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      I could tell right away that something was wrong. When Dad came home from hunting, he didn’t scoop Natalie up. She ran toward him, seven-year-old Michelin Man arms reaching for two weeks’ worth of hugs. He bent to kiss her head, tussle her hair, pat her back, but he didn’t lift her up the way she expected him to, the way he always did, even if she was getting a little big.

      His exhaustion was nothing new. Every fall he came back from hunting a little worse for wear. Two weeks in the wilderness with no shower, too much booze, too much man-to-man time, meat-out-of-a-can time. It took a toll on him. It took a toll on all of them. Grandpa Mick and Uncle Andy - they all looked and smelled like bus station transients at the end of a hunting trip. One year Dad came face to face with a bear. Another, Uncle Andy shot a cougar straight between the eyes as it was mid pounce...on him. I’d seen those three in their states of unravel more times than I could count. But something was different this time. It was in the way Grandpa unloaded the trailer at unusually rapid speed, the way Uncle Andy kept asking if he could help with anything, the way neither wanted to stay for dinner or take a shower or anything else they always did on the first night back.

      Something was wrong, but no one wanted to talk about it. It wasn’t til I caught sight of the limp that I realized what was happening. See, Dad had to be careful on his feet. Diabetes snuck up on him at 40, ravaging his body in ten short years the way it did most in 20 to 30. My mother would tell you she had known he was sick all along but that he never listened and was too dumb to go to the doctor. She’d tell you, that is, if she’d bothered to stick around, but she hadn’t. The doctors seemed to agree with her. It turns out Dad had probably been a diabetic for the bulk of his adult life. He’d just never gotten a diagnosis, or any of the treatment for that matter.

      Years of uncontrolled blood sugar had whittled his nerves down to stumps. The nerves in his stomach couldn’t always digest food. The nerves in his fingertips caused him to fumble more often than not, and his dexterity had taken a serious hit in the last six months alone. But it was the nerves that ran down to his feet that really did him in. He had trouble explaining it, but it was as if they were numb. Like If he stepped on a tack he might not even notice. Yet that didn’t stop his feet from hurting. Maybe the pain was deep inside, deeper than tissue injuries and bruises, deeper than broken bones. I imagined it like that phantom limb pain that people feel when they’ve had an arm or leg amputated. What they complain about isn’t really there, but who's to say that makes the pain any less real?

      That limp meant one thing: We were in for another amputation scare. The first time was was due to an infection in his knee, back when I was Natalie’s age and Mom was still half a parent. The doctors said they couldn’t save his leg. As a contractor, he was always kneeling here, climbing there, scraping his knees and elbows like the rest of us, but diabetes made it so that a simple cut meant a risk of infection, and infection was the real killer. With diabetes, you could lose a leg over the kind of staph infection a healthy person could fight off with one course of antibiotics. The diabetes made it so he couldn’t heal. So we prepared for the worst. Dad spent three days in the hospital with his knee hooked up to antibiotics through an IV fluids bag. It was a last ditch effort, one even the doctors didn’t seem to believe in. But then, like last minute Hallmark movie magic, the infection went away, and Dad went home with a bandaid and strong words of caution from his doctor.

      Then there was the Christmas we got stuck in the snow. Everyone thought we should stay at Uncle Andy’s house because the roads were slick and dangerous, but you couldn’t convince me that Santa would find us there. No way was I waiting another 365 days for the best day of the year. I begged to go home and Dad, being the world's biggest sucker for batting eyelashes and just a hint of waterworks, gave in. All was well and good, right up until the truck slid into the ditch. At eight years old, I wasn’t much help pushing. So together, Mom and Dad struggled to get the truck back on the road. It took 30 minutes. Thirty minutes with wet feet in the snow. He thought he’d never get the feeling back in them. When a normal person gets cold hands or feet, they rely on circulation to take blood to all the right places and warm them up. But Dad’s circulatory system was a mess. He was sure he’d end up with frostbite and I was sure I was the world's worst daughter. But just like the time before, it all worked out in the eleventh hour. I hoped it would be the same now, but the grimace on his face with each small step made it hard to believe there were any miracles left.

      It was three days before he could be talked into going to the doctor, and he only went then because the ceaseless pain made it impossible to work and not working made it impossible to pay bills. The doctors were quick to diagnose him. It turned out he had broken a bone in his foot while out hunting. Thanks to all the nerve damage, he didn’t even notice that broken bone and continued to hike and hunt, all while the bones around that bone wore down and began to break alongside it. Dad had been walking on broken bones for a week, but he hadn’t felt the difference, not one bit. And then one night, with whiskey in one hand, he pulled his socks and shoes off, only to discover his left foot had doubled in size.

