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Dedication
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For my father,

who left too soon but never really left me.

And for the little girl with the pen in her hand

you kept writing, even when it hurt.

For anyone who has loved and lost,

may these pages remind you:

you are not alone. Your story matters.





Introduction

Dear Reader,

For my entire life, I wore an identity that wasnt entirely my own. It was an identity shaped by the relentless need to please and prop up those around memy mother, who lacked the courage to defend herself against domineering men; my sister, whom I had to mother and felt responsible for; and my husband, who remained loyal to a narcissistic father and struggled to stand up for our shared injustices. This facade of people-pleasing was a survival mechanism, but it came at the cost of my true self.

My journey with grief began early, at the tender age of eleven, when I lost my dad. His absence left a void that I tried to fill by being everything to everyone, hoping to protect and support those I loved in the ways I couldnt protect myself from the overwhelming loss. This grief shaped my identity and my actions for decades, intertwining with my need to please and serve.

The moment I realized how much of my life had been spent catering to others was both devastating and liberating. The old version of me, built on the shaky foundation of others expectations and needs, died that day. In its place, a new self-began to emergea self that embarked on a life review, piecing together past diary entries and present reflections to make sense of my story.

As I embarked on this journey of self-discovery, I also made a vow to protect my two sons from repeating the generational mistakes that had plagued our family. This book is not only a testament to my resilience and transformation but also a guide to breaking free from the cycles of the past.

This is the story, or rather a kind of life review, uncovering who I truly am and who I want to be, free from the burdens of people-pleasing, overaccommodating, and harmony-chasing, ensuring that my sons have the strength to forge their own paths without the weight of inherited patterns. It is a journey through grief, loss, and ultimately, profound personal growth.

As I sit in my office holding a glossy print in my hand with a faded faade, Im desperate to connect the present with the past. The surface of the photo is smooth but with noticeable imperfectionsa tiny tear and crease exist but the nostalgic feel of the image lingers. The picture exudes a sense of simplicity and innocencethe sweet face of a girl in her first-grade school picture.

My heart fills with great love and empathy for her as I look at those big brown eyes. A shy smile and gentle expression hide the fire within her soul. Her brown hair, cut in a classic bowl style, is shiny and straight. A plaid shirt peeks at the collar and hem of her cozy maroon sweater.

I pause, holding her in my thoughts and my heart.

At fifty, I am that same girl but now with wavy brown hair, thanks to hormonal changes, and a button nose which holds up one of my twenty-two pairs of readers randomly placed throughout my home. My eyes are still warm and inviting, but now more expressive and framed by fine lines that tell stories of a life well-lived that comes with age and experience.

Tapping into who we are and what we want from life is no easy undertaking. This vision of myself entering the first grade, not yet knowing grief, is empowering. It reminds me of who I was at that ageripples of fearlessness were beginning to bubble within me.

Reacquainting myself with that little girl encouraged me to return to my eleven-year-old self, to my girlhood, to where I am today, and where I want to be moving forward.

I am thankful for Tristen, trusted therapist turned friend and comrade, who has guided me with invaluable benefitsa profound insight into my behaviors, emotions, and thought patterns throughout the fifteen years of my healing journey. Through Tristens guidance, I have identified the root causes of my struggles and understand the impact of my past experiences on my present self. This clarity has been crucial in fostering self-awareness and personal growth. Tristen has been a constant source of support and validation. In the safe space of therapy, I have been able to express my feelings and process my emotions without judgment.

My mom did take me to a therapist I dubbed Boring Bruce, but I did not have the emotional skills to articulate my feelings and his skills in communicating with children were limited.

It wasnt until later, in my thirties, that I found myself sitting in a therapy office with a spirited intern who was finishing her hours to obtain her Marriage Family Therapy license. I felt fortunate that the universe connected Tristen and me, as I had attempted several other counselors. I appreciated Tristens no-nonsense approach to problems, her tendency to swear like a truck driver, and her introduction to narcissistic behavior after I shared a short situation about my father-in-law. My husbands father had a way of making me feel like my feelings about his behavior were my fault. Manipulative behavior can do that.

