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For our David and Jesse, who surprised us entirely,

changed the core of who I am,

and ended my 30s by making me brave.

And for Rod, my Holy Exhale.
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Chapter One


Imarried an older man. He wasn’t so much older, not scandalously so, and not even the oldest guy I’d ever dated, but eleven years older. And so, it was always a periodic topic of conversation . . . that he would probably die first, that I might be a relatively young widow, and whether (depended on the day) and how (with a gay bestie, my own Blanche and Rose, or any of several of the cast of Lord of the Rings) I would move on. 
We met at a truck stop, Johnson City, Tennessee. Just kidding. Since we lived in the south suburbs of Chicago, and not inside a Travis Tritt song, we met at a pizza joint. I was there with my new sister-in-law Maggie, pretty much the only one of my friends from before—that is, before I got pregnant by a customer at the for-real truck stop diner where I’d been working, before I disappointed the “give-it-up-for-adoption” hopes of my parents and my older brother by deciding to keep my baby (Madonna song), and about 10 minutes before I decided that dating was never going to work out for me, as my boobs were about to leak and I was a little afraid my mom was at home trying to feed my baby boy marinara sauce on his pacifier (I think that’s a Vic Damone song).
Maggie and I were in a booth, sharing a taco pizza and a renegade pitcher of Old Style Light that I was assured would not intoxicate my little Sam during his 2am feeding. Maggie had been married to my brother Tony for about six months at that point. She was currently on rant number three of the evening and clearly no longer on her honeymoon.
I listened to her talk about Tony’s lack of communication on his shift days (he was a firefighter), his comments about her coconut-oil-laden bathroom routine, and his insistence that their future baby would not be named after her dad, Leroy, who had passed away two weeks before their wedding. I remained mostly silent, because as much as I adored my friend from Literature of the Nations at Prairie State College, I never understood her and my brother as a couple. She was a sassy, independent black woman, and he was a very conventional, cut-and-dry white dude. Even in my inexperience, they seemed destined to have really pretty children and a lot of intense misunderstanding.
When Maggie stood to walk to the bathroom, a tall, barrelchested man with dark hair, dark eyes, and a dark goatee walked directly to our table and stopped there. His smile was as broad as his chest and shoulders. I sat up straighter and instinctively looked down to make sure there were no telltale circular stains on my Nirvana t-shirt (God rest Kurt’s soul).
“Can I help you?” I asked, eyebrows raised in hopes to convey disinterest. Because . . .  he was interesting, in a Tom-Selleck-asMagnum kind of way.
He responded by raising one eyebrow back at me, the smile still in place. “I’m not sure. I was just over there admiring the way you eat your pizza, and I was curious what kind it is. Is that lettuce?”
I wasn’t sure whether to feel offended or kindred. Taco pizza was a controversial choice just outside of Chi-town. It was not my go-to or my favorite, but when the mood struck, which it did for Maggie about every 28 days, it served its purpose very tastily.
Once I started talking to Magnum about the lettuce needing to be finely shredded, the appropriate amount of black olives, and the perfect spicy tang of the sauce, I got on a roll. The conversation turned to a few other specialty pizzas, the polenta fritti, and tentatively, the dirty martinis. I was barely 19 and my taste in liquor was about as sophisticated as spearmint Schnapp’s in a plastic cup. Magnum was clearly a little bit older. Maggie raised her eyebrows and nodded toward his backside before scooting around him and back into her seat.
“Oh . . .  this, this is my sister-in-law, Maggie,” I said, fully cognizant that he didn’t even know my name.
“Sister-in-law? Oh, my. Hi Maggie. I’m Randall Oakley. And you’re, Mrs. . . . ?”
It took me a beat. “Mrs.?” I grimaced. “No, no. She’s married to my brother. I am not a Mrs. I am a mom, though.”
Maggie shook her head. Sam was 11 months old at that point, and I wore his existence like a badge. But really, what was the point talking anything other than menu items with the handsome stranger when he was just going to run away?
Except he didn’t. He asked for my number. He came to my parents’ house for our first date, armed with a taco pizza and one with sausage and peppers. He brought a stuffed Snoopy for Sam, and he fed him from a jar of Gerber chicken and rice while I ate heartily with two hands. He charmed my mom by clearing the table, impressed my dad with talk of his accounting job, and he stayed with me, with us, with the family we made, for the next 36 years.
So even if I should have been, I was not expecting that call . . . . the call wives get on my Generation-X version of soap operas, the hour-long dramas that skirt round the edge of smutty just enough to keep me somewhere between hooked on the story and sort of ashamed I am. It was a call from the hospital. It was a next of kin call.
It was a Monday in mid-March. It had been a normal day. Randall was “semi-retired,” and to me all that meant was that he got paid two-thirds as much, worked almost as many hours (though he didn’t go in on Fridays, which was nice), and didn’t have to travel any more (amazing). He’d been auditing for a huge firm since his late 30s. Now he was consulting for the same company, talking to most of his clients or protégées or whatever over phone or video. He’d grown his hair a little longer and wore golf shirts instead of dress shirts and ties. But he still left the house at 8:45 most weekday mornings, after walking our Labrador, Cash, eating two eggs and two sausages, and kissing me goodbye.
