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Grant yourself grace and kindness.

It is okay to not always be okay

 

.


Chapter One

 

The pills made a small rattling sound as I counted them into the weekly organizer. Monday through Sunday, morning and evening, each compartment getting its precise combination. The white ones for blood pressure. The small yellow ones for cholesterol. The pale blue capsules that were supposed to help with energy but didn't seem to do much of anything.

I had this routine memorized. Three years of practice will do that. Three years of doctor's appointments and pharmacy runs and medication adjustments. Three years of my life measured out in pill bottles and blood draws and the particular sound of Norm's breathing when he slept.

The kitchen was quiet except for the tick of the clock above the stove. Morning light came through the window over the sink, falling across the counter where I worked. Outside, a cardinal landed on the bird feeder Norm had hung years ago, back when he still had the energy for projects like that.

I watched it for a moment. Such a bright, alive thing.

Norm was still asleep. He slept a lot these days, even though the doctors said his energy would come back eventually. Six months cancer-free and his body was still recovering from everything they had put it through. The chemotherapy. The radiation. The surgery that had left a scar across his abdomen like a railroad track.

Six months cancer free.

Everyone kept saying it like a celebration. Like I should be throwing confetti and dancing in the streets. And I smiled and nodded and said yes, we are so blessed, we are so grateful, God is good.

I finished the last compartment and snapped the organizer shut. Blessed. Grateful. Those were the words you were supposed to use. Those were the feelings you were supposed to have.

I carried the organizer to the counter by the coffee maker, where Norm would see it when he came down for breakfast. Then I started on the oatmeal. Steel cut, because his doctors wanted him eating heart healthy. A handful of blueberries on top, because the antioxidants were supposed to help. Everything I did these days was supposed to help.

The oatmeal bubbled on the stove. I stirred it slowly, watching the thick porridge swirl. My mind wandered the way it always did during these quiet morning tasks. To the list of things I needed to do today. To the follow-up appointment next week. To the laundry that was piling up because I hadn't had the energy to deal with it.

To the feeling in my chest that I couldn't quite name.

It wasn't sadness exactly. It wasn't worry, though there was always worry somewhere underneath. It was more like... nothing. A hollow space where something used to be. I went through the motions of my days and the motions were fine, they were correct, they were what a good wife did. But inside I felt like I was watching myself from very far away.

I heard Norm's footsteps on the stairs. Slow and careful, one hand probably on the railing. He was steadier than he used to be, but I still held my breath every time until I heard him reach the bottom safely.

"Morning, Fran."

I turned with a smile already in place. "Good morning. How did you sleep?"

"Not bad." He shuffled to the table and lowered himself into his chair with a small grunt. He was wearing the blue plaid robe Ashley had given him for Christmas, the one that was starting to look worn at the elbows. "Woke up around three but got back to sleep pretty quick."

"That's good. The oatmeal is almost ready."

"You're too good to me."

I brought him his coffee first. Black, two sugars. The way he had taken it for all forty-seven years of our marriage. Some things hadn't changed, even when everything else had.

"Your pills are by the coffee maker," I said. "Don't forget the morning ones."

"I won't."

But he would. Or he might. So, I would remind him again after breakfast, casually, like it had just occurred to me. That was how we did things now. I managed his health and pretended I wasn't managing it, and he let me pretend because the alternative was admitting how much had shifted between us.

I served the oatmeal and sat down across from him with my own cup of coffee. I wasn't hungry. I was never hungry anymore, it seemed like. But I sat there anyway because that's what wives did. They sat with their husbands at breakfast and made conversation about the weather and the news and what was happening in town.

"Caroline called yesterday," I said. "Wanted to know if we needed anything."

"That was nice of her."

"She's been checking in a lot lately."

"She's a good friend." Norm took a bite of his oatmeal. Chewed slowly. Everything he did was slower now. "We're lucky to have people like her."