Little did I know she would be instrumental in creating an essential safe space for me to unpack my past, allowing me to confront and work through traumas and challenges with compassion and understanding. We all need a little help getting through this thing we call life. Far too often, I found that when I was in the worst part of my struggle, I was relying too much on myself to get me out of the vortex. No one around me could relate; they were not doing the work. However, with Tristens input, together with my journaling and breaking down powerful and fundamental truths that I needed to accept about other people for me to live a better life, I finally began to see the bigger picture of how I was enabling and part of the problem.

I wasted too much time, energy, and attention trying to control people and situations.

Tristen helped me step back and see my need to control everything is a trauma response.

I spent many years living in a heightened state of alertness, constantly looking for potential threats, and boy, did they ever keep coming. My hypervigilance could be translated into the need to control my surroundings to avoid perceived danger.

Is this learned behavior? Absolutely.

I am still in the process of unlearning it and recognize my responses were coping mechanisms that worked in those chaotic and unstable environments that I grew up in.

Therefore, this comeback is personal. It is like an apology to myself for putting up with far too many years of destructive and deviant behavior of those close to me, including myself. Was I falling apart, I asked myself, or was I coming back together? All my experiences and perspectives did get shattered, but they were teachable moments that allowed me to love myself again, in complete form, not just the crumbs from what I was giving others.

Walking the healing path alone has been lonely, but I know it is mandatory. Observing and accepting have been my biggest challenges as I live with this new version of myself. For far too long, I would chase people to get them to see me or accept me, trying to ignore what they were showing me, and all while I should have let them be and not tried to settle for their behaviors when I knew deep down we were not in alignment.

My journey is one of pain, loneliness, and grief. But also one of hope, love, and healing. Learning to love and respect myself hasnt been easy, but it has been worth it. My greatest hope is that by joining me in revisiting my story, you will find a way to redefine yours and learn to love yourself a little bit more, too.

love, me





PARTI 

The Grieving Years



Dear Reader,

Everything changed the day my dad died. I dont just mean that I no longer had a dad. I mean, everything changed. My mom. My grandma. My sister. My life.

When I close my eyes and think of my dad, I try to remember how much fun we had when he would take me camping, riding on our four-wheelers, or being together. Dad understood me. We used to laugh and talk all the time.

Now that hes gone, I dont know how to laugh, and nobody wants to talk to me. At least not about the things that Dad talked to me about.

Mom acts like nothing changed, and Grandma doesnt seem to know how to act sometimes. I dont know if its because they arent sad or because they are too sad.

Dad hated peas, and so do I. Mom gets mad when she sees me picking them out, so I try to hide them in my napkin, but she figured that out. Now she makes me keep my napkin on my lap. She says thats the proper way anyway.

I dont care about proper. I care about how I hate peas and how Mom never talks to me. I care about how sad I am, but Im even more concerned about how nobody wants to talk to me about it. I care that the last time I saw my dad, he was in a casket wearing a suit that he would have hated and looking like someone else. I worry that my life will never be the same.

Since Mom wont talk to me, I pulled out an old notebook one night. I know it doesnt make sense, but I decided to write to Dad to tell him how Im feeling.

At least then someone will know what Im going through.

***

So, here I am, diving in to share what lies at the heart and soul of it all: a sweet little girl with a bowl cut and maroon sweater, whose smile has shifted  at times to sadness, anger and bewilderment  as she tries to make sense of an increasingly caustic and chaotic world from age eleven to fifty.

Buckle up, its a journey.

Now, a quick note about what youll find here: Im blending diary entries from my younger years with a few therapy sessions with Tristen sprinkled in for good measure. Its a pretty straightforward formula. The idea is to reflect on how those raw moments of my life link to the bigger picture. I hope it encourages you to think about your own story and how, despite our unique characters and plot twists, were all working through the same universal themes.