I was running late and gathering my affects, as we always liked to say . . . . making sure Cash went outside, putting on some lip gloss and spraying on some “smell-good,” deciding not to comment to the Facebook acquaintance who had, in the space of an hour, complained that women in bikinis who were over size 10 were too big and Starbucks drive-thru lanes were too small, and trying to decide whether I needed to bring my sizable planner and my MacBook to my meeting.
“Are you the wife of Randall Joseph Oakley?” the voice said, after I confirmed my own name.
“Yes.”
“He’s here at Water’s Edge Hospital. Unfortunately, ma’am, he was in an accident.”
An accident. Okay. Randall was sometimes a little reckless, like seeking a different station or just “glancing” at a score kind of reckless. He was okay. Of course he was.
“Is he okay?” I asked. Oh me of little faith.
“Ma’am, it’s important that you get here as soon as possible.”
That was all she told me. I don’t remember her name. But I already knew my husband of 35 years was gone.
I was home alone, on my way to meet my writing partner Paul at our favorite satellite office, the creatively-titled Pier Diner, a mom-and-pop restaurant on the Surfside Beach Pier, for a short review of our current project, our swan-song. I called him and asked him to pick me up and drive me to the hospital instead.
He did, of course. And so it was Paul who walked with me when the receptionist led me to a private little cubicle. It was Paul who stood behind me and kept his hand on my shoulder while the doctor told me that Randall had had a massive heart attack and was dead before his Silverado crashed into a tree on a thankfully undeveloped and pedestrian-free road west of the beach. It was Paul who asked all the necessary questions that my own mouth could not utter.
After Paul called my oldest son, Sam, he also left a message for his own wife, Leah, to come to the hospital. Then he fetched me terribly bitter tea and carried my bag as we were corralled to another room. And when I finally began to digest the truth of my new reality, Paul held me while I cried.
And so I was there with him when his own phone rang with more news: Leah had died in an accident, too.

      [image: ]
I watched the expression on Paul’s face as he was catapulted from mourning his friend and comforting me to the shocking horror that his wife was gone, but I don’t know what I said or did, because it felt like it was happening in front of some other woman, to some other man, somewhere else. I remember that all the crying gave me violent hiccups, and I thought I was going to vomit but never did. I remember that Paul had his hands in his lap and his head down, like he was closing in on himself. Once our kids filtered in, there were quiet tears and louder sobs. Some kind of time passed, but I don’t know how much. My mouth was dry and images blurred in front of me, signature lines, tissues, paper coffee cups, my teenage grandson’s hand, my youngest daughter’s strawberry blonde hair, the wrinkled, gray sleeve of Sam’s shirt as we walked together to a different room, a different place, and finally, my Randall, what used to be Randall, lying under a sheet.
I had seen my mom in the moments after she died. It had been striking and strange, how peaceful she looked, but also how unreal. She had always been there, and then she was not. This was the same and different. Randall had been there, and now he was not, but it felt like I was gone as well. Or at least, the person I was that morning, two hours ago, wasn’t here anymore.
“He looks so . . .  white,” Sam murmured next to me.
“Too early for a tan,” I said back. Was I trying to make my son smile, or trying to convince myself Randall didn’t look like a shell, like a ghost?
I don’t remember if he did smile. I didn’t look at Sam. I only looked at Randall, but all I remember is how aware I was that he didn’t look like Randall. He just looked gone.
We returned to the conference room and lingered long enough to piece events together, a feat accomplished by our collective brood trading bits of information and phone screens with each other and emergency personnel. It turned out that Randall and Leah had decided to surprise Paul and me at the diner and whisk us out for dinner to celebrate; Paul and I had sold our brand to its parent company and were moving on from curriculum writing. Randall picked Leah up on his way from the office, a simple matter of convenience. Apropos for her, she had carried only her phone in a small zippered carrier, which had been tossed from the car. Her ID had been much harder to confirm than Randall’s. She was found in an embankment about 20 yards from the car, deceased from probable blunt force trauma.
Along with Paul’s oldest daughter, Danielle, Sam took over the duty of details, gently guiding everyone to the strange and stoic conclusion that, close as our families were, freaky as the circumstances, we would arrange services separately and not burden ourselves with any joint activities or expectations.
I just kept alternating between nodding and shaking my head, trying to answer and assure whoever was around me, but also, as if to knock off the cloud of dust that shadowed my sense of the present.
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Having a service for Randall posed an internal conflict for me, one I didn’t share with anyone but Maggie. She only gave me a side-eye and pointed to my two daughters, who at that point were feverishly going through photos at our kitchen table without any prior discussion of a need to do so. Randall had always said he didn’t want anything formal, and that always sounded perfectly reasonable and so him, until he was gone, and the thought of denying our four kids and two kids-in-law and three grandkids the chance to honor him and maybe gain some closure seemed selfish. And anyway, Randall wasn’t here. What the hell say did he have and what could he do about it? Such thoughts seemed harsh and fair to me all at once.
We tried to do everything in his style, though, and kept it informal, with Tennessee Vols paraphernalia scattered where flowers would be, a drop box for donations to Randall’s favorite charity, Backpack Buddies, and plenty of fun anecdotes from our pastor and friend, Carter.
