted her to clean her room. “Dad’s guns are under the front porch wrapped in a green blanket. Can you go check and tell me if you find them?”

			“Why don’t you look when you get home?” she said, wary of me now.

			“It’ll be dark then, and I just want to be sure they’re still there.” I didn’t tell her I’d hidden them from Don.

			She returned in a few minutes. “There’s only one.”

			“Which one is it?”

			“I don’t know the difference. It’s the one with the scope. What’s going on? Where’s Dad?”

			She had found the twenty-two, which meant Don had the shotgun.

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Mr. Hyde

			Six months earlier I had a husband who went bike riding with me on the rim of the Grand Canyon at sunrise. We kayaked down the coast of Kauai into Hanalei Bay. We shared a love of pad Thai and Japanese architecture.

			We visited the Huntington Library in Los Angeles in 1970 and admired the openness and transparency of the traditional Japanese home located on the grounds—its simple lines and gardens in sync with nature.

			“I want to live in a house like this,” I said, pushing back one of the sliding screens.

			Don pulled me close. “I want to make love in this house.”

			I laughed. “It’s not very private in here. The rooms are all interconnected.”

			“We’ll have to modify it a little,” Don murmured into my hair. “Make our bedroom more private.” He slid his hand under my peasant top.

			“Our house? Our bedroom? That sounds like a long-term plan.” I looked into his deep-set eyes that always fascinated me—they changed colors with his mood. Now they were a mesmerizing blue-green shade.

			Don held me at arm’s length with a look of mock concern. “Wait a minute. Are you proposing to me?”

			“No way. I said I liked the house and you started talking about us living in a house like this.”

			Don pulled me to him again. “In that case, if we’re going to be living in the same house and we love each other, then maybe we should get married.”

			I put my arms around his neck. “So, is this a proposal?”

			“Yep,” he said nuzzling my ear. “But you’re the one who brought it up talking about privacy.”

			We eventually built our own home in Atascadero in 1987, on the central coast of California, based on the Japanese style, using glass and filtered light, a world which opens wide to nature. The view from our deck looked over an oak-filled valley backed by a ridge where coastal fog ambled over and poured down the slopes like a waterfall. Sunsets stretched, long and luminously grazing the ridge top, reminding us of all the years we had together.

			Everything was according to plan. We’d moved from the crowds and congestion of Santa Monica to San Diego. And when San Diego’s housing developments began spreading ominously through the open spaces we loved, we moved to Atascadero, a small rural town. Don taught social studies at a middle school nearby, and I was a librarian at the local high school.

			We raised our children, John and Anna, with our love of the natural world and its inhabitants. Local hikes, or “forced marches,” as our children referred to them, were a part of family life. John and Anna both incorporated a love of nature into their lives. They would rather be outside looking at stars than watching TV. John wanted to become an environmental lawyer.

			Don was our protector and instigator of adventure. When we went snorkeling in Hawaii, he always found the best places to swim with dolphins, which meant walking a mile or so to an isolated cove far away from other families. We hiked through a rain forest for three miles to get to the best vantage point to view a volcanic eruption.

What I loved most about Don was his devotion. During our first years of marriage, I came home dazed and exhausted from my forty-five-minute drive in LA traffic commuting to my data-entry job, wanting to crawl into bed and take a nap before dinner.

			“You’re not physically tired, you’re mentally and emotionally drained and exercise will help you feel better, get those endorphins going,” he would say, rolling bikes out of the garage.

			At first I looked at the bike skeptically. I hadn’t ridden one since I was ten. “How is exercise going to make me feel less tired?”

			He handed me a pair of bike shorts and an outrageous fluorescent-pink shirt. “Just give it a try. We’ll start out with thirty minutes a day. If you don’t like it, I’ll take this stuff back.”

			He was right. The exuberance and thrill of bike riding was a life-changing experience, and Don was delighted when I began riding every day after work. It led to the purchase of several more bikes and many more outdoor sports we did together.

			One-time, cross-country skiing in Sequoia National Park, we got caught in a whiteout from a freak blizzard. I couldn’t see anything at all, not even my hand when I held it directly in front of my face. I was scared and mad at Don for talking me into coming here; there was supposedly an easier route off the main trail. He had been right behind me, but I had no idea how far away he was.

			I felt him tug on my arm. Then he guided me to a log. I was shaking. “How are we going to get out of here? I can’t see anything.”

			He held my hand. “Don’t be scared.” His voice sounded close, but I couldn’t see him. “It’s just a whiteout. This happens sometimes when you get into some clouds at this elevation. The clouds block out the sun and blend into the snow. This is just a bit of a snow flurry, not a real blizzard. It’ll pass in a few minutes.” And, of course, it did.