And for those who may not always be portrayed in the most flattering light, please know this isnt a hit piece! The goal isnt character assassination but to give an honest account of how you made me feel in those moments. Trust me, Im just sticking to the truth as I saw it stripped down and without a filter, as always.

love, me
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September 1985September 1987
Eleven to Thirteen Years Old

Dear Dad,

My life sucks without you in it. Nobody understands me like you did.

I miss you so much. I need someone to talk to, even though you cant answer back.

Mom is busy. Shilohs just a kid. The only one who gets it is Grandma Hogan. But she isnt you.

Im back in school, but my friends act weird around me now.

Mom sold my four-wheeler. I told her not to, but nobody seems to care what I think. Who would take me riding anyway? You were the only one who liked doing that.

Im going to always remember that you liked taking me on the four-wheeler. And that you liked to tell stories around the campfire when we were up north together. Im never going to forget that.

Im in my room right now. Im on my bed writing with that colored pencil you liked. The one with all the colors stacked up so you dont have to have a bunch of different pencils. I always thought it was funny that your favorite color was yellow. Its so hard to see it on paper. Im using purple because I used up all the black drawing pictures of us on the four-wheeler. If you were here, you could probably fix it so I could still use black. I asked Mom, but she wouldnt even try.

She has the TV turned up too loud. I can hear it even with my door closed. Theres another storm coming, but I am not afraid. Remember when you used to say that the rain made you feel calm? It does that for me now, too, even though I feel like I have a storm inside of me. Im mad that you died. Not at you. Not really.

Sometimes I want to scream, but I know that wont bring you back. I now have to rely on myself since you are gone.

I did all the right things. I made my bed and didnt talk back even though I wanted to, because so much of what grown-ups say doesnt make sense. I dont swear or lie.

It isnt fair that God took you away. You were too young to die, and you had me and Shiloh to take care of.

I am really angry right now. A better word is livid. I spelled that correctly in last years Spelling Bee with Mr. Keup. I like using big words. It makes me feel grown up, and since everyone treats me like a grown-up, I had better start acting like one.

The teachers at Trinity Lutheran Church and School (and Mom!) keep saying that we all need to give grace to those who dont deserve it. Im supposed to forgive peopleeven those mean girls from the Catholic school who pulled my hood and pushed me down on the sidewalk. But, Dad, showing mercy to others has been hard.

Mom told me you didnt even believe in God until you got sick and started reading the Bible. I hope you found a way to believe in Heaven, though I dont think it would be better than being here with me.

I miss you, and even though you cant talk to me anymore, I feel better when I still think about you. I dont think Mom would understand that, so Im not telling her or anyone else that Im writing to you. It can be our secret.

I hope that you can hear me and help me. I know you probably cant, but I keep telling myself you can.

This will make me feel better.

love, me
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Dear Dad,

I was thinking about you today and realized that I cant remember your voice. I close my eyes and try, but all I can hear in my head is jumbled words that dont make sense. I wish I had a recording of you talking.

Sometimes, I close my eyes and think as hard as I can, but I think Im starting to forget you.

One thing I do remember is that Mom always told you to answer the phone correctly. Instead of saying hello, you always said, yeah. Mom hated it, but I thought it was cool that you did the opposite of what everyone else did. I loved that. I think about that every time the phone rings, and it still makes me laugh.

I wish you were here. Ive been feeling really alone lately. There is so much I want to share with you. I cant tell other people the stuff I used to say to you. They all want to pretend like you didnt die, and I cant do that. That makes me feel left out a lot.

I cried myself to sleep last night. I do that a lot now, but I shove my head in my pillow to make sure no one hears me. I dont want Mom to know. She still doesnt ever cry. Sometimes I think she doesnt miss you. She doesnt talk about feelings or you!

You were the one person I looked up to all my life. I might only be eleven, but even I know you were the one who was teaching me about life.

I want my words to grow wings and visit you in heaven so that you can find a way to send words back to me, too.

love, me
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Dear Dad,

The car ride with Mom today felt routine, but the place we were going to did not.

Clouds were moving in as we drove. My window was down, and the air outside smelled like rain. That didnt bother me. I have always loved storms!