In the spirit of embracing “life abundantly,” Carter reflected on Randall’s tendency to spontaneously immerse himself in notions going to the Hot Air Balloon Festival on a whim with Brittney and our now-20-year-old baby, David, winning a contest and co-hosting a cooking segment with Paula Deen at her local restaurant, or putting together a ridiculously intricate Halloween scavenger hunt for our church kids.
“And then there was his love for Jessie,” Carter said, having just laughed and now needing to pause for composure. “It’s sort of unconventional for a pastor, even here at the beach, to hang out at tattoo parlors, but when Randall decided to surprise his bride of 30 years with one he had designed and asked me to come along for the ride, I couldn’t resist.” The girls had curated the perfect photo montage, and the brand Randall designed for us, merging together the R, J, and O of our names, was displayed on the screen, memorialized in green ink on his muscular calf. It had certainly been a surprise, quite an uncharacteristic one, and it took me about three seconds to decide I needed one too, on the top of my foot and much tinier because that sonofabiscuit hurt.
I looked down at it now, plainly visible because I was wearing black flip flops . . .  because I was Jessie Oakley and that was part of my uniform, even for funerals. Even for Randall’s funeral. I tore my eyes away and looked at the screen while “Carry on My Wayward Son” added its fist-pumping feels to our hodge-podge memorial. David asked if we could end the service with “Rock and Roll All Night,” and I acquiesced, making Carter throw in a few of our worship singers doing a little something-something in the middle so we wouldn’t seem completely nuts and sacrilegious. There were only a few flowers, mainly from Randall’s extended relatives back in the Midwest who couldn’t grasp that we really didn’t want any.
I shifted a little uncomfortably as Randall’s brother Patrick gave his eulogy. It was fine, a little formal, filled with anecdotes of childhood that could have been lifted straight out of The Goonies, and perfectly peppered with God and Jesus and promises of Heaven. It was fine. It just felt like it was for someone else. Did Patrick know Randall anymore? Beach Randall? Our Randall? My Randall? Did he know that Randall wore toe socks to the gym? That he had a favorite hairspray, top three shampoos, and would only eat Peter Pan peanut butter? That he teared up every time he heard Tim McGraw’s “My Little Girl” and had a teeny crush on Lady Gaga? That he always kissed me goodnight for a minimum of six seconds and still grabbed my ass every time he passed me while I was brushing my teeth or doing dishes?
Did anyone really know who we just lost?
I tried to listen to the noble and inspiring words. Of course I wanted everyone to believe in Heaven and make it there, but I also just wanted the whole thing to be over.
David and my oldest grandson, Travis, kept glancing at me. And my Mikayla, Randall’s first born, just never stopped crying. I kept reaching behind me to clasp her hand. Her husband Altan kept his arm around her and whenever I reached back, his hand joined ours.
There was no graveside service. The kids and I all agreed on the cremation, and it was non-negotiable. We left the church and returned to our house. Maggie and Chrissy, Randall’s sister, and a few of our church friends had arranged the meal, everything reminiscent of Randall’s simple, sports bar-esque taste: buffalo wings, cheeseburger sliders, salt and vinegar chips, and chocolate cake.
After spending some time on the couch with Ms. Naomi, Randall’s 90-year-old mother (medicinally tranquil because she had been absolutely inconsolable and terrified of flying in from Chicago with Patrick and his family), I sat on the porch through most of the visiting, nursing a glass of tea with just a pinch of Bourbon and a plate of untouched cake. I smiled at everyone who came to sit with me, accepted their hugs and assured them I would call for whatever I needed, be it a sushi night out, or someone to walk Cash, or help folding my laundry (I kind of thought that one was weird, but chalked it up to some helpful blog post somewhere meant for much younger mothers . . . .)
Though it wasn’t as if I knew what I did need.
It got easier when one of the last visitors greeted me. Danielle and my Mikayla were very close, so I was only mildly surprised to see her there. Leah’s service would be Saturday. I looked at Danielle and thought of my beautiful friend, her shiny, chestnut hair, her flawless skin, and mostly, her generous, sometimes devious, smile. I didn’t want to imagine her being anything other than fully alive.
Danielle and Mikayla flanked me on the porch swing. Mikayla rested her head on my shoulder, and I reached for Danielle’s hand. There was such a solemnity in the moment, and sacredness too. I pictured the two of them the day of Mikayla’s wedding, with Brittney, Sam’s wife Abby, and more friends bustling around our hotel suite in Manhattan, make-up and champagne glasses and overflowing totes everywhere. Randall had stuck around long enough to be in some pictures and tease everyone and hug Mikayla until he managed to nearly ruin her eye makeup. He had left her with one of his signature hankies, blue and white plaid. I assumed it was the same one she’d been holding all day.
“Oh girls,” I sighed, because even though they were very much grown, I still kind of saw Mikayla as a teenager, fresh from her braces, smiling more her sophomore year of high school than she had her whole life until then. “I have no idea what to say . . . ”
“There’s nothing to say, Ms. Jessie,” Danielle answered. “We just have to get through this.”
The simple truth was so devoid of any actual comfort, other than the “we.” I always found comfort in company.
“It’s just unbelievable . . . ” I said lamely, for what seemed like the millionth time. “How’s your dad?”