Lucky. There was another word. We were lucky the cancer was caught when it was. Lucky the treatment worked. Lucky Norm was sitting here eating oatmeal instead of... well. The alternative.

"What are your plans for today?" I asked.

"Thought I might sit on the porch for a while. Read my book. Maybe take a little walk if I'm feeling up to it." He looked at me. "What about you?"

"Oh, the usual. Some cleaning. I need to run to Donovan's for groceries. Ashley said she'd be home for dinner."

"Good. It'll be nice to have her here."

Ashley had been home for almost a month now, staying in her old room like a teenager again except she was forty-seven years old and something was wrong that she wasn't talking about. She came and went during the days, sometimes helping me with Norm, sometimes disappearing for hours without explanation. I knew it had to do with her marriage. I knew something had broken or was breaking. But she wasn't ready to tell me, and I wasn't ready to push, so we circled around each other with careful words and bright smiles.

Like mother, like daughter, I supposed.

After breakfast, Norm settled into his recliner in the living room with his book. Some thriller he'd picked up at the library. He used to devour books, two or three a week, but now he read the same pages over and over because the chemo had done something to his concentration. He didn't talk about it. I didn't mention it. Another thing we stepped around.

I washed the dishes by hand even though we had a perfectly good dishwasher. There was something soothing about the warm water, the simple repetition of scrub and rinse. It gave my hands something to do while my mind wandered.

The nightclub was called The Blue Note, though there was nothing blue about it that night. It blazed with color and sound, the bass thumping through my chest like a second heartbeat. Caroline had dragged me there, insisting I needed to get out of our cramped apartment and actually have some fun for once.

"You've been working double shifts for three weeks straight," she'd said, already pulling dresses from my closet. "Tonight, we dance."

I'd protested, of course. I had laundry to do. Groceries to buy. A letter to write to my mother. All the responsible things that responsible Frannie always did. But Caroline was relentless, and two hours later I found myself in a dress I barely recognized, my hair pinned up in a style I'd only seen in magazines, feeling like I was wearing someone else's life.

The club was packed. Bodies everywhere, moving to music that seemed to come from the walls themselves. Caroline steered us toward the bar, ordered us drinks I'd never heard of, and settled onto a stool with the satisfied air of someone who had accomplished something significant.

"Now," she said, lifting her glass, "we enjoy ourselves."

I wasn't sure I knew how anymore. The past two years had been a blur of nursing school and night shifts and watching young men die in hospital beds, their bodies broken by a war that seemed to have no end. I'd become an Army nurse because I wanted to help people, wanted to make a difference. What I hadn't counted on was how much of myself I'd have to give away in the process.

But Caroline was right. I needed this. One night of not thinking about wound care and medication schedules. One night of just being twenty-five and alive.

The music changed to something slower, and that's when I saw him.

He was tall, taller than most of the men in the room, with dark hair that curled slightly at his temples and the kind of smile that seemed to light up everything around him. He was talking to another man, gesturing broadly, and even from across the room I could see the way people gravitated toward him. Like he was the sun and they were all helpless planets.

"Oh my," Caroline breathed. "He is gorgeous."

"Which one?"

"The one who's looking right at you."

I turned, startled, and there he was. Those eyes, warm brown flecked with gold, locked onto mine across the crowded room. His smile shifted into something more personal, more direct. Like he'd just found exactly what he was looking for.

My heart did something strange in my chest. A flutter. A skip. Something I hadn't felt in so long I'd forgotten the sensation existed.

"He's coming over," Caroline whispered. "Oh, Fran, he is definitely coming over."

He moved through the crowd like he owned the place, never breaking eye contact, that smile never wavering. When he reached us, he didn't speak to Caroline first, didn't do any of the normal social niceties. He just looked at me and said, "Hi there. I'm Norm, and you are?"

His voice was Texas through and through, a drawl that stretched vowels into something warm and rich. It sounded like home, even though I'd never been to Texas in my life.

"Frannie," I managed. "And this is my friend Caroline."

