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Abstract

"Anchoring the Sky" chronicles the narrator's experiences over a period of more than
twenty years after her younger sister is diagnosed with cancer, rallies for a short time,

and then dies. The narration, which follows a roughly chronological structure with some
flashbacks, is divided into three sections. The first section describes the narrator's initial

experiences of caregiving in a chaotic household, ending on a note of hope. The second
section describes the loss of hope, the sister's death, and the narrator's experiences of
intense grief immediately afterward. In the third section, the narrator describes selected

moments in a 20-year quest for some sense of resolution over her sister's death.
Throughout the story, the narrator vacillates between emotive and objective expression

as she struggles to come to terms with both the loss of her sister and with the loss of

long-term memories caused by the narrator's own chronic illness. Though she never
finds the magical resolution she seeks, she finally finds support and assistance both for
her loss of precious memories and her unresolved grief by reconnecting with her

family's experiences during her sister's illness and death.
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Section 1
Tuesday

My day started with an appointment at 7:30 in the morning. The temperature was
below zero, and I would need to plug in our truck well ahead of time. So at 5:45 I headed
outside. My mind had been on Jody, on remembering everything I needed to remember,
on watching the time so I wouldn't be late for my appointment.

When I stepped out the door, the night cold curled around me and brushed my
face. I stopped for a moment and looked up. The stars were bright, and wisps of cloud

lightly obscured parts of the sky in delicate, feathery scarves. The snow was luminous,

reflecting moon and stars, and its crystalline glow made the arctic darkness seem so
much less dark than night in a snowless place. It was utterly silent, with the profound

silence of early morning when everything has been asleep a long time, and the air itself

seems more absolutely quiet than at any other time.
It felt as if my heart expanded and contracted simultaneously. I loved this place,

and now I had to leave it. I wasn't sure when I would be back. I feared the future, the
darkness of a New England winter. I feared for my little sister's life. If I had to be in such

pain over Jody's pain, I wanted to face it here, where it was clean and sharp and

unrestricted, where there was room to grieve and the grief was unmuddied by the
cloying feel of millions of people breathing the same air, walking the same tiny sections
of earth.
I did not have that choice. Jody was in a hospital bed in Springfield,

Massachusetts, not Fairbanks, Alaska. I had to go home to Mom and Dad, to the
remembered darkness, so that I could somehow help the person I loved best in all the
world. I stood there in the cold Alaska night and looked up. I didn't want to leave these
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stars. I didn't want to leave the beautiful nights, the snow-bright days. I had come to

depend on this land to get me through the worst that life could throw at me.

Shaking out of my reverie, I stepped forward and plugged in the truck so that the
various engine, oil, and battery heaters could do their work. The ritual, once so foreign

to me, had long since become just a common winter habit. I turned and walked
reluctantly back to the house. My sled dogs were waiting for their breakfast, another
winter morning ritual I would miss. Downstairs in the utility room, I mixed up the
slurry of dog food and warm water they drank every morning. When I went outside

with the bucket, quiet whines and frantically wagging tails greeted me. Shiner, my
oldest, danced around like a puppy. The dogs all dove into their breakfast
enthusiastically as I ladled out the broth, and I listened contentedly to the sound of
lapping as I cleaned the dog yard.

Such a simple task, being able to feed the dogs their breakfast. It felt like a gift. I
had been too sick with chronic fatigue syndrome the winter before to drive my little
team of Alaskan huskies, so my dogs sat idle most of that winter. It seemed so unfair to
them, with my husband and my friends running them just a handful of times.

Sometimes I was so weak that my husband, Cal, even had to feed and water the dogs,
chores I loathed giving up. Now that I was healthy and could take care of the dogs

myself, could get back on a sled, it was hard to think of leaving for an indefinite time.
The mushing season was just beginning.
I drove into town to meet my friend Karl at a lawyer's office, where we were

seeking some advice on behalf of our local dog-mushing club. After the meeting, Karl
and I walked out to the parking lot together. We talked a little about my sister's

mysterious illness and my trip East, and I told him I didn't know when I'd be back to
Fairbanks. I must have given him a look full of sadness and fear. He leaned across his
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truck, looked me straight in the eyes and said with conviction, "You'll be okay. No
matter what happens, you'll be okay."
That night I boarded a jet and began the long, grueling trip back to Massachusetts.

It would be 15 hours, two different planes, and three intermediate stops before I'd

arrive. I would have plenty of time to miss my home and my sled dogs, to stew over
Jody's health. As I sat at the gate in the Seattle airport and watched the sun come up, I

thought about the night before, when I'd fed the dogs. My after-dinner ritual included

giving goodnight snuggles to each dog: my old lead dog Shiner, Jackson, Oakie, Blackie,

Kindra, and Rissa. When I knelt to pet Rissa, my littlest one, she climbed up and put her
paws around my neck, triggering a flood of tears. It felt as if I were going to be gone for

a long, long time.
Jody's Illness, the Beginning

In October 1988, when Jody was 27 and I was 32,1 flew to New England from
Fairbanks to attend a short residency at Vermont College. I had just finished my first
semester in the college's low-residency undergraduate degree program in liberal arts. I
visited our parents' house in Wilbraham, Massachusetts, before and after the residency.

It was delightful to be with family again, especially now that I was well. Jody, her two
children, and their dog were living with our parents at the time. Jody's husband,

Michael, had quit his job as a lawyer in Fairfield, Iowa, and had taken a new position in
Bangor, Maine, but cheap housing there was hard to find. So Jody stayed with our folks
while Michael commuted to Bangor—a six-hour trip one way—and tried unsuccessfully

to find a suitable place for his family.
I hadn't seen Jody in two years, and I tried to spend every possible minute with

her. The demands of the children made it difficult. Joseph (nicknamed Joey, which
sounded way too much like Jody) was five months old, Hilary four and a half years old.
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Jody was unaccountably exhausted trying to keep up with the two of them. All her life,

she had been a magnet for kids and dogs, and she had always welcomed the boisterous
attention of whatever children might be around. There were still glimpses of that girl:

One day I looked out the back window to see two human robots—one full-size, one very

small—marching with stiff arms and legs into a pile of autumn leaves, where they
collapsed into giggles. Jody sometimes sat on the couch with her infant son and made
hilarious faces at him, sending the baby into great chortling laughter. But it seemed she

might have finally gotten more than her fill.
Mystified, I watched my sister, the calm and infinitely patient lover of all children,

occasionally lose her equilibrium over her own. Nonviolent almost to a fault, Jody never
raged at her kids. She was gentle with all things—not just people, but plants, bugs, and

animals, even tiny tree frogs crossing the road. She used to joke that she needed a
bumper sticker that said, "I brake for leaves." But now she acted confused and helpless

at times, out of control. I had watched her skillfully manage all sorts of unruly children
throughout her babysitting career. Her confidence had never faltered. Yet here she was
buffaloed by her daughter's disruptive behavior (although probably normal for a four-

year-old), which was intensified by Hilary's reaction to her father's long absences. His
weekend visits were simply not enough, and Hilary took out her anger and confusion on

her mother and her grandparents. Jody also had to contend with Joey's needs as a

typically demanding infant. I sometimes felt worn out just watching her struggle with
the two of them. She had always dreamed of being a mother. Why would caring for her
children, something Jody had practiced for and been good at all her life, be hard for her?

Something else didn't seem quite right. Life at my parents' house always turned
chaotic whenever one or more of us came to visit. Granted, it was not as bad as it used to
be before Mom quit drinking. But when any of us four older children entered the
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equation, the volume went up, the dynamics turned complicated, and the house seemed
instantly to fill with clutter and confusion. Jody, the youngest, had always been the
grand exception, the one offspring who brought calm instead of chaos. This time, her
calming influence was notably absent.
I thought nothing of it at first, other than to become frustrated with Michael

because he seemed to be dragging his feet on getting his family up to Bangor. I decided
the solution to Jody's stress-filled existence obviously was to reunite the family in a nice

apartment in Bangor. Life with two small kids, I was sure, would then smooth out for
my little sister, the quintessential mother.

At the end of October, just before I returned to Alaska, Jody complained that her
jaw felt numb. It bothered her considerably, and though she felt no pain, she planned to

see a dentist about it. The day I left for my home in Fairbanks, Jody's face was pasty

white, her eyes murky. She seemed diminished somehow. I chalked it up to excessive

stress and tried to let it go.
The dentist found nothing, but the numbness in Jody's jaw didn't go away. Instead

it began to hurt. She was referred to a neurologist who diagnosed her condition as
neuritis—a nerve inflammation that was untreatable, uncomfortable, but relatively
harmless and likely to disappear in six months. When I heard that diagnosis, I

instinctively rebelled, but what could I say? I had no medical training. What doctor was
going to order a whole barrage of tests on the basis of my conviction that Jody didn't
look right? Who was going to listen to a sister living 3,000 miles away, a sister who had

nothing to go on except a sense of foreboding?
Jody also suffered from Crohn's disease (a condition similar to colitis, in which the
intestines are chronically inflamed), an illness she'd had since she was about five years

old. In mid-November, she went into the hospital because of an apparent flare-up. When
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Mom called to tell me, she reassured me that Jody wasn't in any serious danger, that
everything was expected to be okay again with just a few days of hospital care. Jody had

been hospitalized before and had always come through just fine; I should have been
reassured. But after I got off the phone, I had to drive into town on an errand. A song

began playing on my car radio—I don't remember which, but I know it was one that
always reminded me of Jody. I burst into miserable, frightened tears.

Jody came home from the hospital just before Thanksgiving. Her doctor continued
to treat her on the assumption that the pain in her jaw was simple neuritis, that her
Crohn's disease was the problem to focus on, and that she would be fine with some

medication to control the inflammation of her colon. But the pain continued to increase

until Jody was in extreme discomfort most of the time. She even skipped a big

traditional Thanksgiving Day gathering of the Kaynor clan, an indication of how
uncomfortable she must have felt. On the phone, in a flat voice that did nothing to
alleviate my fears, Jody told me she didn't think she could bear the pain, that there was
no way she could take this for six months.

On a Saturday in early December, Jody complained of feeling chilled and
nauseated. Then she went into convulsions. Michael, who was home from Bangor for the
weekend, called for an ambulance. On the way to the hospital, Jody's blood pressure fell

to such a critically low level that the ambulance crew had to pull over to put trauma

pants on her to keep her pressure from dropping out of sight.
The long ordeal of tests began—inconclusive results, frightening speculation, and
still more tests. Bits and pieces of information filtered in: a scan showed that Jody had

cysts on her liver and kidneys. She might have a blood infection. The doctors were still
trying to figure out what the root problem was.
Mom called me early Sunday morning to tell me all this.
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"Do I need to come home?" I asked.

Mom said she didn't know yet, but they might need my help with the kids. She

would call back later that day.
I had lots to do that Sunday, and being busy helped take my mind off Jody, but I

waited for that call to come, to tell me I would be going back East. When I answered the
phone late Sunday afternoon, I already knew what Mom was going to say.

Michael was staying at the hospital with Jody, leaving Hilary and Joey in the care
of my parents. At ages 65 and 72 respectively, my mother and father couldn't handle the

two small children alone. My father usually had enough on his hands just taking care of
my mother and their dog and doing all the household chores. Mom had been struggling

for years with chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, an outgrowth of her emphysema,
and she was on oxygen 24 hours a day. Tethered to a portable oxygen tank, she could do

only so much to help with the children. My father could not carry the weight all by

himself, although he was trying. They needed me as soon as I could come.
I arrived on Jody's birthday, December 14th. As usual, I'd forgotten it.

Homecoming was solemn and intense. The strain was immediately evident on my
parents' faces, and the kids acted confused and off-kilter. The moment I walked in our

front door—jet lag notwithstanding—I was immediately recruited to change Joey's dirty
diaper. I'd never changed a diaper before, but Joey had diarrhea, so I got to practice

seven times that first day. Mom was invaluable. She couldn't do much physically to help

me, but she stood at my shoulder, teaching me each step.
That same day, I went to visit Jody in the hospital. It was a relief to see her, yet at

the same time her poor condition lent a concrete quality to what had been nebulous
worry. Though she smiled gamely at me, she looked wan and faded, as if the light inside

her had grown feeble with fatigue. When my brother Dick had called her earlier, she
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told him she was about to have a biopsy on her spine and muttered bitterly, "Happy

birthday to me."

The next day was not a day of good news. The current thinking was either
malignant tumors or leukemia. The doctors said that if the test results from the needle

biopsy weren't more definite by the next day, they would need to do either a blind
biopsy or a surgical removal of bone tissue for more tests.

Mom, Dad, and I walked into Jody's hospital room unaware that she had just been
told she might have cancer or leukemia. Jody was sitting in a chair, hugging a big

stuffed bear. She looked up at us with a ghastly white, tear-streaked face, her eyes full of
fear. I went down on my knees beside her chair and held her close, my head averted so

she wouldn't see my own tears.

Time slowed into baby-sized increments. We waited and waited, and then waited
some more. It would be another week before we finally learned what was wrong, a week
of speculation that kept including that ugly word, "malignancy."

The next Tuesday, Jody went into surgery for another biopsy. We were told it
would be a few days before the results came in. On Wednesday when I visited her, she
said she'd almost choked on a piece of meat during lunch. Her jaw had become more
and more dysfunctional, and she had begun to have trouble swallowing. Waiting to hear

the form of life-threatening illness was bad enough; now she couldn't even eat. She was
scared and depressed, and I hated that there was nothing I could do to help. Just before I

left her room, she felt bad enough to call for assistance, and my last view was of nurses
and aides hovering over her. I was afraid she would die before the doctors could figure

out what was wrong.
Jody's illness was finally diagnosed on Thursday. She had neuroectodermal

tumors, a rare form of cancer that usually affects young children. It was known to be
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aggressive and resistant to treatment, but her oncologist had already started her on
chemotherapy. If the tumors responded to treatment, she could feel some relief in her

jaw in as little as a week. If the cancer did not respond, the prognosis was short-term:

months or even weeks.
I heard the diagnosis with horror. But instantly I believed she could lick this thing.

With my whole heart, I believed.
CT scans had already shown several tumors in Jody's skull (which had been
causing the pain in her jaw), one between two ribs, and one at the base of her spine, on

her sacrum. Later scans would confirm that the cysts on Jody's liver were also tumors.
Jody's doctor wisely refused to speculate on her chances of survival. Although we tried

to talk about the future objectively and unemotionally, Michael and my parents were
terrified. Michael made a valiant attempt to stay calm and dispassionate, but during a

therapy session offered by the hospital to cancer patients and their families, he broke

down and cried.
December 23 was the last time we'd see Jody for a while. She said she felt as if the

chemotherapy was killing her, and she refused nearly all visitors from that day on.

Michael alone was allowed unrestricted access, and he was at her side 24 hours a day.
For the rest of us, even phone calls were curtailed when the same tumor that had
inhibited her ability to swallow now took away her voice. Her self-imposed solitude

crushed us all, but it was particularly hard on Mom. I think Mom was afraid her
daughter would die before she could ever see her again.
We were too immersed in worry to celebrate Christmas Eve, and I missed the

special feeling of Christmas that I always associated with this house I'd grown up in. My
father had strung lights and put up a Christmas tree, and we laid out presents to be

opened on Christmas morning, but the effort was mostly for Hilary, who was fascinated
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by the decorations and the tree ornaments. The day was gray, and the little dusting of

snow that had fallen threatened to melt into brown. It looked as if my intuition in the

dog yard was right—I would be away from home for a long, long time.
There was a bright light in the gloom: One of my two brothers, Dick, came home

on Christmas Eve. Mom told him that it would probably be okay for him to stop at the
hospital on his way, so he showed up there unannounced, much to Michael's shock. But

Jody had made another exception to her no-visitors rule—her lifelong friend, Carin—

and Carin was there, too. So Michael couldn't very well send Dick away, but he made it
clear that a conversation with Jody was not possible. Dick told us he sat in Jody's
hospital room, talking to Michael and pretending to ignore Jody's bloated head and

body, which he could glimpse as she lay on the bed behind the partly drawn curtain. He
said to Michael, "I can't believe my little sister is so sick that she'd actually pass up a
foot massage." A foot flopped over to his side of the bed. He laughed at the success of

his bait and proceeded with the massage.
I envied him the liberty he took and wished I had the guts to do the same. Dick

brightened up the grim mood at the house. He brought with him his inimitable blend of
laughter, silence, peacefulness, irrepressibility, even a touch of joy. He took some of the

job of emotional "sponge" off my hands. At last there was someone else to share my

feeling of responsibility for the well-being of the household. Best of all, he shared my

conviction that Jody would get well. I felt lighter, freer, more hopeful, less alone. Dick
could only stay a few days on this trip, but he was willing to return in January and I
would have welcomed his company. Unfortunately for me, Mom and Dad decided the
house was too crowded for him to pay an extended visit.

Our oldest brother, David, got permission to visit Jody in the hospital the day after
Christmas. He brought her a little wooden dolphin he'd carved. David liked to whittle
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various objects out of the wood from the apple trees in back of our cottage in Harpswell,

Maine. In the fall, before Jody became ill, he had made a small dolphin about three
inches long. Traditionally, people from the coast of Maine would carry smooth, round
sea stones in their pockets and would handle them when worried. David hoped that the

smooth feel of apple wood, along with the association of dolphins with peace of mind,

might allow his carving to serve as a sort of worry stone for Jody. Jody's initial reaction
was subdued, probably because she was in such extreme discomfort, but David noticed

that she kept the dolphin at her side nearly constantly from that time on.
Becoming Domesticated

During my flight down from Alaska, I had found myself thinking of the book Little
Women by Louisa May Alcott, one of my favorites when I was growing up. I always
imagined that we three sisters mirrored the first three of the four sisters in the book.

Cindy was like Meg, the oldest—pretty, domestically inclined, a little mother. I thought

of myself as Jo—the frustrated writer, the self-centered, clumsy, impetuous one who
always meant well but all too often said or did the wrong thing. Jody seemed to me to be
very much like Beth—frail, gentle, good-tempered, loving, her life centered on home

and family. (I had always firmly resisted thinking about what eventually happened to
Beth, who died when she was nineteen or twenty from an unnamed disease. I didn't

want our lives to be that parallel.)
Jody's touch on my life had been a healing one, and I'd always adored her, just as

Jo adored Beth. Maybe now it was my job to give back some of that healing. Also like Jo,
however, I was not particularly domestic. I'd never been the babysitting type. My

marriage to Cal, a compulsively tidy soul, had yielded neither children nor any idea

what it was like to have to clean up after someone. I had visions of being the great
rescuer who made everything all right again, but I worried about my ability to take care
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of the kids. Mom could teach me everything I needed to know, I was sure, but what kind
of pupil would I be? I comforted myself by remembering that Jody wanted me there.
My time, formerly so entirely my own, began to revolve around the six people in

my immediate surroundings: Mom, Dad, Hilary and Joey at home (along with the two

dogs, Mattie and Frosty), and Michael and Jody at the hospital. Taking care of the two
children enlightened me in a hurry about the demands of motherhood. My "defective
domestic genes" had been the family joke; now I was a full-time surrogate mom. Despite

my lack of innate ability, I learned how to mix up baby formula, how to give an infant a

bath, how to distract a rambunctious four-year-old, how to put a baby down for a nap.

The mundane, everyday tasks contrasted sharply with the air of immediacy

surrounding Jody's illness, but they gave me something to focus on, a job for the sake of
my sister, the only tangible comfort I could really give her.

Within a few days after I arrived, I took over the laundry, the house cleaning, and
picking up after the kids, though Dad still did all the shopping, cooking, dishes, and
dog-feeding, as he had for nearly as long as I could remember. The house began to look

considerably tidier as I cleaned and straightened up in an effort to expend my nervous
energy. Just organizing the vast amount of clutter into neater piles made a huge
difference. The atmosphere seemed to reflect the greater coherence, and I was gratified

to see Mom and Dad gradually unwind as I took on more and more responsibilities.
I stretched into my new role, gave it everything I had. None of it came naturally,

but the crisis of Jody's illness was pulling things out of me that I didn't know were there.

I'd always seen myself as inept around kids and terminally un-domestic, but necessity
made me brave, and in that courage I discovered capability. Something about having

primary responsibility for the kids triggered the urge to take more control over their
environment. The chaos, the noise, the stress, the inefficiency were terrifically taxing, but
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I found that vacuuming, washing out the sinks, folding laundry, and general tidying up

mutated into something other than distasteful chores—now they had a direction and
purpose.
And it was all for Jody. Whenever I got discouraged, I found great strength in

remembering who I was doing this for. Jody had always been special to me; now I was
seeing concrete proof of how truly special she was. I'd said once that I'd do anything for

her, but that was just an abstract declaration of love. Now I realized I was proving it to
myself. My love for her made everything easier.

Impossible as I once thought it could be, that devotion almost immediately began

to spill over onto Jody's children. Hilary, at nearly five, had grown old enough to
become less of a mystery to me than babies were. She was so bold and friendly that I
didn't have to think about how to act with her. In October she'd been my constant

shadow, and I had delighted in her company. But babies were strange, alien beings I'd
once found incomprehensible—and had mostly loved from a safe distance. Joey was

mining uncharted territory in my heart.
One of my more pleasant newfound skills was bathing the kids. To my surprise, I

actually loved bathing Joey. At first I was scared that I would drop him or get soap in
his eyes. I felt awkward and unstable as I leaned over the tub and tried to hold him up

with one hand while I clumsily washed him with the other. I discovered it wasn't nearly
as difficult a job if I got into the bathtub with him, as Jody had often done. I encircled
him with my legs and leaned his back up against my stomach. From that safe
perspective, I could carefully clean all his fingers and toes, take a washcloth to his face

and head, all the while able to adjust my knees and arms to his wiggling and playing.