“Strong,” she answered immediately. “But worn out. He was going to come over, you know, but Katy and Julie kind of insisted he go home and rest. Mama’s sisters are cooking for him and the freezer. And he’s not really sleeping.”
“Oh, I totally understand,” I said, like we were trying to schedule a game night to no avail. I didn’t expect Paul to be around at all, and somehow, he’d made an appearance at the service. “You girls take good care of him.”
“Of course,” Danielle said. Then she smiled. “I think he’s actually pretty sick of us already.”
I forced a little giggle, as I sort of understood that, too, and I knew Paul was vastly outnumbered by females in his family. Meanwhile, Brittney, David, and Travis had slept over at the house all week, and while it was lovely and loving and thoughtful, I was starting to feel claustrophobic.
“I’m sure he’s very appreciative,” I told Danielle. “Please, please send my love. I’m so grateful he was there for me, and I am also just . . .  so sorry . . . ”
She leaned over and hugged me, reminding me so much of her daddy, open and warm. We exchanged the southern comfort known as “Love y’all,” and she was on her way.
Mikayla and I were then joined by David, Brittney, and Sam. I couldn’t remember the last time I was alone anywhere with just my four kids. We laughed as everyone smooshed and layered onto the porch swing together. Sam sat on the arm of one end, his own arm protectively around me.
“Mama, you know we are here for anything you need,” he said, so seriously, like I would doubt him.
“I know, Sam,” I said. “We’re all here for each other. We’re going to be okay.”
“We know that, Mama,” Brittney added, “But we just want to make sure you know we are here. We know how you like to do things on your own, your own way.”
I smiled. One of the scariest and most incredible things about grown kids is how well they know you.
“I . . . ” I sighed. I really didn’t know how to explain it to them, or whether I should. I settled for, “I don’t feel alone. I feel like . . .  well, part of me is gone. The Randall part . . .  And that feels . . .  like words I don’t have. But I don’t feel alone. I have all of you.” David and Mikayla were visibly crying, “And he is so apparent in each of you.” I turned and met Sam’s eyes. “You four are the greatest tribute to your dad that there could ever be.”
David slumped into my side, and his brother reached over to muss his hair. I closed my eyes, grateful for the feel of all of them there, and almost afraid to look at them too much, because they were also a reminder of everything we lost when Randall died.
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Chapter Two


The adage and there are many for widows, I soon discovered—is that it’s harder after the funeral and the fuss is over. In some ways, that was true. I spent two very long days being the sole receptacle for the grief of Ms. Naomi, Patrick, Chrissy, and their combined spouses and children. I was so grateful they came, and that they wanted to help in a vast array of ways. 
Randall had been described over and over again with the same S words, depending on the age and vocabulary of the speaker: strong, solid, steady, stalwart. Also in the mix was “salt of the earth.” He was a man’s man, educated but not arrogant, loved sports and beef and his family. One never had to look far to see where he came from. His dad, who died before I met him, had been a general contractor and a church elder. Naomi had been a homemaker and a Sunday School teacher. Why they ever accepted their eldest son falling for a teen mom was one of life’s great mysteries, as my own mother reminded me frequently. But Junie (short for Richard Jr.) and Naomi were those people . . .  not just church pillars, but grace personified.
It feels disloyal, still, after years of absence, to compare them, but they were so different from my own family, who excelled at fulfilling obligations and made everything seem like one.
So the Oakleys were hanging around just being themselves. One nephew cut our tiny patch of grass and power washed the siding. His wife bathed Cash, put herself on dog poop detail, and made constant food runs. Chrissy’s husband Joel had my car detailed. Chrissy and her daughter did all my laundry, even the sheets, and made the futile offer to help me go through Randall’s clothes (way too soon), and Patrick helped Sam get started on all the estate and legal stuff. This left me to “rest,” or rather, sit with Ms. Naomi and drink tea and reminisce during the long mornings, and participate in more of the same with all of them plus our kids into the night. The only “break” I took from all of it was for Leah’s funeral on Saturday, but Brittney, Mikayla, and David were my faithful chaperones for that. The only break I wanted was for Maggie to come have happy hour with me on my porch. I was a bewildering mix of relieved and grief-stricken all over again as I said goodbye to the Oakleys at the airport that Sunday morning. My own parents had been gone for almost half my life, my own brother hadn’t shown up for almost as long, so it felt like the only link I really had to a foundational family was being severed. We talked about meeting up in the mountains (Chrissy and family lived in Knoxville, also products of Big Orange Nation) and there was a family reunion in Michigan scheduled for the following summer. Maybe I would go. I invited them to spend “Christmas at the beach.” But deep inside, I knew I probably wouldn’t, and they probably wouldn’t either. Our lives were our lives.
I drove home from the airport and put myself back to bed with plans to sleep until. I felt absolutely alien being alone in my house. For so long, it wasn’t a thing at all.
Randall travelled, and we had four kids. When David was born, Sam was 17 and doing his own thing and contrary to popular belief, requiring as much mental and emotional parenting energy as a newborn required physical assistance, hands down. The girls were eight and nine and homeschooled and, at the cusp of puberty and fresh from a family tragedy, needy. They were needy of me. I could have spent weekends tossing them to Randall, saying, “You’re it,” but I wanted to be with him, too. So the notion of Time Alone in My House was akin to magically learning Russian or waking up a size two. Utter, unattainable fantasy.
