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CONTENT WARNING


This book includes depictions of attempted suicide as part of a character’s journey through grief and trauma. These scenes may be distressing for some readers. Please prioritize your well-being as you engage with this story.
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Give me my Romeo; and, when he shall die,

Take him and cut him out in little stars,

And he will make the face of heaven so fine

That all the world will be in love with night

And pay no worship to the garish sun.

—SHAKESPEARE






prologueSeptember 2010



everything smelled like dust in Sudan.

Despite seeking refuge beneath the canopy of what I believed was an acacia tree, the heat still churned around my bare ankles. I lobbed the three-strand cotton rope of the baby sling over the highest reachable branch. A simple canvas tool, with two cutouts for their legs, allowed us to weigh children. It hung on a circular-faced dial with a long sticklike needle that bounced with each puff of wind. The sounds I now identified as African encased the surroundings: lively chatter of mothers in various dialects, an occasional bleat from a goat, and the wails of children longing to be elsewhere.

No matter how often I blew my nose, dry earth settled in my nasal cavities and crowded my passageway with dust boogers. I was over the embarrassment of inserting my index finger and retracting the uncomfortable foreign body. All the locals did it. Of the two seasons in Sudan, the rainy and the dry, the second was the most wicked. Each season divvied up its balance of blessings and burdens, but they still shared a commonality: oppressive heat and persistent flies.

When I first arrived in Sudan, I moaned about the flies. They appeared at mealtime, perched on my arms when I was in the middle of delivering a baby, and mocked me by landing on the rim of my coffee cup each morning. They taunted me at every turn, leaving me powerless to stop them.

My exasperation with the flies and their relentless buzzing was like the grief that drove me to join a medical humanitarian mission in Sudan. In my harebrained search for relief, I sought an alternative to help me forget “Pete,” the moniker we gave to the uninvited disease that swooped in and ended the life of Ric, my young spouse, and my idyllic world. Since the evening Ric took his last breath, grief was a constant drone in my head. And just like the flies, when I told myself, “I can’t take another nanosecond,” the sound petered out. The buzzing vanished, and I falsely presumed it was gone. Then, an unexpected sweet memory resurfaced, enticing the grief to return, which forced a rerun of gut-wrenching memories that seemed to land on every exposed part of my body. This forced me into a never-ending cycle of trying to swat it away, making me feel utterly hopeless.

Ric’s passing had gobbled me up and hurled me out into the world as a relicta. Death had transformed me into an odd, widowed character. I could still trace a fine outline of the old Sheila, but Sudan had not yet sketched my footpath.

So I remained.

Our medical team of expatriates and national staff traveled three bumpy hours to reach this village. My primary role in the mission was to teach the national staff how to practice obstetrics with limited resources, ensuring better outcomes when our organization was no longer there. Mothers and babies surrounded me, and on some days, we aimed to investigate cases of malnutrition when locals reported a community had been suffering from food scarcity.

No roads existed, no Google Maps—just Tut, our hired local driver, who drove like he had a built-in compass in his head. He also had a heavy foot and goosed the gas when the Land Cruiser approached a rough patch of ground. It put air under the butts of the national staff sitting in the back, encouraging them to egg Tut on when we approached the next rugged section. They were a beautiful group of humans who did not dwell on the “what ifs” or “the tomorrows” but let the moments of today’s laughter lead the way.

We passed cattle camps, emaciated dogs, clusters of tukuls with inky smoke rising from their fires, and naked kids running about. I noticed deerlike creatures camouflaged in the scruffy bushes and peculiar scavenger storks dressed in feathers resembling tuxedos waddling around, looking for sustenance. Some remarkable sights, reminders of all there was to see when I stayed present.

“Hey, Sheilee, there are lots of mamas and babies here for evaluation,” yelled Moses over the commotion. His straight white teeth flashed between his upturned dimples.

The national staff had already organized the group and formed a queue before me, a sea of mothers and babies. How many of these babies “kicked their way out” in our delivery room? I laughed. Unexpectedly, the intensity of the wind and the group’s voices surged. The mothers scurried to turn their backs to shield their children from the encroaching dust devil barreling in from the North. I flicked the persistent fly from my cheek, covered my face with the end of my gauze scarf, and followed suit. Sudanese mothers were steadfast guardians of their creations. Would my mother have done that for me?

I coughed, flicked my scarf, and replied to Moses, “We will do our best to get to as many as possible.”

The country’s insecurity limited our time away from the base and set our curfew for returning to our village.

Like a well-oiled machine we began, a testament to our dreaded regularity of events like these. We used another simple colored tool, a MUAC tape measure, which stood for the middle upper arm circumference, placed around each child’s arm. Measurement of green or yellow, we praised the mother in the Nuer language, “Gat goa long” (“Your child is good”), gave them a new mosquito net, and they went on their way. It was the red or orange that troubled us.