The whole process fascinated me.
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After Joey was washed and dried, he and I would hang out in the bathroom
keeping Hilary company while she took her bath. Sometimes Joey tried to work up a

fuss, but I noticed that Hilary had a distinctly positive effect on her little brother. She

kept up a constant prattle in his direction. He was usually happy whenever she was

with him.
Some of the less pleasant aspects of parenthood, however, took their toll. Hilary

was often uncooperative after dinner, and one night, getting her bathed and in bed took

forever. We started at 8 o'clock and didn't finish until almost two hours later.
Complicating the process, Joey decided to wake up before I could get Hilary to bed. He
would not, could not go back to sleep. Dad assumed Joey-duty so I could concentrate on

Hilary, and then, after Hilary finally fell asleep, I took Joey from my father. I could tell
the kid was tired, but rocking him didn't help. Walking him around and around the
living room didn't help. Finally, despairing, I plopped down on the couch with him. He
played for a while, but gradually—at last—fell asleep.

Sometime after 11 o'clock that night, I found myself folding the laundry that had
been piled on my bed, thinking how uncharacteristic it was for a morning person like

me to take on this task so late. But I found I needed it. Though I was exhausted, I craved
the chance for privacy, a moment of solitude.
It felt so strange to be thrown whole cloth into motherhood, suddenly immersed in

diapers and formula and baby food, and coping with an energetic and oftimes rebellious

almost-five-year-old. I was folding laundry every day instead of once a week. I didn't

have nine months to prepare for any of this. I didn't have four years to establish my

authority with Hilary. I had never been that good with kids in general, and these were
not my own. It was foreign, challenging, all-encompassing. I began to appreciate my
dogs in a whole new way.
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Whether because Jody and Michael had always done so, or because of the high

level of stress in the house, their children wouldn't sleep without an adult in the room.
My father had stayed with them when Michael started spending nights at the hospital.

But Dad had burned out on the night shift, so I took my turn at sleeping with the kids
for the first time in late December.

The morning after my first night with them, I sat shell-shocked on the living room
floor next to Joey, whom I'd tucked between two pillows. It was 9:30 and Hilary was still

in her night diaper and sleepers, having stubbornly refused to change into underwear.

Dad had gone downstairs to try to take a nap, but he couldn't go to sleep, so he was out
in the dining room with Mom, who had just emerged from her bedroom. It all sounded
so mundane after the night before.
I had discovered firsthand why Dad needed a break. "Sleeping with the kids"

meant lying sleepless on a piece of foam on the floor of Jody's bedroom, sandwiched in

between Joey and Hilary. In theory, Hilary should have slept on Jody's bed, but she
squeezed onto the foam next to me so she could twirl my hair. Twirling Jody's hair was
a habit Hilary had acquired a long time ago, and it helped calm her down. She'd missed

out on that treat with my father's bald head, but I had plenty of hair to make up for his

lack, and she took full advantage of its proximity. It was hot, and I couldn't move. My
poor father had been doing this for how long?
I slept with the kids for several nights, and it gave me an education in deep-seated

exhaustion unlike any I'd experienced before. The exhaustion of chronic fatigue
syndrome had been totally debilitating. This was much less debilitating, yet somehow

far more intense—and I could not afford to give in to it. One night Joey woke up at 1:20
a.m. and would not go back to sleep. Because he and Hilary shared a room, there was no

hope of just letting him be unless I wanted to deal with two wide-awake kids. First I
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tried a bottle. He drank all of it and started playing around, happy as could be. I tried

rocking him. He was quiet but awake for about a half-hour. Finally, oh thank god, he

seemed to drop off. I laid him back down on the mattress, came out to the dining room

to turn out the lights, went back into the bedroom... he was wide awake again, playing
with his pacifier. I tried out-waiting him. No go. His chortling and rustling threatened to

wake Hilary.

So at 2:25 in the morning I found myself sitting bleary-eyed at the dining room

table, watching Joey play. I thought bitterly to myself, "He'll be tired enough for a nap in

about another two hours. I can get a lot of work done in that time, right?"
I was amazed at the anger coursing through me at the loss of precious sleep. Fury

rose like a fish to this awful lure, and I forced myself to stay under rigid control. "Is this
where child abuse comes from?" I wondered. Where you have no more options, you're

exhausted, you're desperate, and you're so worn to a frazzle that you can't find any
peace?
Joey played the "I'm soooo big" game with his hands and chortled. He looked

angelic. I thought of my existence over the past two weeks and felt slightly crazed.
As I plowed through the days after Christmas, I found myself haunted by a

memory of my friend Karl's headache on a Sunday morning at Tangle Lakes. It seemed
a strange thing to be dominating my thoughts, but the image was insistent. Karl had
contracted a mean headache as we began breaking camp. He stretched out in the sun to

nurse his head while I took down the tent and packed up the gear. I broke camp pretty

much single-handedly, doing as much as I could by myself to give him the chance to
take care of his pain. It was so easy a thing to do for him. Karl's headache eventually
disappeared and his usual good nature returned.
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There was a connection, somewhere deep in my mind, between Karl's headache

that beautiful Sunday morning and the current situation with Jody. It nagged at me, but
I couldn't figure it out. Months later, it would finally click. At Tangle Lakes, my

response was to take up the slack—to do everything I could so that Karl could rest and
get over the pain. I enjoyed being useful, and though it was perhaps egocentric to think
so, I believed that my giving him the break made a difference in how long his headache
lasted. I wanted desperately to believe that I could do the same for Jody: that I could

make a difference, that all my laundry duties and kid-care and house-cleaning could
somehow help her get over her cancer.

In late December Jody began allowing visitors again, and my reward for sleepless
nights with the kids was the opportunity to go see her in the hospital. I couldn't believe

how much better she looked. Her cheeks were pink, her eyes were bright, and she

showed the most spirit I'd yet seen. Michael and I brought Joey and Hilary to see their

mom, and we opened a few of the kids' presents we'd reserved from Christmas Day.
Michael wanted me to take lots of pictures. Jody's hair would soon start falling out from

the chemotherapy, and he wanted to capture what he could on film beforehand.
I got to visit her again the next day. One of Jody's oldest and dearest friends,
Katie—who had long ago become my good friend as well—had come over to watch the

kids and give me a break. The break I wanted was to see Jody. I sat next to her bed on a
sheepskin I'd brought her and looked gratefully at her face. Jody's color wasn't quite as

dramatically wonderful as it had been the day before, but she seemed like her old self
again in most other ways. She began to talk about going up to Bangor soon, as if she was
now on the mend and ready to make plans for the future.

Radiation treatment was about to begin on Jody's head, around her temples, to try
to shrink the tumor that was causing her laryngitis and affecting her ability to swallow.
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She still couldn't eat solid food, nor drink much, so she was on an IV. The doctors were
talking about possibly putting a tube in Jody's stomach so she could be fed that way. She

seemed to take it all in stride.

Besides being a wonderful breather from the kids, sitting with Jody eased my
mind and heart. It felt good just to hang out, to remember how to be comfortable with

her. For a while I had felt awkward. When Jody withdrew into herself, became so quiet
and unresponsive, I was lost. Her mirror stopped reflecting, and I couldn't figure out

how to be comfortable with that. I wanted to just be with her, but whenever I saw her,
someone else was always in the room. It was a gift to be able to relax and hang out with
Jody alone.

Jody's new haircut made her look about nineteen. She'd wanted to have her hair

cut from its below-the-shoulder length to a shorter style so it would be less traumatic
when it fell out. She tried to make an appointment with the hospital beautician, but
when that proved difficult to arrange, Michael called up Chick, a hairdresser who'd

been giving haircuts to Mom, Jody, and me for the past fifteen years or so. It was Chick's
day off, but he readily agreed to come to the hospital.

Michael commented later that it was a good thing Chick had to stand behind Jody
to cut her hair, because that way she couldn't see the tears in his eyes. The last time
Chick had seen Jody, she was a healthy young woman of medium height with a straight
posture, brown hair that fell just past her shoulders in gentle waves, deep blue eyes, and

the quick smile that seemed genetic in our family. He had not watched her change as we
had, so he must have seen much more clearly the swollen head, the lack of color in her

face, the droop of her shoulders, and the slow, almost rueful smile. Chick told me he
wept when he went back out into the hall. He didn't charge her for the haircut.
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Jody's first session of radiation therapy was on December 29. Even before the first
session, her voice came back a tiny bit. I was scared to hope too soon—it would be so

hard to be wrong. But part of me was irrepressible and dared to think this was the first

step forward, toward health again.
I woke up the next morning and cringed at my face in the mirror—haggard and

drawn, great dark circles under my eyes. Sleeping with the kids, doing the laundry,
going nonstop from morning to night, had transformed my appearance. Mom and Dad
saw it too, and voiced their fear that I might be having a relapse back into chronic

fatigue syndrome. I was too tired even to think about it. But I also was hopeful: Jody was

supposed to come home the next day. And she did.
I looked at my little sister sitting on the couch in our living room, I listened to her

hoarse voice, and I could feel myself unwind from some far, tangled place. My spirit

stretched out like a new spring greenling. Hilary hovered around her mom, forgetting

me entirely, and I didn't feel even the tiniest twinge of jealousy. As my parents and
Michael dominated Jody's space and attention, I faded gratefully into the background,
contented just to drink in the sight of them drinking in the sight of her, finally home.

The relief was profound. We needed—all of us—to be able to see for ourselves that

Jody was all right, that she was well taken care of. We both trusted and did not trust

Michael's caregiving. He had proved his heart with the selfless care he'd given Jody
since she'd gone into the hospital. He had never left her side. We had no doubts about
the depths of his devotion to her, but how could he know her the way her parents and

her sister did?
It was a natural fear. We stifled it, but we could not erase it. Michael had married

(and unfortunately, sometimes acted as if he had thus assumed ownership of) the family
jewel. Jody was everyone's favorite sister, my parents' favorite child. She took first place
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in all our hearts. Michael could not possibly live up to our expectations. To do so I think

he would have had to be more than human. At least for me, there was also a bit of

jealousy quietly stewing. Intellectually, I knew that as Jody's husband, Michael had first
dibs on her time and her heart. Emotionally, though I wouldn't consciously admit it, I

could not really believe anyone outside our family could ever be as close to Jody as her

family was. I wanted to be the one at Jody's side.
Having Jody home also meant having Michael there, and he was a significant
addition to the household. Michael had been with Jody at the hospital since before I

came down from Alaska, and I'd gotten used to his almost continuous absence. I
thought about the change as I sat on the living room rug one morning, trying to ignore

Hilary's Christmas videotape so I could write a little bit. I kept half an eye on Joey, who

was parked in a laundry basket in front of me.
Michael was a big man—more than six feet tall, like my father, but wider. He'd

been slender when I first met him, but over the ensuing 10 years he'd added padding to

his frame. He was big in other ways, too. When he walked through the house, you
always knew where he'd been and where he was going—in the heavy footsteps, the
doors shut forcefully behind him, the rippling of the air. His voice was strong and clear,

his laugh full-bodied.
Chaos followed wherever Michael went: lights left on, clothes strewn around,

dirty diapers left lying open on the floor, dirty dishes cluttering the kitchen. Yet he also
went on cleaning and organizing rampages that caused great consternation among the
rest of the household when things ended up in entirely unexpected places or
disappeared altogether. Once he impulsively decided to reorganize Dad's kitchen,

throwing my poor father—a creature of habit and habitually tidy—into utter confusion.
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Michael had come from a small family with a much different feel to it. He was not
used to accommodating the needs of several others. It was hard for us to be patient with

his always-audible presence, his untidy and erratic habits. We knew, certainly, that he
meant well. That was not enough to calm Mom and Dad's distress—it was their house,
after all, that was being turned topsy-turvy. But it was usually enough for me. I could

find lots of room in my heart for Michael. He had been my dear friend for years. He did
try my patience sometimes. But he loved Jody.

*
As Jody began a new roller coaster at home in the process of regaining her health, I

rode up and down with her. There were times when I wondered how I could possibly
manage to keep going, and other times when I was surprised at how easy it could be. I
would wake up early, meditate, and try to squeeze in some reading or writing as part of
my schoolwork. (I was now in my second semester of Vermont College's low-residency

undergraduate program.) Then I would get the kids up and feed them breakfast. After
bathing them and getting them dressed, I'd clear the breakfast dishes and start in on

housework. Jody and Michael would take over one of the bathrooms for Jody's oil
massage and bath, and when they were done, I'd go in and clean up after them. Then
it'd be time for lunch. Afternoons were less hectic—mostly laundry and keeping the kids

amused, and a break to meditate in the late afternoon. Then Dad would cook supper and
feed the dogs, I'd either fold laundry or just crash, and I'd tumble into bed by 9.

Each day, sometimes even just part of a day, brought a change of attitude. One
day soon after Jody came home, the morning started out badly but then turned out the

opposite. Dad took Hilary to a gymnastics class—a nice break for him and a great way
for her to burn off some of her boundless energy. Joey was an angel at lunch. After

lunch, feeling energized, I decided it was time to do some extra housework. Early on, I'd
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learned the trick of putting Joey into a baby backpack carrier and hauling him around

with me as I did chores. It left my hands free, it kept Joey safe and in my presence, and

best of all, Joey loved it. I tucked Joey into the backpack and went to work.
Laundry and general pickup came first, and then, with Jody's blessing, I tackled

her bureau drawers. I took out and refolded all her clothes and put everything back in
neat piles. I made her bed and took out her laundry. I couldn't make her well, but at
least I could provide as good an environment for her as possible in this impossible
house. As I worked, I thought, "I love her so very much. It has no bottom, no edges."

We all monitored Jody carefully, taking note of her color, her voice, her eyes, the
way she moved. We centered on her, took our cues from her. I thought of myself as her

devoted slave, and I did whatever she asked without a second thought. I dressed her,

helped her up, brought her water, washed her clothes (along with everyone else's in the
house), brought her clothes to her, brought her pills. Everything she asked me to do was

a gift from her to me, giving me a way to help, replacing the cold agony of helplessness

with a warm glow of usefulness.
Jody watched me with love, never criticizing the way I handled her kids, yet

always willing to give me helpful suggestions along the way. She treated me as she
always had, with that inexplicable, unconditional acceptance that was so precious to one

as inept and deserving of correction as I saw myself. We were once again conspirators,
full of unspoken understanding and loving regard.

She who was already precious became infinitely more so. With her clumsy jaw
and shaky movements, her seared eyes so big and dark in that pale, drawn face, Jody

became all the more beautiful to me. She was home and alive. Her spirit seemed clearer

to my sight as her physical appearance grew less so. I wondered how she would lock
when she lost all her hair, and then asked myself, "What will it matter?"
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I'd never known what my heart was capable of. I never knew I could love
someone so much that all my own needs became subservient to her needs. I'd always

thought of myself as a self-centered twit, selfish, blind to the needs of others. But I loved
Jody with every particle of my being, and I was giving her the very best, the very most I

could give.
I could feel that it was changing me. I didn't know who I might be when I
returned to Fairbanks, but I knew it would be a different person than the one who

stepped on that midnight plane in the middle of December.
Surrogate Motherhood

As the days of January crawled slowly by, I fell ever more deeply in love with
Jody's kids, Joey in particular. It had always been easy to love Hilary—she was a sweet,

bright, talkative human being, and there had been a lively spark of connection between
us from the very first time I saw her. Though I was not good at thinking up kid-type
activities to do with her, I loved just being with her. Joey, on the other hand, began as

just a blob to me, a nonverbal mass of needs, and (so I innocently thought) able only to
take, not to give.
I went into the bedroom one night to comfort Joey and get him back to sleep. Ide

wanted company and was obviously too awake for me to leave, so I lay down next to
him—for just a minute, I thought—so he'd feel reassured and go back to sleep. My cirm

lay next to his body, and he reached out, his tiny fingers exploring and gently clinging to
my arm. His touch was soft and sleepy-sweet. After a while I thought to get up, but Joey

was still too restless to let me go, so I reached for his hand and held it.

Joey held back, his little hand lost in mine yet strong in its grip. It's so hard to put
into words the warmth and sweetness, the connection I felt with this tiny being who

held my hand so tightly. He was only seven months old. How could he capture my
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heart so? I lay there holding his hand and being held, watching his face as he fell back

into sleep. In that moment I needed nothing more in all the world but to hold the h;md
of this little baby I'd come to love so much.
Jody stood in the kitchen with me one afternoon, patiently waiting as I made

myself a cup of warm milk. She wanted me to go back to the living room with her and
help her anchor a floating section of a puzzle we were working on together. I described

to her how Joey had been particularly snuggly and sweet the day before, and I confessed
I had no idea I could love a little baby this much. I don't recall what Jody said in reply.

She may have just laughed indulgently at me, my little sister who knew me so much
better than I knew myself.

Having Hilary as my shadow was more complicated, a mixed blessing. All my life
I had been somewhat introverted, with a strong need for space of my own. Space here

was in short supply, and Hilary's desire to be around me all the time came into direct
conflict with that need. I understood that it was natural for her to want to stay as close as

she could: I was the primary caregiver. Much more to the point, I didn't abandon her
unexpectedly for days at a time. I was a constant and reliable presence, never gone more
than a few hours.
So she clung and demanded, cuddled and interrupted. Even on my days "off," she

constantly tried to sneak into my bedroom to be with me, and it was always at least a
five-minute battle to evict her. I loved her affectionate nature, her hugs and kisses, but I

also had that incompatible craving for personal space. There were times—when I was
eating, when I was writing, when I was feeding Joey—that it was difficult to have her
hanging on my arm as she so often did. I gritted my teeth and said nothing. I reminded

myself that she was full of unmet needs. But sometimes I felt quite desperately the need
for air.
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All of the adults—my mother and father, Jody, Michael, and I—practiced

Transcendental Meditation, and Jody often persuaded us to meditate together in the
living room. Naturally, Hilary wanted to join us. One day she tried to climb into my lap,

but thinking it would disrupt my meditation, I gently evicted her. She went over to Jody
who simply folded her in, never even opening her eyes. Hilary settled down, wrapped

in her mother's arms, and sat quietly until we were finished. I could not see into the
future then, could not weigh an afternoon's meditation against a child's need for contact.
I could not imagine Hilary without her mom. I had no inkling that there would come a

time when I would regret every single lost opportunity to be with Jody's little girl,

whom I loved more deeply than I even knew.
I didn't know anything about child rearing. Cal and I had tried unsuccessfully to

have children, which might—in hindsight—have been a good thing. When Hilary

constantly misbehaved in little ways, I had no clue why she was acting as she was. 1 had
even less clue about how to deal lovingly and effectively with her. I could have given

her alternative ideas for play when she clung to me. When she resisted going to bed, I
could have established some bedtime rituals and could have come up with rewards that
would make it worth her while to comply. I never thought of reading to her as a way to

entice her to bed, even though we both loved to read. Many years later, I would edit a
book about effective discipline techniques for children. I would have given the world to
have had that knowledge in 1989.1 didn't understand that a child so young could pi ck
up on so much of what was going on in the world around her. Hilary was exceptionally
close to her mother. Jody's illness must have taken an unfathomable toll on her.

For all my doubts about my abilities as a surrogate mother, however, apparently I

was doing an acceptable job. I didn't have a natural aptitude for it—I had to learn how

to care for and amuse the children instead of having it come to me intuitively, and I was
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constantly asking my mother or Jody for advice. I made up for it by sincerely wanting to
do well. More than anything, I wanted Jody to be happy with what I did.
One day Jody said, "You're really insecure about your ability to take care of tine

kids, aren't you?" She smiled. "You're doing fine."
Later on, she paid me a yet higher compliment by saying that after a lengthy
discussion, she and Michael had decided to appoint me as the children's guardian if

anything happened to both of them. I was overwhelmed by Jody's trust in me and not at

all sure I deserved it, but I was also deeply touched. I hoped, naively, that I would never
have to find out if her trust was well placed.
Just The Way It Is

Although in some ways Jody seemed to be getting better, we cringed at the
setbacks. One night she fell in a heap while walking to her bedroom. Her abdomen was
grossly distended, and a CT scan taken in early January confirmed her oncologist's fears

that the cysts on her liver were indeed tumors; worse, they were larger and greater in
number than in the previous scan. The news was terrifying. But because Jody was so

much better than she'd been in December, it was possible to believe her treatments
would get those, too.

Michael told me he cried each morning as he washed Jody's hair and hunks of it
came out in his hands. When I went into the bathroom every day to clean up after them,
I felt sick at the mounds of fine brown hair left in the bathtub drain. Jody began carrying
a paper bag around with her to hold the hair that came out all day long.

Jody usually rested in a corner of the couch in the evenings, the dolphin that

David had given her close at hand on the end table. One night she was listening to Celtic

harp music—ethereal and beautiful—as Dad fussed over dinner in the kitchen. I trie d to
write standing up, Joey on my back in the backpack. The little tyrant complained every
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time I tried to sit down. So I hung out between the dining room and the living room,
tethered by Joey, unable to do much because of his discontent.