This day, I was alone, not quite in the way I had dreamed I’d be back in those mamahood trenches, when my whole body and soul would melt like wax into Randall upon his return. I was so much better as part of a team, and he was my holy exhale. I called him that so many times that it probably should have been his tattoo.
Now that he was gone, it felt strange to be craving solitude almost as much as I did back then. So I reveled in it, staying in bed until dinnertime, when I woke to walk Cash on the beach, and felt a little bit of renewal in my sandy sanctuary. I assumed I’d be returning to an empty house for the second time that day, until I saw Travis lying on the couch face down. I thought he was sleeping, and then I heard a sob.
Teenagers, to quote the funniest book read in my pre-adolescence, Freaky Friday, would “rather die than cry.” It was a morbid thought for the time, but Travis was 17, and it held true. He cared about surfing, college football, and red-haired Cali who worked with him at Chick-Fil-A. But here he was, heartbroken over his Grampy, and crying like no one could hear.
“Trav?” I said softly. “I’m home.”
In those moments, it’s impossible to even know what you want to happen. There was only one other time in my life that I felt as sad and stricken as I did now, and there were kids to comfort then, too. Part of me, a selfish corner of my id, wanted Travis to ignore me, not to need comfort, so I could slip back into my bedroom and feel whatever was coming. But that didn’t happen, so when he sat up, his chin trembling, his face wet, and expectation in his eyes, the rest of me, the part that always won, sat next to him and hugged him, cried with him and rocked his 5’10 frame akin to the way I had almost daily for his first twoand-a-half years.
Ten minutes later, we were dried and put back together. Twenty minutes later, Abby arrived with his younger siblings. Thirty minutes later, Sam arrived with pizza and wings. (I could hear Randall making a good-natured but sardonic comment about one household bringing three cars over). And as though they could smell it from wherever they’d been, Brittney and David were there right behind him.
The next week looked much the same, except for the inevitable return of everyone to full-time work and school. Mikayla and Altan took over dinner and keep-the-fridgestocked duties, as it was their slow time of year anyway. I did make all of them stay away on Tuesday, so I could have tacos with the grandkids like always (we let Uncle David join whenever he was home from college). There were more episodes like the one with Travis on my couch. I cried sincerely and companionably each time, I comforted whoever needed it. I let them comfort me, too, but it all felt like an out-of-body experience.

      [image: ]Two weeks off were all I could stand. David returned to his campus apartment, and I kindly but pointedly told Mikayla and Altan that I wasn’t eating again, ever. Sam cut his calls and texts back slightly. I put everyone else on notice that I wanted and needed to get some stuff done, that I wanted and needed to figure out a new normal (I had always hated that trendy/made-up/ bloggy term, and now I hated it more because it was perfectly fitting). I would resume Sunday dinners and Taco Tuesdays as soon as I met my deadline, which would be just a week or two if I could work in peace.
I tried not to bother Paul, but I wasn’t used to working without him. We had been working together at least a few days a week, at the diner or in his garage office, for 15 years. And really, the whole arrangement had all been Randall’s idea.
The summer David turned five, not long after Sam and Abby had graduated, gotten their grown-up jobs, and enrolled Travis in daycare, Randall whisked me away for a whole weekend, and over a barbecue chicken picnic next to Lake Michigan he brushed my hair from my face and insisted that David, Brittney, and Mikayla start attending public school that fall.
“You’ve lost yourself, babe,” he said earnestly. “The kids are fine. The house is fine. We are fine. But we need to get the sparkle back in your eyes. There is more to you than intricate lesson plans and seasonal crafts and raising poster children for the Fruits of the Spirit.” He gently went on to suggest “shuffling the deck” and doing life differently for a while.
I wanted to argue with him, that our children were our treasures and we should be their primary influence, remind him of dumb relationships in my adolescent years that led to my being a teenage mother, point out Mikayla’s propensity for anxiety or Brittney’s abilities in art and ineptitude for math. But basking in the sun, with no one interrupting our conversation, in a sundress that was not black nor stained, and sipping wine at one in the afternoon, I felt a little too free to deny how bound I had been feeling.
So we shuffled. It did take Mikayla some time and overflowing, hormonal tears to adjust to eighth grade, while our social butterflies Brittney and David took to school immediately. And after a few months of spending at least a few hours a day alone in my house, doing crazy things like reading books straight through and learning yoga from cable On-Demand, I also spent some time having ideas, organizing my thoughts, and writing about the things that had worked well for me as a homeschooling mom. I published a series of blog posts about it on Live Journal and Myspace.
And then one day right after New Year's, Randall came home and told me about his co-worker’s friend, someone in search of a “creative partner” who, ideally, could copyedit and do some graphic design and write a little. He was a former headmaster of a private school and was contracted by a publishing company to create new Christian-based humanities curriculum, starting with a then-innovative interactive website.