Moms favorite radio station was playing. It isnt my favorite, but they did play Come Sail Away by Styx. You really liked their music. I do, too. Its funny how a song can make you feel close to someone even when they arent there. It made me wish I was riding with you in your truck with all the windows down.

Lately, Mom and I seem off when we are together. I want to talk to her about you, but I dont know how, and about your death, but she never asks me. Maybe I should start the conversation, but again, I dont know where to begin.

When Mom pulled up to this building, I begged her not to make me go in. She said that I would be fine and that it would be good for me. She didnt seem to care about how scared I was.

I really dont think she has any idea of what is actually good for me because she never talks to me or asks me anything about how I am. We have never talked about your death. I wished you were there with me. Thats dumb to even say cause if you were there then I wouldnt need to be.

It was raining so hard by the time we got out of the car that Mom and I were both drenched when we reached the lobby of the old building. It reeked like Grams basement, like wet dog and old shoes. Then Mom dropped me off at one of the offices inside and told me to use my manners.

Im tired of hearing Mom tell me that. I dont feel like using my manners. I overheard Gram tell Mom I have a back-talking problem. Maybe I do sometimes but thats because Mom never listens and only does what she wants. Did you think I talked back too much?

Mom left me at this super small and messy office which was more like a den where wild animals might hide. I was more annoyed than amazed, but Im really more mad at her for leaving me there. I noticed a torn National Geographic with a green-eyed girl on the cover sitting on a table. Before I could pick it up, an odd-looking man appeared in the doorway and asked me to follow him to his office.

I kind of felt like time just slowed down. Why do I have to go to therapy? Did you ever go to therapy? Am I the only one who needs help to talk about times when I feel sad?

If my friends knew I was there, they would make fun of me for being different. They already think Im different because you died. This would just make it worse.

Why doesnt Mom need to go talk to a doctor? She isnt doing any better than I am. She just pretends like nothing has changed. Its like she doesnt care that you are dead.

I thought about where she might be right then. I pictured her going to the IGA to buy ring bologna for dinner and a six-pack of Diet Vernors.

I sat down on a big chair with odd-shaped stains that seemed to match my mooduncomfortable and unhappy. Though not as uncomfortable and unhappy as the fish swimming in the dirty tank this guy had in his office. I bet that those fish were also wishing to be somewhere else anywhere, besides there!

Then, this odd-looking man came in to talk to me. He told me his name was Bruce. He was wearing a brown three-button sweater that reminded me of Mr. Rogers. He probably thought that made him look nice and friendly. I thought he looked stupid and rumpled, like his office. There was stuff everywhere.

After what seemed like forever, Bruce asked me, Why do you think you are here, Shannon?

I just stared at his dirty fish tank and ignored him.

Do they teach all therapists to ask the same silly questions? I grabbed this tattered pillow he had on the chair I was sitting in and squeezed it. So much was going through my head.

Like how much I didnt like that guy. He seemed boring and had no personality. He probably ate Twinkies for dinner! That thought kind of made me giggle inside which made me feel a little less nervous.

I still didnt want to talk to him about my feelings. Besides, Bruce knew why I was there. Mom told him. I heard her tell this guy named Bill, too.

Bill is a social worker she talked to about me. She told him, My daughter is almost twelve years old, and her father died of cancer. He was thirty years old. I dont know how to help her.

This happened right after you died when she took me to this Visiting Nurses place, where this Bill made me and four other kids draw pictures with crayons. He asked for pictures of my happiest time with you.

I had a ton of happiest times with you, Dad.

I liked watching you hit golf balls at the driving range. The first time I sent my ball soaring was awesome. I remember thinking, If Dad can do it, so can I.

I drew my absolute favorite memory of us: two four-wheelers on a sand dune with two smiling faces.

If I close my eyes, I can still see you grinning at me, next to Uncle Tim on your orange Suzuki 225who looked totally terrified or freaked out while I scaled that steep dune with my orange Suzuki 125 and was side-by-side with the two of you. Yes, you told me to stay at the base of the dune with cousin Tim John and wait until you returned. But, I had overheard you and Uncle Tim talking about sand particles constantly moving, making it harder on those sheer slopes. The Bo Gap dune was a doozy. You told me it was named for the depth of its slope and vertical ascent. And I knew I could make it up that dune too!

