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Praise for DEEP WATERS


“Mathews writes with poignant honesty about the challenges of marriage, family, and community in a moving story that highlights the strengths of human relationships. Deep Waters starts with a bang and just keeps going: lively, vivid, and personal.”

—ROMAN DIAL, author of The Adventurer’s Son: A Memoir

“If books were birds, Deep Waters would be an arctic tern—powerful and graceful, beset by storms and learning to survive and more: to thrive. The writing is feather-light yet strong.”

—KIM HEACOX, author of Jimmy Bluefeather and The Only Kayak: A Journey into the Heart of Alaska

“Deep Waters is a survival story of the highest order, navigating the complex terrain of marriage, medical crisis, and a future reimagined. After the trauma of her husband’s stroke, Mathews returns to a basic truth: through love, we discover who we are, and who we hope to become.”

—CAROLINE VAN HEMERT, award-winning author of The Sun is a Compass

“Mathews has penned a deeply personal love story with the careful rigor of the scientist she is, free of any giddy prose or rainbows. Instead, Deep Waters comes at the reader with the gloves off and goes a full twelve rounds, documenting in granular detail the fears and conflicts attending a life-altering event that can drive even a strong relationship onto the ropes, and the endurance, commitment, and deep love that can save it.”

—LYNN SCHOOLER, author of The Blue Bear and Walking Home

“Poignant, profound, and powerful.”

— MARV JENSEN, Superintendent of Glacier Bay National Park 1988-1994

“We felt like we were there with Beth, sharing her emotions, anguish and struggles through the stroke, hospital stay, and recovery. We felt like part of the family as we read, gasped, cried and hoped for recovery and for peace in her heart.”

—TBD BOOK CLUB, Seattle, WA
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Part One: HAYWIRE


We love life, not because we are used to living but because we are used to loving.

~ Friedrich Nietzsche
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1
FINAL TOUCH-UP


My husband folded the covers back, stood, hesitated, and walked out of our dark bedroom before our alarm rang. I thought about saying, Everything okay, hon?, but I’d stayed up late grading exams. If I had spoken—invited him back into bed—would that have kept him safe?

We lived in Juneau, Alaska, between the ocean and a retreating glacier, a dynamic landscape that challenged and nurtured us. A forty-two-foot sailboat—our Alaska home for seven years before our son was born—floated at the city dock, blanketed by a crust of snow but otherwise ready for action. The week before, nine-year-old Glen and I ran a mile in the annual Mendenhall Glacier race, while his father joined the pack of ten-kilometer trail runners. I’d stood with our son, cheering Jim’s strong finish, aware of how I still found my husband attractive after twenty years.

Now, though, it wasn’t his broad-shouldered presence, but the scent of coffee that pulled me from the stolen hour of sleep. Thin light bathed the second-floor room from a window above the bed. I plumped a pillow behind my back and thanked him as I reached for the mug. A marine biologist, I taught at the university and did research on harbor seals and Steller sea lions in Glacier Bay National Park. Raised in the Midwest, I came to Alaska at twenty-seven to study humpback whales. My husband, a strong-willed field scientist from Utah, was hired at twenty-one to assist a grizzly bear biologist on the Alaska Peninsula. Chosen for his hunting and mountaineering experience, all that summer Jim carried and slept with a 12-gauge shotgun.

He stepped close and set his mug on the night table. Over jeans and a faded polo shirt, he wore twill coveralls. I recognized the look and stance that meant he wanted to make love. His proximity sent an enticing shiver up my spine, but I said I had a lot to do—finish a research proposal, give a lecture, and meet with advisees. “How about you?” I asked, thinking he should know work mornings were not good for sex. One early hour at my office equaled three in the afternoon.

He ran his hand through thick, chestnut-blond hair. Downshifting clumsily from seduction to business, he settled in the chair. “I’ve got some final touch-ups on the skylight. Then I’m going to the harbor to check on the boat. Can you schedule the brokers’ tour?”

We were putting our home up for sale to build a smaller, energy efficient house on a steep acre with an ocean view. I was reluctant to sell the home where we’d raised our son—I’d never lived anywhere I loved more—but I said, “Sure.”

He stood and gave me a one-more-chance look.

I reached for my notebook, and he left.

As I made the bed, I heard Jim cough several times. I’ve got to get my work under control, I thought, tugging the sheet and quilt tight across the mattress. Lately, for me, no mornings were good for sex. Maybe I should start seeing that marriage counselor again?

His coughing turned harsh, like a dull ax splitting wood. I hurried to the living room. He lurched up the stairs, arms stuck out as if groping in the dark, even though golden light streamed in. “Honey. What’s wrong?” His eyes jittered side to side. For a second, they locked on mine.

“I-I don’t know,” he gasped, staggering to the couch.

I grabbed the phone and punched 9-1-1.

“What’s your emergency?” a woman said.

“My husband was fine a minute ago, but now he’s coughing and can’t walk.”

“What’s your name and location?”

“Beth Mathews. We’re at home, thirty-eight, thirty-eight Killewich Drive. In the valley.” She typed as I spoke. “We need an ambulance.”

