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The fever had kept me pinned to the couch for three days before I found her.

By that point, daytime television had dissolved into a blur of reruns, cold medicine, and half-finished cups of coffee I kept forgetting in the microwave. My husband had long since stopped asking if I needed anything every twenty minutes and settled instead for checking my forehead in passing like a man inspecting weather damage after a storm.

Outside, the chickens screamed at each other over something stupid.

Inside, I lay buried under a faded blanket scrolling mindlessly through the internet the way lonely people do when they’re trying not to feel lonely.

It started with a soap opera.

One of the old ones from years ago. Canceled long enough now that most people had forgotten it existed. I’d seen a clip online and recognized an actress I used to love, which somehow led me down a rabbit hole of searching where former actors ended up after the cameras stopped rolling.

Some disappeared entirely.

Some started podcasts.

Some sold vitamins online.

A surprising number had apparently become real estate agents.

By midnight I was deep enough into the internet that I couldn’t have explained the path if someone had asked me to. All I knew was that eventually I landed on the Facebook page of a woman named Valerie Monroe.

Former actress. Public speaker. Performer. Something called a mentalist, which sounded vaguely fake but intriguing enough for me to keep reading.

What caught my attention wasn’t the biography though.

It was the comments.

Hundreds of them.

And unlike most public figures, she answered people.

Not generic little heart emojis from an assistant pretending to be her either. Real responses. Long ones sometimes. Thoughtful ones. Encouraging. Funny. Like she actually saw the people writing to her.

I remember staring at the screen thinking either this woman was unbelievably kind or catastrophically bad at boundaries.

Probably both.

As I scrolled through her page, one of her old livestreams began autoplaying.

The video opened to terrible lighting and the sound of a goose screaming somewhere in the background.

Not exactly the glamorous celebrity experience I’d expected.

Valerie appeared a second later carrying a coffee mug the size of a flowerpot.

“Well,” she sighed dramatically into the camera, “Frank the emu has once again chosen violence.”

I laughed before I could stop myself.

Not a polite little exhale either. A real laugh. Sudden and rusty from disuse.

And for reasons I couldn’t explain then, that mattered.

I told myself I only watched because I was sick.

That became my explanation for a lot of things over the next few months.

The livestream lasted almost an hour. Part motivational talk, part stand-up comedy, part complete chaos. At one point the camera tipped sideways because a duck apparently wandered into the house, which she addressed with the exhausted patience of someone who had long ago accepted that dignity was no longer part of her daily life.

But underneath the humor, there was something else.

Something steady.

She talked openly about grief. About fear. About rebuilding yourself after life cracked open underneath you. Not in the polished, inspirational quote way people usually do online either. There was no performative wisdom in it. No fake certainty.

Just honesty.

“You do not have to become unbreakable to survive difficult things,” she said at one point, tucking one leg underneath herself in the oversized porch chair she’d settled into. “Sometimes survival just means continuing anyway. Ugly crying counts. Frozen pizza counts. Texting your therapist from a Walmart parking lot counts.”

The comments exploded with laughing emojis and people agreeing.

I didn’t comment.

I rarely commented on anything.

But I stayed until the livestream ended.

Then I watched the replay again the next morning while eating crackers in bed.

After that it became routine.

Every Wednesday night around eight o’clock, after dinner dishes and homework battles and making sure the twins had actually brushed their teeth instead of just wetting the toothbrush for evidence, I’d settle onto the couch with my phone and wait for the notification.

VALERIE MONROE IS LIVE.

Sometimes she talked about resilience.

Sometimes anxiety.

Sometimes absolutely nothing of substance at all.

Once she spent twenty straight minutes furious because her husband had bought another vintage movie poster despite allegedly “running out of wall space” three years earlier.

“He says it’s an investment,” she informed the audience while gesturing aggressively with a spatula. “At this point our hallway looks like TCM exploded.”

Someone in the comments asked what movie poster it was.

She squinted offscreen.