The temperature rose as I placed naked baby after naked baby in the cloth sling that dangled in front of me. Women had lots of babies here because the chance of a child surviving past the age of five was slim, making each birth a hopeful gamble at life against the odds.

Each mother, in turn, relinquished her baby to me, whether from a swaddle, her arms, or a head basket. Sweaty babies screamed for their lives and dug their tiny nails into their protectors as they tried to escape, screeching, peeing, and pooping from their fright. It’s going to be a long day.

Then reality punched through.

It felt like the chaos of wrangling, squirming kids gave way to a new page where resistance dissolved under the degrees of the midday heat—no more tears, no more battles. Mothers began to tenderly hand over their babies, too sick to whimper—tiny, floppy bodies with only enough energy to force a mew-like sound. Like a wounded kitten. Babies so ill they could not support the weight of their heads as the glazed eyes of their mothers stared at a problem for which they had no solution.

The reality of Sudan.

My father told me when I was young and fussed over not wanting to eat the beef stew put before me, “Clean your plate, Sheila. You know there are starving kids in Africa.”

He never lied, and his words floated through my mind as I lifted the next weightless child in my arms.







part 1:
running amok








chapter 1: soonDecember 2008



the iridescent Christmas garland strung over the doorframe in a perfect U swayed as the oncologist ducked under it and entered the exam room, but the message he carried, “Ric, you will die soon,” knocked us sideways.

“I am sorry, there is nothing more we can do.”

“Soon? What the fuck does that mean?” We exchanged glances across the exam room and spoke the words in unison.

“Soon,” the doctor said. “Less than two weeks.”

For eleven months, we had been holding our breaths ever since Ric’s crushing diagnosis in late 2007. We knew how the end of the game would play out, but the timing of the final whistle felt like a cruel mystery.

I looked at Ric, sitting on the exam table, absorbing the news. At that moment, it felt like the walls of the clinic room exhaled, and then there was a suffocating silence. He really is going to die. His now-skinny arms sported a farmer’s tan and an overflowing hospital gown, evidence that he still buzzed around on his John Deere tractor on his good days. Chemotherapy had left its mark, like a dart trying to hit a flickering target, ravaging more than it could heal. By trade, Ric treated feet; but in his heart, he dreamed of dirt between his fingers, of being a farmer. Squashed dreams.

After thanking the oncologist for his help, Ric said, “This is really sad.” The doctor nodded in agreement, looking at his shoes; no doubt something he did a lot in his line of work. Ric dropped his chin, sobbing, trying to comprehend and accept his destiny: You will die soon. A sharp, high-pitched whine buzzed in my ears, like a malfunctioning device that had taken up residence in my head, bouncing off the walls of my skull. I shook my head to stop it, but only my guttural cry remained. This pancreatic trespasser robbed him of his life.

Doctors told him along the way that “most patients with this diagnosis don’t last this long.” I didn’t know how to react to that, grateful or mournful for those who passed sooner. Maybe Ric’s “living longer than most” was thanks to a lifetime of staying fit. Ric now recognized there was no miracle in sight. His fight terminated, like the toxic treatments, the needles, the pretreatment optimism, and the posttreatment side effects. Not later, but soon, swirled in my mind.

There was a light tap on the door, and a nurse stepped into the room, explaining how she facilitated hospice services to come to our house. As she elaborated, her words became an incoherent, noisy conversation. My mind drifted to Ric’s final wishes, the ones he shared with me days after his diagnosis in the fall of 2007.
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His request came before he received any treatment, before the surgeon sutured a port into his chest wall, and before the chemotherapy set a fire on the nerves of his feet, keeping him awake at night and off-balance during the day.

“Sheil, I have four wishes,” he said.

“Okay, tell me,” I said.

I do not want to have this conversation.

I felt his hand tighten around mine as we moved closer to each other on the couch.

“First, I want to die at home, on my homemade couch, under a quilt,” he said.

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Second, please never bring a hospital bed into the living room and let people prance around me.”

I nodded again.

“Third, I want to move closer to your dad and spend more time with him.”

My father and Ric shared a relationship as close as that of a father and son, and this wish uprooted us from South Dakota to Upstate New York.

“And lastly, help me with the pain because I’m afraid of that.”

“I will,” I promised.

At that moment, his request somehow flipped a switch in my emotions.

To off.

Instinctively, I shifted into full Mama Bear mode to protect him like a cub. I promised myself I would fulfill his last wishes, to bite the bullet until the end, because I had the rest of my life to sort this out.

I quit my day job and plunged into the unknown. Over the past months, I reminded myself daily, This is not about you. This is about Ric. I wasn’t trying to be a martyr; it was simply about rolling up my sleeves and helping my soulmate to the other side. In a way, it was an honor that he entrusted me with such a request.