“Can he talk?”

“Yes. He’s having a heart attack or a stroke. This has never happened before.”

From across the connected rooms, Jim rasped, “G-get me some water.”

I reached up into the cupboard, phone pressed between my ear and shoulder.

“What’s your husband’s name and age?”

“Jim Taggart. That’s T as in Tango.” I went to the faucet. “He’s fifty-six.” Heart ramming against my chest, I set the glass in the sink and twisted the cold-water tap.

“Does he have health issues—any recent problems?”

“No. No issues.” Water tumbled into the glass. “He’s very healthy.”

“Does he have any numbness?”

I relayed the question. He shook his head. “No numbness,” I said.

“Get me—Acchhh!—bring the water,” he choked.

“The ambulance is on its way. Keep him calm. I’ll stay with you.”

“I’ve got to hang up.” I needed to focus on Jim.

He sat, strong legs far apart, eyes wild like a cornered coyote. One arm braced on a cushion, he lifted the tumbler to his lips, tipped his head back. I waited for the water to douse the coughing—make everything okay. Instead, his body jolted, then buckled forward. Water spewed out across the floor.

Was it thirty chest compressions between breaths? I found the phone and jabbed 9-1-1. Same operator.

“My husband tried to drink water, but it all came out—like his throat was on fire.”

“Get him to lie on the floor.”

“If it’s a stroke, shouldn’t I give him a baby aspirin?”

“No, ma’am. No aspirin. And no more water. They should be there any minute.”

I hung up and went to his side. “Sweetheart. You need to lie down.” The couch and dining table were the only pieces of furniture in the room. The day before, he’d moved the rest onto the deck to prepare for the carpet cleaners. “The ambulance is coming.” My voice sounded confident, but my body shook. I held his bicep as he rolled onto his back.

“I’m going to open the front door for them. I’ll be right back.” At the entry, a heavy drop cloth covered the floor beneath the skylight. I skidded the ladder to the far corner and shoved a paint can and metal tray out of the way. Chips of off-white paint were scattered like confetti. What on earth happened?

Back upstairs, his eyes found mine, asked for answers I didn’t have. Inexplicably, he crawled toward the French doors to the deck. He opened one and collapsed onto his back. Spruce-filtered air spilled into the room. In our bedroom, I grabbed some clothes and returned. Watching him, I pulled off pajamas, jammed one leg and then the other into jeans. Questions crowded in. Was it a heart attack? A stroke? Every second mattered. Should I wake our son? Was this how it was going to end? Our last interaction a conflict over making love?

In the distance, I heard a siren—our siren.

While I buttoned my shirt, Jim tugged at the zipper tab of his paint-spattered coveralls, twisting his torso. “Help me with these.” He struggled to take off his long-sleeved coveralls. I didn’t want him to, but he was halfway out. I yanked each pant leg as if removing a child’s snowsuit. Jagged throat-clearing interrupted his breathing.

Our son entered the room, snugging the belt of his sky-blue fleece robe. “What’s going on?” As he drew the robe’s hood onto his head, drowsiness flickered to concern.

“Your dad’s having a serious problem. An ambulance is coming.”

Jim craned his neck to see his son. Emotion twisted his face. “H-hey, Glen.”

Glen knelt close and placed his hands on his father’s forearm. “Dad, what’s wrong?”

Jim shook his head, eyes brimming. He brought his other arm across his chest and took Glen’s hand into his. “I-I’m sorry.” He swallowed and lay back, eyes shut.

The sirens grew louder until the ambulance lurched into our driveway, and the wailing stopped.
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2
BOOTS ON THE GROUND


Through the living room windows, I watched four paramedics stride to the front door. They wore tan vests edged with reflective tape. Two had black cases, and another carried a yellow stretcher under his arm, like a surfboard.

“This way.” I led them up the steps. “My husband suddenly started choking and something’s wrong with his balance.” As we fanned out into the room, I realized the second medic was Brian, my fitness trainer from a previous winter. He nodded curtly, not remembering me. The firm sound of their boots on the stairs, their professional presence, and Brian’s focus on the situation reassured me. Help had arrived. They would fix what was wrong.

The leader knelt beside Jim. “Stand back,” he said when I stepped close. “We’ve got this.” He shined a flashlight in Jim’s eyes. “Any chest pain or discomfort?”

Jim shook his head, jaw clenched. Brian strapped a blood pressure cuff around his arm while the leader positioned a teardrop-shaped mask over Jim’s mustache and mouth. The oxygen tank hissed. “Do you have any history of heart trouble? Previous heart attacks? Any strokes?”

After each question, Jim shook his head.

Brian stripped off the Velcro cuff with a harsh rip, his mouth a tight line. “Pressure’s way up,” he said. “One-ninety over—” The equipment buzz obscured the diastolic reading.

When the leader asked if Jim was numb anywhere, he swept his right hand down his left side.

That’s new, I thought. Could it be a stroke? My Jim is not someone who has a stroke. What is going on?

As they spoke in low voices, Glen watched from a corner, young face serious with worry. I went to him, knelt, and wrapped my arms around him.