The music swelled and pulled at my heart. It made me sad, wistful, lonely, but in a
beautiful and bearable way. It also made me want to be near Jody. I was all too awcre of

how close we had come to losing her. Though I was certain she was now on the mend,

the remembered pain still lingered.
As I watched her, it seemed to me that Jody's looks had improved, at least to my

anything-but-objective eyes. Her face had more color; her eyes were brighter and more

blue. The loss of hair still went on, but on this day, coming ever closer to being bald, she

looked better. Perhaps it was the untidiness of the process that had been so bad.
Somehow, now that her hair was mostly gone, Jody's face looked more normal. What an

odd thing, I thought. She had taken to wearing a red bandanna over the wisps of hair

left on her head, and Michael and I had gone shopping and found some dangly gold
earrings. The earrings and bandanna made her look exotic, with those dark blue eyes
and that delicate, beautiful face.

Jody was often nauseated and exhausted, but concrete improvements began to

show themselves in spite of her misery. Her stomach gradually began to shrink. She:

began radiation therapy on her back, and within a week or two her ability to walk
improved. Best of all, something good was happening to Jody's psyche. On January 15,

she broke into the first genuine, spontaneous smile I'd seen since before Christmas. I
thought my heart would burst open at the sight.
Little miracles began to happen. One day Jody carried Joey down to the bedroom

for his nap. Another day, she skipped the wheelchair and walked to her radiation

therapy appointment. She came to the supper table and ate solid food, and we all basked
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in the sight. Even my skeptical father, who did not believe in the sixth sense that
comforted Dick and me, dared to feel cautiously optimistic.

My conviction grew stronger day by day, as Jody got better, that she would make
it. At the same time I was worried about her medical treatment. Jody and Michael were

putting their full faith in Jody's oncologist, Dr. Thomas.11 could see why: He seemed
both competent and compassionate, and he had a welcome and wonderful sense of

humor. But I could not see him as infallible, nor did I fully trust the medical system in

general. There had been frightening omissions and inconsistencies from the very start. A
previous doctor chose to ignore the CT scan that showed "cysts" (actually, tumors) on

Jody's liver way back in November. Dr. Thomas claimed the chemicals in the first round

of chemotherapy weren't effective because scans showed that the tumors on her liver

were greater in size and number. But as far as I knew, no baseline scans were taken
immediately before the chemo, so he might be basing his judgment on comparisons with

scans taken more than a week before treatment—plenty of time for an aggressive cancer

to spread.
He was also ignoring the immediate relief in Jody's jaw. The pain, the tortured

voice, the inability to swallow all improved immediately after chemo, and before the first

radiation treatment. The doctor in radiology also said that it would take time for the
effects of radiation to be noticeable. Which pointed even more strongly toward chemo as

the source of improvement.
There were other things. Dr. Thomas thought it was the radiation on Jody's back

that was making her nauseated. The doctor in radiology said it couldn't be. Didn't those

two ever consult with each other over Jody's case?

1 This name has been changed.
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For all of my doubts, I was not allowed to become involved. Michael and Jody

were the sole managers of Jody's communication and coordination with the medical
profession. A family committee was unrealistic. (Thinking back, I can see that in our

case, it probably would have been a doctor's worst nightmare). I stood by quietly,

intensely frustrated by my impotence.
Ironically, in some ways it became progressively harder for all of us to manage as
Jody regained more and more of her physical capabilities. The crisis mode we'd been

operating in faded away, leaving the five of us adults with the dilemma of how to live

together without driving each other crazy. Michael began to focus on practical matters,

including his need to do some work long-distance for his job. He asked me to fill in
some of the care-giving gaps. He wanted four hours a day—afternoons off, basically—to
work. Michael would still get Jody up, give her an oil massage and bathe her, and take

her to radiation, all tasks that would be hard if one were also trying to watch kids.
Taking care of Jody and the kids was easiest in the afternoons, so I said yes willingly. As

long as it didn't bleed into the evenings, I figured I should be able to cope. The very

early mornings were still all my own, and I loved doing schoolwork in the blissful quiet
when everyone else was asleep. It was my favorite time of day.

The rest of the family slipped easily into the habit of treating Dad and me as co

drones. Dad did all the cooking, the dishes, and the shopping, with never a complaint—
as he'd done for years. (My father's first name is Allen, and years ago, my older sister's

first husband had nicknamed him "Cinderalien.") I vacuumed the floors, cleaned the
counters, washed out the sinks, and picked up the house, virtually unaided by anyone

but Dad except on very rare occasions. I did everyone's laundry now, a courtesy at first
but soon taken for granted. I was the primary caregiver for the kids, so whenever
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anything child-related came up, it was "Go ask Carol." Even Jody got used to asking me
to do anything Michael couldn't or wouldn't do.

On an all-too-typical morning, I rose early to sneak in a half hour of schoolwork
before the rest of the household woke up. I hadn't even finished my coffee before
Hilary's head peered around the hall door. "Mommy wants to know if you can feed

Mattie," she said. I fed the dog and put her outside, then went back to my schoolwork.

Hilary said, "I'm starving." I put down my pen and pulled out a box of cereal, then
found Hilary's little blue chair so she could eat at the coffee table in the living room. I let

the dog back in and sat back down. A few minutes later I heard, "I need more honey." I

brought Hilary the honey and tried one more time to tackle schoolwork, but it was too
late. Michael appeared with Joey and presented him to me as if he were a gift, saying,

"Aren't you lucky!"
Although I complained in my journal on a regular basis, I didn't mind it as much
or as often as I would have expected, which I thought was strange. I suspected it was
Jody who eased the burden. One day I was unusually tired and grumpy, and I made

loud warning noises about it so those around me wouldn't take it personally if I slipped
and grumped at them directly. In the afternoon, while the kids were quiet, I thought I

might try to rest on the couch. Instead, several requests came to perform this or that
small task. So far, I had spent more time off the couch than on it, and my frustration
must have showed.

I was doing yet another something for someone when I heard Jody's soft voice
calling me. I went into the living room to see what she wanted. She gave me a look full

of sympathy and said, "I love you." I nearly broke down in tears.
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Jody received a new kind of chemotherapy in mid-January. It was administered in

the doctor's office, rather than in the hospital. We were a little worried about her coming

home right afterward. We all remembered the last round of chemo and how violently ill
she'd been. But Dr. Thomas had changed chemicals. He was convinced the first set was

not effective against the cancer in her liver, even though her stomach was now visibly
smaller than it had been and there had been no radiation at all to that site.

His reasoning worried me, but the switch in chemicals certainly seemed a blessing
in the short run. Jody came home in high spirits. The nurse had told her that CISplatinum, the drug she'd originally been given, was the nastiest chemotherapy there was

and that anything else would be a breeze in comparison. Jody was lively all afternoon,

ate a solid-food supper of chicken and rice, and stayed up later that night than I did.
Jody was still energetic and in excellent spirits the next day. She felt good, she
hadn't gotten sick from the chemo, and she was eating solid food. But late that evening,
while I was asleep, she became violently ill, vomiting on the rug by the hallway as she

hurried to the bathroom. I woke up sometime in the night to hear her retching, and by
4:30 in the morning she was weak and exhausted from waking up to vomit every hour

or so. Michael called the oncologist and drove Jody to the hospital around 7 o'clock.
Jody's doctor was hopeful that an IV to keep Jody medicated and hydrated, along with a

day or two at the hospital, would straighten things out.

Michael had thrown newspaper on the floor by the hall door, and I found a mop
and bucket left out in the kitchen. He must have tried to clean up some of the mess—it

smelled like a combination of vomit and ammonia.
I went to work. A January rain beat down outside, and a dull ache for Jody
matched its rhythm as I washed out the wastebasket Jody threw up in the night before.

After safely kenneling the dogs, I put shampoo on the rug by the hall. Obeying
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Murphy's Law, the man who delivered Mom's oxygen every week showed up five

minutes later. He proved amazingly adept at jumping over the shampooed spot with 70-

pound tanks of oxygen in his arms. After vacuuming the shampooed spot, I picked up

some of the living room. By 10 o'clock that morning, carrying Joey in the backpack, I
was folding laundry with my headphones on. Next on my list was putting away the
clothes, cleaning up Jody's room, picking up the rest of the living room... The lyrics in

my ear: "That's just the way it is. Some things'll never change."
My mind was no longer here. I looked out the window of my bedroom in

Massachusetts at wet earth and a light mist rising up in the cool morning air. I saw
instead a steep mountainside, a close shoulder of variegated lines and sharply sloping

scree that rose next to the Richardson Highway, down by the Delta River in the Alaska

Range. I watched trumpeter swans flying in formation over Tangle Lakes. I saw the low
golden light of a September sun in the mountains. The whitewater rapids below the falls
on the Delta River sparkled and sang.

Jody was in the hospital for three days, and for a long time after she came home,

her stomach and liver were in constant pain. Her doctor thought it was either food
poisoning or a stomach bug.
I caught whatever it was she had. Though I never emptied my own stomach, I

spent the next two days nursing severe stomach cramps. Being ill in this situation was a

revelation. I discovered what most mothers would already have learned long before this:
When you have kids, you are not allowed to be sick. And my own mother helped to

reinforce that lesson. Although I was nauseated and exhausted, I slept with the kids that
first night because Michael stayed at the hospital. Jody had thoughtfully suggested that

Hilary sleep with Mom and Dad just for one night, so I could have Joey in my own bed
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and perhaps sleep a little better that way. Mom vetoed the suggestion. She said Hilary

would snuggle up to her and keep her from sleeping well.

Jody said to me, "You'd think she could stand one night, at least, just to give you a

break."

Somewhere along the way, I think my mother had begun to see me not just as

surrogate mom and therefore fully responsible for the kids, but also as invincible. Why
should I need a good night's sleep? I realized I'd better not get sick again if I wanted to
keep my sanity.

Patterns
My mother had always been the center of attention in our house. Our obvious
devotion to Jody during her illness made Mom feel, she said bitterly, "about two inches

high." Physically diminished, tethered to an oxygen tank, Mom could neither tend to her
daughter's needs nor take care of her daughter's kids. She could supervise, could nag

and opine and advise, could alert or complain, but she couldn't simply sweep a fussy

grandkid into her arms, bring dinner to her daughter, undress or bathe her own
grandson. When Jody was ill, I was angry with my mother a lot. I had no idea what she

was going through.

Mom lashed out at me one day—I don't remember what about—and later, when
she came to "apologize," she gave voice to the miserable thoughts churning around in

my own head. I planned to go back to Fairbanks for a break in March, but I was worried

about the difficulties of having my brother Dick or my older sister, Cindy, take my place

in caring for Jody and the kids. Mom pointed out what I already knew: Dick had a

lengthy meditation routine and would not be able to provide full-time care. Cindy
would bring her six-year-old daughter, Lauren, which would make the household even
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more crowded and complicated. Mom seemed to be saying I should stay, or at least

should feel properly guilty if I chose not to.

Then she twisted around my plans to go help Jody and Michael in Bangor if they

went back there. Somehow, doing so became abandoning her and Dad. She said, "I
thought when you told us you'd come down from Alaska to help, that you were making
a commitment to take care of Dad and me, not just Jody." Was I supposed to choose
between her and Jody? The cruelty of that felt like acid on my heart, and I knew that if
she pushed me, I would, without hesitation, choose Jody.

Now, many years later, I know what I could have said to make Mom feel better. I
could have reassured her of how important she was to me, which might have been all
she was looking for. At the time, I could only turn cold and shut her out. I took a long

walk afterward, trying to burn off the anger and bitterness. I shuffled down through the
thick layer of maple leaves on the old abandoned lane behind our house, and

automatically turned left on Main Street. Without intending to go there, I found myself
at the driveway of my old high school, my feet following by habit a route I'd walked a
thousand times as a teenager. A flood of memories accompanied every step. I

remembered the kind of person I had been all those years ago, growing up in this small
town in New England, going to this high school. How much had I changed? Did the
pattern really alter, or was there always an underlying matrix that remained, year after
year, keeping us essentially the same underneath as our outward selves fluctuated? Was
history more powerful than intention?

I saw the pattern of my past as a fierce and destructive adversary. Being in the

house I'd occupied for my first 18 years nudged long-suppressed habits to the fore. I felt
like that Carol again, with a litany of faults pointed out to me by my mother and older

sister. I could still recite them by heart: selfish, insecure, oblivious, resentful, cold-
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hearted. Rebelling against my mother, turning always to Dad for comfort and

rationality, feeling like a stranger to this family—it was garbage I thought I had worked
out long ago, but it all came back like an old, bad movie.
Alaska was completely different from the world I grew up in. I found my stride

there. I discovered that though imperfect, I could yet feel that I was an acceptable

human being in my own right. No one knew me as I'd been before, and I felt as if I could
choose who I would become, unfettered by expectations from the past. Before I moved

to Fairbanks, I had always gauged myself by comparisons: I acted like my older sister, I

acted like my father, and God forbid I should ever act like my mother. In Alaska, I just
acted like myself.

Being here, being with my family, was sucking me back into my teens, into a
persona I didn't like. The argument with Mom was a perfect example. I had grown up

with loud arguments, vicious verbal attacks, and bottomless guilt trips. I'd been fairly
quiet and invisible as a young child, but when I grew older, Mom and I were nearly

always at odds with each other. I relentlessly resisted her attempts at control. In my

teens, as I worked to perfect the fine art of passive aggression, I was often cold and
unloving to her. I sometimes cruelly flaunted my preference for my father.

The rest of my family also struggled, of course. Undercurrents of anger,

resentment, and blame had moved perpetually through all our lives. My siblings and I
learned all too well how to wield some of Mom's weapons against each other. Conflict

between various family members was common and sometimes volcanic, though at least
never physical.

Although we were much improved after Mom joined Alcoholics Anonymous and
stopped drinking when I was in my late teens, we still could fall into serious conflict at a

moment's notice, and I'd still been the habitual victim. I'd been content to feel sorry for
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myself and blame my troubles on my dysfunctional family instead of taking

responsibility for my own life, my own happiness. Since I hated to argue, I continued to
turn icy and leave whenever things got uncomfortable.

Now I was back in the thick of it, and I couldn't leave. So I would just have to
learn to cope effectively. This passive sinking into hell would not do, I wrote in my

journal. I had been there once, growing up. I didn't want to go back.
Michael Unraveling
When Jody and I discussed my length of stay in early January, we decided I
should try to go home to Fairbanks for the entire month of March. Cal and I were having

trouble relating to each other, and communicating long-distance wasn't helping. I could
take a break, spend some much-needed time with my husband, and go to my best friend

Lynn's wedding. In April I would come back East and go to my Vermont College
residency, then spend a few more weeks at my parents' house helping with Jody and the

kids. Perhaps by then, Jody would have recovered enough that her need for caretaking
would be short-term. Perhaps she would even be able to move to Bangor so that Michael

could be closer to his job again. Jody showed more and more signs of improvement
throughout the month of January, and we were full of optimism about her long-term

prospects. I liked the idea of being a key player in her recovery plan. I even considered
moving to Bangor myself for several months to help Jody with her family, until she was
all the way back on her feet again.
My rosy view of the future did not take Michael into account. After the initial

crisis was over, he began to unravel.
When Jody first became ill, Michael was heroic. He spent every moment at her

side. He bathed her, got her dressed, helped her eat. He kept track of her medications,
boiled the herbs she was supposed to drink every afternoon, and drove her to her
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appointments at the doctor's office and the hospital. He was gentle and patient. I

admired and appreciated his passionate, seemingly boundless dedication. I felt deep

sympathy for him when he cried. But I didn't fully realize how terribly afraid he must
have felt.

The strain on him must have been terrific. Michael wasn't close to his own family;

his world was Joe y and the kids. He was fighting for everything that mattered to him.
Like the rest of us, Michael stretched out so far, pushed himself so hard, that when he

was finally able to relax a little, emotional and physical exhaustion surely must have

come flooding in. Though I was not able to recognize it at the time, along with

exhaustion came almost certainly an immobilizing depression. Michael did not share my

subconscious belief that doing things for Jody would help her recover. He didn't feel the

same absolute conviction that she would get well. There was no irrepressible hope to
drive him forward once his initial momentum was lost.

At first, Michael cared diligently for Jody in the mornings and spent several hours
a week working in the corner bedroom—making phone calls, typing letters, consulting

long-distance with his boss. But gradually he started to slack off. He began to spend

much of his afternoon "work" time resting and watching sports or the news on
television while I kept my part of the bargain by caring for Jody and the kids. It rankled

to see Michael's tall, overweight body stretched out the length of the couch while I
fetched and carried.

The other part of our agreement, where I was to have weekends free for

schoolwork while Michael watched the kids, also began to deteriorate. Jody told me she
cared for the kids all day during one of my weekend days off. Michael had spent most of

the day on the couch. "He wouldn't even leave it so I could lie down," she said.
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I couldn't understand it. A burning anger began to char my attitude toward him. I

thought, "I'm taking care of the kids, feeding Jody, doing all of the laundry, every day
and all day, and Michael can't even take over child care for one full day on a weekend?"

I knew we needed to talk, but I dreaded it. Jody also saw storms ahead and called

the family therapist we'd seen at the hospital to set up another meeting. These sessions
were supposed to address the emotional and logistical difficulties faced by families of
cancer patients. But it would be a few days before the therapist could come out.

Meanwhile I began developing a whole list of unspoken grievances: Michael's
"getting Jody and the kids up in the morning" had come to mean sending Hilary out to

me, then delivering Joey for breakfast. He did give Jody an Ayurvedic oil massage every

morning, but now he let her take her own bath, except for washing her back and hair. It
didn't look to me as if Michael was getting much done during the afternoons, either,

when he was supposed to be working for his boss. He did provide chauffeur service, I

grudgingly admitted to myself. But it seemed as if the rest of the time he was either
reading the newspaper or watching television—or hanging out with Jody, which for me
was the most tolerable use of his free time.

I didn't know yet about the immobilization that deep grief can cause. And I had

not yet learned that there is something about men and ball sports. I didn't understand
that Michael was likely taking natural refuge in what to him was an innocent and (more

importantly) legitimate pastime. It was unfathomable to me that Michael could
somehow justify spending the entire day on Super Bowl Sunday watching television

rather than helping to care for his wife and kids. I have since come to realize that from

his point of view, it was not nearly so inexcusable as I thought it, though to this day I
still struggle with the concept of spending hours in front of a television watching men

chase after balls.
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My resolve melted away. I begrudged Michael his lassitude when Cal and I were
enduring this enforced separation for the sake of Michael's family. Cal said, "If Michael

has time to sit around and watch TV, it's time for you to come home." I wanted ever
more fiercely to give up and do just that.

One morning Hilary and the dog, Mattie, appeared a full hour earlier than normal,

cutting into my solitude and my time for schoolwork. Then Michael came out with Joey
and handed him off to me while he picked up the morning newspaper. I asked him to

take care of Joey for a minute, and Michael joked that he was busy reading the paper. I

snapped at him, "I can't get any work done in the morning this way!"
Michael looked surprised. He listened as I vented my frustrations over how early
Hilary came out in the morning and how hard it was for me to find time for schoolwork.

We talked about it for a while and came up with a possible solution: Michael would
clean out part of the corner bedroom as a play area for Hilary so she would have

someplace to go to besides the dining room in the morning. The intent was to give me

until about 8 o'clock to do schoolwork.

We also talked a little bit about Michael's inactivity, which he explained—and
seemed to justify—as frustration and a need for personal space. I let his explanation ride,

even though I had a million retorts running around in my head.
That afternoon, Michael was supposed to take care of Joey so that Jody, Mom, and

I could meditate together in the living room. But Michael couldn't get Joey to stop
crying. In desperation he brought him into the living room, right into the middle of our
quiet meditation. Joey cried and fussed until I couldn't stand it any more. I stalked into

my bedroom to finish meditating there.

40

When Jody finished her meditation, Michael asked her for help with Joey, saying
he was at the end of his rope. Jody felt weak and not at all up for the task, but she took

her baby from Michael and tried to carry liim to my room to change his diaper.
I was resting in my bedroom after meditating when I heard a soft knock on my

door. I opened it to see Jody trying desperately not to drop Joey, who had slipped
almost completely out of her arms. I grabbed him as Jody came into my room. She put

her head down on the bed and cried. Between sobs, she said, "I'm scared that you're
going to leave. And I don't think I can take care of Joey without you."
I was plenty angry enough to go back to Fairbanks, but how could I leave this

sister of mine, who needed me so much? Michael came into the room, and I turned on
him. I told him I was disgusted with the situation, and I gave him the conditions under

which I would stay. His time would have to be spent one of three ways (at least when I
was looking): taking care of Jody, taking care of the kids, or working at his job.

Michael squirmed at my ultimatum. He protested that I was boxing him into a
corner. I was merciless. Fired with self-righteousness, I said, "Virtually all my time for

the past month and a half has been spent on Jody, schoolwork, and your kids. I came
3,000 miles from my husband and my home to do this. I've given practically 100 percent
to take care of things here." I informed him that I required a similar sacrifice of him.

Michael took my anger meekly, and his meekness dissolved my fury. He

acknowledged his imperfections instead of trying to deny them, and he spoke of how
difficult it was to feel good about himself when he was living in the same house as

"Saint Allen" (my father). He could have said the same thing about "Saint Carol the
Righteous," but he didn't—not then. My attitude softened as we talked, and I was able
to see him again as loving and well meaning, even if somewhat bumbling in the

domestic arena. He did love Jody dearly, that was inarguable. Sometimes he railed
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impatiently at her, and that bothered me quite a bit, but he often tried very hard to make
her happy.