I still didn’t know if that was the “right” way to deal with death and dying, but at that time, it felt right. I pushed through it, held my shit together, carried out my job, and, dammit, I was determined to see it through.

But it wasn’t finished, and I dreaded what was coming.

The doctor stood, said nothing, hugged Ric, and followed the nurse out of the room. What could he say? Goodbye? See ya later? Good luck? I bet on days like that he hated his job. I fumbled with the pamphlets the nurse gave us about hospice, knowing we would contact them as soon as we got home. Leaving the medical office, the staff questioned if we needed another appointment, not knowing what happened in the exam room. They were likely used to seeing the red eyes of the patients coming and going in their weekly sessions for a needle here, a lab there, a typical routine of trying to die later. We did not need one. “Soon”—our next appointment, our future.

As we passed into the hallway, we held each other, our soggy faces pressed together. We were oblivious to the other patients coming and going, those still trying to hold on to their hope. Our anchor to hope was severed as we drifted out to sea. No GPS.

Until now, we charted blocks of time like the rest of the world. We bantered with each other as we crossed paths in the hospital, with me making my way toward the delivery room and Ric headed to his clinic filled with feet needing attention. “One month until the next three-day weekend” and “five more patients, and you’re done for the day” gave us something to anticipate. And now this unusual time-table—“soon”—a prediction for the time left on the earth, was unsettling. The end was inevitable, but we still clung to the hope that the doctor was a poor math student.

Two consonants sandwiched around double Os quantified Ric’s trajectory. Upon Ric’s diagnosis, we spoke of Ric’s trip to somewhere unknown and untouchable, and my journey into the world as we know it. Together, we imagined the exciting and mysterious parts of our separate lives. There was no need to rehash our past narrative.

We huddled together as we passed through the revolving hospital doors, the doors Ric had passed through for the past months, trying to hold on. We sidestepped the walkway and made diagonal passes through the frozen yellow grass to our car. Together, we kept pace with a rhythmic crunch under our boots, avoiding the KEEP OFF THE GRASS sign.

Driving home, Ric, in the passenger seat, said, “You know, I have a simple job, dying … you are the one with the tough job.” I continued to listen without comment. He added, “Don’t change your ways, spirit, or sense of adventure.” He ended it with, “You are the strongest person I know.” The blurriness of my eyes distorted the lines on the road and forced me to pull the car to the berm.

Seatbelts still attached, we embraced; we were already missing each other.

When we finally unlocked, Ric looked at me with a wide-mouthed grin.

“Now, take me to McDonald’s,” he demanded.

“What?” I asked. “You are a vegetarian and haven’t eaten meat for over twenty years.”

“I don’t think it matters now, do you?” he laughed.

For a second, our grief was untethered, and we laughed at the ridiculousness of our conversation.

“Big Mac, here we come,” I said.

I made a quick U-turn on the gravel and pointed the VW toward the closest Golden Arches.

We scooted around the drive-through and collected our order from the takeaway window. The frigid winter day in Upstate New York forced us to park in a vacant lot and picnic in the car with the heat on full blast. Bite by bite, I listened to Ric’s admiration for the beef he once loved.

“Oh my God, this is so damn good!” he said, wiping the ketchup from his chin.

Each french fry formed a ball of dread in the back of my throat.

He rapidly exhausted all his energy trying to eat a burger and said, “I’m ready. Can we go?” His fatigue was more potent than his hunger.

“Sure,” I replied.

The scent of McDonald’s filled the interior of our car. As I headed home, concentrating on the winding roads, my peripheral vision hinted that his satiety and the car’s heat were enough to rock him to sleep. Deep breaths escaped his open mouth as his head, in a relaxed, prayerlike position, bounced softly on the passenger window. A few yellow, wrinkly fries lay scattered on his lap, while a grease-stained McDonald’s bag holding a partially eaten burger teetered on the dashboard—a clear sign of his fast-food craving. I reached for his hand, trying to rid myself of this unrelenting terror. He looked so peaceful.

I glanced into the rearview mirror. Ric may be right about the survivors having the most challenging job. My appearance proves that theory, and he is still alive. I was long overdue for a haircut, with twin plums under each eye and a sclera injected with red webs. What a hot mess.

How can this be?
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Less than a year ago, we pedaled our way across the USA via the Southern route—3,092 miles of hysterical conversations and dreams of our future fueled by a gazillion Snickers and liters of Coke. One of Ric’s best virtues was his humor. When we passed through Mississippi, we came upon a white triple-D bra on the side of the road—an unusual hitchhiker still held its worth. Ric snatched it from the asphalt and positioned the underwire over his helmet. It flapped in the breeze for a few miles until the force of a passing semi whisked it away. Even mentioning a bra after that threw us into a fit of laughter. And the stories we invented about its origin were even more comical.