“What’s wrong with Dad?”

“They’re not sure.” I rocked onto my heels, holding his narrow shoulders. “Get dressed, okay? We’re going to the hospital.” He frowned, blinking, and went to his room.

The dark-haired medic stepped into the kitchen to make a call. Afterward, he announced to the others, “The doctor said give him nitroglycerin and bring him in.”

I asked if it was a stroke or heart attack. He said the symptoms didn’t fit either one. Once the tablet was under Jim’s tongue, they set the stretcher beside him. He raised his head and rolled up onto an elbow, preparing to climb onto the stretcher.

“Hold it.” Brian put a hand on his back. “We’ve got you.”

I approached the cluster of men. “Can we go with him in the ambulance?”

“No, ma’am,” the leader said. “Follow us to Bartlett in your car.”

I locked eyes with Jim. “We’ll be right behind you, hon.” My hand twitched to reach between the medics and squeeze his shoulder, but they were already lifting him. The pressure behind my eyes hurt. My husband’s body, strapped to the yellow plank, tilted as four men carried him down the steps. In the yard, a raven cocked his purple-black head at the procession, then flew off. Two mornings before, I’d waved to Jim from those steps as he rode off on his bike to buy groceries.

“Bring your fleece jacket,” I said, as Glen and I dashed back inside. “And a book.”

While the garage door rumbled up, my son and I jammed our feet into shoes. I yanked the keys off the hook and started for the car. “Don’t forget your coat,” Glen blurted.

Eyes on his, I pressed a palm to my heart while retrieving it.

At the end of our street, as the ambulance turned, the sirens began wailing again.

After long minutes waiting across from the nurses’ station at Bartlett Regional Hospital, Glen and I stood to greet the ER physician. Beneath a white coat, he wore a blue Oxford cloth shirt with a burgundy tie. His clean-shaven face was solemn.

“Your husband’s had a stroke—an unusual type of stroke.”

I inhaled sharply. “What’s the outlook?”

“His symptoms don’t line up.” The doctor hesitated. “Depends on where the damage is. We’ll know more after the MRI.”

“Where do you think it is?” I tightened my arm around Glen’s shoulders, pressing him against my hip.

“We—” the doctor hesitated. “We think it’s in his brainstem.”

My chest felt as if it had been shoved. Brainstem? I knew the superficial anatomy and physiology of mammals enough to imagine any disruption to the part of our brain responsible for involuntary reflexes—breathing, heart rate, blood pressure—had to be bad. Very bad. This can’t be happening. An image of a wheelchair intruded. I shoved it aside. “When can we see him?”

“Within the hour—after the MRI.”

I slumped into a chair next to my son. He stared at me, eyebrows raised. “A stroke is where the blood flow to the brain gets blocked,” I explained.

“What’s MRI?”

“Magnetic resonance imaging. It’s like an X-ray, but they use a huge magnet and a computer to take lots of pictures of the brain or other organs. It doesn’t hurt, but you have to lie down inside a big tube that makes the magnetic field. From that, they create a bunch of pictures of your brain, like slices of the tissue.”

“Slices?”

The word slices felt like too much, but he seemed to be following me. “Say you tossed three raisins into some dough and baked the loaf. The computer images could locate each raisin without cutting the bread. MRI lets you see inside someone’s brain without surgery.”

“Hmm.” He nodded, but remained concerned.

I sat forward on the edge of my chair, elbows on knees, face in hands. “I’m going to call Dianne.”

A glimmer of hope flashed into Glen’s eyes. “Good idea.”

Dianne was a wise and solid friend who led a more balanced life than anyone else I knew: long-distance kayaker, Buddhist, nurse, and more recently the hospital’s education director.

From a pay phone, I dialed her office. “Dianne, Jim’s had a stroke—in his brainstem. Glen and I are in the ER, here at Bartlett.”

In minutes, she arrived, arms extended. “Oh, Beth, Glen. This is so out of the blue.”

I caved in to her strong embrace but fought the impulse to cry. She squeezed my wrist. “What’d the doc say?” Dianne and I had grown close during the two decades we’d hiked, fished, and boated with our spouses in Glacier Bay National Park.

“What happened?” She put her arm around Glen. Nine years earlier, an hour after his birth, she’d held him tenderly in that same building.

I sketched out the morning’s events. Partway through, a technician wheeled Jim in. The three of us rushed to him. Eyes still jittering side to side, percussive hiccups now jolted his body, and a kidney-shaped plastic pan sat near his head. “Di-Dianne. Glad you’re here,” he managed, then seemed to drop back onto the pillow even though he hadn’t raised his head.

She clasped his shoulders and held his shaky gaze. “I’m so sorry.”

The doctor returned and told us his MRI was inconclusive. “I’ve ordered an MRA of his cranial blood vessels—magnetic resonance angiograph—which should tell us what blood vessels are damaged.”

“Have you given him—what’s it called?—tissue plasminogen activator?” I asked. “Isn’t there a three-hour window when it works?” This was taking too long. We were running out of time.