It sounded like the world’s most perfect job had been sent to me gift-wrapped. A few days later, I met Paul for an interview at IHOP. We both ordered pancakes (mine were blueberry; his were pecan) and took our coffee light. We also agreed that flavored syrups were an abomination, but Paul nearly fell out of his chair chuckling when I pulled a small Mason jar of real maple syrup out of my bag and set it on the table. (Why mess around with fake stuff? Don’t even get me started, IHOP . . . )
In the first six-months, we wrote and rewrote feverishly and launched the website, and it took another year to complete our first printed, commercially available project: a history/language arts set for intermediate grades. We celebrated those milestones by having a touristy, seafood buffet with both of our families. Shortly after, Paul and Leah started coming to our church. Through the years, we became linked like lifelong friends do. Now half of us were gone, and I hadn’t seen Paul since Leah’s funeral, and maybe I no longer knew up from down.
So intending to regulate myself, I gratefully embraced my first days back to work. Our editor Rachel had extended a deadline for us. Ken the Website Coder had gone as far as he could go without us. We were essentially adapting everything we had ever published in book form to be digital: not necessarily all the grunt work, but updating articles and creating, finding, or in some cases, commissioning more web-friendly graphics. For the supposed pièce de résistance, I was writing a new series of essays on transitions: from homeschool to conventional school or vice versa, from traditional texts to online study, and even from community co-op groups to online communities, an idea I actually abhorred but that was becoming important in rural areas or households with single parents who were dedicated to homeschooling.
In the midst of my own transition, the one before this big one, none of it interested me. The moment David walked the stage with his high school diploma, my passion for education had seemingly oozed out of me like butter from chicken Kiev. I tried to shake it off, but Paul had noticed. I was scared to death at first, thinking I was tanking the work that had become his professional legacy. But he laughed. He laughed like he had at that Mason jar of maple syrup when we first met.
“I’m more than ready for something new,” he’d said. “I’ve just been along for the ride. You’ve been steering this for a while.”
It was a flattering endorsement from an ABD lifetime educator, and in spite of myself, I knew he was right. The changing times of social media, content creation, and increasingly innovative schools had never captured him. He just wanted kids to have fun learning, to know their history, to tell their stories. The method didn’t interest him so much, and it seemed my waning enthusiasm only matched his.
Paul sealed our “retirement plan” by playing “Another Brick in the Wall” and pouring us each a big glass of sweet tea. It had been a happy day.

      [image: ]But readying our catalog for its spin-off was a huge job, and, tragedy or not, we were down to the wire. Paul had plenty of other income to rely on with his and Leah’s assortment of rental properties. Randall’s insurance was going to take care of everything big for me, but the payoff I’d be earning as a result of my completed contract had already been earmarked for my retirement, even before the accident, and I wasn’t going to let go easily.
Buoyed by the needed solitude and the pressing goal, I took the personal parts of my narrative as far as I could, working through the weekend and a pot of Italian wedding soup. I was assisted only by a few brief texts back and forth with Paul when it came to reference points in education.
His responses alternated between terse and apologetic. I hadn’t seen him since Leah’s funeral, at which he managed to be the picture of a graceful gentleman, even with an uncharacteristically tense posture and bags under his eyes. When I stopped in front of the casket and gave him the perfunctory funeral hug, we held on just a moment longer than what seemed perfunctory, but we couldn’t speak. I was worried about him, of course. But what was there to say after the preposterously life-altering hours we had spent together at the hospital?
Our work demanded words, though, and by the Monday after my catch-up efforts, my brain was drowning in terms, and I had plateaued in my ability to organize (every article required three cross-references within our library of curriculum and commentary). I needed the fresh eyes of the project’s adviser, so I began attempting to reach Paul late in the morning. Hours passed, and by dinnertime, no responses came. I finally scanned all my initial choices one more time, cringing at those that seemed like too much of a stretch, and emailed the link to Rachel. Then I ate a spinach and mushroom omelet while standing up and stretching at the kitchen counter.
The tentative knock on my door was barely audible over the strains of my “Eclectically Moody” playlist, featuring Alanis Morissette, Adele, Miranda Lambert, and the King of Moods and my clear favorite, Johnny Cash.
I dried my hands on the dishtowel and walked to the door, only to see Paul standing there, looking mostly blank but also a little perplexed, like he forgot where he was or why he was there. I certainly felt the latter. His lack of response and unannounced visit were unprecedented.
I held the door open and managed a “Hey.”
“Hi,” he said, stepping through and standing just over the threshold.
He hadn’t ever just stopped by. He’d never been there without at least part of his family. And mine.
“I . . . ” He paused, ran his hand through his closely-tousled hair, and sighed. “What’s going on?”
I probably didn’t do a great job of controlling my facial expression. I wanted to feel tender and empathetic toward him, but I felt irritated and edgy and kind of abandoned.
I shrugged. “Um, I’m just making some tea. I was going to head down for a walk.”
“Oh.”
Oh?
“I just sent the drafts to Rachel. I . . .  she extended the deadline twice. I couldn’t wait any more.”
He nodded. He knew.
“I left my phone in the Jeep most of the day.” I wasn’t used to him mumbling. I waited for further explanation, but none came. “Oh,” I answered back. One would never have guessed the two of us published actual multisyllabic words.
“I have sweet tea in the fridge,” I started, trying to be charitable. “We can sit on the porch, if you want?”
“You don’t have to change plans for me,” he said, leaning against the doorframe.