Arriving in Florida, we celebrated with a pint and fries at a local eatery. That night, we soaked in the tub and discarded our biking clothes. “My butt will be sore forever,” I said.

“My calves will never look the same,” Ric laughed as he chimed in—the fastest biker I knew, with the skinniest legs around.

When we crawled out of bed late the following day, Ric said, “I have this pain right here,” pointing to his left side.

“Food will improve it; let’s go find some,” I said. But it didn’t. The invader was already predicting our future, and the presumed innocent indigestion turned out to be evil.
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I eased off the accelerator, flicked on my turn signal, and veered off Route 13 onto the county road leading to our farm.

Ric lifted his head and asked, “Hey, are we home?”

“Almost.” Part of me didn’t want to get home; the other part wanted to get it over with. I wanted Ric’s suffering to stop. He faded back into a slumber for the remaining miles home.

Pulling into the driveway, I softly said, “We are home, baby.”

“Oh good!” he said, yawning, unbuckling his seatbelt and smiling. Always smiling.

The following days after Ric’s last oncology appointment and after the indigestion of McDonald’s eased, we watched for clues. Is that edema in his feet a sign? I wondered.

“Do you think it’s because I am peeing more?” or “What about this rash?” Ric asked. We waited and secretly waited for a rescue. Like the rhyme, “Row, row, row your boat. Gently down the stream.” The song where you pretend you are in a boat, fake paddling through the currents of life. A jingle that teaches you if you paddle like hell and never give up, you can control the direction of your life. That brouhaha kind of stuff. “Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily. Life is but a dream.” Neither of us could find the oars.

The days ticked by, and it seemed his battery was losing charge. Everything slowed down. He curled up on the couch and idled between somnolence and a few spoken words. When he spoke, I tried to understand what he was saying, and when he slept, I watched. And then, one morning, the final blast of air strummed his vocal cords.

“Hey hey hey,” he cleared his throat, pulling himself up to sit. “I love you, Sheila. I always have and always will.” He returned to his side and pulled his Colorado quilt over his shoulders. Peaceful without a struggle, he slept his life away. Perhaps this was the beautiful side of death, sleep being a humane progression in which to part from the world. A motionless moment that only mocked sleep, without pain or struggle, just a well-deserved rest.

For the rest of his hushed days, I read to him from his favorite book: Miles from Nowhere: A Round-the-World Bicycle Adventure by Barbara Savage. His favorite piano pieces played in the background. Someone told me once hearing was the last sense to give up the ghost. I hoped. As George Winston tickled the ivories, the clock hands crawled methodically forward.

Why would the world discard such a beautiful human? I now wondered alone. Numbness was my shield, so I focused on logging each medication I gave to him, noting his reactions—my order within the chaos. I had a job to finish: to help him leave this earth pain-free, on his couch, under his quilt. In hindsight, it was my way of steering clear of the harsh reality that was coming very fast.

Forty-eight hours later, from his serene state, he took a few labored breaths, like the start of a meditation session—a release. I held my breath.

Is this it?

The noiselessness of the room made it clear he had no other breaths in the queue. The victor emerged, having triumphed with no need for a final battle. Precisely fifteen days after the word “soon” plummeted into our lives, I wrapped my arms around his still-warm body.

It arrived.






chapter 2: reliefMarch 2009



hello, beautiful Black Hills.

I sat in a sagging-bottom canvas lawn chair smack-dab in the middle of a weathered deck perched on the mountainside of our golden years’ property. Momentarily, I felt at ease surrounded by the usual neighbors: ponderosa pines, elk, coyotes, and a welcoming nighttime sky peppered with stars.

I want to remember this.

Will I?

Can I trust the everlasting allure of a magical world on the other side, as described by those who have never set foot there? The promised existence of cumulus clouds, tantalizing flute music, joyful reunions with lost loved ones, perpetual gaiety, and no pain?

The blustery wind with a low-pitched whistle carried me around the distant hills. How can it feel both eerie and soothing? It was creepy because tonight’s destination was unknown to me, but soothing because I knew my pain would finally be gone. As I repositioned my hand deep into the pockets of my coveralls, a tiny plastic bottle rattled as my relief tapped the sides of the container.

These hills were sacred to but no longer owned by the Lakota Sioux, who named them He Sapa, or Black Ridge. Black now, but in the daylight, the tall, swaying silhouettes of the ponderosa pine that blanketed this area flaunted their elegance. And then, when the light withered, it accentuated their form and decolorized their deep green, turning the forest into a charcoal sketch. Those who lived here first gave it a perfect name: the Black Hills.

Just as those people were gone, so was my beloved. It had been ninety days since I slept beside his warm body, heard him slurp his tea and laugh, or wondered if he was still breathing.