“We can’t do that until we know what caused the stroke,” he said. “TPA can help dissolve clots, but if there’s hemorrhaging in his brain, it could cause more bleeding. We need a clear MRA before we start treatment. And I’m waiting to hear back from a neurologist in Seattle.”

After he left, Dianne and I spoke softly, each with a hand on Jim who rested fitfully. Soon he was wheeled off for the imaging, and Dianne had to leave. I was at the nurses’ station when a familiar man, about Jim’s height—six feet—but thinner, turned the corner.

“Beth?” It was David Job. “I thought that was you,” he said. “What’s going on?” We knew David, an avid wilderness photographer and a respiratory technician at Bartlett, through an annual Easter brunch a mutual friend hosted.

“Jim’s had a stroke.”

He drew his head back in disbelief. “Jim?”

I described what had occurred.

“Have you reached his doctor?”

“He’s on vacation. I left a message for the doctor covering for him. She’s supposed to be here any minute.”

David put his hand on my shoulder. “I have to check in at my office, but I’ll come back.”

Before entering the waiting room, I paused to gaze at our son. Bathed in light from a window as he read his book, he looked so much like his father in photos from that age—same blue eyes, blond hair, wiry build. A sharp vulnerability caught in my throat, a collision of love and fear.

We’d had our son late, when I was forty-three, Jim forty-seven. Jim and I had moved to Alaska after being together only a year. We first lived in a cabin, then on our sailboat. Teaching at the university in Juneau and research on marine mammals in Glacier Bay kept my schedule full as my love for Jim and Alaska deepened. I’d always wanted children, but fulfilling years flew by before I pried the topic open.

Jim had been married before. He and his wife spent half of each year in remote field camps in the Bering Sea studying red foxes and walruses. She did not want children. He’d had a vasectomy for her. Eight years flew by before I asked Jim to consider a vasectomy reversal. Through two more clock-ticking years—months of graphing my basal temperature and cycles of rising hope dashed—I tried to get pregnant. Then, one night, I waited in the upstairs bathroom for the test strip to change, the smell of Dial soap on my hands. I set the plastic wand on the counter out of view, touched my toes, up and down, up and down, no peeking until after the 180th second. One blue line, and the magic began.

I kissed our son on the top of his head and sat next to him. Parenting good-natured, curious Glen had exceeded my expectations.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“David Job. A friend.” I draped my jacket across my neck and chest, like a backward cape. Eyes closed, I leaned against the chair, legs straight ahead, and worried over the doctor’s words, the delays, and Jim’s new symptoms.

“Beth. Glen.” The soothing voice belonged to Kim—our neighbor, who was also a nurse. “Dianne told me what happened.” The mother of our son’s closest friend, dark-haired, petite Kim held us in her concerned gaze. Word travels fast in a small hospital. For that, I was grateful.

She sat beside Glen and took his hand. He seemed startled, about to cry. Her son, Tenzing, and Glen had bonded in preschool. They shared long summer days building forts in the green belt between our homes or messing with skateboards, and short winter days bundled up outdoors tromping in the snow and sledding down steep mounds Jim created with our snowblower.

I answered Kim’s questions until they wheeled Jim into the room. He lifted his head. “Hey, Kim,” he rasped as if she’d dropped by the house for a cup of tea.

We all rose, and she set a hand on him, holding Glen at her side. “How’re you doing?”

He shook his head.

His left eyelid drooped. Had I missed that symptom earlier? I laced my fingers into his free hand. “Did they get what they need this time?”

“They-they”—a ragged cough interrupted—“didn’t say.”

Kim cranked the metal gurney to a better height.

“Ho-holy crap,” he muttered.

She spoke soothingly to Jim and urged Glen and me to get breakfast in the cafeteria, but I didn’t want to leave. What if the doctor came by with questions for me? Every minute mattered. Stroke outcomes are better with immediate treatment. Time was running out.

Jim cleared his throat. “G-go eat. I’ll be okay.”

I could skip a meal, but Glen needed to eat.

It was noon when we left for the cafeteria.
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3
RISE TO THE OCCASION


“Hey, Beth.” David got my attention from the hallway after we’d returned from lunch. Glen was with Kim. “I need to talk to you—in private.” He gestured me away from the nurses’ station. We stood face to face. His hazel eyes drew me in. “You know, Bartlett’s a great hospital.” He stroked his goatee. “I love my job. Everyone works hard. They’re good at what they do.” His face tensed. “But this situation is serious. We’re a small county hospital. Jim needs experts, and he needs them now.”

I took in each word, absorbing the weight of their truth.

“You’ve got to get him out of here—to Anchorage or Seattle. That’ll only happen if you’re firm with his doctor. When she gets here, you have to insist he’s medevacked to a bigger hospital.”

My breathing became labored as if I’d broken the surface after a long dive.

He continued, “There’s this odd situation between the insurance and doctors. It costs a lot to evacuate someone out of Juneau. The docs are under pressure from insurance companies to keep patients here. Your nature is to be agreeable, but you need to do this. For Jim. You’ve got to insist he gets on that Learjet and taken to a larger center. You’ll be doing your doctor a favor. If you don’t push this, she’ll be reluctant to order it. If you do, she’ll have to try.”