Jody had told me that Michael had been pampered growing up, that he had not

had to clean his own room or pick up after himself, and I figured he was fighting an
ongoing battle with his upbringing. I also knew, both from talking to Jody and from
being Michael's friend for so long, that he had deep-seated insecurities. Reminding

myself of these things didn't let him entirely off the hook with me, but it did make it
easier for me to consider giving him a little slack. The talk cleared the air, and I felt as if

we ended on a good note.

That evening, just before Jody went to bed, she came out to the hall to say
goodnight. We hugged fiercely, holding each other hard and close and with so much
love it was almost unbearable.

Carol Unraveling
It seems to me that the poet Mary Oliver searches for a particular kind of

connection that, over and over again, she almost gets. In "White Flowers," she writes,
Never in my life

had I felt myself so near
that porous line
where my own body was done with
and the roots and the stems and the flowers
began.

She absolutely knows the connection is there—you cannot read her poetry and not

be sure of it. But though she can feel it, she writes as if she can't quite see it, can't quite
hold onto it. In Vedic terms, this is pragya aparadh, or the "mistake of the intellect," which

is that the individual consciousness loses its connection with the wholeness of
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consciousness. From this first mistake, this disconnect, flows all others. Some feel that

being disconnected is part of human nature, that we can never overcome the separation

between ourselves and wholeness, ourselves and the rest of the world.
Is wholeness the same as perfection? Perfection is an elusive concept. Eckhart Tolle
writes that "The New Testament's 'Be ye perfect' is a mistranslation of the original

Greek word, which means whole." Are they the same thing? Can one be whole without
being perfect, or perfect without being whole?

It is so easy to see imperfections in humans, both in ourselves and all the other
people who surround us. We do not have to look closely. It is a core belief, especially

within many religions but even outside of those doctrines, that we humans are broken
and need fixing. We think, further, that God is angry with us for not being perfect. We

think of perfection as meaning flawless, without blemish. Yet such isn't the case in

nature, which is full of imperfections, if you look closely enough.
One day, trying to study, I succumbed to the frustrations, the stress I'd been

under. I sulked in my room, full of frustration and self-pity. I had just finished reading
Arctic Dreams by Barry Lopez and wanted to begin reviewing it, hoping thus to knock

out at least part of my next mailing of schoolwork to my advisor. The document on my
computer remained empty. Three starts, three aborts. I could not write. I turned off my
computer in disgust. I should begin to read another book, I knew, but I was burned out
on reading. I was tired and my eyes hurt.

"All I want is to go away," I wrote in my journal, "out of this house, away from my
family, somewhere completely detached. I can't face reading, I can't face going back out

to the living room to take care of the kids, and I can't face the rest of the night, the rest of

the weekend. I want it to be Monday. I want to be behind my dogs on some deserted
trail. I want not to be conscious. I want to be lost in some movie. I want not to feel."
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The frustration would not let me go. I was discovering that it was easy to rise

above one's limitations in a short-term crisis, but terribly hard to remain saintly for
weeks and even months at a time. My ticket into sainthood was expiring. That halo I so

desperately wanted to prove worthy of was falling apart. The days passed ever so
slowly, as if I'd been here forever when really it had only been five or six weeks. Time
crawled along, defined by each day's tasks and almost never by thoughts of the future.
The hours stretched out to infinity when things went wrong and were only slightly

shorter when things went okay. Reading Arctic Dreams had been a mixed blessing. I
escaped into the dear and familiar world of the Arctic, into Lopez's sensitive and

fascinating portrayal of the lands not too far north of Fairbanks. But then I had to come
back, and it was made all the harder because I wasn't just in some writer's fantasy place.
I was home.

It seemed as if every morning now I woke up wistful for Alaska, for an orderly
life. I turned on the dining room light at 5:15 on a dark February morning and

illuminated chaos. Michael's bag and his lawyer's briefcase had been dropped onto the
nearest chair. Someone had parked Joey's baby walker in the middle of the floor last
night, where it now sat surrounded by an assortment of toys. Dad must have gone to

bed before Michael—on the dining room table lay a scattering of late-night dirty dishes

Dad would never have left behind: a water glass, mugs, spoons, a few plates, and a knife
propped on the butter dish. At one end of the table was Joey's slide-on tray, with a black
plastic garbage bag on the floor beneath it to catch dropped food, where the dogs would
clean it up. The table seated eight and had a concomitant extra-large capacity for junk:

mail and magazines, books, small toys, pencils and pens, and assorted other detritus.
When babies were not around, the junk customarily migrated to one end of the table and
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the family ate at the other, but with Joey's tray at the "junk" end, everything got
crammed into the middle and spilled out every which way.
I felt tired just looking at it all. Maneuvering around Joey's walker, I walked past

the chaos into the kitchen to make my morning coffee and my Amrit, an Ayurvedic
herbal concoction that looks like packing grease but dissolves nicely in hot milk. I filled

the whistling teakettle with cold water and retrieved my two favorite mugs from the
dishwasher. I could do this, at least, with complete faith every morning—Dad always

ran the dishwasher last thing before he turned in for the night. One mug, full of milk,

went into the microwave for the Amrit. I put a filter and coffee in the little one-cup cone
and placed it on the other mug as I waited for the water to boil.

Memory superimposed itself on the morning ritual. This is how I always started
my mornings in Fairbanks. Cal usually slept in, so I would have the early hours to

myself. My house dog, Willow, would come downstairs with me and lie quietly under
the table as I heated water on the stove in a whistling teakettle, heated a mug of milk in
the microwave, just as I did now. But there would be plenty of room at my own dining
room table for me to sit and drink coffee, with only a small pile of magazines neatly
stacked in one corner. Cal and I picked up after ourselves. Mail resided upstairs in the

office. Recently used dishes would be in the dishwasher or washed and in the drainer.
Chairs were for sitting in, not for storing objects.
Here at my parents' house, I'd need to clear a spot at the table for my mugs and

my schoolwork before I could sit down. The dirty dishes could go in the dishwasher
after I emptied it, but I didn't know where to put half the other stuff, so usually I just
made neater piles. Cleaning up ate into my time for schoolwork, but if I didn't create at

least a little bit of order and space, the disarray seeped into my brain, making it cluttered
and untidy as well.
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Thinking of my clean counters in Fairbanks, I felt as if I were crumbling. I wanted

to be superhuman. I didn't want to admit that I had limits. At the same time, the barren
nature of my life with Cal, held up against the intense connections I had with my family,

was beginning to eat at me.

My skin became too tight for my spirit in the narrow world of my parents' house.
Holed up at the little desk we'd tucked into an already cramped bedroom, I was often

restless, unable to tolerate working there for more than an hour or two at a time. I
missed the corner bedroom that was mine for most of my teenage years. It was slightly
bigger than my sister Cindy's bedroom where I was now, and it had windows on both
the east and north walls that yielded a bit more light. It was quiet, secluded, tucked
away from the rest of the family's haunts. When I was fifteen or sixteen, my friend Benj

and I spent a day tweaking and rearranging my bedroom furniture into a pleasing

arrangement that suited studying or writing particularly well. I thought it beautiful, and
I often holed up there, supremely comfortable. My bedroom was my den, my escape, my
safe haven. I even trained most of my family to knock first before they entered, although
my mother was highly resistant to that requirement.

Perhaps because it was prime space, that bedroom was the first to be usurped for
other purposes after I left home. For a brief period, my parents rented my room to

graduate students. Later, it became a sort of multipurpose place for storage, sleeping

and working. It was never again my own. When I came home, I almost always slept in
Cindy's room, the bedroom next to mine, which retained much of her furniture and her

things.
Now, Cindy's bedroom doubled as my study. It was not a large room, maybe 12

feet by 12 feet. In it was a queen-size bed, a small bedside table, a bureau, a vanity, and a
chest at the foot of the bed. There was enough room to walk around two sides of the
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bed, which was pushed into a corner with just a tiny channel on the far side to change

the sheets or fold in blankets. Into that already small room we tucked a little desk to

hold my computer and printer, which made the room feel even smaller. There were no
overhead lights, and the best reading lamp was on the bedside table, so I did all my

reading on the bed, propped up against the headboard.

The desk and computer sat in front of the two good-sized windows that faced east.
If it had been my house, I would have taken out the shrubs that blocked the windows
and kept them shaded, even in winter. The room was not as dark as my parents'

bedroom, but still much too dark for my taste. I craved space and light.
Yet if I walked out my door, I was considered fair game. Hilary glommed onto me.
Jody asked me to get Joey up from his nap and check his diaper. Mom asked me to take
a picture of Hilary and Joey together. When I complained of how dark and gloomy my

room seemed, Michael suggested I read out in the living room. Who was he kidding? I'd

not get two sentences read before it would be something else.
I was trapped in my room, trapped on my bed, trapped at my computer. There

was nowhere to go, nowhere to come back from. I felt like a caged beast; I paced, I
growled, I bit at the bars. And went back, all unwilling, to my appointed task for the

day. I needed to read, needed to write another annotation. There was no magical door

opening to freedom.

A few days later, as Hilary and I went outside with one of the dogs, a chickadee's

phoebe call drifted to me. A cardinal sang, far away down the hill. They were spring

sounds, odd but alluring to hear in the month of January. I stopped for a long time to
listen, and my head cleared a little. I told Hilary I felt homesick. She asked what
"homesick" meant. I stood at the gate to the dog pen in the cold, clear morning and
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explained it to her as best I could, listening to the cardinal and feeling like the

embodiment of the word.

The unresolved anger, the tensions, the constant demands of the kids, the
separation from my husband, and the gray days of winter were taking their toll. I
missed the snow and the luminous nights of Fairbanks. I'd been so accustomed to vast

personal space, to independence, to freedom of movement, to a husband whose quiet
presence barely rippled the atmosphere of our house. I took more and more refuge in
memory, disappearing into my mind's vision of Alaska to counterbalance the reality I

found so difficult to exist gracefully within. Sometimes my memories of camping and
rivers, of running my sled dogs, felt more real to me than the nightmarish situation I
was living in.
Then there was the added complication of the children. If they were on my own

turf, I thought, it'd be different. There'd be so much less tidying up to do, for one thing.
But here, I was grumpy about the state of the house (and the state of the family) as well

as the demands of providing day care. I had to go home in March. No longer just to see
Cal and try to fix our relationship, but for an attitude adjustment.

Jody's recovery had become more nightmare than heroic quest. As she got better,
it took away the edge of immediacy. Instead of doing my chores with the devotion of a
month ago, I boiled with resentment. It became harder and harder to tolerate the

demands of the kids. No one except Dad blinked twice at my laundry duties. I battled
the clutter on a daily basis, but no one noticed, no one cared. I knew my efforts were
doomed—I was a compulsively tidy soul in a less-than-tidy household—but even

though I knew only my father and I even saw the messes, it still hurt to be one of only
two making any effort.
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"This is not my dharma, my life work," I wrote angrily. Domestic drudgery was
just that to me. Devotion to Jody kept me here, but even that devotion was, in some

ways, an unnatural thing. I'd have made a lousy disciple.
I wondered if I could make it to the first of March. I knew it was unrealistic of me

to impose my standards of tidiness on everyone else here, and I couldn't renege on
laundry or kid care, for heaven's sake—that's why I was here in the first place. Could I
just take everything a day at a time, trudge quietly (I hoped) through the month of

February without going insane?
For all my good intentions, it seemed I wasn't good over the long haul with this

kind of thing. I was being pulled every which way by needs, by old habits, by my own
desires. I wanted to go home to Alaska, but I wanted to do everything I could for my
little sister. I was faced with little choices and big choices—to be with my sister or to be

in Alaska, to finish my bachelor's degree or take a leave of absence, to take up my life
and my marriage where I had dropped it or to somehow find a new path. Nowhere, in
any of my choices, could I see any peace.

One night Jody said, "Carol, what if I need you after your residency?" What if, I
wrote. "What if my old lead dog, Shiner, begins to feel his age? What if my final

semester will suffer too much from being done in bits and pieces in the wee hours of the
morning? What if my marriage, so strained by this separation, falls apart?"

Flashes of Light

My first-ever rollercoaster ride was at Disneyland when I was 31. Space Mountain
was a wild (for me) revelation in the dark, a ride of unseen and sudden rises, falls, dips,
turns, drops, climbs. These were accompanied by occasional flashes of light that startled

but didn't illuminate. My subsequent rollercoaster rides were far more extreme in height
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and dips and turns—some did full revolutions—and were certainly more intense. But I

never forgot the first one, that always-unforeseeable motion in the dark.

On a Saturday early in February, Jody felt so good that she talked us all into going
out for dinner so she could have prime rib. The nausea from her chemotherapy was

noticeably absent that day, and she wanted to celebrate in a big way.
Sunday, she felt so awful that she cried when Michael called from Bangor. (He had

gone up the day before and was due back Tuesday.) Her face felt numb on the other side,

she said, the opposite side from the original numbness. Our immediate fear was that the
tumor in her head was growing again. And her liver hurt.
By Monday, Jody was consumed by an unshakeable fear that she was dying. She

called her doctor's office in the morning and was told she would receive a call back.

Before the doctor's call came in, Jody told us she feared the numbness was her tumor,
choking and killing her. Dad, Mom, and I took turns sitting on the couch with her and
holding her close, never leaving her alone. Once, when I sat down, Jody put her head on
my shoulder and leaned against me like a little girl. It brought tears to my eyes. To see

her battle with both illness and the fear of death, and to be so helpless to do anything
but hold her, felt like sandpaper on an open wound.
But the doctor's call was reassuring. It was a different oncologist in Dr. Thomas's

office, who said that the numbness was a side effect of Jody's chemotherapy. He stressed
that Jody should be vigilant in taking her Ativan, a drug that helped with both anxiety
and the nausea of chemotherapy. As it turned out, Jody had misplaced the Ativan for

the past couple of days, which probably explained her terrible anxiety.
By that afternoon Jody was better, and the rest of the day went well. And Tuesday

was a very good day, a gangbusters day. Jody fed Joey, changed him, gave both kids a
bath, let out their dog, Mattie, and helped me clean the corner bedroom (my old
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bedroom) so that we could convert it to a playroom for Hilary. We went through all the
kids' clothes, sorting and weeding out, putting rejects into bags. I basked in Jody's

energy and drive.
A few days later, our oldest brother, David, came down for a visit from his home

an hour north in a hill town above Amherst. We sat around him and Dad in the dining

room as David played his fiddle and Dad played backup on our upright piano. The

music filled the room, filled the whole front of the house, and I watched Jody smile at
David. He had that slightly distant look in his eyes as his bow traveled over the strings,
and Dad's fingers danced comfortably, with an occasional tiny bumble or two, over the

keys.

The piano, which stood against the wall at the back of the dining room, had been
too silent lately. In earlier days, when we were home for visits, Dad often would sit at
the keys and noodle around, playing various tunes for fun, much of it music he knew by
heart. Often, Cindy and I would sing at his shoulder. When we were young girls, he

taught us some of his favorite songs. I usually sang soprano, Cindy sang alto, and Dad
sang tenor or baritone or bass, whatever suited the particular piece. We would sing

"Aura Lee" or "Break Forth O' Beauteous Heavenly Light," Dad playing partly by the
music in front of him, partly by ear as the three of us harmonized.
It was so good, I thought to myself, that David brought music back into this house.
It did wonders for my mood, and for Jody's. The music was therapeutic, and so was
Jody's smile as they played.

Jody's inability to gauge her own level of health added an extra level of tension to
the household. On a good day she would drive herself to exhaustion trying to take too

much responsibility for Joey's care, and we'd all feel the backlash of discouragement
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when she ran up against her limitations. On a bad day, we'd all crash with her, the

mood of the whole house going somber if she was depressed or frightened. Sometimes
she'd change in a matter of five minutes. One morning Jody's stomach hurt so badly that

she put her head down on the table and cried. The same afternoon she ate a sub
sandwich, of all things. That night she was much her old self, cracking quiet and silly

jokes, smiling spontaneously.
When I could lift my head out of my resentment and self-pity, I reminded myself

that it was Jody's recovery that mattered most. She was both the cause of our stress and

the central piece that held us together. And she kept getting better. One afternoon she

and I squabbled lovingly over the 2,000-piece jigsaw puzzle we'd both become obsessed
with. We had set up the card table in front of the couch in the living room and had
spread out the pieces on top of it. The puzzle was fair game for the whole family, but
Jody and I tended to work on it the most, putting together pieces whenever either of us

had a moment to spare. Gradually we had begun to fill in various parts of the picture.
This afternoon I was on the verge of connecting the top and bottom of a large section of

sky that I'd been working on, but I needed to look at the whole corner section of the
puzzle to figure out the lower joining point. Jody kept deliberately leaning over the part
I was trying to look at. She pretended to search for her own pieces directly in front of my
line of vision and playfully refused to get out of the way. I groused; she grinned. I

grumbled; she laughed at me. Finally she moved, grudgingly, and bingo—I had the

connection. My huge floating sky was anchored to edge and to mountains.
I'd forgotten everything in favor of a stupid puzzle, of engaging in light-hearted

competition with Jody over a piece of sky. What cancer? What shattered life? For a
moment, all I knew was the freedom of being normal, of doing a puzzle with my little

sister, of laughing and sparring with her without fearing she'd break.
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Later, Mom kicked me out of the living room to go study. This was supposed to be
my day for schoolwork, not for being a lazy, puzzle-demented slug. I would not be

allowed to bask in my sister's peaceful light. But somehow that was all right. I could still

imagine Jody, even from the dark cave of my room. I saw her bending over the puzzle
with a particular piece in her hand, looking for more connections. I knew she was out
there, quietly building on my sky.

Facing the Dragon

It was almost unheard of for Jody and Mom to argue. In this case, according to

Mom, it began with me. This was supposed to be a day set aside for my schoolwork. I
should have been holed up in my bedroom, reading books or writing essays. But I felt
tired and headachy. Mom had encouraged me a few days earlier to take some time off
for myself, so I decided to let down my guard a bit. A gloomy New England winter rain

had set in, preventing me from taking a long walk or working in the yard. My mini

vacation probably consisted of drinking tea, working on the puzzle with Jody, and
reading the newspaper. Possibly I watched a bit of television.

It didn't occur to me to announce my intentions or to ask my mother's permission.

But unapproved vacations were not what she had in mind. She saw only that I was
frittering away my time instead of doing schoolwork. I came out from my room in the

late afternoon, having just finished reading one of my school books, and mused
offhandedly that I didn't know whether to steal my desk lamp back from the jigsaw
puzzle table, where Jody had wanted it. Mom said, not at all nicely, "You've had all day

to figure that one out."
Offended, I turned back on my heels. "I'm going back to my room to meditate." It

was the one activity I knew she couldn't take exception to. Hadn't my little time out
been what Mom had advised? I felt guilty anyway for being unproductive. Every
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moment I was allowed for schoolwork was precious, and she was probably right—I

should have been taking advantage of each one of them.
After I disappeared, Jody walked out into the dining room. Mom asked her to

answer the phone if it rang while Mom was in the bathroom, because she didn't want to

miss an expected call. She also told Jody she wanted someone—presumably Michael,

since I was meditating—to let Mattie out.

Jody's drug-befuddled brain didn't process the answer-the-phone part, just the
dog-needs-out part. She got on her boots and raincoat, leashed up Mattie, and headed
out into the yard. Standing in the dusk and the cold, steady rain, she waited for Mattie to
pee.

Mom came back from the bathroom and discovered to her horror that Jody was
outside with the dog. She screamed out the door, "Get back in the house this minute!"

The anger and panic in her voice only served to make Jody lose her temper. She
hollered back, "No! Mattie's not done yet," and refused to come in.

Michael came out with Joey into the middle of the commotion. Before he had a
chance to figure out what it was all about, Mom yelled at him, "Get Jody in out of the
rain!"
Michael tapped on the window at Jody. Now in a fighting mood, and angry
enough to employ a word she would never use under normal circumstances, Jody
turned and yelled, "What the fuck do YOU want?" Michael accommodatingly gave his

wife the finger and retreated past Mom. He took refuge in my room, where he
discovered to his chagrin that I was meditating—or at least trying to. He was terribly
embarrassed and apologized for interrupting me.

"Don't worry," I said. "Mom's screaming has already done the trick." I smiled

ruefully at him. "You can hide here."
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Jody came back into the house, straight into our mother's maw. Michael and I

could hear them yelling at each other briefly before Jody burst into tears and beat her
own retreat down to her bedroom. I scampered off after her to offer hugs and whatever

consolation I could. A few minutes later Michael also appeared, and the three of us
commiserated together.
Jody explained to us part of what had made her cry: "I hate the idea that Mom
thinks I'm too sick even to take my dog for a walk." It was a struggle to keep up her
spirits, to maintain a strong belief in her own recovery. "Not being able to do even

simple chores is hard," she said. "Being told I'm too sick makes me even more
discouraged." Besides that, she said, "Being yelled at by Mom made me feel like a child

again, getting chewed out for something a child might do wrong."
Jody had calmed down and the three of us were laughing about something when

Mom knocked on Jody's door. "I came to apologize," she said. We winced. Mom's
apologies were to be avoided whenever possible. Sure enough, this one was so full of

unpleasant justifications, guilt trips, and overblown self-recrimination that it only

turned the situation ugly again. At the end of some twisted statement that made it

sound as if we were at fault for Mom's bad behavior, Mom called herself an ogre. She
waited for us to protest vehemently that she was not, but Jody and I both refused to rise

to the bait. Mom went away angrier than ever.