The nocturnal breeze picked up speed and strength. Forcefully, I drew the frigid air into my nose. Ah, the smell of damp pine, almost minty-like. It was a bountiful fragrance that ricocheted amongst a cluster of trees, arcade-like, until it escaped and delivered its essence to those paying attention.

This place, our place, enlivened my senses.

I despised how grief wielded its power, dragging up all my unresolved issues and electrifying my already overwhelmed body. Perhaps the emotion felt inadequate on its own, needing to pull in other dastardly acts to add to the havoc, stripping me naked and stirring up the dust of unresolved insecurities and past traumas. I had no idea at that time it could act as a form of healing, nudging you to examine the broader perspective. Because at that moment, I only felt the burden of it all. The fresh pain of my present reopened old scars—ugly reminders from the dark past. The pain of her beatings was gone, but the unjustified labels I carried from my childhood remained. Insults given to me by her: Barb. The woman who brought me into this world. It was clear to me that each of the acts of giving birth and nurturing a child required unique strengths.

Amid my whirlwind of emotions, thoughts of Barb kept resurfacing. She always made me feel like an encroaching vine entangled my feet, like I was a failed gardener, with her titanium spindles growing around my calves, tethering me to surrender. I couldn’t help but remember the names she called me. What would she be calling me, sitting here in my struggle? Would she taunt me on the sidelines with a sly grin, saying, “I told you so, you will never amount to anything”?

A flood of indelible memories pushed their way into my mind.
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I was a gangly beanpole of a teen when I noticed trouble brewing between my parents. It seemed like the family was on a collision course as the harshness of their nighttime fights intensified. If I wasn’t eavesdropping through the register in the second-floor hallway, I buried my head under my pillow to escape the noise and the feeling. The odd curiosity of children trying to decipher their parents’ fights, perhaps wondering if they caused them.

When their shouting started, I felt culpable, believing that if I were a better-behaved daughter, their frustration wouldn’t escalate. Now, I understand that children often incorrectly connect the dots in these situations. Still, in my innocence, I convinced myself their anger was entirely my doing, unwarranted self-blame for the turmoil that unfolded most nights.

When they hammered the FOR SALE sign into the ground by our mailbox, it was clear the big D was in their future. Like a crafty business deal, they divided the proceeds from the farm equally. Dad got the truck; Mom got the car. My little sister and I got her. Preoccupied with her childish imagination, my young sister couldn’t grasp the bigger picture. My older brother and older sister had already beat feet. Both were trying to prove something to the world: My brother was trying to impersonate Jacques Cousteau, and my older sister was performing duties as a wife. Dad escaped to a four-wheeled home and a job in the coal mines.

Mom got her new fancy house in the suburbs, away from the dairy cows and the drone of insects from the farm. She didn’t wear white as she swore her vows for the third time. Perhaps this would be the charm. Her order of marriages went like this: Her first union brought my older sister into the world. She then married my father, with whom she had three children—my brother, my younger sister, and me. In her third and current marriage, her husband often worked, leading us to stay out of each other’s hair. I wasn’t sure what kind of bond I would form with the new stepfather, but I couldn’t help but wonder what would change with no dad around. And sooner than expected, concealed inside the walls of our new brick suburban house, my new schooling began.

Sweet sixteen.

Weeks after being forced to change zip codes, my bedroom door flew open and collided with the wall behind it. The echo of the noise made my heart pound; I threw off the covers and turned to look. It must be night because the face on my Barbie light is still illuminated. Earsplitting “Goddamn you, you rotten kid” bounced around the room like a pinball.

I rubbed my eyes as the obnoxious overhead light added to my confusion. Next to me stood a middle-aged woman with bottle-blond hair and piercing eyes gathered at the corners. Her dimpled thighs, below her cut-off shorts, looked like a thousand eyes staring at me. Wide-eyed and with a clenched lower jaw, her hands trembled at her side, not wanting to listen, as she told them just to be on standby. Exhaling, I wondered if tonight’s storm might be mild because she did not hold her usual “teaching tools”—a wooden spoon, a bar of soap, a stick, a flyswatter, or another inanimate object. Just her palms tonight.

Years of familiarity with her unhinged behavior taught me the receiver was often not the instigator of the storm. Yet the move to the new house in the burbs somehow amplified her inner mayhem. A simple internal sparkle, unrelated to me, caused it. It could be as simple as a peanut on the floor, an overflowing laundry basket, or the telephone bill in the mail: a minuscule irritation that ignited her bonfire. I wanted her to love me, to adore me, to be proud of me, but one slap or another vile name turned me into a wooden soldier of “fuck you.”

That night, one of many I wished I could forget, felt different. The atmosphere charged with a strange, unsettling energy. I couldn’t put my finger on it. And then she began.

“How many times do I have to tell you to do things right?” she said as she wiggled her index finger before my nose.

My comforter still protected my body. I raised my voice and asked, “What did I do?”