			The milestones came and went: Don drove to Central Juvenile Hall in downtown LA employed as a probation officer, and then went back to graduate school to become a school psychologist while I worked as a marketing research assistant. We moved from Santa Monica because the Los Angeles area was not conducive to the outdoor activities we enjoyed. In San Diego, Don worked as a school psychologist while I went to graduate school to become a teacher.

			After we’d been living in San Diego for five years, Don decided he wanted to teach. “I can work better with these kids and their learning and behavior problems as their teacher.” He obtained his credentials and taught children with learning disabilities, and then switched to social studies in a regular classroom when we moved to Atascadero.

			Jobs, houses, children: we had everything we wanted. In between were ferocious conflicts, of course, two different notions of the right route to take. After driving secondhand and even fourth-hand vehicles all my life, I decided that I wanted a new car when I turned fifty. Don didn’t agree.

			“It’s just a waste of money, and they’re too expensive. We can’t afford it.” When he decided something, his face seemed chiseled from stone, like the figures on Mount Rushmore.

			“We can make payments like most people. We don’t have to pay in cash.”

			“I don’t want to pay interest. You can buy two or three used cars for what a new one costs.”

			“I know, but used cars break down all the time. We’ve been married for thirty years, and we’ve had fifteen used cars that have all been driven into the ground. God knows what they’ve cost us in repairs. I’m tired of breaking down and getting towed. It’s not safe for me or the kids.”

			Mentioning safety seemed to soften him. We went back and forth like this for a month until one day he said, “All right, get your new car! But at least get something that won’t fall apart at seventy-five thousand miles.”

			I bought a Volkswagen Passat, still running with two hundred fifty thousand miles. “That was one of the best things we ever did,” Don said after we’d had the car for ten years. We were at a restaurant celebrating our anniversary. He raised his champagne glass. “Here’s to you, Sweets.”

			We’d made it to our fortieth wedding anniversary, and when we imagined the end of our lives, we saw each other in the same bed.

			The milestones faded into vague memories in 2007 when Don had a bone marrow transplant for a blood cancer disease. We were living in an apartment across the street from Maynard Hospital because Don had to be monitored for three months during his recovery. He had just been released from the hospital, after being isolated in his room for a month to prevent infections due to his depleted immune system. It had been a terrible trial for Don. He was allowed outside his room wearing a respirator. He couldn’t go outdoors at all because he was vulnerable to infections. The sun, which had been his joy and comfort, became toxic.

			I came by every day to walk with him up and down the hospital hallways. Don, wearing his “Darth Vader” mask, pushed the rig that held his oxygen tubes. He waved at nurses and hospital staff and introduced me as his girlfriend. He told everyone, “I want to be the poster child of the bone marrow transplant unit.” He bargained for a stationary bike in his room so that he could exercise without the respirator.

			When it was time for me to leave the hospital and return to our apartment, his attitude changed. Sometimes he’d shove furniture around or punch a wall. “I have to get my ass out of here.”

			“The doctors are saying you’re doing really well, so it should be soon.”

			“They said a month and that’s how long I’ve been here.”

			“No, they said at least a month after your chemo treatments.”

			“I’ll ask Dr. Lin tomorrow.”

			Dr. Lin was Don’s oncologist. She’d advocated for Don’s bone marrow transplant when it was generally not performed on people over fifty-five. Small and crisp in her tailored clothing, she projected confidence and warmth. Highly respected, Dr. Lin, MD and PhD, walked around the hospital followed by an entourage of medical students and visiting doctors. She had supervised bone marrow transplants for over twenty-five years.

			Don was released the next week to our apartment near the hospital with fifteen different prescriptions. He immediately prepared to walk outside wearing the respirator mask, which would be required for several more weeks. His muscular legs had not atrophied much from the long hospital stay, and he looked athletic and fit striding down the street. I imagined him back on the tennis courts within two weeks.

			He returned in only a half hour, limping, grimacing with every step. He winced when he pulled off his bloody socks. Three-inch wide blisters covered his feet and ankles. We drove in silence to the clinic, the car filled with oppressive anxiety. Don had recovered well in the hospital, and it was disappointing for him to return so quickly.

			We knew the risk for complications was highest during the first hundred days post-transplant, especially for the dreaded graft-versus-host disease (GVHD), when the patient’s immune system fights with the donor’s introduced blood.

			Dr. Lin walked into the clinic flanked by her retinue of medical students. They crowded around while Dr. Lin lifted each of Don’s tortured feet to examine the sores. “This looks like graft-versus-host disease of the skin.” The other doctors leaned in for a closer look. “Mr. Stegman is thirty-one days post-transplant, which puts him in the critical time period for developing GVHD.”

