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For all of those who know the ache of being separated from a loved one... and the eternity of how love connects us.
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Chapter 1 - Saying Goodbye
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~ * ~ * ~

PHOEBE

“I love you all so much.”

I lay there in the stasis chamber, the roof of it open so my family could still touch me and say their goodbyes. Tears filled my eyes. It didn’t matter that I might live. It didn’t matter that they might find a cure for my cancer 50, 100, 200 years from now.

By the time I woke up everyone I had ever loved would be gone. That’s what mattered. Fresh tears rolled down my cheeks like unstoppable mini-tsunamis.

“SSSHHHH. Sweet girl, we love you so much. When you wake up, know that our love will be here for you. We will be looking down on you, cheering you on, believing in you, honey. No matter what happens, sweetheart, we will never, ever stop loving you.”

Mom’s words were intended to comfort me, but they instead felt like a gut punch - a reminder that once I woke up I would be all alone. I felt myself close to panicking. Suddenly the tube, despite its clear contours, felt cloyingly like a coffin or sarcophagus. My heart pounded.

I sobbed and shook my head.

“Please... wait... I don’t know what I want anymore.” Would it be better to wake up in the distant future with a life bereft of the ones I cared about, or to live a firefly-brief life now but at least die with my loved ones all around me? The choice struck me like a hammer, and each blow knocked me toward one side of the equation or the other.

I had no idea what to do.

My older brother, Garrett, reached down and squeezed my hand.

“You’re making the right decision, sis.” His topaz-brown eyes shone with tenderness and love. “Knowing that you’ll get to live a full life down the road... that means so much to all of us, Phoebe. You can be strong. You can do this.”

My 18-year-old brother wasn’t one to give pep talks, especially to his often ‘annoying’ (his choice of words, not mine) 15-year-old little sister.

As if sensing the chasm of doubt in my mind widening by the second, Dad stepped in. 

“Say your final goodbyes and then I’ll stay to talk to Phoebe for a moment.”

Mom nodded, ready to burst into tears again. She hugged me tight. I felt her hand cup the back of my head and she took a deep inhale with her nose buried in my hair as if to memorize my scent for the rest of eternity. Garrett hugged me and tweaked my nose in that playful way he’d been doing since I was five. 

“Sweet dreams, baby sister,” he said. And Mom, well... Mom just choked back tears and fled. Garrett had to keep her from falling. She lurched from the room as if she were losing one of her essential organs with each and every step.

Then it was just me. Me and Dad. 

Me and my dad were close. We always had been. The sterile surroundings - blue-tiled walls and warm-gray floors - seemed designed to steady my nerves. But how could you ever prepare yourself for this? Knowing that the life you knew was about to end?

Even if doctors down the road ever figured out a way to defeat my cancer, in a sense the cancer had already won. It had already destroyed my life and it would take me from those I cared about, whether I wanted it to or not. 

Second thoughts much? Yep. Bigtime. I had thought I had the strength to do this. The encouragement of Mom and Garrett and Dad had helped. But even that encouragement wasn’t enough now, and especially not enough when I saw the sorrow in Mom’s eyes.

Now, though, as I looked up at Dad, I saw something else as he gazed down at me. Love tempered with the sharp steel and diamond armor of resolve. A surety there that comforted me in ways Mom’s words couldn’t.

One thing about my Dad - he looks like a Mongol warrior. What I mean by that is he has a shaved head and a gnarled beard and piercing jet-black eyes darker than the birds of carrion that helped cleanse medieval battlefields, if history books are right. And that fierce look suited him. My dad was not just the man I looked up to: he was the rock of our family. He was the one who never panicked. He was the one who had calmly researched possible treatments when I’d first been diagnosed with stage 4 cancer.

I guess I needed that rock now more than ever and he knew it. He knew just how badly I was wavering.

“Phoebe, listen to me.” He wrapped his huge, warm hand around mine and held it tight. “You are the bravest girl in the world. Do you know that? You can do this. You can have a life ahead of you.” He smiled then. Even though tears erupted at the corners of his eyes, he let them glimmer there, letting them slide down with reluctance but stubbornly keeping that smile in place.

“I want you to hear this because it’s important. In the years to come, I’m going to record a daily message to you. I’m going to keep an audio diary of sorts. You may not get to be around to see what happens to Garrett, your Mom and I, but I will speak to you every single day. When you wake up, whenever that day finally comes, you will have hours and hours of loving words and adventures to hear about from your family, sweetheart. I need you to know that.”

Tears flowed down my face like a river. I nodded. Dad had done it. He had said the one thing that could sustain me. I thought of all those adventures my family was going to have without me and then realized that in some small way I could still be a part of them. It was enough. The storytelling of my family’s thoughts, feelings, and exploits, no matter how many decades separated them from me.... I suddenly felt a warmth flow through me even as the sadness lingered.

It was enough.

I smiled as Daddy leaned down and kissed me on the forehead. He had said the one thing that could steady my pounding heart. The roil of emotions swirling inside me was still a maelstrom, but there was now an eye - a calm crucible - at the center of my storm.

“Daddy, thank you. I love you Daddy.” I took a gulp and felt my nerves leap into place like an army getting into formation before battle. “I’m ready.” I looked over at the Chief Technician, Doctor Margrenn, and nodded at her.

Dad reached out to give my hand one last squeeze.

“I love you more than life itself, darling.”

As the lab technicians cycled the tube shut, I watched Dad slowly back toward the doorway, his gaze locked to mine. I kept looking at the best dad in the whole wide world until a heaviness came over my consciousness like a cosmic blanket. Sounds faded. The world darkened. The beep of the stasis tube slid into the vast abyss as I became no more.

~ * ~ * ~
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