“You know what you didn’t do!”

Her skinny fingers blanched the skin on my upper arm as she steered me to a sitting position. Her face flushed, and her neck veins were blue and full. She filled her hand with my messy blond hair—a sizeable, greedy handful on the crown of my head. I rummaged through my sleepy mind to figure out which of her laws I broke. My head throbbed, but my follicles recognized this reused weapon. I must gently comb my hair when I get ready for school tomorrow.

I choked back my worthless tears, convinced Barb was an impersonator of a mother, a fraud to the role. Her behavior clashed with what I witnessed at my friends’ homes. My reality was Mommy, Mother, Mom, Ma—evil destructor and destroyer of innocent souls.

“Get your ass out of bed,” she bellowed.

Unable to comply quickly enough, I fell to her feet.

“Get up, you loser,” she barked.

Her knotted knuckles returned to my head, but this time, it was not just a yank to get my attention but a full-on tug. My hair served as a tow bar, a way for her to pull me to her destination, to get me to where she believed the alleged crime transpired. The house was on fire with reactions—reactions to old triggers and old wounds the family never discussed or mended. So, secretly, in a big house, in the middle of the night, out of view of others’ eyes, the innocent became the medium to absorb their assailant’s hidden anger and loneliness.

The closed doors to the bathroom and her bedroom whizzed past me as she dragged me down the hallway to the kitchen. The speed and friction of the movement made me feel like there was a fire between my pajamas and the oak floors.

“Ouch,” I said as my hip struck the corner of the baseboard and slowed my trajectory.

“You Goddamn kid,” she shrieked.

Then silence, the vibration of molecules under me no longer felt on fire. Rolling over, I sat and saw my reflection in the oven’s glass door. The faint smell of cooked onions from last night’s supper remained. Gazing back at me was a skinny, blond-haired teen massaging her head, wearing flannel PJs with a tiny purple flower print. Lilacs, I thought.

She stood with her hands on her hips, sweat dripping from her neck wattles. Her open mouth exaggerated the vibrations of her staccato breathing. I cracked the door to my invented safe house and repeated my silent mantra: You will not destroy me. The outside could not touch me—abandoning reality for survival—no title to the screenplay inside my mind. This film was my foxhole, and I have watched it dozens of times without boredom.

So it began: A leafy oak tree surrounded by blooming daffodils that swayed in the sunshine, a bluebird sky with cotton-shaped animals, metallic butterflies searching for a landing pad, bees struggling to take off with their pollen-like socks, and the fresh scent of grass. I laid my words, anger, tears, and wishful thinking to rest there.

I must look dead from the outside. I unplugged all that circuitry for now. My dreamy, robot-like state to ignore, imagine, and endure—my go-to strategy.

It was unsettling to witness unfounded rage: frantic gestures, physical attacks, and verbal insults—razor-edged arrows crying out for a target. Does a person in her state of mind hear, feel, or see what is before her eyes? Or does she possess a switch that gets flipped, identical to mine? Only mine took me to a safe, magical place and blocked the ugliness of her dark one.

Interrupted by her voice, “Get your ass in that chair,” I pulled myself up and sat on the floral cushion of the kitchen chair. She typically kept the chair in the dining room with five others, but moved one for the night’s showcase. I was on the stand, and the cross-examination began.

“I asked you to clean the refrigerator, but you didn’t.”

Like a factory worker in an assembly line, she punched in and began her repetitive job. She grabbed one Tupperware after another. She removed each lid and threw it on the Formica countertop. The food was her acrylics, a medium to artistically imprint her rage inside the lit, cold box. Her masterpiece adhered to the metal racks, the light, and the drawers: every nook and cranny. Smelly leftover meatloaf, moldy applesauce, a new container of sour cream, hamburger casserole from yesterday, and pickled eggs all transposed—a mishmash of fury. She finished painting the countertops and sink with the last plastic tub.

How could she have so much anger in the middle of the night? We should all be sleeping.

“It’s your fault. Now do it right. You will clean everything, even if it takes until midnight.”

She stomped down the hall, slamming the door of her bedroom. The storm was over, and being alone in this house guaranteed no demoralization. Parents can teach self-regulation skills to their children, but first, they need to learn them themselves. Without that know-how, the toxic cycle mutates. But then, the question that consumed me was how to unravel the mystery of why. Why did I ignite her rage?

I raised my hand and touched the crown of my head. “Oh, that hurts,” I mumbled to myself. Repugnant odors filled the room, so I stood on my tippy toes and cracked the kitchen window. The perfume of the outdoors drifted by as the cool night breeze coerced the stench into the dining room. Stars carried out their twinkling dances while the fat moon observed. Night-loving insects sent messages to the world to continue to sleep. I rolled my sleeves past my sticklike elbows. A janitor for the outburst. Grotesque, but no more than the spectacle I had just witnessed.