"Well, hi, ladies. Can I buy you a fresh drink?" He gestured to our nearly empty glasses.

"Why, thank you. Yes, that would be nice."

He was back in moments with drinks and a friend in tow, a quieter man named Luis with kind eyes and a nervous smile. We talked over the music, or rather, Norm and I talked while Caroline and Luis made polite small talk beside us.

He asked me what I did, and I told him about nursing, about the hospital, about the soldiers I tended to. Something flickered in his eyes then, something that told me he understood more than he was saying.

"You're doing good work," he said, and the way he said it, simple and direct, made me believe he meant it. "Those boys need someone like you."

"What about you? What do you do?"

"Just got discharged about six months ago. Army. Infantry." He shrugged like it was nothing, but I saw the tension in his shoulders, the careful way he didn't elaborate. "Trying to figure out what comes next."

"And what does come next?"

That smile again, the one that made the room feel smaller somehow. "I don't know yet. But I'm starting to think it might be interesting finding out."

When the band shifted to a livelier tune, he held out his hand. "Dance with me?"

I hadn't danced in years. Not really danced, the way young people were supposed to. But something about the way he asked, the hope in his voice mixed with confidence, made it impossible to refuse.

On the dance floor, he pulled me close enough that I could smell his cologne, something woody and warm. His hand on my waist was steady and sure. And when he spun me out and back again, laughing at my surprised squeak, I felt something crack open inside me. Some wall I'd built without realizing it.

"You're a good dancer," I said.

"My mama made sure all her kids could hold their own on a dance floor. Said it was essential life training." He grinned. "Along with how to change a tire, cook a basic meal, and write a proper thank you note."

"She sounds like a smart woman."

"She is. Smartest person I know." His eyes softened. "You'd like her. I think she'd like you too."

It was such a presumptuous thing to say, implying a future where I would meet his mother, where we would be more than two strangers dancing in a nightclub. But somehow it didn't feel presumptuous at all. It felt inevitable.

We danced through song after song. He told me about growing up in Texas, about his brother and sister, about the ranch his family owned outside of Houston. He made me laugh with stories of childhood misadventures, horses that threw him into mud puddles, cattle that escaped at the worst possible moments.

And I told him things too. About my mother working in bars my whole life. About how I'd decided to become a nurse after watching her struggle, wanting to have skills that would always be needed. About the way the hospital sometimes felt like a second home and sometimes like a prison.

"You give too much," he said at one point, his voice soft under the music. "I can see it in your eyes. The way you carry everyone else's pain."

"Someone has to."

"Maybe. But not always you. Not all the time." He brushed a strand of hair from my face, the touch so gentle it made my throat tight. "You're allowed to be taken care of sometimes too, Frannie."

No one had ever said that to me before. No one had ever looked at me and seen not just the nurse, the caregiver, the responsible one, but the woman underneath who was tired and lonely and desperately in need of someone to lean on.

At two in the morning, we all ended up at a diner, crammed into a booth with coffee and eggs and the kind of giddy exhaustion that comes from staying up too late and enjoying every minute of it. Norm sat beside me, his shoulder pressed against mine, and I didn't move away.

"So Caroline, Frannie says you run the Walter Franks Foundation," Norm said. "Impressive. I hear it's doing some good things for our returning vets."

Caroline explained about the foundation, and Luis perked up, asking questions, taking mental notes. I watched Norm watch his friend, saw the way his expression shifted into something protective and caring. He wanted Luis to get help. He wanted everyone around him to be okay.

Big personality, Caroline had called him later. But it was more than that. He had a big heart too, big enough to fill a room, big enough to make everyone in it feel important.

"I should probably get home," I said eventually, though every part of me wanted to stay in this booth forever. "I have a shift tomorrow."

"Let me walk you out."

We stood on the sidewalk outside the diner, the city quiet around us in the way New York never really is. Taxis rolled by. A siren wailed in the distance. And Norm looked at me like I was the only thing in the world worth looking at.