Juneau was surrounded by mountains, glaciers, and ocean with no roads out—no big medical centers nearby. Since we’d arrived at Bartlett, I’d passed the responsibility baton off to the medical team. I’d relinquished my decision-making role, expecting them to do what was best for my husband. But now our friend was telling me to step forward, take command, steer this crisis down a different path.

David glanced at his watch. “I’ve got to get back to my office. If you have any problems, call me.” He placed his business card in my palm.

I hugged him hard. Taught to respect authority, politely follow the advice of professionals, my pulse quickened with dread.

“The other thing.” He glanced over his shoulder. “There’s one medevac jet for all of Alaska. It goes back and forth. You need to get on their list right away. If another, more critical, emergency comes up, they’ll bump him. And I don’t know if the plane is in Seattle or Anchorage or here.”

Hand trembling, I dialed the clinic operator. “I need to see Dr. Reinhart in the ER right away. Call back if she can’t be here in a half hour.” She was already an hour late.

I returned to the curtained-off bay, purposeful strides masking frustration.

Kim said they’d taken Jim away for tests. “I should get back to my floor. Will you be okay?”

I said yes but I didn’t want her to leave. I sat in a rigid chair next to Glen. My mind raced. What if Dr. Reinhart wouldn’t listen to me? I wanted to consult with our family physician. For seventeen years, Lindy Jones had been our doctor. Throughout my pregnancy, he’d had long conversations with Jim about sailboats and coached us through Glen’s last-minute C-section delivery. I folded my arms across my ribs, willing Lindy to appear and help me navigate this treacherous terrain. But he wasn’t even in Alaska. I decided to push for Seattle, not Anchorage. My cousin and several friends lived in the area, and Seattle’s medical centers and universities were top-notch.

Finally, a nurse summoned me. Jim’s doctor stood beside the nurses’ station. “Elizabeth,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”

We shook hands.

A compact professional I’d met once before at the clinic, she flipped through Jim’s chart. “We’re waiting for the results from the MRA.”

I stood tall and said, “My husband needs to go to Seattle right away.”

She looked at me but didn’t respond.

“This is an unusual type of stroke and he needs to be medevacked to Virginia Mason today.”

Although she had not been moving, Dr. Reinhart seemed to stop in her tracks. She stared at her clipboard and raised another page. “The consensus is,” she said, words measured, “to keep him here twenty-four hours for more analysis.”

I bristled. “I’m convinced the outcome from this stroke—if he stays here—will not be as good as if we get him to a medical center with more expertise.”

Her eyes narrowed.

I met her gaze. “I want him medevacked to Seattle today.”

She let the flap of pages drop. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Outside, lacy crusts of snow dripped and popped, fueling Salmon Creek as it gurgled down the mountain to the sea. Bald eagles, some perched in treetops, others in flight, peppered the landscape with high-pitched, thin calls, ill-suited for such handsome, steely-eyed birds of prey.

Inside the hospital, inside our stark fluorescent world, the afternoon droned on, air stale with antiseptic and human discomfort. Metal carts squealed along corridors, pushed by soft-soled technicians. Jim slept. Kim returned and took Glen outside to a nearby trail, then to the cafeteria. Steady in the face of what we’d experienced, Glen welcomed the distraction.

Jim woke, sweaty and confused. “It feels like the world is spinning.”

I pressed a cool cloth to his forehead. “We’ll get you through this, hon.” I spoke as if I knew the way forward.

Kim was buzzed back to her floor. Doctors came and went. A nurse appeared and announced she was adding Phenergan to his IV to reduce vertigo and nausea. Technicians dropped by to check his monitors and adjust pillows. I went back and forth to the nurses’ station, as much to ask about the status of the medevac jet as to burn energy. No news. I checked my watch. Nine hours since he’d staggered up the stairs.

It felt like we were slogging through heavy snow, trudging toward a whiteout horizon, getting nowhere. Meanwhile, in trauma bays next to us, other families dealt with crises and moved on as if we existed on two separate but layered tracks—ours slowed to a crawl as theirs sped up. I wanted to take my husband’s and son’s hands and lead them out of the numbing labyrinth, back to the light of day. What I’d give to return to our mundane Tuesday morning. Before.

Dianne arrived with coffees for us and a carton of milk for Glen. While she and I spoke in hushed tones, knee-to-knee, Jim remained groggy. Soon a woman approached. “Are you Elizabeth Mathews?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Sharon with Airlift Northwest.” She scanned her notes. “The request for your husband to be medevacked was denied—”

“What?” I stood, knocking my chair back. “But he’s got to go!”

She pressed her lips together, then said, “I’m not finished.”

Glen set his book down and came over to stand by me.

“Apparently,” she continued, “your doctor called them back, and they finally approved.”

“Oh, thank you.” I rubbed my forehead. “I’m sorry I blew up.”

“I understand,” she said. “The initial refusal seems to be why it’s taken so long. We now have him scheduled for the next evacuation to Seattle, and we need you to complete some paperwork.” She handed me several documents.