Jody, Michael, and I talked a while longer, and then I watched Jody take on the
mantle for which she seemed to have been born. She stood up and announced that we
needed to go fix things with Mom. I would never have gone under my own volition, but

Jody told us we had to come with her. Michael tried to get out of it, being rather a
coward where Mom was concerned. "Nope," Jody said implacably, "you're coming,
too." She marched us into Mom's bedroom to make peace.
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Somehow, Jody soothed Mom's hurt feelings without compromising her own
position. In her gentle voice, she said all the right things to make Mom feel better again.

I no longer remember her words, but they wove a soft web of affection that

encompassed all of us, brought us in and connected us, and somehow untangled the
anger that had knotted us all up. Afterward, Mom, Jody, and I sat on Mom's bed and
meditated together. The three of us settled in and closed our eyes, sitting shoulder to

shoulder along the headboard of the king-size bed. In moments the stillness became
almost a tangible thing. The atmosphere felt so silent and full of peace, it was hard to
believe there had ever been a major blow-up among us.

The magic of Jody's actions that afternoon left me in awe. Though she had long
been a peacemaker, it was the first time I fully witnessed her turning her talents on

Mom. It carved an indelible line on my heart—one that both uplifted and frightened me.

When the rest of us tried to make peace, we often left frustration in our wake. When
Jody came through, she left nothing but love.

It seemed a dance with stress, perhaps even a dance with death. Perhaps it was
Jody's very vulnerability that both pacified us and was simultaneously killing her. What

price had she paid all these years for being the peacemaker, for not protecting herself? In
my journal, I wondered, "Are saints those who take on the world's anger, refuse to let it

just wash off them, and thus give their lives because they do not, will not, shield?"

"I'm no saint," I wrote. "I am stubborn, self-centered, tough." I would not have
returned to the dragon's den. Jody commanded me, and I followed her where I
otherwise would not go.

Limitations
I was exhausted from staying up too late. A nap had helped some, but then Jody
got furious at Michael for getting her up too late from her own nap. They rushed
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around, trying to leave for the doctor's on time for a chemotherapy session, throwing
the whole house into a tizzy. Jody cried and complained right up until they walked out
the door.
Peace came down briefly on the house again once they'd left, and Dad and Mom

harped on me to go out for a break. They assured me they could take care of the kids

themselves for a little while. A long walk sounded like good therapy, so I gave them
instructions on Joey's feeding and nap, and put on my coat and sneakers. I was just
about to walk out the door when the phone rang. It was my friend Lynn back in

Fairbanks, wanting to talk about her wedding plans. Coat and shoes came back off, and I

sat down in the living room with the phone.

At the same time, Mom decided to feed the baby, also in the living room. Mom
was perpetually tethered to her portable oxygen tank, which she pulled behind her
everywhere she went, and she was too frail to heft a baby's weight. So she parked

herself in her chair and Dad settled Joey in her lap with a bottle. Then Dad disappeared

into the kitchen to work on supper. The feeding went quietly enough, but when Joey

was finished, he began to fuss because he had a dirty diaper.
Unable to stand up with Joey and carry him to the bedroom for a diaper change,

Mom was trapped in her chair with a crying baby. She called to Dad for help, but he
remained in the kitchen, apparently doing something that couldn't be interrupted. Joey
did not appreciate the delay and made his feelings known with increasing vigor. I tried

to ignore the racket, but of course I couldn't. Neither could Lynn, who heard it clearly

through the phone. So Lynn and I agreed to cut short our call and I took Joey from Mom.
Dad must have a pot boiling on the stove, I thought. Curious as to what prevented

him from rescuing Mom, I went out to the kitchen to see. He was meticulously cutting

up cold turkey for a stew.
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I was baffled. There certainly seemed nothing urgent about his task. Did Dad think

that Joey could wait another 10 to 15 minutes while he finished? That a screaming baby
on Mom's lap was worth a supper done five minutes earlier? When I chastised him for

his skewed priorities, Dad countered that he just couldn't handle doing more than one
thing at once. "But that's the whole point," I thought to myself. "He and Mom seem

incapable of properly caring for an infant. How am I supposed to take time for myself

and leave them with Joey?" It never entered my head that the ability to multitask wasn't

inherent in everyone.
I changed Joey's diaper and put him down for his nap. Now that I was thoroughly

out of sorts, it seemed as if a quiet meditation would be more productive than walking
in my agitated state. I disappeared into my bedroom. Toward the end of my meditation,
Jody and Michael came home. Michael went into the bedroom next to mine to make a

phone call. His booming voice leaped through the thin wall and crashed into my already

short-fused brain.
I slumped down, a pillow wrapped around my head to muffle the din. It was
futile. Finished with my meditation but worse off than when I started, I stalked out of

my bedroom, got the car keys from Dad, and fled.
I hate malls. I'd have vastly preferred the woods outside my house in Fairbanks,
but the mall was the only place I could think of to go. I window-shopped half-heartedly,

buying nothing. A poorly made burrito at Taco Bell only made me feel homesick for the

Taco Bell in Fairbanks. Finally, reluctantly, I headed for home.
The car radio played soft rock and oldies, songs that made me wistful, and I was

sorely tempted to keep going, to drive the New England hills around our house,
anything to delay reentry. Instead, I came home. Hilary immediately attached herself to

me. Within minutes, Jody asked me to prepare her pain herbs because Michael was out
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of sorts. As I stood at the stove in our small kitchen, boiling down herbs, Mom and Dad
hovered around me, seeking some clue as to my mood or perhaps wanting reassurance.
There was no space, no room to come down from the sadness, no time to breathe. It all
closed right back in on me again.

That evening, after Jody and Michael had gone to bed, Mom cornered me. She
wanted to talk again about caring for Jody. It was edging toward 9 o'clock, and I

desperately needed to get myself back on an early-bedtime routine. Mom ignored my
hints, even my direct statements. It was another half hour before she would let me go.

As before, Mom questioned whether it would really work to have my older sister,
Cindy, and her six-year-old daughter come East to help out while I was gone in March.

The addition of another young child would add to the already intense confusion and
very full house. Cindy and Michael often did not see eye to eye. And Cindy, unlike her

meeker sisters, usually said what she felt. There would likely be more than one blow-up
between those two, Mom pointed out. I already knew that. Then, adding one final

unbearable weight to the burden of guilt I felt for abandoning my family, Mom said she
didn't see how Jody could possibly go up to Bangor without me.
What was I supposed to do? I ran my squirrel cage of thoughts yet again: My

schoolwork had been severely compromised—it was not even close to the quality of

work I'd normally be capable of, and I was not getting near as much out of it. Cal felt
abandoned and my marriage was foundering. It seemed a hard and cruel thing to leave
my dogs neglected on their chains in their own season, the season of running. My best

friend Lynn struggled with her wedding plans. I had planned to be a huge help and
provide ample moral support, but I was 3,000 miles away. My writing partner, Leslie,
and I had been working on some projects together, but now she was left to manage

without me. I'd given two and a half months of my life, but obviously it was not enough.
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What I really needed to do was simply move down to the East Coast for the next six

months to a year, until Jody could live without me.
I had said I'd do anything for Jody. Yet I couldn't bear to give her another six

months of my life. It was partly because she couldn't be my whole life, but mostly

because it wouldn't just be her. It would be Michael and the kids, Mom and Dad, the
stress of a large family, life as a domestic drone. I think I could have said yes to just Jody
and me. I couldn't say yes to the five other lives that came with her. I couldn't blindly

leave behind everything I loved in Alaska, not for that long. But how could I live with
letting Jody down?

On a sunny February morning two days later, when my travel alarm went off as

usual, I woke up wary, knowing the odds were against me for a good day. The night

before, Jody had burst into tears over supper. "I feel weird," she said. "I'm scared." She
turned to me. "I can't bear the thought of your leaving. I love you so much. I wish you
were an old, unmarried spinster so you could stay."
I must have told her that I was not, that I couldn't stay, that I had Cal. She cried

some more.
"I love you better than Cal does," she said through her tears.

Falling

Pedestals are tricky things. When someone you love falls off one, it takes wisdom
and love and time to rearrange the pieces into something real, something just as
beautiful but more accessible. Practice is a good thing, but I hadn't had any. My father

had never really fallen off his, not for me. There were cracks from time to time, but they

were not foundational. My mother was never on one.
My brother David and I sat at the dining room table in February and looked at the
calendar. We marked off the days in early March that David could come down and fill in
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until the 15th, when my sister Cindy and her daughter, Lauren, would arrive. David was

a professional musician, contradance caller, and fiddle teacher, and his schedule was
filled with gigs and lessons. His profession didn't pay well, and he was always

scrambling for whatever income he could get. But he thought he could move some
lessons around to make room for a few extended visits home to help out. Other friends
and relatives had offered to come for a day or part of a day to help. At least now it

would be an easier task, with Jody so much better and able to care more for the kids.

There were still gaps in this patchwork quilt we were trying to make. Different
people coming in, sometimes lots of coverage and sometimes almost none; how would it

all sit with Jody? As if I didn't know. She wanted me to stay.
I didn't want to think about it. The only way I could deal with it was to keep
telling myself I'd done my best. I had to have the break. I couldn't fix everything.

And then there was Michael. He could be incredibly sweet to his wife, but he

could also be demeaning, condescending, blatantly inconsiderate, even vicious. Over
and over, Jody had come to me in tears about something hurtful Michael had said or

done. "Sometimes," Jody said, "I feel as if trying to deal with Michael makes it hard for

me to get well."

Michael and I didn't see eye to eye on how Jody should be treated, and that
extended to the way he parented, as well. He was either disengaged or too strict, I

thought, and his disciplinary measures were far more intense and physical than Jody's.
To add to my critical view of his treatment of Jody and his care of the kids, I found

myself increasingly intolerant of his habit of lying on the couch, watching television
while I took care of his family. As Jody felt better and took over more of the childcare,

Michael backed off more and more.
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One weekend afternoon Michael was supposed to take care of Joey so that Jody,

who had cared for her nine-month-old son all morning and was exhausted, could rest
and I could concentrate on schoolwork. Joey got upset about something and began
howling. Michael allowed him to scream—on and on and on—bringing me out from my

bedroom in frustration to find out what was wrong.
Michael didn't see the problem. Joey was just fussing, it didn't need fixing, and it

wouldn't hurt Joey to exercise his lungs for a while.

Later, Michael walked in on Jody while she was trying to put Joey down for his
nap. His interruption meant it took all the longer for her to settle Joey down. She was

already tired and didn't have the patience to start over, but she had to. After Joey fell
asleep, Jody and Michael argued about caring for their son. The argument left Jody in

tears, and she came to me for sympathy.

We agreed with each other that Michael's version of childcare was turning out to
be more trouble than help. "Forget my having weekends off," I said to Jody. Instead, we
came up with an alternative: Jody would do her best to care for the kids in the morning
so that I could focus on schoolwork, and I would try to get lots done in that time so that

I could spell her in the afternoons. I added bitterly to myself, "Yes, and that way,

Michael can lie around on the couch reading or watching television to his heart's

content. And Jody can try to get well somehow in the middle of all of this."
It seemed a simple, although unjust, solution to the problem, and perhaps it would

have worked if Jody had left it there. But Michael was Jody's husband, and she followed

her natural impulse to tell him about her distress. Ever the peacemaker, she tried to
resolve the situation by getting the three of us to talk.

We started out covering the same old ground. After reminding Michael that I was
enduring a long-term separation from my own husband, I accused Michael of not
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pulling his weight. Michael insisted the problem wasn't with him. "The problem," he

said, "is that you and Jody manage me too much. I was letting the baby scream as an
experiment, to see if he'd stop screaming in a minute or two. And how am I supposed to

learn parenting anyway, if you keep interfering?"

It all seemed so futile. Michael either wasn't hearing or was glossing right over my
complaints about his sitting around and reading. "Could you at least try to keep the

baby quiet while I'm doing schoolwork?" I asked.

"I can't promise that."
I didn't get it. Joey's cries always triggered an uncontrollable need in me to fix

whatever was wrong, but Michael must be immune. I imagined more scenes of the baby
screaming while I tried to work, and something snapped.

"Fine," I spat out. "I'll just pack up my computer on weekends and get out of the

house so I don't have to deal with your goddamn experiments." With Joey in my arms, I

stomped out of the dining room and into my bedroom, slamming both the hall door and
my bedroom door in my wake.

As I sat on my bed with Joey, shaking in anger, Michael's orator voice rang
through the wall with bell-like clarity.

"I can't compete with Saint Carol," he said. I caught my breath. "So what if she
misses her husband and has to be away from him for two and a half months. Big deal,"
Michael said to Jody, "when MY wife is going to DIE!"

Suddenly I remembered Hilary. I opened the hall door and looked out. Hilary sat
totally still, curled up in a tiny ball in the corner of the living room couch. I called to her.
Jody asked me to stay and talk this out.

"No," I said. "I'm too angry. Besides, there are things being said here that I don't
think Hilary needs to hear."
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Hilary, Joey, and I fled to the back bedroom, out of earshot. Hilary looked stricken.
I asked her how she felt. She said, "When I hear Daddy yelling and Mommy crying, it
feels like a little crack starts opening up in my heart, and I feel like crying, too."

Jody and Michael argued for hours. Hilary and I came out to the kitchen after a

while to get Joey a bottle, and they fell silent while we were there, but they started in
again as soon as we went back down to the bedroom. We finally came out for supper,

reluctant but ravenous. Jody and Michael still weren't finished talking, but they ceased
until we finished eating. After, they asked me to watch Joey a little while longer so they
could talk some more.

At one point, Jody said she wanted me to talk to Michael. I refused. "I will never
talk about this again without a counselor present."

"Would you even listen if Michael wanted to talk?"
"Yes," I said, "I'll listen, but I won't discuss anything."

When they were finally done talking, Jody came to find me as I got ready for bed.
She told me that everything could wait to be worked out until the family therapist came

in a couple of days. She hoped there wouldn't be a lot of unexpressed hostility between
now and then.

"I'll probably feel better in the morning," I said. I didn't believe it.
Jody gave me a goodnight hug. I felt numb and unappreciative, as if I were being
hugged by a distant acquaintance. She said, "I love you." She added, "Michael also loves

you."
"That seems harder to believe, now," I said.
It took me a long time to fall asleep. Late in the night, I dreamed about a snowfall

in Alaska. When I woke up the next morning, no peace from the dream carried over;
emotions immediately flooded in. I felt angry all the way through my meditation.
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Afterward, I sent up a little prayer. "I can't handle this," I said. "This anger won't go

away. I don't know what I'm supposed to do, and it's hard to let go."

I thought about Jody's relationship with Michael. I decided it was Jody's choice to

stay and deal with him, to sit through his tirades until he blew himself out, to forgive
him time after time after time. Her choice to take on so many stresses might have given
her cancer, but there was nothing I could do about that. I couldn't cure her cancer, nor

could I cure what I believed to be the cause. And I was much too close to the situation to
play catalyst.
I had entertained the idea of giving Jody more of my time, maybe even staying
through March or at least coming back for a longer period in May. Now those thoughts

fled forever. Michael might be Jody's choice, but he wasn't mine. Cal had said it for me:
"If it were just Jody, or your mom or dad, I'd have no problem with you staying down

there another month and a half after your residency ends. But I have a problem with

Michael."

But as I thought of going back to Alaska, of leaving all of this behind, there was no
feeling of relief, of a wise decision made. Only guilt. I could hear Jody's tear-filled voice
out in the dining room, though from my bedroom I couldn't make out her words. The

pain in her voice tore at me. I wondered if she was telling Mom how angry I'd gotten at
Michael. I felt as if I'd failed. What if Jody was crying because I'd let her down? I'd been

grumpy, I'd been unhelpful, I'd been demanding of Michael. I could have been better,
all along. "Oh God, please," I thought in despair, "I'm not a saint."

Later that day, Jody, Mom, and I retired to Mom's bedroom to talk things over. I

threatened angrily to leave early for Alaska because I couldn't handle living with
Michael.
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Jody pleaded with me to stay until March. "Who's going to take care of the kids if

you go now?" She asked me to work things out somehow with Michael (there was no
mention of Michael working things out with me), and to manage to coexist peacefully

with him for the rest of the month. She claimed that the strife between us all was

hampering her ability to concentrate on getting over her cancer. "I don't see how I can
handle it if you can't all get along together."

The tears Jody turned on me were effective. I found myself promising her
everything she asked, just to stop seeing those tears, that face full of misery.
I had compromised myself for my little sister, but Mom wasn't ready to. She told

Jody, "I'd feel a lot better about all of this if Michael could show a little more

commitment to your recovery."

"How, Mom?" Jody asked. Her tone of voice said he was already doing everything
he could.

Mom said, "For one thing, he could quit crabbing at you."
Jody turned to Mom and said, with bewildered sincerity, "He doesn't crab at me,

Mom."
I left the room in fury. How could Jody say that, after all the times she'd come to

us in tears over Michael? I figured she must be under some kind of spell with her
husband, and there'd never be a resolution to this awful mess unless she quit refusing to

see who he really was. As always, I was taking my beloved sister's side, the one who

was always right.

But this time I couldn't stay there. Another perspective began to make sense to me.
Jody was playing a sick game—and Mom and I were the losers.

Instead of dealing with Michael directly when he mistreated her, Jody usually

came to her family for sympathy instead. She was playing on our love for her, counting
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on us to join her in outrage at Michael's behavior. How could he? Then she and Michael

would resolve that particular problem, everything would be bliss between them again,
and Mom and I would be left holding our unresolved anger like a torch. Dad, with his

stoicism and his many long years of experience caring for Mom, was the only one who
seemed immune.
Now Jody had come back to us and berated us for our anger, denying that the

problems she'd shared with us even existed. She'd told us Michael's actions were killing
her. Now she was telling us our anger at Michael kept her from getting well.
I began to see Michael in a different light. Instead of the bad guy, perhaps he was

part of an unhealthy duo, bound up in a dance of dependence. I decided to talk to him,
so after dinner we sat in my bedroom for about an hour, quietly discussing Jody's way

of playing us off one another. I wasn't angry any more, and Michael listened calmly. He
didn't hear everything I said, but he heard enough, and I said enough, to put us back on

an equanimous plane with each other.
I reminded myself that Michael and I had been good friends back in Fairbanks for

quite a while before he and Jody became a couple. We had always gotten along well,
and I'd enjoyed his company immensely. Michael's foibles hadn't seemed that

intolerable until my little sister's illness. Now she was fanning these flames between us.

Jody, whom I'd thought to be perfect, was not. She had an unhealthy way of
relating to her family and her husband. We couldn't fix her marital problems, I reasoned
to myself, nor did we have any business trying. I no longer saw Michael as to blame for
her illness. I saw it as her choice to stay with Michael, her choice to deal with him—and

the rest of us—the way she did. In my quest for a new scapegoat, I decided it was

probably Jody's method of dealing with life that was the ultimate culprit in her illness.
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As Jody's pedestal crumbled, I became judge and jury. Seeing my sister's fallibility

made me deeply angry with her for the very first time in my life. I saw that Jody had

been tweaking my heart in a lot of underhanded ways, and my love for her had made
me blind. She'd said she wanted me to come live with her—"I love you better than Cal
does"—but as Michael said, "It's me who stands to lose the most if Jody dies." Jody was

his hearth, his daily chunk of stability, his foundation. Had she made that kind of
commitment to me? Of course not. Jody's first commitment, as she'd shown over and
over again, was to her husband.

So could she love me better than Cal does? I wrote, "Well, sure. Just as I can love

her better than Michael does. That's easy. But should I give up the man who has
committed his life to me—and I to him—for a sister who can't give me the same

commitment? Would I not be losing almost as much that way as Michael stands to lose if
Jody dies? I give Jody what I can, and gladly. I'll give her more yet in the months to

come. But I have to draw a line somewhere. I can't and won't ask her to choose between

Michael and me. And I won't let her ask me to choose between her and Cal."
Seeing Jody in what I thought was a more reasonable light, and talking to Michael
about it, lifted a ferocious weight off me. The next morning I went for a walk at 7:30,
flew through the day with almost no fatigue, actually took time to eat lunch, and went

out for the evening with Katie, Jody's dear friend who had become close to our whole

family. Katie and I ate Chinese food at Joy of the Wok and talked for hours.

On Valentine's Day, I went to see our family friend Doug Nielsen for a counseling
session. Doug, a minister at a nearby church, had already helped me several times before

as I'd struggled with both the family situation and problems in my marriage. I wanted

to talk over my new perspective, and I wanted someone I respected and loved to tell me

it was okay for me to go home in March. Doug told me that he saw Michael as a sort of
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lightning rod, attracting all the bolts of negative energy in my family. I decided I needed
to stay conscious of that, to nip my own tendencies toward blaming him, to give Michael

permission to be a human being.