			She looked at Don and spoke to him calmly and directly. Dr. Lin was thorough, leaving nothing assumed. “GVHD happens when the white blood cells from your donor and your own immune system fight each other. Your resistance is lowered right now through the chemo treatments, but it’s still strong enough to do battle with the donor. The graft is the donor and you are the host,” she continued as Don lay back with his eyes closed, in obvious pain. “The white blood cells are like drone bees protecting their queen. They’ll fight to the death. We have to calm them down until they accept each other. That’s what prednisone does. It’s the main drug we have that can fight GVHD.”

			Dr. Lin explained the physical side effects of the steroid prednisone—diabetes, bloating, and high blood pressure.

			“Patients have been known to have some emotional issues as well,” she added.

			Don was prescribed 160 milligrams a day of the drug, the highest recommended dosage. Little did we know that his deal with the devil had begun. In fact, I would face down this devil each day for the next seven years.

			By “emotional issues,” I expected sadness, maybe some irritability. Instead, the changes turned his behavior upside down. He stopped going outside because he was afraid of getting an infection. He declared that the maintenance worker, who cleaned the pool and cared for the shrubbery around the apartment complex, was really a thief. “I think he’s trying to case the place,” Don said, standing by the window. “You never see him doing anything but watching people.”

			As a trained counselor and psychologist, the real Don would have rolled his eyes at this bizarre behavior. But the real Don had vanished.

			One night I woke up to find Don gone, and I discovered him outside in his pajamas turning door handles on the other apartments on our floor.

			“What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?” I wondered if sleep-walking was another side effect of prednisone.

			He looked at me with a puzzled expression. “I’m trying to get some clean sheets, but these doors are all locked. The nurses never lock these doors.” After that I slept on a mattress by the front door.

			The doctors and nurses at the clinic laughed at my stories about Don’s irrational behavior. “Everyone is a bit loopy on prednisone,” was the stock answer.

			But this wasn’t just loopy. The hallucinations turned to paranoia, and Don refused to shower because he was afraid it would make his skin condition worse. The GVHD had affected the rest of his body. For weeks, he wore the same T-shirt,  glued to his back from the weeping blisters. He would only leave the apartment for clinic appointments, and he didn’t want me to leave either. I continued to go along with his weirdness because the medical staff acted like his behavior was normal.

			One day we had an argument about me leaving the apartment to go for a walk. Don blocked the door. “No, I don’t want you to go outside where I can’t see you.”

			Since Don had deteriorated so much physically and mentally, I’d stopped exercising as well, not wanting to leave him alone for very long. I wasn’t taking care of myself. I’d gained weight and I needed physical activity. The complex’s swimming pool was directly below our third-story window. “How about if I swim and you can watch me from up here?”

			“How long will you be gone?” Don said, his eyes darting nervously from me to the window.

			“How about a half hour? You can time me and wave. I’ll come back.”

			I saw him at the window watching me stroke back and forth in the pool, and this is how I got my exercise every day for a month. We had a routine: after I left, Don would immediately set the timer and lock the door behind me. When the timer went off, Don waved and yelled if I didn’t instantly get out of the pool. Don gave me five minutes to return. He’d quickly lock the door again after I was inside.

			Our world shrank to the tiny capsule of our apartment, and our social life consisted of daily visits to the clinic. The nurses and doctors seemed very competent, and I trusted them even though I was growing increasingly alarmed about Don’s physical and mental state.

			Dr. Johnson oversaw him at the clinic while Dr. Lin rotated to the hospital. She didn’t have Dr. Lin’s warmth. When she saw Don in the clinic, she examined him like a lab specimen, taking photos of his peeling wounds for her research report. I had to look up what she said on the internet. “Maculopapular rash and generalized erythroderma with bilious formation, often with desquamation,” meant that Don’s skin was blistering and sloughing off over 90 percent of his body.

			I started leaving Don at the clinic so that I had an hour alone. Shopping was easier without him; he tended to wander off at the market. One time I found him by the freezer, opening cartons of ice cream bars. “I’m looking for those raspberry ones I like,” he said.

			I occasionally took walks through the pristine residential neighborhoods of million-dollar homes. Leaves from the deciduous trees floated down and covered the lawns and sidewalks, and I could crunch through them if I was lucky enough to get to them before the gardeners and street cleaners. I’d never been in a neighborhood of California so reminiscent of fall color, and I wanted to walk on and on to savor the new experience.

			One time I got lost and was late getting back to the clinic. Don was waiting for me outside the sliding doors holding a cane. He looked like an alien wearing his respirator. He wore slip-on canvas shoes with the toes cut out to accommodate his blistered feet. I realized what a chore it was for him to walk even across the street to the clinic. It was heartbreaking to see him this way.

			Don refused to get out of bed one morning. “Just get me to the hospital,” he said. “Dr. Lin will take care of me.”

			The hospital doors opened with a pneumatic hiss and Don shuffled to the BMT unit, clinging to my arm, and collapsed, sobbing. Dr. Lin was obviously shocked by Don’s appearance. She hadn’t seen him
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