A knot between my shoulders loosened, as I silently thanked Dr. Reinhart. “Can I fly with him?”

“It’s not up to me.” Her tone was flat. “Captain has the final say. There’s not much room. For him to consider it, you’ll need to complete this other form.”

While I wrote, clipboard on my knees, Dianne moved to the seat next to Glen. “As soon as your mom’s done with those, you should head home to pack. They never know exactly when the jet will take off. When they’re set to go—when they have your father ready—they’ll leave. They won’t wait.”

“Are we flying to Seattle with Dad?” Glen asked.

“Sweetheart, we don’t even know if I’ll be allowed to go. It’s a special jet for emergencies.” I turned to Dianne, “Would they let someone Glen’s age come?”

She hesitated, then spoke. “They don’t normally let kids on these flights. How old are you now?”

“Nine,” he said. “And a half.”

“Let me check on this.” She stood. “I know one of the flight nurses. I’ll talk to her while you get your stuff. Remember, essentials only.” She left.

Glen and I sprinted to the car. Holding hands, we cut diagonal across a patch of grass to the parking lot. He slowed our pace and stared up at me. “Do you think I’ll be able to go?”

We stopped walking. His earnest gaze made my chest tight. I did not want to leave him but had to prepare him. “Probably not.”

His shoulders drooped and he spoke slowly. “But I want to be with you and Dad.” His voice broke.

“If you can’t come, you can stay with Tenzing and his family— go to school together.” I thought being with his friend might change his mind.

He shook his head. “I don’t know if I can do that.” The corners of his mouth quivered down. “I just . . . wouldn’t stop thinking about Dad.”

I swallowed hard. “We’ll pack your bag—in case. But we need you to be prepared to stay with Tenzing.”

I drove toward our home in the valley, at the edge of too fast and not fast enough. We flew down the highway along Gastineau Channel, a shallow stretch of indigo ocean between the mainland and Douglas Island. To the east rose steep mountains. Jim had led us on hikes there, up rocky stream beds, down narrow, cobbled valleys.

As the snow receded, Arctic terns and humpback whales would soon return. New life erupted around us—pressing toward a full-throttled Alaskan spring.

Driving home, window down, my hair whipped about. What else should I be doing? It was all happening so fast. No time to fall apart. Ocean-tinged air tripped me back twelve years to another dangerous situation when I’d had to perform. No mistakes. Back then, Jim and I lived on our sailboat in Glacier Bay. We’d survived that storm, we could get through this one.

Late that October, prepping for a deer-hunting expedition, we discovered our sailboat’s transmission wouldn’t go into gear. I fetched tools while Jim disassembled, diagnosed, and repaired the gearshift.

A day late, beneath building clouds, we left Bartlett Cove and motored west to the Inian Islands, a deer-hunting, salmon-fishing, and marine-mammal viewing hotspot. The mountainous, wooded islands crop out where Cross Sound connects Icy Strait to the wide-open Pacific Ocean. Twice a day, the Gulf of Alaska floods into and out of the Strait’s narrow channels. Known for severe rip tides, locals call South Inian Pass “the washing machine.”

Once inside the cove, I took the helm. At the bow, Jim released the anchor, and a hundred feet of chain rumbled down after it. “Reverse,” he called over his shoulder. I shifted into gear, inhaling the forest-scented breeze. Rubber boot on chain, he felt for tension to make sure the anchor grabbed.

Years earlier, in California, when he was offered the position leading the research division at the National Park, he invited me to move to Alaska with him. We’d met while teaching a month-long humpback whale ecology course together on a schooner. In Gustavus, the first home we’d shared was a log cabin heated by a wood stove. The next year, we purchased and moved onto our sailboat. He was the one with a passion for boating. I grew up in Indiana, climbing trees, roller-skating on bumpy asphalt, and scheming with my best friend to buy a pony. My youthful dream was to live on a farm, raise horses, a garden, and children.

That evening, as we inched backward setting anchor, ravens in the alder-tufted forest exchanged deep-throated, klaa-whocks! With a forecast for twenty-knot northerlies, we tucked in close to the steep, lee shore.

Boat secured, we embraced in a brisk ocean breeze, savoring our wilderness solitude.

The rain began as pinpricks.

“Jim D. sent us off with two moose steaks,” he said. “I’ll get those started.”

In the warmth below, we shed fleece pants and jackets. The boat yanked against her anchor. He stopped chopping garlic to listen. After another thud-clank! he decided to add a snubber to the chain. While he attached the shock-absorbing line, I made rice and a salad.

“We’re holding,” he said, climbing down the companionway, “but the wind’s already up to twenty-five. These steep hills funnel it through the gaps between islands. Plus there’s a back eddy from the current.”

“I’ll get the radar going.” I felt more nervous than my voice let on.

“Good idea.”

We ate beneath a patter of rain. As the boat swayed and shuddered, we took turns checking our radar position and scanning the shore.

Two hours later, I was brushing my teeth when he called down to me, “Get suited up!”

“What’s happening?” Toothpaste foam spattered the sink.