After all these years, I found the answer to Barb’s why. It had nothing to do with being a good or a bad kid. Her behavior stemmed from a hodgepodge of past regrets, unfulfilled hopes, a missing element of nurturing, and perhaps remembered errors. It was when the warm air met the cold air, and the unpredictable spinning tunnel wiped out the neighbor’s barn. I used to think I would always feel responsible for her rage and carry the label of “loser” to my grave.
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In the distance, the coyotes’ yipping, barking, childlike screams grew louder, dragging me from one misery to another. A sound to alert those living in the forest that night had come. What are they talking about? Ric used to wear this cherry-red, long underwear union suit thingy to bed when we stayed here. It was usually chilly inside the camper. I teased him and called it his boy unitard. At the first sounds of the coyotes’ nightly serenade, his six-foot, lanky frame, wearing his button-up nighttime uniform and his faithful Mountain Hardwear beanie, bolted outside onto the deck of the Rambler and stood right where I sat now and howled with them. Mocking them until they quieted and then returned to the bed, laughing that they did.

We built this deck five summers ago, making a porch for our two-tone tan 1970s camper, which now rested on wooden blocks, anchored firmly to the earth with zero probability of ever seeing double yellow lines. The pressure-treated wood was now gray and cracked from the elements—a short-term solution to extend our living space while we masterminded our retirement strawbale home. This RV was our temporary weekend shelter. Indecipherable markings on the rear of the RV—the H, and the R, were missing, leaving only a faint “oliday ambler.” Otherwise sturdy, she stood the test of time, nicknamed the Rambler.

During the week, our jobs held us two hours south of the Rambler. We began our quips most Friday afternoons, passing each other hurriedly in the hospital corridor.

“Want to hook up for the weekend, Madame?” Ric flashed his big, toothy grin.

Me forcing a deadpan expression and slowly walking away, I turned around and teased, “I am off to the Rambler. Want to join me, Big Daddy?”

He shot back, “Oh yeah!”, lifting himself into the air, like the luck of the leprechaun, tapping both heels together. As his white lab coat swirled behind him, he hurried down the hall to finish his day. The faster we finished, the quicker we would be on the road.

“Ready to go?” Ric would ask as I climbed into the SUV.

The Great Danes were first in the vehicle and settled in their designated seats. On the drive to or from, Ric would remark, “I can’t wait until we live there full time, Sheila. Can you imagine how neat it will be to use the sun, wind, and earth to support our existence?”

But until that came to fruition, it served as our weekend and holiday go-to place—a dream in progress.

Most days on the mountain, we built fences or monkeyed around with other tasks. But at the first hint of sunset, we grabbed our beat-up lawn chairs and two cold beers to watch the kaleidoscope of fading colors of the day—a nonnegotiable moment. After our nightly appreciation for the beauty of this area, the cool nighttime air pushed us inside the RV. Inside, we filled the hours creating less-than-impressive canned meals on the tiny gas burner, played cards, read books aloud, and tried to catch a few radio waves from Rambo Jo on a clear night. Then, poised like two inter-locking puzzle pieces, we snuggled on our knobbly futon until the sun positioned itself above and told us we needed to start our new day. We had our never-burdensome routine for weekends and holidays, grateful for our luck and the life we built together.

But that little tap on our door out of nowhere changed our luck and lives in late 2007. It wasn’t until we returned home a week after the biking vacation that the second faint “knock, knock” arrived at Ric’s door.

The second sign was when Ric approached me in the kitchen and asked, “Hey, Sheil, do my eyes look yellow?”

“Holy crap,” I replied.

We nervously laughed. “I guess I shouldn’t wear green today, it will clash with my new eye color.” We faked laughter again, but our matching grimaces lingered—dark sarcasm from medical professionals.

“Do you feel okay?” I raised my hand to touch his forehead.

“I feel fine. Just a little indigestion,” he responded. This tall, wiry guy could devour an entire sixteen-inch pizza, burp twice, and ask, “Do you mind if I eat the leftovers from last night?”

“I am calling your doctor today,” I said, picking up the phone while I ran through a handful of differential diagnoses. I bet it’s a stone in his common bile duct causing the jaundice.

Forty-eight hours later, after a doctor’s visit, a CAT scan, a slew of labs, and the dreadful news, his nausea, vomiting, and uncontrollable abdominal pain amplified the “knock, knock,” wiping out the “I feel fine.” The malady we dubbed “Pete” invaded our sanctuary with brute force and vengeance. This noiseless parasite planned his demise for years. Soundlessly and with precision, extending its sinister appendages outward from Ric’s pancreas.

“Hi there, Mr. Liver. Do you mind if I move in?”

“I need just a little space.”

Before any outward symptoms showed their face, Pete, this slimmest of slime, bartered for just a little more elbow room here and there—one organ after another.