"I want to see you again," he said. "I know that's forward. I know we just met. But I feel like..." He stopped, shook his head. "This is going to sound crazy."

"Say it anyway."

"I feel like I've been waiting for you. Like my whole life, everything that happened, even the bad stuff, was just leading me here. To this sidewalk. To you."

It should have sounded like a line. Smooth talk from a handsome man in a nightclub. But the way he said it, earnest and vulnerable and completely sincere, made my heart crack open a little wider.

"I'd like that," I said. "Seeing you again."

His smile could have lit up the whole block. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

He took my hand, raised it to his lips, and kissed my knuckles like something out of an old movie. "Then I'll call you, Frannie. Tomorrow. I'll call you tomorrow."

He did. And the day after that. And every day for the next six months until the day he got down on one knee in Central Park and asked me to spend the rest of my life with him.

I said yes before he even finished the question.

That was Norm. That was always Norm. Big and bold and so full of life that being near him made everything else seem brighter. He filled every room he walked into, made everyone around him feel like the most important person in the world.

And he chose me. Out of everyone, he chose me.

The memory faded as the dishwater cooled around my hands. The man in the next room, dozing in his recliner, was still Norm. Still the man I'd fallen in love with on a dance floor in New York City nearly fifty years ago. But somewhere along the way, we'd lost something. The brightness had dimmed. The laughter had quieted. And I wasn't sure anymore if we could ever find our way back to that sidewalk, to those two people who believed that love was enough to see them through anything.

I drained the sink and dried my hands.

Six months cancer free.

I should be happy. I should be relieved. I should be down on my knees thanking God every single day that my husband was alive and sitting in the next room and not... not...

But all I felt was tired.

Tired in my bones. Tired in a way that sleep didn't fix. Tired of being strong, of being steady, of being the one who held everything together while Norm fought for his life. Tired of smiling and saying we're so blessed when people asked how we were doing. Tired of the pity in their eyes and the relief in their voices, like they were congratulating themselves for not being us.

Tired of waking up every morning and doing it all again.

The phone rang, startling me out of my thoughts. I dried my hands on the dish towel and reached for the receiver.

"Hello?"

"Hey, it's me." Caroline's voice was warm and familiar. We had been friends for nearly fifty years, since our days in New York City before I even met Norm. When Norm and I moved to Glenn Lake, Caroline followed not long after. Some friendships fade over distance and time, but ours had only deepened. She knew me better than anyone. Maybe better than I knew myself.

"Hi, Caroline. How are you?"

"I'm fine. The question is how are you?"

"Oh, you know. Keeping busy."

There was a pause on the other end. The kind of pause that meant Caroline was deciding whether to push or let it go. I heard Norm turn a page in the other room. The clock ticked. The cardinal was back at the feeder, a bright splash of red against the gray morning.

"Frannie."

"What?"

"How are you really?"

I opened my mouth to say fine. To say blessed. To say all the things I was supposed to say. But something about her voice, about the gentle insistence in it, made the words stick in my throat.

"I'm tired," I said instead. It came out barely above a whisper.

"I know you are."

"Everyone keeps telling me how lucky we are. How grateful I must be. And I am, I am grateful, but..." I stopped. Swallowed. "I don't know what's wrong with me."

"There's nothing wrong with you."

"Then why do I feel like this? He's alive, Caroline. He beat it. I should be celebrating. Instead, I just feel... empty."

The word hung in the air between us. I hadn't meant to say it. Hadn't meant to admit even that much. But Caroline had always had a way of pulling the truth out of me.

"When was the last time you did something for yourself?" she asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean something that wasn't about Norm. Wasn't about his appointments or his medications or his meals. When was the last time you did something just because you wanted to?"

I tried to think. The days all blurred together, an endless loop of the same routines. Wake up. Make breakfast. Count pills. Doctor's appointments. Groceries. Dinner. Sleep. Repeat.