“Singin’ in the Rain.”

Then, after a pause:

“Actually... okay, that one’s fair. That movie’s perfect.”

I started looking forward to the lives more than I wanted to admit.

Not because she was famous.

Honestly, half the time I forgot she had been.

It was because she felt... safe somehow.

Predictable in the best way.

No matter how chaotic my day had been, there she’d be every week with another cup of coffee, another story, another reminder that being a mess didn’t make you a failure.

And slowly, without realizing it, I started commenting.

Nothing important at first.

Little things.

Jokes mostly.

Comments about the animals.

One night she mentioned accidentally locking herself outside in slippers while trying to wrangle a goose, and before I could overthink it, I typed:

Honestly this feels less “Hollywood performer” and more “woman held hostage by tiny farm dinosaurs.”

The comment disappeared into the flood of hundreds of others.

A few seconds later Valerie burst out laughing mid-sentence.

“Oh my God,” she wheezed, reading from the screen. “‘Held hostage by tiny farm dinosaurs.’ Whoever wrote that, you’re absolutely correct.”

Then she looked directly into the camera.

“I’m putting that on a T-shirt.”

I stared at my phone like an idiot afterward.

It was ridiculous, really.

A tiny interaction. Meaningless.

Except it didn’t feel meaningless.

Not when so much of my life had begun to feel invisible.
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By the second month, my husband had started referring to Wednesday nights as “your internet lady meeting.”

Not mockingly.

Mostly fondly confused.

“She live yet?” he’d ask while walking through the living room carrying one of the twins upside down like a sack of potatoes.

“Seven more minutes.”

“Mhm.” He’d nod seriously. “Better get emotionally prepared.”

The twins liked Valerie too, though mostly because of the animals.

Every week they demanded updates about Frank the emu like he was a  feathery celebrity.

“Did he attack anybody this time?”

“Probably,” I’d answer honestly.

Life during the day remained stubbornly ordinary.

Alarm clocks before sunrise.

Missing shoes.

Permission slips signed in the truck line because I forgot them the night before.

The feed store smelling permanently like cedar shavings and livestock feed no matter how many candles management burned near the registers.

Substitute teaching at the elementary school whenever they needed extra help in the MSD classroom.

That work exhausted me in ways difficult to explain to people who had never done it. Not because the children were hard to love — they weren’t. Most days they were the easiest part.

It was everything surrounding them.

The overstimulation. The paperwork. The underfunding. Watching tiny human beings struggle to exist inside systems that rarely understood them.

Some afternoons I’d sit in my car afterward with the radio off for a full ten minutes before driving home because my brain simply refused to process one more sound.

And still, somehow, I loved it.

Especially the moments nobody else seemed to notice.

A child making eye contact for the first time all day.

A student with Down syndrome proudly reading three complete sentences without help.

The way some kids trusted you slowly, like nervous animals deciding whether your hand was safe.

I understood that kind of caution.

By evening I’d return home smelling faintly of dry erase markers and chicken feed, moving automatically through the routines of dinner, laundry, homework, baths, reminders, exhaustion.

It wasn’t a bad life.

That’s what made it harder to explain.

Because loneliness sounds dramatic when you say it out loud. People hear the word and imagine empty apartments and silence and isolation.

Not marriages with good men.

Not children.

Not farms and jobs and busy schedules.

But loneliness can exist inside full lives too.

Sometimes it grows there best.

I didn’t realize how deeply disconnected from myself I’d become until Valerie’s livestreams started giving me something to look forward to that belonged entirely to me.

Not my children.

Not my marriage.

Not work.

Mine.

Even if it was just an hour every Wednesday night listening to a former actress talk about emotional resilience while wrestling waterfowl in the background.

Somewhere along the way, she started recognizing my name regularly in the comments.

“Hey, Amy,” she’d say when I joined.

Just that.

Two words.

But every single time, something inside me startled a little.

Like my nervous system didn’t
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