Later that same day, I talked to Jody. I didn't quite know how to broach the subject
of her relationship with Michael and the rest of us, but it all came out easily in the
context of everything else we talked about. Jody and I had been thinking on parallel

tracks, I discovered. She readily agreed with my perception that she played us off one

another. It was like pushing on a rope when I expected a tug-of-war.
The last two weeks of February went exceptionally well. Jody surprised us by

making chocolate chip cookies one afternoon, and though she was tired afterward, it

was not the deep exhaustion of before. As her stamina increased and she was more and
more able to take care of her own kids, she showed an immensely improved sense of

well being. I had more time for schoolwork, laundry, and that jigsaw puzzle we two

were obsessed with.
One day Mom and Dad went out for the afternoon and evening, and Michael

cooked a delicious lunch and supper for the rest of us. Jody had been determined to
have a good day, and she did. It was amazingly peaceful. That night, Jody, Hilary, and I
turned on the television and prepared to become couch potatoes. We switched channels

till we found "Benjy the Hunted." A movie about a dog seemed a good choice, especially
for Hilary. The movie was apparently about Benjy's getting lost in the wilderness, but
we never did get to see the whole thing. In the beginning of the movie, a hunter shot a
cougar. There was a heart-tugging (if unrealistic) scene where Benjy tried to coax the

wounded cougar to safety, but the hunter came up and shot the cougar again, killing
her. It turned out she had four cubs, and apparently Benjy couldn't let his master find
him until he figured out how to rescue the orphaned cubs.

69

Hilary came undone. I'd never seen her so upset. Her face turned crimson and she
burst into tears. "Turn it off, turn it off!" she begged us. We switched channels, and after

a little bit, Hilary calmed down again.

Trying to Go Home
As the time came nearer for me to return to Fairbanks for the month of March, I

developed short-timer's disease. I didn't want to fuss with laundry or kids or dogs or
Jody's herbs. I wanted to go home. I couldn't wait to see Cal again, couldn't wait to have

our cat Spot curl up on my lap, couldn't wait to hug my house dog, Willow, and bury
my face in her thick ruff. I wanted to feel little Rissa's paws around my neck. I wanted to

watch my old lead dog, Shiner, dance around in laughing rambunctiousness. I wanted
to take what I'd learned about love and build a whole new life with it.

When I had recovered from chronic fatigue syndrome six months ago, I had
dreamed of spending this winter getting my dogs in shape, finding out what they were

really capable of if they were properly trained and conditioned. Now those dreams were
smoke. Still, I was eager to work with my dogs again, to bring us back together as a
team, to stand on the runners of my sled and watch them run down the trail in front of

me. I wanted to get caught up again in the way they went crazy at the sight of their

harnesses, the way they jumped and screamed with impatience when they were hooked
to the sled, the way everything would go suddenly silent when I released the sled and

they bolted off, free at last to run off all that wild energy.
My folks had videotapes of the 1987 and 1988 Iditarod sled dog races, and for fun,

because I thought it might now be safe to remind myself of what I was returning to, I
watched them. Two minutes into the start of the first tape, my eyes were filled with
tears. I ached for my dogs, for the start line, for the sound of the timer's voice marking

minutes, marking seconds. I began my own countdown: Five days and I'll be home.
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Four days and I'll be home. I was filled with joy at the prospect. Soon I'd be on my own
beautiful little racing sled, behind my own wonderful dogs.

Then Cal called and told me my racing sled was broken. His brother Cliff had
broken it back in December. Cal thought he'd told me that. He hadn't gotten around to

fixing it yet.
My beloved sled, my $600 investment in a dream. I tried to find my way back to

solid ground. It was just a sled. It could be fixed. I had my big training sled as a backup.
I tried to see it through Cal's eyes, to comprehend why he wouldn't have thought of

fixing it. He wouldn't have been able to understand its importance. If he had known

how much it might mean to me to have it whole again before I got home, perhaps he
would have done something, but how could he have known? It was just a sled. In the

grand scheme of things, did it really count for that much?

Yes. It counted for the same reason that I flared when Cal told me the frost plug
(the heater that prewarmed the engine in cold weather) in my car was shot. He said

fixing the car could wait until summer. But we'd had subzero temperatures in March in

previous years, and how would the car start if it got really cold? I questioned his
judgment, which made him angry in turn.
What I couldn't put into words until later, long after we'd ended that discordant

call full of sullen silences, was that the news about my sled tore at my homesick heart. It
was that much worse to know the sled would still be broken when I got back. To hear

that my car also had problems compounded my distress. I wanted the order and
organization I'd craved while I'd been here, the everything-in-its-place-ness. I wanted to
go home to exactly what I'd left. I wanted nothing to have changed.

The next day, I tried to explain all of this to Cal. He didn't respond. I asked if I
should even bother trying. Cal said, "That depends on how much you've changed." I
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felt cold fear at his words. I knew I would never be the same after almost losing Jody,

after spending such an intense time with family. Was Cal planning to give up on me if I
had changed too much?

Desperate for some hope to take back with me, I went to see Doug Nielsen for one
last counseling session. I walked into his office feeling scared and discouraged, and I

walked back out manic with relief. Doug suggested I simply tell Cal that I loved him and

that I was committed to our marriage. Period. Doug also suggested that, if I was as tired
and as needful of space as I said I was, I could just go home, kick back, be quiet, and
work things out with Cal later. If Cal was as committed to our relationship as I was,

we'd have a lifetime to figure out solutions to our problems. We didn't have to do it in

30 days.
I clung to that hope. We had a lifetime to work on this. We'd be all right.

On the first day of March, I headed for home. There is nothing in my journal about
saying goodbye. It seems entirely feasible that Jody might have wept, despondent at my
leaving. Was I so excited to go home that I was impervious? Perhaps Jody managed to

work through her fears enough to let me go, and the leaving was fairly easy. Or perhaps
my feelings were too conflicted, so I stuffed them away.

I only made it as far as Anchorage that night. Seattle had gotten snowed in, and all

the flights due into Anchorage from Seattle had been cancelled. Lacking those jets to fly
people south, Delta Airlines stole the plane we were supposed to take to Fairbanks and

sent it back down to Salt Lake City instead. I didn't care. I slept for about three and a
half hours at the Anchorage International Inn, went back to the airport, waited at the

gate for the first morning flight, all with complete equanimity. I might not be home yet,
but I was back in Alaska.
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Cal met me at the Fairbanks airport, and to my surprise, I didn't cry when I saw
him. An unexpected stoicism had taken hold of me. I dropped him off at work and came

home. There was my house; there were my dogs down in the back yard. But somehow it
didn't look like the same place I'd left in December. I parked the car and walked in the

door feeling strange and alien. Willow looked up from where she was lying and did a

dog's version of a double take. For just a moment she didn't seem to believe it was really

me. I crouched down to hug her and tears finally flowed, drenching her fur.

The next morning, holding Cal, tears came again, and then again in the afternoon.
There seemed a vast reservoir of unexpressed pain inside me, and the magnitude of it

was frightening. I felt off-balance, unable to find solid ground. As productive as I was—
mounds of mail opened, much paperwork done and filed, straw unburied and
doghouses filled—I felt as if the day would last forever. It was too quiet. I thought I
would love being alone, but it undid me.

I blamed it all on deferred grief. If I was this bad now, I thought, what would it

have been like if Jody hadn't made it? I could not imagine surviving.

"Where are you now?" my friend Lynn wanted to know.
"I don't know," I told her. "I feel like I'm adrift." My old anchors had fallen away,
and I didn't know who I was any more. I hung onto Cal almost desperately. His body

was warm and solid, and it seemed like the only concrete foundation I had left. I felt like
crying for hours, unwinding the massive knot of emotional upheaval. I wondered who

or what I would be when these clouds finally cleared away.

Sometimes I didn't want to do anything—not dog mushing, not schoolwork, not

taxes, not reading, not tidying up. I was restless, uneasy. If I were the smoking and
drinking kind, I'd have been sitting around smoking and drinking too much, and
probably watching television. Though it seemed inconceivable, I was bored. I thought
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I'd have an abundance of time in which to do schoolwork, but I found a million excuses
not to work on it.
The barrage of emotions confused and depressed me. Of all things, I felt lonely. I
craved companionship: to talk to people, to smile, to laugh, just to hang out. Me, the one

who'd been so desperate for solitude. What had happened to me? Cal and I ate supper
in a restaurant one night, and a baby near us started to fuss. Instead of being annoyed,

tears filled my eyes. I missed Joey. Running my dogs was still a delight, and I was
nothing but happy while I was on the sled, but afterward I felt discontented. The

sparseness of my life was uncomfortable. Everything felt unfamiliar in subtle ways, as if
while I was gone, someone rewrote the script of my life.
Gradually, my life fell into a more comfortable routine. Cal and I began to settle

back into our usual quiet coexistence. I ran my dogs a lot, enjoying the lack of pressure

to train for the upcoming championships. The annual Limited North American
Championships was a three-day series of sprint races separated into classes. In each

class, the driver was limited to a specific number of dogs, hence the name. The four-dog
championship would normally have been my big race of the season, although given my

motley crew of hand-me-down dogs, I would expect to finish at the back of the pack as

usual. This year, with the long hiatus my dogs had endured, there was no point in trying
to get them back into shape for three consecutive days of racing. It would be too much to

ask of them. So we went out just for fun.
My body began to remember how to do things like loading dogs and sleds in the
truck, like harnessing an excited dog, like riding my big training sled around twists and

turns in the trail. I was slipping back into my own harness. I thought, "It is going to be

terribly hard to leave this again."
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As the Limited North American approached, I realized how painful it would be to

stand at the starting line, listening to the countdown as team after team was sent off.
Instead, I went out on the trail to help my friend Barb, the turnaround marshal who
made sure each team made it all the way out to the halfway point without taking a

shortcut. Barb didn't actually need any help, but she accepted mine gracefully. It was far
easier on me to sit on the snowmachine at the turnarounds, laughing with Barb and

watching teams go by, and I think she understood. I'd forfeited my whole season of

running dogs, the first chance I'd had to compete since getting over my chronic fatigue
syndrome. I didn't need to watch teams launch out of the start chute without me.
For two weeks' worth of championships in March, I immersed myself in dogs.
After the Limited, there was a passenger race mid-week, and then the Open North

American Championship, the oldest continuously run sled dog race in the world, where

the "big guns" raced their 16- to 20-dog teams down Second Avenue and out around 20
to 30 miles of trail. I stood on a flatbed on Second Avenue and froze my fingers for three

days, recording checkpoint times as I watched history being made. This would be the

first year that a woman, Roxy Wright-Champaine, won the race.
I thought about all that I had, how wonderful my life was. For a few all-too-brief

days of grace, I realized that the joy in my life came from the inside. It was not a product

of living in Alaska or anything else on the outside. It was a continually flowing stream of

pleasure simply in being alive, no matter where I was.

In late February, before I came back to Fairbanks, I had thought a lot about how
my perspective had changed. I'd written,
I said I'd go back to Fairbanks a different person, and I will.

One truth I saw in operation is that it's not how much you do for other
people that makes them love you. It's how much love you give. Jody doesn't
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send out Christmas cards or remember everyone's birthday. She doesn't
have people over for supper or commit herself to hours of volunteer work.

She does very little at all. What she gives is only herself: her sweet, loving

nature, her gentle ways, her sympathetic ear, her acceptance of differences.

Yet she is loved. Oh how she is loved. Everyone asks about her,

everyone sends her flowers and cards. It is awesome, the concern she has
generated.
It takes me off the stupid hook I keep putting myself on. I find things

to do in order to make or keep friends. I volunteer for too much, take on too
much, and offer it up like a bribe: Love my work, because I'm not lovable
enough to ask you to love me.
But I guess I am lovable. I'm kinda rough around the edges, not as

easy to be with as Jody, but I've proved to myself that I've got the one thing I
value most in others: a good heart.
I look back on all that I've done—published articles, won an award for

being an indispensable volunteer, been founder and president of two clubs,

all that—and I know that I'm prouder of myself right now than I've ever
been in my life. I did something more important than any of that. I made a

difference. I cared for someone who needed me desperately, and I did it

purely out of love. There was never any thought of obligation or duty. I
came to Jody because I love her and she needed me, and though it wasn't

perfect, I gave her the best I had to give.

Somehow I see the rest of my life stretching out ahead of me as a long
and wonderful anticlimax. As if I had one lesson above all else to learn in

this life: the serving aspect of love. I didn't believe I was capable of
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subservience to a greater cause; now I know, unequivocally, that I am. I can
love someone else more than myself, and lose nothing, gain everything.

One day in March, after a long conversation with my friend Karl in which he

bemoaned how busy he was, I felt as if I should tell him that all those activities that were
keeping him too busy might make him feel useful and needed, but that what his friends

loved the very best about him was his laughter and his good nature. It had nothing at all

to do with his accomplishments and everything to do with his ready smile and his
boisterous, raucous laugh. The thread of humor that was almost always there was a far
greater gift than how much work he could churn out. I could not see how much this

applied to me when I was with Jody.

In that in-between month, I saw constant reminders that what was important to
me was not having or owning, creating or acquiring or producing. It was laughter and

love, appreciating how glorious the world is. It was a lesson I would very soon forget
again, when the end of March came all too soon.
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Section 2

That Mind-Body Stuff
To explain what I think happened to Jody while I was away from her in March, I

have to go back two years.
I sat in my doctor's office in the spring of 1987 feeling stupid, a heartbeat away

from walking back out the door. For one thing, he was late—really late. More than an
hour had gone by, giving me too much time to wonder what he would say. I'd asked to
see him about a mysterious malaise that was draining all my energy, yet just before my

appointment I'd been out romping with my dog in the vacant lot next to his office. My
doctor was going to think I was crazy. I wondered that myself. Maybe I wasn't really

sick, and this was a waste of time. Except I was frightened. Maybe I was dying, in which
case, did I really want to know about it? I got up to tell the nurse I couldn't wait any
longer, aching for permission to give up and go home. She urged me to hold out just a
few more minutes.

My doctor finally walked in, hiding behind his clipboard. I couldn't help laughing.

His chagrin and his disarming penitence were irresistible. He looked at me curiously—I
must have looked in the prime of health that day—and asked what brought me to his

office. I dug out of my pocket the list I'd made and began describing the strange state I
had been in for the past few months.
I told him that sometimes I was so tired I could do nothing but sit on the couch. At

times I could not get warm, even curled up in a heated waterbed under an insulated
comforter and three afghans. I'd become noticeably clumsier: dropping things, spilling

beverages, falling off my sled while dog mushing. Normally stoic, I'd begun crying at
the slightest provocation. I'd started taking hour-long naps in the afternoon, something I

78
hadn't done since childhood. And I kept forgetting things. I'd carefully written down
my symptoms before my appointment because I no longer trusted my memory.

As my doctor listened to my odd list, he looked more and more concerned. When I

finished, he said, "I think I know exactly what's wrong with you."

When he diagnosed me as having chronic fatigue syndrome, my doctor chose not
to tell me that according to statistics at the time, only 20 percent of those with the

syndrome got well. He didn't tell me that the other 80 percent were forced to learn to
cope with debilitating symptoms that affected every aspect of living and would never go
away again. He didn't tell me the odds were I would have this disease for the rest of my

life. There would be time enough for me to learn these facts later, when I was better
equipped to cope with them. Instead, he told me that there was no known cure, but that

some people got well while others did not. He looked me in the eyes and said, "I think
you are going to be one of the ones who get well."
I believed him. I had always trusted my doctor implicitly, from my first visit to his

office. I felt an instant rapport with this man who always listened, who seemed so full of
compassion, who was down-to-earth and humorous, accepting and open. When the
same man who had earned my respect and trust told me he thought I would get well, it

was a more powerful drug than any chemical.

At first, we focused on my symptoms, which for a while became steadily worse.
With drugs, my doctor was able to help me manage the crippling headaches, the
depression. Since I didn't have the energy to cook any more, he gave me

recommendations for relatively healthy frozen dinners, and Cal and I learned to subsist
on the simplest of meals. Since Cal wasn't much for housework, my doctor said I should

just let the house get dirty and only clean a room at a time when I really felt up to it. He

said I would have to learn to pace myself, avoid exertion, avoid any activities that might
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make me overheat and crash. Dog mushing was out for the foreseeable future, although
I refused to consider giving up my dogs. For exercise, he recommended swimming.

Except for giving up dog mushing, which I did but with fierce regret, I went about

all these things willingly. It took more than a year to adapt, but eventually I learned how

to live with being chronically ill. On a good day, I celebrated cautiously by doing a little
less than I dared and taking great pleasure in whatever simple accomplishments I could

manage. I stopped resisting the bad days and instead gave myself permission to sleep, to

read if I could and to lie quietly on the couch if I couldn't, to take comfort in the cats on
my lap and my house dog at my feet.

I also turned to Eastern medicine, especially Ayurvedic medicine (an ancient

system of health care that originated in India), which emphasizes maintaining balance in
an individual's body, mind, and spirit. Ayurveda addresses not just the treatment of
specific symptoms, but changes in lifestyle and diet and the development of spiritual

harmony. I came home from an Ayurvedic consultation with herbs, yoga exercises, and
dietary recommendations to accompany my meditation practice.
As I became more open to the idea of working with my illness instead of denying

it or being angry, I began reading books about the spiritual aspects of chronic illness and
pain. Living with debilitating fatigue forced me to reexamine my definition of self
worth. I could no longer find self-esteem in what I could accomplish. I had to learn to

find satisfaction in something other than productivity. It seemed clear to me that I had

been on a wrong path, and I moved from resenting my illness to realizing it could teach
me important lessons.
Gradually, as the spring and summer of 1988 went by, the good days began to

outnumber the bad. In late summer, a year and a half after I got sick, I went down the
Delta River on my first-ever whitewater canoeing trip. Before we entered the first set of
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rapids, I sat quietly on a rock near the water, my head down, struggling with a cold

throbbing headache typical of my illness. One of my new canoeing friends
misinterpreted my silence as fear and reassured me that I would be fine, that I was in the
best of hands.
My headache had mostly subsided when we pushed off into the rocks and waves.

I'm pretty sure it was sunny—I remember the water sparkling and flashing. Karl talked
me calmly and quietly around each new obstacle. "Draw left," he'd tell me. "Okay, now

a little backpaddle. Okay, now left again. Good." As my paddle drew the bow of the
canoe from side to side, or I backpaddled at Karl's direction, I didn't have time to be
afraid. I was too excited and amazed by the speed and the roar of wild water, all the

channels of possibility, the revelation of how maneuverable our canoe was in Karl's
expert hands. Later, when we passed through the rocks and came into the big waves

below them, I laughed out loud with delight.
After the Delta, nearly all of my symptoms disappeared . The one symptom that
would never go away was my loss of memory, both long-term and short-term. But I
couldn't know that yet.

Even though I knew the river was just the last stretch of a long journey, it felt as if

someone flipped a switch and I got well. Later, my doctor and I talked about the
possible reasons for my recovery. I described for him my many-pronged approach:

combining his traditional Western medical care and his advice about diet and exercise
with a conglomeration of Ayurvedic medicine and other nontraditional techniques. I

told him about searching for the cause of the spiritual malaise that seemed so

inextricably linked with my physical illness. He listened carefully, as always, and neither
questioned nor discounted my nontraditional steps. His final analysis was that what I

had done was successful, and that was the bottom line. I was well.
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My symptoms went away in August 1988. Jody became ill that fall.
Like me, Jody was willing to look at both Western and alternative medicine,

especially when our brother Dick was the one recommending it. Dick had been the first
to learn Transcendental Meditation. He became an avid meditator (and later a rather
evangelical teacher) and encouraged the entire rest of his family to start—not just my

other brother, my sisters, and me, but even our mother and our relatively skeptical

father. The Transcendental Meditation movement had extended to include Ayurvedic

medicine by the time I was diagnosed with chronic fatigue syndrome, and Dick's
influence had been the main reason I had turned to it when I became ill. I'm sure his first

instinct, on hearing the gravity of Jody's illness, was to get her into Ayurvedic treatment
instead of turning to Western medicine. Barring that, he could at least encourage her to

visit the nearest Maharishi Ayurvedic clinic, about an hour away in Lancaster.
Dr. Deepak Chopra, not quite as famous then as he would later become, was a
physician there. In late January, Jody saw him for a consultation. He prescribed herbs he

said would help with both the cancer and Jody's pain and nausea. More importantly, he
reassured Jody that there was no doubt in his mind she would get well. She was relieved
beyond belief to hear it, especially coming from that intensely charismatic doctor. I was

delighted when Jody told me Dr. Chopra's opinion, the echo of my own surety.
Jody had been in and out of hospitals many times because of her Crohn's disease.

Although she was an obedient and tractable patient, she readily assumed she needed to
take on some of the responsibility for her own healing. She saw it as work, as a struggle,
but a necessary task—and she tackled it with quiet determination. She and I talked
sometimes about why she might have gotten sick, what lessons it could hold, what she

might need to learn in order to get well. Since I credited part of my recovery to having
studied chronic illness, having been willing to look closely at my life to see where I
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might be making mistakes or moving in unhealthy directions, it seemed only logical to
extend that thinking to Jody and her cancer.