“Plans” was stretching it. I studied Paul. His black shirt was wrinkled and hanging loosely around his shoulders. Leave it to a man to lose weight in his grief. I had looked at a blueberry muffin the night before and gained two-and-a-half pounds by morning. Meanwhile, there were circles around his eyes and a very atypical five o’clock shadow on his face. He sported the Myrtle Beach early spring uniform of jeans and flip-flops. He was jangling his keys in his right hand, and his left hand still bore a wedding band, as did mine.
At Randall’s memorial service, Paul had snuck in the back with his twin daughters Katy and Julie, and he stayed long enough to love on each of my kids. I hadn’t seen him or heard his voice since Leah’s funeral. Today, the energy that usually crackled in his eyes was gone. It hurt to look at him.
“Are you getting any rest?” I said, but, of course, it wasn’t really a question.
He just sighed again, with a barely noticeable shaking of his head, and walked to the couch, arranging himself neatly there. I turned back toward the kitchen and set about getting our drinks. Hot tea with a bit of honey and whiskey was my evening beverage of choice, but Paul wasn’t a drinker. I wished my iced tea was decaf. His hands looked twitchy to me.
A few minutes later, I handed him a glass garnished with lemon wedges and mint leaves, held on to my own sturdy, steaming mug, and looked over at him.
“Want to sit outside?” I asked, feigning some cheerfulness, trying to feel hopeful.
He looked down. He was more an outdoor person than I was, a recreational softball player, an avid gardener and golfer, born and raised in Surfside Beach, just south of Myrtle. That's where Randall and I had moved a few years after getting married, and we had fallen in love all over again, with the salty air and the more casual living than we’d had all our lives in suburban Chicago. I learned to love the coastal lifestyle, walking the dog barefoot and taking nightcaps on the front porch, but I didn’t consider myself an outdoor person so much as a beach person. There were no flowers outside my house save for the perennials that were planted before we bought it, including several gorgeous rose bushes and a magnificent magnolia tree. Paul and Leah’s house, meanwhile, looked like a botanical garden.
He shrugged. “Whatever you want.” Now I sighed.
“This is the hardest time of day, I think,” I said, settling on the opposite end of the couch, where Randall used to sit. I thought I was suggesting conversation, but since he remained silent, I asked outright, “How about for you?”
“Now, you mean? I guess.” Another shrug. “Dinner . . .  is weird. I don’t feel like going anywhere where people want to . . .  talk to me about it.”
“No wonder you look ten pounds lighter,” I said. He forced a smile. “I ordered a smart TV today. For the bedroom. Can you believe that?
He didn’t get it, even though we’d talked about it a hundred times in the past, how Randall was adamant that in our post-small kids, “adult time” life, in which we could watch all of any kind of programming we wanted in our own living room and didn’t have to retreat to watch shows about zombies or sex scandals or medieval versions of both at eleven at night, we would not have a TV or other screened devices in our bedroom.
“But now,” I mused, “time seems to stand still around 8 o’clock. I feel like a rebel. I let Cash sleep on the bed, and I keep my tablet with me. I read really intellectual stuff like EW-dotcom until I pass out. And I have big plans to have Sam mount that TV right above the tallboy. It’s all Maggie’s fault.” Suddenly single so many years ago, she was gently cheering me on, reminding me that no matter what might seem like an affront to Randall’s memory, he would want me to be comfortable and even happy without him. I doubted 40 inches of hi-definition ‘90s dramedies would equate to happiness, but I welcomed the help easing to sleep each night.
When he still said nothing, I got more direct. “Paul . . . ”
When he looked up at me, his eyes had changed, and I was no stranger to the look in them. They were somewhat . . .  pleading. I’d seen that look a few times in our past. Once when his mother, with whom he’d had a mostly-contentious relationship, had passed away. Once when Katy, then 18, took off for California, in his convertible. A few other less-descript times when big life stress set him on a precarious edge. Leah was not an overt nurturer, and I was CCO – Chief Coddling Officer, pretty much anywhere I went.
I didn’t know how to do that this time.
“We can just sit,” I said, mostly to myself. My own walls were built much higher than usual. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Paul there, just that my presence and every word I could say would bring him an automatic reference to grief and loss. They died. They died together, loving us.
I didn’t see a way we could possibly be good company for each other at that point.
I clutched my own mug and drank, staring at a collage of momentous family events on the wall: Sam and Abby’s simple wedding on the beach. Mikayla and Altan’s grand wedding in Central Park. Brittney’s graduation from University of Tennessee. One of David’s surfing championships. All three of the grandkids. And then us . . .  our own wedding a million years ago. Our vow renewal right down the shore from our home. Our Almost-Ruby Wedding, which I insisted on titling our 35th Anniversary party, even though half of our friends hadn’t seen Bridget Jones’ Diary and were a bit fuzzy on what they were being invited to. All the photos were strategically placed to allow for more weddings, more grandkids, more happy milestones.
I looked away only when I heard the shatter. My mug had slipped from my hands and crashed on the floor.
A startled Paul immediately started picking up the larger ceramic pieces. I wordlessly and foggily headed to fetch the broom. We cleaned up the mess in companionable silence. The quiet should have been awkward. Normally, all we did was talk. Normal had left us exactly twenty-three days prior.