"I don't remember," I admitted.

"That's what I thought." Caroline's voice was gentle but firm. "Listen, I want to come over later. I have something I want to talk to you about."

"What is it?"

"Not over the phone. I'll bring lunch. Is noon okay?"

"Caroline, what's going on?"

"Nothing bad. I promise. Just... trust me, okay? I'll see you at noon."

She hung up before I could argue. I stood there with the phone in my hand, staring out the window at the cardinal. It ruffled its feathers and flew away, leaving the feeder swinging gently in the breeze.

"Who was that?" Norm called from the living room.

"Caroline. She's coming over for lunch."

"That's nice."

Nice. Everything was nice. Norm's condition was nice. Ashley being home was nice. Caroline visiting was nice. We lived in a nice house in a nice town and had nice friends who brought casseroles and asked how we were doing with nice concern in their voices.

I wanted to scream.

Instead, I finished the dishes and wiped down the counters. I checked on Norm, who had dozed off in his recliner with the book open on his chest. His face was slack in sleep, older than I remembered it being. When had he gotten so old? When had we?

I left him a note saying I was running to Donovan's and would be back before Caroline arrived. The drive into town took only a few minutes, the familiar roads passing by without me really seeing them. I moved through the grocery store on autopilot, filling my cart with the same things I always bought. Fresh vegetables. Lean proteins. Whole grains. Everything the doctors recommended for heart health, for recovery, for a long life.

At the checkout, Martha Donovan asked how Norm was doing.

"Better every day," I said with my practiced smile. "We're so blessed."

"You really are. We were all praying for you both."

"Thank you. We felt every one of those prayers."

The words came out smooth and automatic. I had said them so many times they hardly felt like words anymore. Just sounds I made to fill the space between questions and expectations.

I loaded the groceries into the car and drove home, unpacked everything into the refrigerator and pantry, and still had time to spare before noon. I went upstairs to freshen up, standing under the hot shower longer than I needed to. The steam filled the bathroom and I breathed it in, letting the heat unknot some of the tension in my shoulders. I tried not to think. Tried to just exist in the warmth and the quiet.

But my mind kept circling back. To the empty feeling. To Caroline's question. To all the words I couldn't say out loud.

I got dressed and dried my hair and put on a little makeup because that's what you did when company was coming. By the time I came back downstairs, Norm was awake and watching a game show on television.

"You look nice," he said.

"Thank you."

"Special occasion?"

"Just Caroline coming over."

He nodded and turned back to the screen. A woman was spinning a wheel, shouting out letters, trying to solve a puzzle I couldn't see from where I stood. The audience cheered. Norm smiled at something that happened, a small, tired smile.

I went to the kitchen to set the table, put out some glasses, and make things welcoming. Staying busy. That was the key. Keep your hands moving and your mind doesn't have time to wander to dark places.

The doorbell rang at exactly noon. Caroline was always punctual. I wiped my hands on my apron and went to answer it.

She stood on the porch with a paper bag from Emilio's Deli and a look in her eyes that I recognized. It was the same look she'd had all those years ago in New York when she announced that we were going to be best friends whether I liked it or not.

"I brought sandwiches," she said.

"You didn't have to do that."

"I know. I wanted to." She stepped inside and gave me a hug. A real hug, the kind that lasted a beat too long. "How's Norm?"

"Good. He's watching TV in the living room."

"Good. Let's eat in the kitchen. We need to talk."

She said it casually, but there was nothing casual about the way she was looking at me. Like she could see right through the smile I had pasted on. Like she knew exactly what was underneath.

I followed her to the kitchen and watched as she unpacked the sandwiches and set out napkins and arranged everything just so. She moved with the easy confidence of someone who had been in this kitchen a thousand times before. Because she had.

"Sit," she said, gesturing to the chair.

I sat.

She pushed a sandwich toward me. Turkey and swiss on sourdough. My favorite. She remembered.

"Eat first," she
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