In February, before I left for my month off, Jody and I talked about her medical
situation. Although she'd consulted with Dr. Chopra and followed many of his

recommendations, Dr. Thomas remained her primary physician, the one she dealt with
nearly daily and who orchestrated her chemotherapy and radiation. Jody respected and

loved her oncologist. Jody's childhood friend Carin had given her a big, fuzzy stuffed
bear early in her illness, and she named him "Thomas" after the doctor who had treated

her so wonderfully. But Jody and I were both frustrated by the as-yet-undetermined
duration of her chemotherapy and the vague status of her future. I told her, "If it were

me, I'd be grilling my doctor for more details, finding out what his plans were for the

future, asking for concrete information so I could deal with the situation better."
If it had been me, perhaps that would have been the correct course to take, or at

least a potentially less disastrous one. For Jody, it was probably the worst advice I could
have given.

She told me the outcome. Michael had taken her to Dr. Thomas's office for a

checkup, and Jody asked Dr. Thomas when she might look forward to getting off
chemotherapy. He answered that he didn't know. He said something about being able to
control the cancer with chemotherapy, and Jody said, "I know—the rest is up to me,"

meaning it was her job to believe in her cure, to practice perfecting the mind-body link
she'd learned about through meditation and Ayurveda.

Dr. Thomas answered, "I don't believe in that mind-body stuff."
Jody started crying. She said that Michael and Dr. Thomas sat in silence as she

sobbed brokenheartedly. Finally, Dr. Thomas responded to her tears by saying that
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there'd be three people in that room who would be absolutely delighted if she could get
well. As if that could give her some comfort.
I don't know what Dr. Thomas's exact words were. I only know what Jody heard.

She heard that the very most she could hope for was to have the cancer be kept "under

control" through the misery of chemotherapy sessions that, she understood Dr. Thomas
to be saying, would continue indefinitely. She would never be free of this cancer.
I watched, through Jody, what can happen when a doctor's well-meaning honesty
and desire not to mislead destroys the intangible conviction that holds us to life even

when the odds are against us. Jody trusted her doctor, had faith in his abilities, liked and

respected him. But it was 1989. The connection between our minds and our bodies, now
a credible part of mainstream medicine, was still New Age fantasy for many physicians.

What Jody heard was not just that she would not get well, but that her efforts to be part

of her own cure were wasted.
It has been pointed out to me—and I suppose it is a sort of grim comfort—that we
will never know what would have transpired in the absence of those words. Jody had

been frail all her life, had battled Crohn's disease since she was a young child. There's a
reasonable chance she would have died anyway. It is easy to want someone or
something to blame, more difficult to think that maybe nothing could have saved her.

What I struggled with then, and still resist today, was the taking away of hope.

Lynn and I flew down to Massachusetts from Fairbanks in early April. We would

stay at my parents' house for a few days before our Vermont College residency, and
then we'd spend nine days in Montpelier. After that, Lynn would stay with my family

for a little while before flying back to Alaska, and I would take care of Jody and the kids

again for another month or so. I have only a few written-down memories of that time,
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along with impressions and feelings, and precious few even of those. It's not just loss of

memory. I was no longer fully present.

But this is one memory: As soon as I stepped back into the house, I could feel the
difference my older sister had made in it. Cindy had always been the mothering kind,

even when we were children together. She'd often cared for Jody and me from a very
early age, after Mom's drinking began to interfere with her parenting. Cindy related to
Jody's kids in an easy and intimate way, and they in turn were bold and interactive with

her. I have a hazy memory of Hilary running up to beg loudly for a cookie and of Cindy

readily giving in, while I watched in silent judgment, thinking dark thoughts about too
much sugar and impending meals and spoiled appetites.

Cindy's six-year-old daughter, Lauren—a creative child with a flood of ideas for
play—instigated what seemed like constant motion and chatter. The noise and activity

levels were way higher than during my previous stint in the quiet, somber months of

winter. Egged on by their older cousin, Hilary and Joey were wild, unruly. Cindy
encouraged and embraced their camaraderie, and often came up with creative activities
for them herself. Her parenting style was very different from Jody's, but where I had no
confidence and so followed Jody's directions, Cindy had a child of her own and also had

helped raise us. She neither asked for nor expected direction. She mothered Jody as well,

in a way that would have been impossible for me. She sometimes spoke to Jody as if she

were a child, and Jody seemed happy to defer to Cindy's big-sister authority.
Where I had been dragged into domesticity by circumstance and had suffered

from the lack of personal space, Cindy was—by choice and desire—intensely a part of

the family, connected to everything and everybody. With her natural-born caretaking
and her ultra-responsible, take-charge personality, she seemed like a real mother to the
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kids and a good nurse for Jody. Faced with a competition I was sure I could never win, I
reacted as I had since the beginning of my life: I dropped out of the race.

Something was wrong, too. Karen Nielsen, who had been giving Jody craniosacral
therapy treatments since she was diagnosed with cancer, was probably the first to catch
on. Karen had worked with Jody once or twice a week since early January, and her

treatments had been extremely helpful, especially with the debilitating effects of chemo.
All of us noticed improvements after every session. Karen could feel Jody's body

responding remarkably well to her work, and every session seemed to leave Jody a little
stronger, a little more comfortable, a little hungrier for food. But the first time Karen
worked with Jody after the fateful conversation with Dr. Thomas, she felt Jody dying.

Without saying precisely what she'd felt, she asked what had happened. Karen was livid
when Jody told her what Dr. Thomas had said.

I didn't know this yet. I only felt it, and I didn't want to understand. I

concentrated on lying low until it was time to leave for my residency at Vermont
College. Once there, I immersed myself in the experience. During the residency, I read
aloud to my group an essay about Jody that I had written during the past few months. It

felt as if I were reading about something that was over.

My work of the past semester, most of it done under difficult circumstances, met
with high approval from both my advisor and my classmates. I enthusiastically mapped
out my senior study, a history of the domestic dog. The future was full of promise—it

looked as if, at age 33,1 might finally graduate from college. I wanted to lose myself in
that future.
Our last day in Montpelier was rainy, the soft, steady rain of early April. The

college campus was muted on that Sunday morning. Lynn and I sat in the bus station,
waiting for the 12:35 bus to Springfield, trying to ignore the stale, smoky stench and the
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man slumped over unconscious—asleep, we fervently hoped,, and not dead. The Coke
machine vibrated and hummed, the only other waiting passenger quietly popped her

gum, and Lynn turned the pages of her book. It was a dreary and uncomfortable

contrast to the past week, so full of life and laughter. I felt like weeping. I wanted to stay
at Vermont College until it was time to go home to Fairbanks.
But there was no choice. After we returned from the residency, Lynn generously

ran interference for me with the kids and Jody. She helped out Jody, took some charge of
Joey and Hilary, and let me lean hard on her. Gradually I settled in, but without the

same sense of purpose and determination that had sustained me before.
Jody had changed. She was still doing well with the chemo, still improving, still

getting stronger. She needed almost no help now—she took care of both herself and the
kids most of the time. The shift was subtle, hard to pin down. She seemed quieter, less

hopeful, and sometimes she cried at odd moments. One day while watching television,

she heard an old favorite song hearkening back to our family's addiction to the
"Wonderful World of Disney" show. We would pile on our parents' bed and watch it

religiously every Sunday night. Those were good times. The song was sweet and gentle.

But tears began running down Jody's face, and she would not tell me the reason.
The song was "When You Wish Upon a Star," and the last line is, "When you wish
upon a star, your dreams come true." All her life Jody had dreamed of being a wife and

mother, of raising a family of her own.

The change in Jody cast shadows on the rest of us. One night, reading "The Voice

of Bugle Ann," a story about a dog who is lost and ultimately dies, but whose voice is
heard in the hills, I found myself crying. I knew my tears had to do with Jody. But I tried
to brush it off.
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Jody and I were hanging out on the couch one day when she turned to me

unexpectedly and asked, "Do you still believe I'm going to make it?"
What could I answer? I was not wise enough to ask her what she believed, or what

she feared, or how we might face that fear together. Instead, I lied. "Of course I still

believe you'll make it," I said, sounding outraged that she could even consider anything
else.

I don't think I'd ever lied to Jody before. There had never been any need. Jody
knew me too well—my false words did nothing to reassure her.

I discovered later that she asked my brother Dick the exact same question a few
weeks afterward. His response was guarded: "I still think you could make it..." They,

too, didn't talk about Jody's fears. It was an impossible subject to broach, the

implications unthinkable.

In her own gentle way, Jody had been heroic in trying to beat her cancer. I would
not appreciate until years later how hard she tried. She listened carefully to an

abundance of advice, followed her doctor's advice as well as the recommendations of an
Aurvedic physician, received craniosacral treatments, meditated faithfully, took herbs,
and tried to focus all her attention on regaining her health. But her faith in herself, in her
ability to get well, had faltered.

In early April, Bernie Siegel came to Springfield and gave a public lecture. Siegel's
book Love, Medicine and Miracles was immensely popular at the time, and both his book
and his visit to Springfield were all over the media. It seemed obvious, since he was
writing and talking about cancer patients and especially cancer survivors, that Jody

should go to his lecture. My brother David remembered that there was a great sense of

excitement about the prospect. We sent her off to the lecture, carefully bundled up for
warmth, with our Uncle Jack and Aunt Barbara. Uncle Jack had prostate cancer, so he
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too wanted to hear Siegel's words of wisdom. We all expected that Siegel's talk would
boost Jody's spirits, give her hope.

Although I don't know what Siegel said in his lecture, his introduction to Love,
Medicine and Miracles says, "Exceptional patients manifest the will to live in its most

potent form. They take charge of their lives even if they were never able to before, and
they work hard to achieve health and peace of mind. They do not rely on doctors to take

the initiative but rather use them as members of a team, demanding the utmost in
technique, resourcefulness, concern, and open-mindedness. If they're not satisfied, they

change doctors." Jody was not usually assertive or demanding, she didn't take charge of
things, and she was not a fighter, at least not in the way Siegel described. If the lecture
by Siegel was all about this—about winning against cancer by being exceptional, about

taking charge of one's life and one's illness, about fighting like some sort of warrior—it
would have been all about being someone Jody was not.

She came home completely demoralized. She said to David, "I'm not the kind of

person who's going to get well."

But what was the alternative? Jody told our other brother, Dick, that Siegel also
had spoken about how it was all right to die. Jody protested, "I'm 28 years old! I'm too
young to die."

She never said any of this to me. All I remember is how sad she seemed. Maybe I
didn't press hard enough, or maybe she didn't want to talk to me about it. And since I

had not heard the lecture, I could not guess why it had such a negative effect on her.

The entire family had been present at our house for a few days, an unusual
circumstance. So the same night that Jody came home so unhappily from Siegel's

lecture, Dick pushed hard for us to make a family video while we were all there, with
my friend Lynn as videographer. "In case Jody dies" was never spoken aloud, but it

89

must have been an undercurrent. It felt to me as if no one really wanted to make that

video—I know for sure that I didn't. I faintly remembered the scene as uncomfortable,
sad, full of false smiles and unshed tears. I never asked to see the video afterward. When
I finally watched it more than twenty years later, I found out it was not so simple.

Getting our family together and focused on one thing has been described as like
herding cats. It's as if when we are all in the same place with one another, we acquire a

collective case of attention deficit disorder. So it took a while to stage the video. While
various family members were finishing up inconsequential tasks in preparation, Lynn

taped the scene around the dining room table. She zoomed in on my father, who was
clearly out of sorts, his tired face craggier than usual and lacking its usual aura of good
nature. He suggested Lynn stop taping until everyone was in place. Lynn thought she
paused the camera, but in reality it continued to tape the ceiling, the walls, and the
conversation. In the middle of random remarks, Jody's voice faintly could be heard

saying, "I'm sorry. I don't mean to put such a pall over everything. I just..."

Dad interrupted her. "It's not a pall, we just..."
Jody continued, "I had no idea we were going to do this." And then Lynn figured

out how to pause the camera.
The "real" taping began uncomfortably, with most of us sitting around the table,
Lauren on my father's lap, Michael standing near Jody, and Cindy trying to remove a

small pile of laundry from one end of the table in a last-minute attempt to reduce the
clutter. Lynn first pointed the camera at me. I looked up at the camera, my expression

sad and resigned, and I gave Lynn a small, half-hearted smile. I turned to the rest of the
family and said, "I think we're on."
Jody appeared almost sullen to begin with. Everyone else looked and acted mildly

self-conscious. David was the first to try to coax us out of the low mood, saying, "Who
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else besides me voted for George Bush?" His claim to have voted for a Republican, made
to a predominantly Democrat and decidedly left-wing family, was guaranteed to

generate laughter and comments ranging from my father's appalled "Good grief," to
Michael's calm affirmation that he did indeed vote for Bush.

One of us asked David, "Did you really vote for Bush?"

Everyone laughed again, and a smile crept over Jody's face as she watched David.
She said, "He's not gonna say, now," and she chuckled and looked at me. Then, as the

conversation continued, her smile slowly faded away again.
A few moments later, Dick began hamming it up with a pink toy rabbit that had

long, flexible limbs, placing the rabbit into various questionable positions that were
impossible not to find amusing. It began to seem more like a regular, somewhat goofy
family gathering as each of us, in our own way, rose to the occasion. David even coaxed

one more tiny smile out of Jody with a comment about eating garlic. But a phone call

from Cindy's boyfriend interrupted us. When Lynn began taping again after a few
minutes, our focus had disappeared. Cindy talked on the phone while David and Jody

began to discuss his schedule in the morning. I noticed the camera was pointed at me

and told the family that Lynn was taping again, and Jody announced that she was going
to bed. This time when I looked at the camera, there was no hint of a smile. The video
ended there.

After Lynn went back to Fairbanks, I felt very much alone. Unable to accept the

unthinkable undercurrents going on in Jody's life, I turned my attention elsewhere. I
quit writing regularly in my journal—in two weeks I only wrote four entries. I took

adequate care of the kids, and even wrote in my journal that it was "far and away

easier" than the last time. In a sense, it was. I took more time for myself and spent less
time being present with anyone else. I kidded myself into believing it was a healthy
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trend, writing that I felt I was coming back to myself, taking more time for meditation,

feeling less caught up in emotions, more equanimous.
I dove into my dog study with enthusiasm and self-centeredness. My family,

especially my father, endured a running commentary on whatever I was reading, and I
often thoughtlessly interrupted conversations to deliver my latest reaction. I managed to

read four entire books at the dining room table, which I thought was an indication of
how engaged I was. I didn't recognize it as a sign that I was able to tune out my family
far too easily.

The distance that was growing between Jody and me extended itself to the kids.

I'm sure that I fed them, did their laundry, cleaned up after them just as before, but it
was much harder to connect with them this time, and I didn't try to breach the gap. Jody

probably did many of the little tasks that had kept me engaged before—bathing Joey

and Hilary, getting them up in the morning, putting them to bed. I don't remember
helping her, don't remember whether I kept her company. I think I simply grabbed the

opportunity to lose myself in reading.
I don't know whether Hilary tried to become my shado w again. If she did, I

suspect I was far more protective this time of my need to get schoolwork done. I do

remember that I was bothered considerably by her aggression toward their dog, Mattie.
One day I caught Hilary kicking Mattie for what seemed to me like the umpteenth time.
I said, quietly, "Don't you ever kick Mattie again." I didn't even raise my voice. But for

the first time, I allowed my anger to show.
Hilary was devastated. She burst into tears and ran to Jody for comfort. Distressed
at how upset Hilary seemed to be, Jody asked me to explain. I brushed it off. "I only told

her to stop kicking the dog," I said. Jody looked at me, puzzled and dismayed. I didn't

explain any further, and she dropped it.
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Jody couldn't help but notice that I wasn't connecting with the kids as well as
before. Coming on the heels of Cindy's warm, intuitive caregiving, I'm sure my lack of

connection stood out even more. I didn't know—didn't want to know—why I was so

withdrawn. I didn't try to tell Jody about my complicated feelings about Cindy,
motherhood and competition. I had confided in Jody all my life, until now.
Shortly before my stay was over, Jody and Michael went in for her regular

monthly chemotherapy treatment. They came home later that afternoon, walking slowly
down the stone path toward the house in the usual way. Jody leaned heavily on

Michael's arm, looking worn and tired. But as they got closer, I noticed there was a glint
in her eye, as well. Once inside, when we asked how it had gone, she burst out laughing.
She'd been given a month off from her treatment, but she and Michael had decided to

fool us all into thinking it was chemo as usual.

A month off seemed a hopeful gesture, an indication of how well Jody must be
doing. But it was a little worrisome, too. Jody said she'd asked the doctor whether it was

all right to do so, and that he'd joked with her about it, saying lightly that she shouldn't
worry. He promised she wouldn't die in a month.

The day I left to go back to Fairbanks, after the car was loaded, my father waited

patiently for me to finish taking leave of everyone so we could head to the airport. I

don't remember whether the day was warm and sunny or cool and cloudy, but my mind
paints it as cloudy, and pictures the trees as still bare of leaves. It was like any other of a

hundred times that one of us had left to go back to our adult lives.
Jody and I stood together in the front yard. I had tried to say goodbye to Hilary
but she was too busy playing to take notice. I told Jody that it hurt a bit. Hilary didn't

seem to care that I was going away and might not see her again for a long time.
"She doesn't understand that you're leaving," Jody said.
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Jody and I hugged goodbye and I got into the car. I turned my eyes and my

thoughts forward—happy to be returning to my home in Alaska. I didn't look back at
Jody as we drove off.

White Fire
Sometimes, when a thunderstorm is approaching at our cottage in Harpswell,

Maine, the bay becomes absolutely calm just ahead of the front. Without even a whisper
of wind, the water is perfectly smooth, everything completely still. It's as if the whole
world is holding its breath. I've never been in a hurricane on the coast, but I've heard

that the same thing happens when the eye of the hurricane arrives. Just so, my own life
stilled for a while.

On the flight back to Fairbanks, I wrote that I felt a profound peace, a total lack of

fear. I felt as if I could reach out and touch God, as if my existence transcended my body.
How could one be afraid, I thought, when there is no end?
I focused on resuming my normal life, spending a good part of the first six days
catching up on what seemed like a two-foot-high pile of mail. I worked hard on my

study, checking out books at the libraries and reading voraciously. It was long past

mushing season, but I petted and played with my dogs and probably began to brush out
their coats. I imagine I spent many satisfying moments combing gently through Blackie's

long, ebony fur—he had a coat like a collie—to get at his buff undercoat. The dogs were

all in fine shape, no one sick or hurt or unhappy.

Now that I had just one semester left, Lynn became oddly intent on my having
some cosmic revelation about the rest of my life, somehow sure my answer would give

her an answer to her own future as well. Others, too, asked what I was planning to do

now that I was in my last semester of college. Would I write or teach, or maybe apply to
graduate school? The questions pressed in on me. I wondered why everyone was asking
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this when I had absolutely no clue where I was going. I'd just been through such a hard

period. I missed Jody's kids. I still had to finish my senior thesis before I could graduate.

Couldn't I just walk forward one step at a time, without planning the future? The one
question no one asked was the same question I refused to ask myself: What about your
little sister?
I was supposed to be writing book reviews and draft chapters of my senior thesis,

but instead I curled up on the couch and lost myself for hours in books about dogs, a
"legitimate" pastime, I told myself, because it was part of my senior study. I finally sat at
my computer on May 17 to compose a progress report to my advisor, the first of six or

seven papers that I had not even started yet but which were supposed to be mailed in
two days. I fired off two pages of mundane details about my study. Then, in a rare flash
of honesty, I confessed that I feared Jody's cancer would flare up again. I wrote that the
stress of the past few months had left me gun-shy, unwilling to commit emotionally to

the writing I was supposed to be doing. I admitted to someone, finally, that I was scared.

When my advisor returned my paper, he wrote in the margin, "Yes, I understand."
Around the same time, on a day when a low-pressure system hung over
Fairbanks, I began to feel that same weather front inside me. I thought maybe it was
reentry, and that I had spoken too soon of how easy it had been to come home this time.

Whatever the cause, I felt dark and gloomy, weighed down by uncharacteristic
pessimism. I was sure, in my naivete, that pain or grief or loss would be easier to handle
than this gray uncertainty, this day of low clouds, this overflowing sense of worry.

In my mid-May report to my advisor, I wrote that my sister seemed to be doing
okay. But by the third week in May, she must have already begun her rapid downhill
slide. News from home by then could not have been good. Had Jody's month off from
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chemotherapy been a mistake? I rarely got to speak with her any more. Whenever I
called home, she wasn't feeling well and didn't want to talk on the phone.

Late in May, it struck. Everything I'd been doing—my school work, my chores,

even the effort I'd put into training my sled dogs—all of a sudden seemed useless,

pointless. I didn't want to do anything, be anything, accomplish anything. It was no use
anyway. My heart spoke the unthinkable: Jody will die. I sat at my desk and tried to

write, but death came out of the box I had stuffed it into and gathered all around me,

obscuring everything else. Finally, oh so late, I began to realize how much danger Jody
was in.
I told myself to be patient. The darkness would pass. I told myself it was just my

imagination and I would feel like myself again soon. I didn't really believe it. In one last
burst, I threw myself back into schoolwork. I set my alarm early and spent hours writing
essays and book reviews as if I could outrun the storm.
Though I didn't know it then, I believe part of my inability to accept that Jody

might actually be dying sprang from a sense of impossibility. I remember thinking that
someone so loved could not possibly die; that the sheer unimaginable force of so many
positive thoughts and such bottomless, infinite devotion as Jody commanded simply

must keep death at bay.
Besides, she was my younger sister. There is an accepted order to our lives.