      He certainly wasn’t the first diabetic to suffer this fate. It had its own fancy name, “Charcot Foot,” and like everything else under the sun, diabetics were supposed to look out for it and see the doctor at the first sign of symptoms. If diabetics really looked out for all the things they were supposed to be cautious of, none of them could have jobs, families, or lives. Just about everything bad imaginable was either the result of diabetes or extra dangerous for those who had it. He couldn’t have seen Charcot coming and he couldn’t have prevented it from happening, but of course his doctors read him the riot act anyway. “This time, Mike,” they had said. “This time it's only a matter of time. There are no more preventive measures.”

      And just like that, Dad went from a full-time contractor to unemployed, rolling around the house on a scooter-like contraption, the kind they gave to kids with broken ankles. It was funny at first, watching him wheel from room to room spinning donuts to make Natalie giggle. At night he would hop off the scooter and chase her around the living room on all fours. Dad was a big man and it made her roar with laughter when he’d sneak up on her, throw his shoulder into it, and mow her over like a rhino on the run.

      It stopped being funny when the realization it was permanent really began to sink in. The first few days were okay, but soon the days became weeks and Dad still couldn’t put any weight on his left foot. When he was finally able to get a walking cast, he could only be up and moving for short bursts of time. Never long enough to accomplish anything - just long enough to frustrate him. And all the while the nerve pain remained. Before Charcot he had been in excruciating pain, but the tradeoff was that he was still able to walk on his own two feet. Now, he had all the pain and none of the mobility. What was the point in saving a foot he couldn’t walk on? We all thought it, but you couldn’t tell him that. It didn’t matter how many doctors suggested he scheduled the surgery, or how many times we told him he’d be better off. Dad did not want to let go of that foot. I couldn’t really blame him. It made me nauseous thinking about him coming out of surgery, a stump where his foot used to be. The thought was terrifying and I was just a spectator. The kind of nightmares he must have had...I didn’t allow myself to imagine.

      For years Dad had watched in anguish as one symptom at a time he lost control of his body. Now, his foot was coming off and he knew it. The same way he knew sugar could put him in a coma, the way he knew his hands were too shaky for carpentry work, and that like everyone else he loved, Grandpa Mick - his own father - was going to outlive him. The doctors said it was only a matter of time, only a matter of steps, and they were right. He knew it, I knew it. Every day got worse, and soon it was clear that the operation would have to take place whether Dad was ready or not.

      When his time was all but out, Dad came up with the plan. A way to use his final steps that would mean something to him. A way to have control at least once before accepting defeat. He gave it a lot of thought and in the end he knew he couldn’t and wouldn’t live carefully. He could put off the surgery for 6 months if he was willing to use his foot as sparingly as possible but what was the point? There was no joy in using what was left of his walking ability to travel to and from the bathroom. He had the rest of his life to live carefully. He had one month, maybe two to actually LIVE and he intended to. No, there was no time for careful. Dad would use every last step he had and when they were spent he would call the doctor.
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      It didn’t take long for Natalie to melt down. In roughly 30 seconds my bright little curly-haired sister was a snot-covered mess. For an eight-year-old, she could give your toddler a run for his money. You’d have thought she was never going to see Dad again the way she carried on. Maybe she was onto something. It hadn’t escaped my mind that Dad might not be so inclined to come back. Amputation isn’t exactly the homecoming people fantasize about. Whenever I thought about that, I reminded myself that one abandonment was enough. Dad couldn’t exactly go on resenting our mother if he followed in her footsteps. He would be back, life would go on, just different than before.

      I made a point not to hug him for too long. It was my way of saying, this is no big deal, though we both knew it was. He didn’t give me any special talk. There was no perching at the foot of my bed telling me to take care of my sister, or that I was the woman of the house now. We weren’t a sitcom family. For the most part, our talk centered around reality television and household chores. He had certainly remembered to tell me when to take out the trash, and there had been a short demo on what to do if the toilet wouldn’t flush. That's how a single dad prepares his daughter for 30 days of having absolutely no clue where her father is...where her sick father is. No cell phones, no emails, not even an “X” on a map to show where he intended to go. But if the toilet overflowed? By God, I had it covered!

      Dad had hitched a flat-bed trailer to the back of the truck. It was the cheapest kind you could get so he built 2-foot wooden walls around it to keep his stuff from falling out the back end. As if the homemade flatbed wasn’t embarrassing enough Dad had gone and let Natalie paint the back gate. Her “mural” consisted of the one thing she was obsessed with drawing at the moment. Last year it was moons and stars this year it was eyeballs. My baby sister was no artist. His tail gate which had first been doused in a Pepto Bismol colored base depicted one giant heavily lashed green eye beside a not so equally well lashed winky eye. Symmetry was lost on Natalie. Even if you squinted that second eye was drooping. His “stuff”, the stuff that needed all that protecting, consisted of eight red containers of gasoline. three five-gallon jugs of water, a four wheeler, and a tremendous amount of pork and beans. There was more of course, enough to keep you alive in the wilderness for 30 days. But it was the gas and water that made it all so scary, made him look a tad bit too much like a doomsday prepper. I’d never been embarrassed by my father but it made my cheeks hot just thinking of him rolling down Main Street, all decked out in camo with eight cans of gas trailing behind him.