He didn’t bother to get up from the floor then. When I walked back to him after discarding the mess, he was leaning against the couch and looking at me again.
I sat down beside him. I allowed myself to take his hand. It wasn’t shaking as much as mine was, and it was familiar. He exhaled deeply at the touch. “I don’t know how to do this,” I offered. His response was, “Neither do I.”
He took back his hand.
I waited for a moment, wondering what to say next or whether giving up and going for my walk was a better option than words. But then I heard a heaving, almost choking sound from beside me and saw Paul’s face in his hands, his shoulders shaking. That familiar, quasi-maternal wave of compassion swept over me, but I didn’t try to hold him. The moment almost felt too private to intrude upon. After a moment, I leaned over and rubbed his back, like I used to when the kids were actively vomiting.
When he straightened his posture, deftly removing my touch again, it had felt like hours, but probably only been a minute or two. He hastily swiped at his cheeks, as though I hadn’t seen tears fall down that face before.
But it was different. I knew that, and I let him have his dignified and necessary space.
“You want to go for that walk now?” he asked quietly, avoiding my stare.
I did.

      [image: ]When Randall, Sam, and I had moved to the beach, I’d had a pretty Midwestern view of what The Beach actually was. Though I’d visited the ocean before, the beaches I grew up with were boat-populated lakes with white, gravelly sand that we’d visit over Fourth of July weekend. The idea of Living at the Beach was as romantic a notion as moving to Italy for me. And it proved mostly true. It took about a minute for me to giggle gleefully at our outdoor shower and grow blind to trails of sand through the house and random seashells left on the counter. Sam learned to swim in the ocean, and the babies that followed learned to walk on its shores.
The long-standing locals whom we got to know, Paul and Leah included, told us that we’d eventually get over it. The beach is crowded in the summertime. The sun gets you wrinkled. The salt gets in your hair. The sand eventually stops being endearing when it’s in your food or clogging up your washing machine. But we never got over it. We settled in “east of 17,” though still about a mile walk to the actual ocean. And when Sam and the girls were out of the house, we tipped our hats to the traditional yard and plentiful trees (and HOA) that had graced most of our child-rearing years and told David he was going to have to “settle” for beach front property. The three of us downsized into a one-level stilt house with a huge master suite and two much smaller guest bedrooms, as well as a glorified dumbwaiter that would serve as our elevator when we got too old for the stairs. It was on the second row, basically across the street from the water, but the front porch, living room, and our bedroom offered the view and sound of the ocean. I wanted waterfront, but we weren’t millionaires, and Randall had insisted upon keeping an extra bedroom for office space, grandkid sleepovers, and the ever-looming possibility that a grown child could return home at any point.
Once we moved Right There, I woke up most every day and hit the sand. I hated gyms and wasn’t a huge fan of cardio (evident from the 20 extra pounds I gained after having Brittney and never lost), but I could stroll on the beach for hours and not feel like I was making an effort.
Paul trailed slightly behind me now. He had left his shoes on, which always felt like an abomination to me. The sun was already setting and though it was April and very spring-like during the day, there was a chill in the air. After a few minutes, I stopped and turned to him.
“How are you actually doing?”
It was stupid, and we both knew it, but what else was there to start a real conversation?
He stopped too, then looked out at water and shrugged. “Fine. Tired. I don’t know.”
“Yeah,” I started. “I . . .  I wish I could help.”
“Jess . . . ” Now he looked at me to acknowledge the absurdity. “I’m sorry about not getting back to you today. But I’m not asking you for anything. You can’t even help yourself right now.”
Um . . . I resented that. I was sad, and I was confounded, but I was doing okay. It occurred to me then that part of the reason I was so tense around him is because I was prepared for him to blame Randall. This could be it, I told myself. The conversation and maybe the last one we would ever have. I also told myself I was ready.
“Um, Paul, I couldn't care less about unanswered text messages. Your wife died. My husband was driving. And we are almost done anyway. There are plenty of good reasons why you didn’t answer me.”
“You think I ignored your messages because Randall had a heart attack? Jesus, Jessie. Do you even come up for air?”
I almost scolded him not to swear at me, but I refrained.
Everything started to feel murky.
“It wouldn’t be . . .  a stretch, Paul . . .  for you to be mad. I’m mad! This could have gone a million different ways.” My half-Italian hand gestures were unleashed. “Why didn’t Randall see his doctor more regularly? Why did they need to surprise us on a Monday night? Why couldn’t they wait for a weekend like normal people? At least Randall would have been at the office or at home instead of the car. Or he would have been by himself and Leah wouldn’t have been there. Or . . . ”
“Or you would have been in the car and died instead, and your kids would have lost both of you. Or maybe for fun, we all could have been in the car!”
“Futile,” I sighed. I had exhausted each of those options and others several times over. I should have told him about the one where Randall had decided to pick Travis up from baseball practice. My rumination only got grittier to make reality seem less horrid.
“You should be taking less blame, and more time,” he said. “It’s not blame, it’s just . . .  analysis.”
“Then less analysis,” he repeated, shaking his head at me. “You can’t figure this out. There’s no rhyme or reason. It couldn’t have happened any other way because it didn’t happen any other way. All you can do is move forward with what’s left.” He shrugged. “But you don’t even have to do that today.”
“Except I
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