“Wind’s shifted one-eighty! We’re dragging toward shore.”

I shoved bare legs into thermal pants, pulled on rubber boots.

The diesel’s low, start-up rumble was a reassuring addition to the storm’s loud tantrum.

Up top, rain sliced through my fleece.

“We gotta get out of here,” he said. “Keep her nose into the wind, while I take off the snubber and crank in the chain. As soon as the anchor’s off the bottom, you gotta power up so she doesn’t go aground. It shallows up fast.”

I flashed an Oh, Jesus look.

The look he bounced back said, We can do this.

When we moved to Alaska, we explored building a house in Gustavus, a community of three hundred embedded in Glacier Bay National Park. I’d lobbied for a wooded five-acre lot next to a burbling river.

Instead of buying land, we drained our savings for a down payment and cosigned on a $100,000 loan to buy IJsselmeer. “Ice-uhl-meer,” we’d practiced to get her Dutch name right. His rationale was we could either own five acres of land—or have Glacier Bay and Icy Strait as a million-acre ocean backyard.

He won me over.

The rigging wailed as I scanned the dark cove.

I wanted to be his all-in sailing partner, but my Midwestern core taunted, You’re an imposter. My confidence in running our boat ebbed and flowed like Icy Strait’s currents.

How could those boulders be so close? Another gust sent the depth sounder from fifteen to thirteen feet, then ten. My heart raced as I pictured our sailboat’s keel scraping the seafloor. At the bow, Jim knelt to remove the snubber. With every plunge, seawater shot up around him.

What am I doing here? I should have held out for buying land.

He yelled something but the words hurtled past my ears.

“What?” I shouted.

“Drive into the wind. Up the chain!” He sliced his straight arm forward.

I pressed her into gear. What if the shift repair doesn’t hold?

The bow blew off course. A shadowy image of IJsselmeer aground darted into my mind, hull at an ungainly tilt, like a beached whale.

Again, Jim hollered, “Into the wind!”

“I am!” I shouted. But I had to do more. Focus. I eased the helm to port, then sharp to starboard, fending off blows of wind like punches from one side, then the other. More throttle. Cut back. Ease the chain’s tension.

Jim flashed an anchor’s-off-bottom signal and leaned out to dislodge wads of kelp. Another blast shoved the untethered boat toward rocks. I revved to full throttle, helm hard to port. IJsselmeer’s bow rose and, like a Clydesdale, she plowed ahead, consuming ground we’d lost. The depth sounder flashed nine, then ten.

Hold this heading. Eleven. Twelve.

Keep her in the middle. Jim’s gear repair held. My body shook, but I was no longer cold. I was in the zone. We—the three of us—were in the zone. IJsselmeer was an extension of the two of us.

Hand over hand, Jim made his way to the cockpit, storm slapping his back. He nodded and took the helm. Gripping the rail, I scanned the horizon through shrouded night vision. The steep, forested shoreline ghosted closer, then receded. No, I thought. This is where I want to be—shoulder to shoulder with this man.

Beneath the howling sky, we powered out of the cove into the safety of deep water.

Jolted back to the present, I turned into our driveway. The memory sharpened my resolve. We had to get Jim to Seattle.

“Hurry!” Glen said, unbuckling his seat belt. “Let’s pack.”
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4
EVACUATION


“What did they say about me coming?” Glen asked Dianne in the room where Jim dozed.

Elbows on thighs, she met his gaze. “The Airlift nurse said she’d pass my request to the captain. I told her I’ve known you since you were a baby. And that you’re the most mature kid I’ve ever met. They won’t have an answer, though, until right before they go.”

He nodded but looked dejected.

“Are you packed?” she asked.

“We are,” he said before I could.

Jim’s hand shot to his left eye. I went to his side. “What’s wrong with that eye?”

“I get these sharp pains.” His face tensed. “Like it’s being jabbed with a needle.”

I took his free hand in mine.

A nurse wheeled in an IV bag. “Doctor’s called for heparin to keep clots from forming.”

Later, Dianne’s partner, Sudie, a specialist with the Coast Guard, walked in. “Oh, Beth. This is so hard.” Her dark eyes reassuring, she said, “But Jim will move beyond this. He’s a fighter. We have to get him on that medevac to Seattle. He’s got to go to Virginia Mason. They’re the stroke experts.”

I told Jim we’d been home to pack our things. His gravelly question, “Di-did you get the fur-furniture?” troubled me.

What was he talking about? He’d always had a slight start-up stutter, so that was not the issue. Was speaking gibberish a new stroke symptom?

A decade earlier, Jim and I had visited his uncle Glen, our son’s namesake, after he’d suffered a stroke. At seventy-seven, Glen L. Taggart had led an active and productive life as president of Utah State University, beating graduate students decades younger at racquetball. In the assisted-care home, he appeared professional and fit, wire-thin, but far from frail. Jim’s uncle Glen maneuvered a walker toward me. Exuding an affirmative glow, he shook my hand and smiled.