      In my lowest moments, I’ll confess, I give a shit what people think. Just then I was giving a shit to the tune of, “It's no wonder Mary Anne left him.” Which was what I imagined all my mother's old friends would say when they heard he had rolled out of town for 30 days, leaving his two children under the not-so-watchful eye of an elderly neighbor who was known primarily for keeping the local liquor store in business.

      I might have liked to have a meltdown of my own, except there was no one around to benefit from it. There was dinner to be made and chores to be done. A sibling to bathe, and to spoil within an inch of her life so she’d relax and for God’s sake go to bed on time. Dad had good intentions but even when he was around, I did most of my own parenting and Natalie’s too. I knew she would be a mess and I had a plan in place for that. When the sniveling came to a halt I fully intended to swoop in hero-style with a Redbox rental, and popcorn with a bag of M&M’s poured on top, a combo that rendered Natalie completely powerless. Praise Jesus for M&M’s. They were the ultimate glue for eight-year-old broken hearts. And, well, as far as big sisters go, I was a little bit awesome.

      By 8:30, she was in her footie pajamas, fully satiated by the healing powers of candy, Frozen, and a deeply sincere promise that I would watch YouTube tutorials on how to recreate Elsa’s braid. In her own words, “This picture day was going to be epic.” And those were the last thoughts Natalie had on the night her only remaining parent left her.
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      It was a brilliant move, Mom sending me to live with drunk Grandpa James while she and Husband Number Four took a three-week belated honeymoon in France. They got to get rid of me and ensure that Grandpa felt like a part of the family long enough to leave a sizable chunk of his assets to our side of the family. Aunt Renata would shit herself when she found out I was staying here - that was the only thing about this situation that had a silver lining. She was an uppity, greedy, old tyrant with plenty of money and not an ounce of affection for anyone save her toy poodle. She’d never sent me so much as a birthday card. Her only nephew and I got zilch...zing...nada! Stressing her out a little felt damn good. Thanks Aunt Renata! Between you and Dad I’m sure I’ll turn out completely well adjusted!

      Moving from Portland, Oregon - home of glorious food carts, indie concert halls everywhere you turn, and a downtown that could keep you busy whether you had cash on hand or not - to eastern Oregon was not how I had hoped to finish out my 17th summer. I had to admit, though, Grandpa James had made an effort. My bedroom was on the second floor and looked directly over the Umatilla River. If it were July, there might have been some bikini action down there. Late August’s river view primarily showcased the hatching of roughly eight billion gnats.

      But Grandpa James said there were girls in the house next door. Children he was “watching over.” Grandpa James hadn’t looked past the bottle in his hand in the last 25 years, so I didn’t exactly peg him for the caregiver sort. If I had to guess, there was money involved, or liquor, or both. I could fill a book with what I didn’t know about Grandpa James. What I did know was that I was supposed to mow the girls’ lawn first thing in the morning. Because apparently sending your grandson over to mow someone's lawn is a fully acceptable way to make sure two kids make it through 30 days without parental supervision.
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      The incessant buzzing of the lawn mower combined with its choke, choke, sputter, die, restart, failed restart is how I woke up on the second day without Dad. There is no earthly reason any human should mow their lawn at 6 am on a Saturday. But there is sure as hell no reason they should mow our lawn at 6 am. The old man next door had another thing coming if he thought this was going to be a regular thing. As far as I was concerned, I’d done a much better job watching over him for the past 15 years than he had me. Like, when his daughter came to visit from out of town it was me who told her what bar he might be found at. Me who pulled his trash out to the curb when he forgot. He was a good man but he was rarely sober enough to tell.

      I knew why my father had asked him to watch us: 1. He was the least likely person to call child protective services, and 2. He had done a good thing for us once. In my father’s eyes, a one-time good deed got you a lifetime in his good favor.

      Mr. James’s one-time good deed happens to coincide with the only time I remember him being sober. It was shortly after his wife died. Mr. James’s wife had a good deal of money and she’d left it all to him, nothing for the kids. Everything for him, with one stipulation: that he enter a 28-day program. He had done it, not for the money, but because he loved her something fierce and for a while that had been motivation enough.