I can still see it.

It was dusk, and our headlights were on. We all watched Uncle Tim flip his red three-wheeler, attempting to make the climb. A voice in my head urged me, Youve got this, Shannon! Just go for it!

Tim John yelled, Dont go! Youll get in trouble. I can still hear it.

I ignored him and took off anyway. It was so exciting to make my way up that sand dune without slipping or tipping over. I was nine, almost ten, and I thought I could do anything. You were full of pride in me, too. Right then and there, I knew I would never stop wanting to make you proud!

I was thinking all these thoughts, when I heard Boring Bruce asking me how your passing makes me feel.

So dumb, right?

Like I would feel anything but horrible.

Who feels good after their dad dies?

I figured I needed to reconsider my approach with these annoying therapists. I thought that maybe if I talked a little more, they might leave me alone. I stared out the window for a while and watched the rain drip down the dirty pane. I pretended to be okay, but I felt like my heart was crying inside me. Then I just blurted out that I obviously missed you because you were my everything.

I hoped Bruce got the message, an obvious answer to a stupid question should make him feel dumb for being so dumb. I wanted to hit the pillow as hard as I could.

I dont know how to talk about the pain Im feeling with people I dont know. I should be talking to Mom about this, but like I said, she doesnt want to hear me.

Mom says therapy is for my betterment, but it feels more like a punishment. There was no way that I would tell this guy anything about my feelings. He doesnt have any right to know how I feel about you. I dont know him, and I dont trust him.

How are you supposed to talk to a stranger about something so personal? It doesnt seem right.

I got a little sassy, to be honest. When Boring Bruce asked how I felt talking to him, I told him that not being there with him would make me happy. I kind of felt bad for him when I said that but I also kind of felt like it needed to be said. It was the truth, after all.

I couldnt sit there and be silent because I knew Mom was paying Bruce money to talk to me and you and Mom always taught us not to be careless with time and money.

I still get in trouble for leaving the lights on in my room. And you always told me to be nice to people, even if I dont like them. I guess this goon counted.

Life feels harder since you died. There is this painful gap between who I thought I was and the person Im being forced to be now.

Unlike social worker Bill, who asked me to draw something happy, Boring Bruce asked me to draw something that made me feel sad. I scribbled for a minute and handed over a sloppy sketch. When he asked me what it was that I had drawn, I told him it was oyster stew.

Remember how every Christmas Eve we had to eat that bowl of milky mud that Great-Grampie made? It always smelled like barf. I wonder if Bruce understood what my drawing was saying: I dont like you, and I dont like oyster stew.

Being there was not my choice. Boring Bruce started getting annoyed with me as time went on, but I really didnt care. I wanted to annoy him! I wonder if this is how you felt when Mom would remind you daily to answer the phone correctly.

Annoying Boring Bruce made a small part of me happy. He even looked sort of angry, like Mom did when you wouldnt listen to her.

When it was finally time for me to go and Mom came to pick me up, she made me shake this mans hand. I didnt want to, but I did so that we could leave.

I felt safe being back inside Moms car. Simon and Garfunkels song, The Sound of Silence, played on the radio as we drove home. That was weirdly appropriate. It seems like theres always silence between me and Mom now. She didnt ask me anything about my time with Boring Bruce. It kind of made me mad so I decided to stay silent, too.

I dont understand why Mom wont talk to me. Doesnt she care how I feel? Why did she make me sit in some creepy playpen with some strange therapist? Boring Bruce doesnt even care enough to take care of his fish, why would he care about me?

If Mom wants us to get along better and improve my tough behavior, maybe she should talk to me herself. I dont know what to do, Dad. If you were here, I bet you could make her listen.