He spoke, gesturing toward a watercolor of a mountain brook flowing over smooth stones. Although his expression fit the situation, the words that rose and burbled out had nothing to do with the circumstances or the painting. It was as if hard wires linking Uncle Glen’s mental dictionary to his mouth and tongue had been disconnected, then plugged back in with circuitry pins misaligned, causing him to say something like, “That box reminds me of stones with his father,” instead of, “That painting reminds me of fly fishing with Jim’s father.”

If someone viewed a video of my conversation with Uncle Glen in the convalescent visitation room back then with the audio off, they would never have known his sentences made no sense. No sense at all.

Had my husband developed expressive aphasia like his Uncle Glen?

“The-the furniture,” Jim repeated.

I shook my head, confused.

“D-did you bring it in?”

“Oh-h.” Exhaling in relief, I understood Jim was referring to the furniture he’d moved onto our deck in preparation for the carpet cleaners. “No. I completely forgot.”

Sudie pulled out a notebook. “I’ll take care of it.”

Around seven o’clock, the Airlift Northwest coordinator returned while Jim slept. Dianne sat with us. “Your husband’s on for the flight to Seattle tonight,” the woman said. “How much do you weigh?”

“A hundred and twenty-eight pounds.”

She told us the jet would leave within the hour. “Your carry-on can’t be more than twenty pounds, total.” She turned to leave.

Glen pressed his foot against mine.

“What about our son?”

“Oh, yeah.” She turned to him. “The captain wants to meet you. He’ll stop by in a few minutes.”

Eyes wide, Glen tipped his head.

I gave Dianne the numbers of two friends, colleagues at the university, to notify: Brendan Kelly and Sherry Tamone.

Moments later, someone tapped on the door. A tall man in a white shirt with gold epaulets and a navy-blue tie walked in.

Together, Glen and I stood.

“You must be Beth,” he said, voice deep. “I’m very sorry about your husband. We’re going to get him to Seattle shortly here. I understand you have your son with you.”

“Yes. This is Glen.”

“Hello, young man.”

Glen extended his hand.

The pilot reached down to shake it. “How much do you weigh?”

“Seventy-three pounds,” Glen said as if he’d been waiting for the question.

The captain explained there would not be much room in the plane, that we would be in small seats at the back, and there would be no stewardess—and no snacks. “How do you feel about that?”

“I’m fine with all of it. I want to go.”

My son’s clarity caught me off guard. I blinked back proud tears.

“Well, Glen,” the pilot said, “you can come with us, then.”

His face lit up. “Thanks!”

“Let’s go get your stuff,” Dianne said. “Sudie, I’ll walk them to the airlift van. Can you stay until they come for Jim?”

“You bet.”

At Jim’s gurney, I jiggled his arm. “Hon, we’ll both be on the jet with you.”

He pressed a hand against his temple. “Glen, too?”

“Yeah,” Glen answered. “I get to come with you.”

“Good.” Jim set his hand on our son’s arm.

“We’ll meet you at the airport.” I squeezed his shoulder and turned to leave.

“Wait,” Jim said. “Don’t-don’t forget to make a r-reservation at a hotel near the hospital.” Hiccups punctuated the sentence.

I cradled his head in my hands and kissed him. This is my man—even in the midst of a stroke, he’s on top of our logistics. I held his unsteady gaze. “I love you.”

Glen, Dianne, and I hustled down the back stairs. Our pounding feet generated a thundering echo up the metal stairwell. We emerged into the cold evening. It seemed so long ago since Glen and I had driven home, packed, and returned to the hospital.

The trunk of our Honda Civic popped up. “You packed too much,” Glen said. “You can’t take all that.” My carry-on bag with laptop and course materials sat on top of a small duffel. Glen had snugged his belongings into his orange school pack.

“He’s right,” Dianne said. “Can you fit what’s essential into your backpack?”

As I sorted items into two piles, Glen grew impatient. “Come on,” he said. “We’ve gotta get going. They’ll leave without us!”

My spine pressed the jump seat as the Learjet streaked up past snow-capped mountains. The canvas seat was low-slung, like a beach chair. A harness crossed my torso like a giant H. Knees bent, I wanted to wrap my arms around them, lower my forehead, and cry. Instead, I reached for our son’s hand.

Ahead, the instrument panel glowed, silhouetting the pilot and copilot. In place of passenger seating between us, the left fuselage supported two inward-facing seats occupied by medics. The two women wore khaki jumpsuits and lace-up, thick-soled black boots. Across from them, inches from their knees, was a bench along the other fuselage. Buckled to it was my husband’s stretcher. Fourteen hours had passed since he’d staggered up the stairs. During the gravity-defying climb into the night sky, he lifted his head and squinted at us. They’d said he would be sedated, but the medication hadn’t yet pulled him to that internal twilight. I raised an open hand, eyes riveted on his. Did he know it was me?

At forty thousand feet, above the clouds—close to heaven if there was one—iridescent, emerald curtains shimmered, like in a dream. Momentarily swept out of the nightmare, I tapped the glass. “Look, hon! Northern lights,” I said to Glen, as if we were camping—as if all my assumptions about the future were not shattering.
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