      It was during this time that he played an important role in my life. It was right after my mother left. I was ten, and angry or sad or whatever you want to call it. When a child is hurting, it's a burden they can’t hide, and Mr. James and everyone else in town could see it from a mile away. But whereas my mother’s friends brought casseroles and unwelcome hugs, Mr James did something different. Something that actually helped. He just showed up every day after school. Maybe my father asked him to look out for me, maybe he decided to do it on his own. I hadn’t ever asked. But he showed up, threw bread in the toaster, tossed me a soda and sat on our couch watching bad Nickelodeon with me until Dad got home. We didn’t talk. We didn’t play board games or bake cookies. But it quelled the loneliness my mother had left, even if it was just a few hours a day. I tried to keep these things in mind when I interacted with the hollow shell of a man he was now, but it wasn’t always easy.

      The likelihood that he was up and mowing my lawn because he had yet to go to bed was a strong one. However, I enjoyed my Saturday mornings sans lawnmower alarm clock.With a great deal of trepidation I slipped on a pair of flats and headed into the backyard. Had I known there was going to be a hot boy there I might have chosen to wear pants as well.
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      There are worse ways my day could have started than to meet the quintessential girl next door dressed like the beginning of roughly every one of my fantasies. I’d like to say that the sight of her - 5 foot 3, gorgeous tan legs peeking out from a thigh-length flannel, and slightly mussed long dark hair - didn’t give me pause. I’d like to say I was a smooth big city guy with the kind of opening line that initiates a short and lusty walk to her bedroom. But what I actually did was stand staring just long enough to kill the lawn mower and start an epic awkward silence in which all I did was repeat over and over again in my head, “Do NOT get a boner.”

      Not that she could tell. She was, after all, looking directly at my face. An action I probably should have mimicked but had a difficult time accomplishing, all things considered. It didn’t take me long to place her. Grandpa James and I didn’t have a particularly long and loving relationship but I had visited a handful of times and she was the closest kid in the neighborhood. To be truthful, I might not have ever seen her in pants. It was just more socially acceptable back then to free range as a 5-year-old than it was now. It's not as sexy as it sounds. We used to play together in one of those blue plastic pools they sell at Walmart. The dried ring of grass in her backyard hinted that somebody in her household still did.

      Now was the time for words. Only I couldn’t seem to form any. She took three gingerly steps in my direction, undoubtedly aware that she wasn’t wearing pants but too conflicted to turn around and abort mission.

      “It’s six am...on a Saturday...and you’re mowing MY lawn. Which I would assume is meant to be a favor but seeing as how I don’t know you…” she trailed off then, at a loss for what else to say. In all seriousness I had a pretty good reason for being there but when you put it that way even I had to second guess myself.

      “My grandpa asked me to do it. It’s like a chore, a requirement for staying with him.”

      I’m not sure if this answer sufficed or if she just really wanted to get back inside. But she seemed okay with this.

      “Next time you do this chore please do it at an hour when normal teenagers function.”

      I nodded, clueless as to how to respond, not that it mattered much since she was already making a beeline back toward the porch. “You do know me!” I called after her. “Or you used to.” This got her attention. “You taught me how to make jello!” I yelled. The memory flooding back with unexpected vigor.

      She turned and smiled. “Oh yeah! I taught you how to make a mess. Lime flavored soup, if I recall correctly.” She laughed.

      I shrugged. “The details are fuzzy. It was a decade ago, you know.”

      “You're older than me. You should remember better.”

      “In my defense,” I proclaimed. “I have inhaled a considerable amount of pollution.”

      “In your defense,” she retorted. “I’m super memorable...and classy.”

      “...and you dress well,” I said with a wink. The wink may have been too much. The wink was definitely too much. I felt like an idiot. A shirtless idiot swatting at gnats and trying to conceal a big ass blush from a ridiculously hot girl. I restarted the lawn mower and gave her a wave I hoped looked smooth and without effort. (Looking busy is a very effective method of communicating with the opposite sex.) And then she went inside, where pants probably got put on, much to the disappointment of my overactive imagination.
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      There is a boy next door. A beautiful boy. A boy who remembers me fondly and has NO idea that the majority of the junior class refers to me as Maura Ingalls Wilder, Little House on the Prude. Arguably, a clever insult for a generation of children rather likely to be inbred. I briefly fantasized that that boy next door (whose name I still couldn’t remember) might stay just long enough to fall in love with me and short enough to never enter Pendleton High School. After all, school didn’t start for another three weeks, a benefit of being raised in a town that lived, breathed, and educated all around a rodeo schedule. Said fantasy was interrupted by the pitter patter of little feet and Natalie demanding milk for cereal, which of course we didn’t have. Another thing we didn’t have was a car, or a license for that matter, since up until now there had been no reason to get one. Everywhere in Pendleton was within walking distance. Sure, Dad would have been thrilled to teach me how to drive and to pick out some completely irrational vehicle to spend countless hours tooling around with, it hadn’t seemed worth it to me to risk operating a piece of machinery that killed more people per year than guns, simply to avoid walking in the rain. Now however, while the gnats were swarming like locusts and multiplying like bunnies, the idea of walking to and from
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