It took us longer to get home today because of the thunderstorm, but that didnt matter to me. I didnt mind being alone with my thoughts. I only wish you were here. When we got home, I went downstairs and rollerskated in the basement to music. Karma Chameleon is my favorite song. I never really understood what it meant, but Cousin Poppy told me it was about not being afraid to be who you are. I think thats what I loved most about you, you didnt care what others thought. You just were who you were. I dont know what Ill be when I get older, but Id like to think Ill be like you.

One thing I do know for sure is that Im not going to ever go see those fish again.

love, me
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Dear Dad,

With Mom working as a beautician from our home, there are always little old ladies visiting her basement salon.

Im not sure how Mom stays in there so long. Between the smell of perm solution and the homemade sauerkraut we have stored in those chipped crocks, it can get pretty smelly. Sometimes, I get queasy from breathing all that inand also from going up and down and spinning around in Moms salon chair.

I put up with the smells just to ride that thing. You always encouraged me to go faster when Mom said to stop. That made me smile. But, as good as that chair is, I still think the hairdryer chair is my very favorite! Sitting under the hooded dryer with a head full of perm rods, eating a frozen turkey meal for dinner is one of my favorite things to do. That might sound funny, but I love those dinners, and the dryer feels good and drowns out all the noise around me, including in my head. Its like an escape.

When Im in the basement, I overhear a lot of conversations Mom has with her customers. These ladies and some men, too tell Mom a lot when theyre sitting in her cushy yellow chair. Maybe that is why Mom doesnt want to talk to me. Maybe she is all talked out after chatting with her clients.

Did she talk to you a lot? Or did she just yell at you for all the things she thought you did wrong?

love, me
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Dear Dad,

Today, a lanky-looking woman was waiting for us as we pulled into the driveway. She was not one of Moms regular customers, but a friend from her group of gal pals who play cards and eat odd things once a month.

The club was at our house last night and Mom made that creamy white dip of hers that has chipped beef in it. I cant remember if you liked it, but I think its the bomb! I snuck a scoop onto a potato chip. It was worth getting yelled at in front of all her gal pals.

Anyway, Im not sure if Mom expected this lady to stop today but she seemed happy to see her. While she chatted with her outside, I was told to take the groceries in and set the table for dinner. I think the ladys name is Delores. Did you know her? I think Mom was probably telling her about how I misbehaved at Boring Bruces office.

Unpacking the groceries, I saw Mom got all the stuff to make tuna noodle casserole for dinner. I like that dinner, except for the peas she always wants to add to it. I hate peas, just like you did. The dish is much better without them. Since Mom was outside, I hid the can of peas I unpacked in the pantry, hoping she wouldnt notice them missing. I bet you would have done the same! I wonder why we cant have the yummy things Mom makes for her club ladies for our dinner.

I wonder if you miss our house and Evie and Viola. They are still my favorite neighbors.

Viola still drinks her Earl Grey tea from that same dainty cup. Two weeks after you died, she let me snoop around her cluttered garage and pick out some treasures to take home. I was kind of surprised that Mom allowed me to keep them. One of the things I found that I really like is an aqua-green mason jar. I got rid of the rusty lid and now the jar is on my desk, holding my favorite sparkly markers.

Youd be happy to know that Evie is still the same. She still likes to drink beer and she still likes to have fun. She reminds me of you sometimes both mischief-makers who always had plenty of tricks to play on one another.

I kind of feel you near me when Im with Evie but, even so, its not the same anymore. I miss all the times I sat with her on her tiny porch waiting for you to walk home from work.

Her feet still dangle off her favorite blue and white webbed folding chair because she is so short, but we dont play the game we did before. I used to love that game. It made the time we waited for you so much fun. Wed sit there and try to guess the color of the next car to come down North Street, until wed see you round the corner.

Its kind of hard to sit on her porch now, especially if its at the end of the day. I just want to see you coming down the street.

I loved how you walked so fast in those brown-laced shoes you always wore. As you got nearer, I could see your smile and Id start waving at you like crazy.

I wonder if Evie misses you. I think I will ask her tomorrow. Or maybe not. I wonder if it makes Mom mad when I talk about you. She never does, but I dont want Evie to get mad and Mom to tell her I cant visit anymore.