Peritoneum. Colon. Liver.

“Excuse me, a little more room, please”—with an underlying intent to evict all normal functioning. We both understood Pete’s Machiavellian maneuvers would eventually make him the victorious landlord a year later.

[image: ]
Another shrill cry of the coyote and a flash of bitter wind hit my wet cheeks. I can’t believe this happened. I zipped the front of my black-insulated Carhartts, trapping as much heat as possible. Typically, two lawn chairs occupied this space, but now, just one. Twins, currently separated. Its mate under the trailer, crammed next to an old red gas container. No doubt, it was its final resting place.

I pulled my misfitting hand-knit beanie down over my ears. It was too big—one of my first failed knitting projects—but I liked the mix of purples and greens, so I wore it. The cold chilled my bones, and I felt a sharp prickling in my hands from the elements.

Over the past few months, my growing baggy clothes made me more susceptible to the frigid air. I reached toward the dirt-stained cooler and wrestled to open the lid. Beer bobbed on the ice, and I plunged my hand into the cold water for another. I reached into my right-hand jacket pocket, and my fingers traveled over the cylindrical bottle, feeling the distinct ridges of the childproof cap.

Not yet. A cigarette first.

Pushing the container aside, I removed my pack of smokes deep in my pocket. Habits never die. With a click of the lighter, I inhaled the familiar fumes of a Marlboro Light. Several years ago, I quit smoking, but the desire to smoke just one pack returned with a vengeance. Who fucking cares? This cigarette asked the same question as Ric’s Big Mac: Does it matter now? Alone, I didn’t laugh at this dark humor.

I used to love the click of the lighter, pulling outside air through the cigarette, causing the end to spark and snap. Mainstream smoke filled my lungs, and I tilted my head, shooting the fumes toward the stars. My head spun, identical to my virgin childhood lungs behind the barn—experimentation then, now comfort. The odd friend in times of need, the one who was always there, reminisced like an ex-lover.

Once, I was counseling a patient about the risks of nicotine. It feels a bit ironic to think about that right now, holding a cigarette. She told me, “Smoking is the most intimate relationship I have ever had with an inanimate object.” Words I never forgot. The ingenuity of Philip Morris. The power of less than four inches tightly rolled around the body craving nicotine. That seductive crackling crimson end, urging us to take another toke.

Yep, and just like that, my right index and middle fingers, ruddy from the cold, pinched together my old addiction. Trickles of water escaped the corners of my eyes again. The constant leak, which no plumber could repair, obscured the moon’s outline. Alone with the coyotes. Fucking alone. I swallowed more liquid courage. The fizz of the cold drink burned the back of my throat.

Over the past few months, friends tried to smooth the bumps since Ric’s death.

“What doesn’t kill you will make you stronger,” some said. Turning my head, I’d roll my eyes.

“Yeah, right,” I murmured.

Family members said, “The sun will come out someday.” I puffed away their words.

Colleagues told me, “Soon, you will be able to remember Ric without tears.” Sure, I silently doubted. Now, I know they all just wanted me to feel better and move on.

Not all the opinions ruffled my feathers. Lisa, my BFF, gave me the best advice after Ric died.

None.

She had this uncanny ability to listen to my same recycled storylines, inundated with my unpredictable emotions. Whether over the phone or in person, she was resolute. She was a reversible goodness. Once, I sent her a card depicting our friendship. It went something like this: A messy-haired woman knocks on the door of her friend, and as the friend opens the door, she says, “I killed the bastard.” The friend who opened the door replied, “Let me get the shovel.” Lisa had my shovel.

After Ric’s death, my initial phone call was to her. Separated by thousands of miles, we shared an intimate silence, our tears weaving a tapestry of collective sorrow. Weeks after his death, when others offered generic assurances in phone calls and emails—“Sheila, call me if you need anything”—she courageously appeared at my doorstep. A beacon of solidarity. She stood knocking on the door with a small backpack slung over her shoulder, offering to help and embody it. She brought strength to face whatever came next, a willingness to sit over strong coffee and put her fear and grief aside as we navigated the uncharted waters.

Everyone else tried to help, but their words felt shallow, overused, and abused. Proof that nothing could help this pissed-off, slightly bitter widow. I willed him to live, and it failed. Desperate, I even prayed to God, vowing I would check in more often if he helped me out just this once.

Both of us failed to keep our word.

My head spun from the deep inhalation of the burning nicotine. A few yards from the deck, I saw my half-frozen SUV tracks in the mud next to the circle of rocks holding the dying fire. Part of me wanted to put another log on it, but I refused to walk behind the camper to dislodge another frozen log from the pile. The deep tracks looked like they came from one of those monster trucks. I pictured myself sitting in a similarly oversized beast grinding the gears while mud slapped the windshield and the scratchy radio played my same song, “No Traction
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