I just want you to come back. Then everything would be like it was before happy, fun and normal.

love, me
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Dear Dad,

Mom is very busy.

Lately, she has been leaving me home with Shiloh a lot. Sometimes, it bothers me, but since Im the one in charge, I dont have to answer to anyone else.

Terry still runs over from next door to check on us sometimes, but I can take care of my sister.

I dont know if Mom really appreciates my help. She gets to go off for the weekend and never thanks me for taking care of things. The only time she gives me any attention is when Im in troublewhich seems to happen more now than when you were here.

We always seemed to be in some sort of trouble together. It was easier to have a sidekick to get in trouble with. One of my favorite memories is when you lit up all those bottle rockets in the backyard. Mom and Evie were upset about those fireworks, but you never seemed bothered about other peoples reactions. You did what made you happy.

I want to do the same.

I love riding my bike to see Grandma Rosie. Maybe because shes your mom, I feel like she is the closest person to you, other than me. Its pretty easy for me to get to her duplex since its only four miles from our house.

A few weeks ago, I overheard Grandma Rosies older sister getting her hair done in the basement and telling Mom that she admired the way Grandma forged on.

Life didnt stop and mourn with her, she said. When I heard Aunt Deke say that I thought about how Grandma Rosie lost her mom, husband, and son all within three years.

I dont know if she talked to anyone about being sad, maybe not. Whether she did or not, I sometimes wonder if her feelings feel trapped inside the way mine do. Maybe I could talk to Grandma on my next visit?

Was she a good listener when you were growing up?

I think she is a rebel in many ways. Like Bo and Luke on Dukes of Hazzard, she follows her own rulesmaybe thats where you learned to do that.

Grandma never seems lonely living alone. None of her losses seem to affect her. Maybe she can teach me her tricks. I think I might ride my bike to her house after lunch. Since its Saturday, I will stop at the Dairy Barn for my favorite drippy, soft-served ice cream cone dipped in chocolate. I know if you were here, youd have one with me.

Mom still doesnt eat ice cream. Shed never share a bowl of vanilla ice cream with me, like you used to do. Do you remember that plastic tub with the orange handle? I used to love it when youd drizzle chocolate syrup on it and then swirl it all together. It was the creamiest concoction I had ever tasted.

You and Mom seemed like opposites to me.

Mom doesnt like drawing attention to herself.

You were different.

People liked you, Dad.

But nobody liked you more than me. I feel like Im starting to do better, but then something happens, and I want to tell you about it. Then I remember you are gone and Im sad all over again. I hope this feels better soon. I dont want to miss you like this forever.

love, me

[image: ]

Dear Dad,

Now that you are gone, Mom makes me take Shiloh with me everywhere. Its so annoying!

I liked being the only child and grandchild in our family for seven years. I never wanted to share you or my stuff with anyone else. Being an only child was fun.

I remember when you came home from the hospital with baby Shiloh. You had her tiny footprints stamped on your right bicep in black ink. Her footprints were so small they looked like they could have been made by my Cabbage Patch doll, Annette.

I can still see the smile you had on your face that day. You were so proud when you got home with Shiloh.

I remember looking at little feet on your arm and thinking about how different it would be with another person in our house. But, honestly, after Shiloh was born, my world didnt really change that much. You and I still spent a lot of time alone together. Sometimes, I think we hung out more after Shiloh was born since Mom was always busy taking care of her and working.

Remember how Shiloh cried a lot when she first came home and still kind of does.

Even now, she still has those same rosy, red cheeks. You had a way with her, though. I remember all the silly faces you made. She loved that. I think she misses you, too.

I dont think I was ever jealous of Shiloh and the attention she got when she first came home from the hospital, though I thought it was weird when all the relatives wanted to hold her. I felt like I should be the one to get to hold her since she was my sister, but everyone always thought I would drop her because she was so wiggly. I liked that you let me when no one else did. You were so patient in showing me how and telling me that I always had to make sure to hold her head.
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