Parents are supposed to die before their children, older siblings before younger ones. I'd

cried over stories about dying children, about brothers or sisters who lost a younger
sibling, but experiencing it was another thing entirely. The sense of violation, of utter

wrongness, is so deep as to be nearly molecular. It seems as if every layer of
consciousness cries out, thunders, No/ This. Can. Not. Be.
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My family and I tried to operate in the same habitual denial as always. Jody was
very sick, but maybe she'd rally. No one spoke IT aloud. In my journal, I wrote of my
fear but never faced it squarely enough to get on the next plane and fly home. I felt lost

in an unreality, a dream from which surely I would wake up any time. Walking through

the house, driving the car, feeding the dogs—if I paused for even a moment, even just to

pat my old lead dog's head, I saw Jody's death. Every time, I tried desperately to wrench

the image back to hope, to seeing her get well.
I could no longer work on my senior thesis. I wiped a countertop, ran a load of

dishes in the dishwasher, left the rest of the household chores undone. I thought about
going to my desk, about removing the clutter from my office floor. Instead, I gravitated
toward the tiny stitches of a needlework project, neglecting even my dogs in favor of

curling my head over a piece of fabric. I threaded yarn through a needle and mindlessly
added one stitch after another to a big blank canvas for hours at a time. Ignoring the

spring green outside my window, I filled in hundreds of stitches of snow beneath
Canada geese landing on a pond in winter.

Within the host of fuzzy and disconnected memories I have, I clearly remember

driving home alone one night from a movie, rounding a curve; in the road and hearing a
voice, as if on the telephone, saying "Jody is dead." Nothing around me seemed as real
as that voice. It was so clear, so powerful, that I almost stopped the car. I drove the rest

of the way at a crawl, dreading what might wait for me, but there was no message, no
bad news.
I fought that premonition with everything I had. I told several people of the

experience in a pathetic belief that if I spoke it out loud, I could make it not come true. I
fell into one final, desperate, last-ditch denial of the unquestionable knowledge that Jody
was not going to make it.
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I came back from town one day in early June to a message from Dad that Jody was

seriously fading. On June 5th, Mom and Michael reported that Jody was lucid but
miserable with pain. I asked to speak to her, but again she wouldn't talk to me. Perhaps

she felt I had abandoned her, or she didn't want to face my reaction to her condition. It
had been weeks since I'd heard her voice. I was too muddled to assert myself, to insist

that I at least have a few brief words with her.
I'm pretty sure I asked my father if I should come home. I think I remember him
saying I should wait to see if she rallied. No one told me that Cindy had come back to
Wilbraham because Jody had wanted her there.

I waited like an animal in a trap, waited for the world to fall apart. There was no

way out and no solace. The unshakeable conviction I had felt last winter, knowing she
would make it, had blown away. I didn't like asking God for favors, but I was asking
now: Don't take Jody away from me. I still believed, then, that the Almighty Being I'd
learned about in my youth might choose to step in and wave his hand over us.

That night I went to bed early, exhausted from crying all day. As I lay there alone,
miserably sleepless, the thought came to me that some of my misery might be Jody's.
Though I had closed myself off from her during my last visit, I still felt deeply entwined

with her on a subtler plane. It seemed as if some of the pain and fear I felt so strongly
were not mine, but hers.

With that thought came an involuntary calming. I relaxed into it, eyes closed, and
let silence wash over me. In the stillness, it felt as if my life and Jody's were un
entwining, disentangling from one another, but not in the sense of breaking apart or

tearing away. It was more like untying a knot or untwisting a braid. Nothing broken,
nothing damaged.
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Ever so gently, our entangled lives finished parting. Then I felt us reconnect at a

much more profound level. Deep below the fear and turmoil, on a level full of peace, we

once again became a part of each other.
In the darkness behind my closed eyes, I saw a brilliant, beautiful white light. The
light had no boundaries, though it took the general shape of a star. I knew I was looking
at Jody's soul: infinite, immortal, perfect, undying.
I thought of how Jody and I had talked about why she might have gotten cancer—

about what mistakes she might have made in her life, or what she might have been
meant to learn from her illness. Now, seeing this light, I knew we'd been on the wrong
track all along.

Suddenly it was terribly important to reach across all those miles of empty space. I
thought to her, as hard as I've ever thought anything, "Jody, we were all wrong. It's not

what you didn't do right, or what you were supposed to learn from the cancer. You're
perfect. That's what you were supposed to learn, that you're perfect. You'll be okay. No

matter what happens—no matter whether you get better or not—you'll be okay."
I kept thinking that over and over, "You'll be okay," as if my thoughts could reach

her. The fear was gone, and in its place was love and trust. I'd seen the perfection of
Jody, and I trusted that the connection between us was at that same level of perfection
and immortality. Forever unbreakable.

Years later, reading Mary Oliver, I would come across her poem "The Ponds,"

which ends this way:
I want to believe I am looking

into the white fire of a great mystery.
I want to believe that the imperfections are nothing—
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that the light is everything—that it is more than the sum

of each flawed blossom rising and fading. And I do.
This is what I know and forget, and know again: The imperfections are nothing. What
we are, always, is whole. The incompleteness, the flaws I see are only a mistake, a failing

of my perception.

Though it gave me such peace for the moment, I would not be able to hold onto
that feeling of connection, any more than I could hold the light in my hands. It would
prove too easy to forget it, to go back to feeling disconnected from Jody, to feel imperfect

myself, to see imperfections in others. Yet from that day forward, I would never again be

able to accept the idea of a God who was disappointed in us, who thought humans were
imperfect and who would punish us for our sins.

Because it seems so "out there," I always feel shy when I tell the story of that
night. But I never question whether it was real. It was one of the truest experiences of
my life.

The next morning, I awoke still in a state of grace, calm and steady, certain I'd

been heard. But also still in denial. I got dressed, made myself a cup of coffee, gave the

dogs their breakfast, as if it were a day like any other. I didn't call home to tell Jody
about my experience, to ask her if she felt it, too. Perhaps I wanted to believe that I
didn't need to.

Most of the details that follow came from my brothers, my sister Cindy, and Jody's
friend Carin.

When Cindy arrived in Wilbraham, Jody was staying in Cindy's bedroom, closest

to the living area. A commode had been set up in the bedroom because she was no

longer strong enough to take even the few steps across the hall to the bathroom. Jody's
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legs had turned black and blue, and she couldn't bear to be touched. Cindy did not yet

have any intimate experience with death, so although she knew Jody was suffering
horribly, she didn't recognize the signs that her body was dying.
Cindy slept with Jody that night, careful not to bump her sensitive skin, while

Michael slept with the kids. Jody had been told that David was planning to come down
for a visit and would arrive late that evening. In the middle of the night, Jody woke up

and asked Cindy, "Did David get in all right?" Cindy assured her that he had, and Jody
went back to sleep.
The morning of June 6th, Mom asked Cindy to help her pack Jody's clothes for a
trip to the Ayurvedic clinic in Lancaster, a last-ditch attempt to stop Jody's downhill
rush. At one point Mom turned to Cindy and said, "She's not going to make it." Cindy

told herself that Mom was referring to the trip, and she told Mom they should still go
through the process of packing, just in case Jody could. Michael spent part of the day
working frantically at the computer, probably trying to tie up loose ends so he could

accompany Jody to Lancaster.
Our friend Katie, who had helped take care of Jody and the children many times
throughout Jody's illness, was watching the kids. Our minister friend, Doug Nielsen,

had come over as well, perhaps to discuss Michael's concern that Jody had never been
baptized, although that fact had never bothered Jody. So the house must have been very
full.

David went into the bedroom to visit with Jody. She was weak and in pain, and

she told him talking was hard for her, but she'd love to hear David "just talk." So he sat

with her and talked about music and dancing as Jody listened silently, seeming to enjoy
the sound of his voice and his stories.
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Sometime in the middle of the afternoon, Jody's friend Carin called her. They
talked for a little while, and Carin noticed that Jody sounded very chipper at first. Jody

asked Carin how she was doing, which Carin thought was absurd since Jody was the
one so sick. So she asked Jody how she was doing. Jody answered, "I know I'm very sick,
but you know, really, inside I'm okay."

They talked for a while longer and even started laughing together about
something, as had been typical throughout their entire friendship. Then Jody's voice

suddenly got very soft, and Carin couldn't hear what she said. Finally, Carin heard Jody
say she needed to go to the bathroom, but Michael wasn't there to help. They said

goodbye, and Carin called back on the second house line to make sure someone

attended to Jody. Michael came to the bedroom and helped Jody onto the commode. But
when he tried to lift her back up off the commode, Jody could no longer help at all, and
he couldn't manage her limp weight by himself. He bellowed for Cindy, who rushed in

to help. Jody lifted up her arms to Cindy like a little child, and somehow Cindy and
Michael managed to get her back into bed. Then Michael dashed off to the bank to get

cash for Jody's trip to the clinic.
Cindy was left alone with Jody as her body went into crisis. Jody's eyes were wild
with fear, and she was hyperventilating. Cindy couldn't put her arms around Jody

because it would have hurt her, so she took Jody's hand and cradled it against her own

neck. She spoke reassuring words that came out of her without thought, telling Jody to

be calm. Jody looked at her, and Cindy said it was as if she knew she was going to leave.
Then Jody turned her face forward and breathed out, and never breathed in again.
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Cindy went out and motioned to Doug Nielsen to come into the room, as she
wanted some sort of validation for the unthinkable thing that had just happened. Then

the word went around to everyone in the house.

David's first reaction was to think, "Why even bother going on?" The grief he felt

at Jody's passing was too much to live with. But gradually—and not really
consciously—he came around to the realization that there was no alternative. After a
while, he went in to sit with Jody's body and talk to her. He fiad a sense that he should

do so just in case there was any chance at all Jody could somehow still hear him. He

wasn't sure her presence was still there, but he talked to her anyway, telling her about
feeling that he couldn't go on but that somehow we would all get through this, and we
would all help with the kids.
Dick was about to begin his afternoon meditation at Livingston Manor, a retreat in

New York, when his phone rang. "Dick, this is David. Jody just died." In shock, Dick
stammered back, "Jody—just—died." His first thought was to ask if Hilary was okay,

and he said he'd be home as soon as he could borrow a car and drive the four hours to
Wilbraham. Just a few minutes later, a friend knocked on Dick's door, bringing an

uplifting message he'd recorded for Jody about a similar experience his own sister had
gone through and survived. He innocently handed it over.
"Thanks," Dick said, every muscle in his body tense, "but it's too late. She just
died." He could only whisper the last word. Dick's friend offered a truly heartfelt

condolence, and then left when Dick said he had better be alone. Within seconds, Dick

was writhing in agony and weeping inconsolably.

When my phone rang, I knew before I answered it. That night I took the redeye
out of Fairbanks. I had a five-hour layover in Seattle. In the Sea-Tac airport, at gate N-9,1
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looked at the clock—5:22 a.m.—and wrote down the time in my journal, and that it was
the day after Jody died. I re-read the sentence in bewilderment. It could not be true.
After sunrise, I settled myself at N-6 because it had windows facing the sun. I

thought of all the mornings I had spent at Sea-Tac, waiting to be picked up by my Seattle
friends or passing through on the way East. The airport was so familiar to me now that

it almost felt a little like home. I could feel the sun's warmth on my face and hair, and I
watched my hand cast shadows as I wrote. The windows creaked behind me as they
expanded with the heat. The sun cut through some of my defenses, and tears began to

smolder behind my eyes. I wrote a little bit about Jody, too raw for the words inside me
but driven to set them down nonetheless.

Dad picked me up at the airport late that night. I walked in the door of the house,
jet-lagged and numb. My family stood in line for hugs: Mom, Cindy, David, Dick, and

Michael. It looked to my weary eyes like a gauntlet to be run rather than a source of
comfort and love. I imagined expectancy in their eyes, as if I was supposed to provide

some support, give them some added strength, reveal some hidden wisdom that would
make things better. All I had to offer, I thought, was my numb, worthless self. I felt as if I

was letting them down.
That night the house was crowded with family and friends. I was supposed to stay

in Cindy's room, sharing Cindy's bed with her while Hilary and Jody's friend Carin
slept on the floor. I stretched out on the side of the bed next to the wall and tried to
relax. Cindy dropped off to sleep, her breath coming slow and regular beside me as I lay

awake. The sound of so much breathing, the sense of so many people in my immediate

space, made me claustrophobic. I slid out from under the covers and crawled to the

bottom of the bed, trying not to wake Cindy as I worked my way across her feet. Careful
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not to step on Carin, I tiptoed out of the bedroom and fled to the living room, where I
curled up on the couch.

My brother David was still up, and he was surprised to see me. He seemed
concerned that I would choose such a substandard place to sleep. Startled but touched
by his consternation, I told him that I'd slept on the couch a lot as a teenager. When I

was young and confused, the couch provided both solitude and connection, a sense that
I was by myself yet only steps away from family. I explained to David that it gave me a

weirdly comfortable feeling. He went off to bed, still acting puzzled. Blessedly alone in
the quiet darkness, I fell into an exhausted sleep. In the morning, when my father came
out and found me on the couch, I had to explain myself all over again.

The next day we gathered with Doug Nielsen to plan a memorial service for Jody.
I sat on the floor and leaned against my father's knee, tears flowing almost continuously,

as we discussed what to do at the service. The family liked the idea of including a

section where everyone who wished to could say something about Jody. My siblings
were willing, even eager to speak, but Jody and I had always been the shy ones in the
family. I recoiled at the thought of standing up in front of a church full of people. I

didn't want to spend all of Jody's service feeling apprehensive.
I turned to Doug and said that I didn't think I could speak, and I asked if he would

be willing to read for me something I had written in my journal on the way home. My
cowardice seemed to disappoint some of my family. My brother Dick scolded, "Carol
Ann!" (In my family, the use of middle names is reserved for reprimands.) But Dad's

hand never left my shoulder. Doug looked at me kindly and said he would be honored
to read whatever I had written.

The house was flooded with cards and flowers as people received the news of
Jody's death. Neighbors and friends brought food. The outpouring of sympathy was
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wonderful, but it seemed every card, every flower arrangement was either for someone
else or for the whole family. I felt invisible. Then a potted flowering plant came for me
from my friend Leslie. Her thoughtfulness undid me, and tears came yet again. I
wondered how there could be so many tears, how the body could keep generating them

without running out.
As the days before Jody's service passed, I slipped once more into the role I had
made for myself during her illness. I cleared crackers, used napkins, and dirty dishes

from the dining room table. I filled the dishwasher, cleaned pots and pans, washed

copious loads of laundry. The full house helped to offset Jody's absence. Yet I missed her

in every act—in doing laundry that no longer included her clothes, in picking up clutter

she no longer had a hand in making, in walking from room to empty room.
Shortly after I arrived, Dick and Michael conducted a private ceremony for Jody

that involved flowers, incense and a song of gratitude to a long line of gurus, sung in
Sanskrit. I think there were five of us crowded around a little table in the room where
Jody died—Dick and Michael performing the ritual, while Cindy, my mother, and I

stood and watched. Cindy and I hummed along. I want to think that Hilary may have
come in, too. I didn't look at Michael's face, but I imagine his expression was quiet, his

brown eyes sad, his boisterous nature subsumed into careful attentiveness as he stood

next to Dick and they sang the melodic Sanskrit words. For the duration of the ceremony
we were simply and purely together, standing close to each other in the small room, in

the deep quiet and the soft, gentle music.
As I looked ahead, I was sure the future could no longer hold any fear, because

there was nothing I'd dreaded more than Jody's death. All other potential losses seemed
to pale in significance. But I wondered what would exist in that freedom. I didn't realize

how protective the heart can be when grief is too large to be borne. I had strangely sweet
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visions of the future that I clung to as if they were premonitions, hoping they were true.
I wanted to think other losses could not unbalance me.

Michael gave me my first taste of how wrong I could be. The rifts that had existed

between Michael and the rest of us, particularly me, began to open wider now that Jody
was gone. Jody had been both connection and buffer between us; now she would

become the source of misunderstanding and pain. It began over Jody's name. For the
memorial service, we had designed a little program for "Jody Rikard." That bothered me

considerably. Many of those who would come were people Jody grew up with, people
who hadn't known her as Michael's wife. I didn't mind using Jody's married name if we

could at least include the words "born Josephine Chapin Kaynor." Michael didn't

understand my insistence and argued against using Jody's maiden name anywhere on
the program. I think he saw it as a way for me to somehow take Jody away from him.

In a sense, he was not that far off. I didn't exactly want to deprive Michael of his
wife, but I wanted to assert my own family's claim. Names mattered more to me than to

the other women in my family. I was proud of being a Kaynor, of being associated with
my father's clan. We belonged to a tightly knit extended family, one that had provided

meals, sympathy, advice and companionship when Jody was sick. Jody, in my mind,
had not become just a Rikard when she married Michael; she was always still a Kaynor

as well.

Michael and I clashed again over the arrangements for a memorial donation. We
talked of what people could give in Jody's memory, and someone had the wonderfully
appropriate idea of suggesting people donate children's books to the local library.

Again, Michael wanted the bookplates to say "in memory of Jody Rikard," and once
again it took concerted persuasion to alter that, to add any acknowledgment that she

was born a Kaynor.
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During the discussions, Michael made it clear he wanted to hold tightly to the nine
years he had with Jody, which I understood and sympathized with. All of us were trying
to hold onto what we could. But I felt this disconcerting sense that he was asserting he

had actually taken possession of Jody for those nine years, that she was something he

could claim ownership of. He argued at one point that she'd always been Jody Rikard, as
if she'd been born with that name instead of ours. We had to apply considerable

pressure before he would admit that she had been a Kaynor for much longer than she
was a Rikard.
I think Michael was trying to salvage whatever he had left of the only hearth and
home he'd ever known. He'd said many times that he had never been close to his own
family. Jody was his family, the center of his universe. He grabbed and clung to the

vestiges of that universe: Jody's name, Jody's memory, their children together. He went

room to room in our house, gathering up everything of Jody's (and even some things
that weren't Jody's) that he wanted to keep. His loss would have trumped, in his mind,

what probably seemed a lesser loss to her family. We, after all, still had each other.
Michael was still my friend, and I tried to understand him, to give him permission

to be human and fallible. But I was reminded that Jody had said of Michael once that he
didn't know how to be a friend himself. He took from us what he needed, often with no

acknowledgment or thanks. He still lived in my parents' house, he ate their food, his
children slept here. Jody had died here. Yet sometimes it seemed he didn't want to grant

us even pieces of Jody in return.
I might feel outrage or resentment, but I could not be honest with Michael, could

not risk venting my feelings. All of us were constrained by our love for Hilary and Joey,
and I knew that for their sakes, we would continue to grant to Michael the generosity

that had continually flowed his way. Occasionally over the years that followed, he
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would even acknowledge it, saying we were more like family to him than his own. But
without Jody, there was no longer anyone to play mediator between us.
After the Flowers

The Wilbraham United Church, a large and relatively modern brick building near
the center of town, had been part of our lives since we were children. We passed by the
U-shaped building with its white steeple, spacious front lawn, and big maples every

time we walked down to our grandmother's house on Main Street. Though my father

was agnostic and we were never a devout Christian family, the church was central to
our community. We'd gone to Sunday School there, attended special services, and sang
Christmas carols in the large sanctuary.

At Jody's service, the big church was full, crowded with people who loved Jody,
people who loved the rest of us. Jody never did anything to make herself well known;

she'd led a quiet life. She hadn't been head of any organizations or become a leading

professional in any field. Yet here was a church full of people saying goodbye to
someone who had simply loved well, and in fact had loved better in 28 years than most

of us could ever manage in a lifetime.
Doug wrapped up the time where people spoke by reading what I'd written. I

listened with gratitude to his voice speaking the words so much better than I could have.
To be fully conscious is to risk full pain. I cannot believe my little sister

is dead. I cannot believe I will never again share that look of conspiracy with

her, never argue again over puzzle pieces, never again lose sight of all my

petty disagreements against myself in the light of her all-forgiving love.
Jody is forever inside of me. I must not lose sight of that. The love she
gave me is unquenchable, and I sense its power will be even stronger after

her death than it was when she lived. Then, I could forget that love till I saw
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her again, forget how precious such love is until she reminded me. Now, I
must carry her love inside me always—never forgotten, never ignored,

never absent. I must answer her death, honor who she was, for the rest of
my life, with the rest of my life.

Such innocent, noble words. I had no idea then how extraordinarily difficult a task I had

set before myself. I would come back again and again to the choice of being fully
conscious and risking that pain.

After my siblings left to return to their respective homes, my parents and I decided

to go up to our cottage in Maine for a brief visit, leaving Michael and the kids alone at
the house in Wilbraham. We thought of it as a practice run for Michael, letting him

experience taking care of his kids by himself for the first time. When we returned a few
days later, all the flowers and plants we'd been given had vanished. Not one remained.

We asked Michael where they were. He said he threw them into the river.
"All of them?" my mother asked him, incredulous. My plant from Leslie and all

the other potted plants, meant as more permanent memorials than cut flowers? The hats,
vases, pots, and decorative accessories that came with the flowers and plants? Michael
said he had thrown out everything. No apology was forthcoming; he seemed to think

what he'd done was totally reasonable.
Mom was furious. He could do what he wanted with the flowers sent to him, but

how dare he throw out everyone else's as well? It was her house, and she deeply
resented his assumption that the flowers we'd all been given were his to dispose of.

Michael had done better with the kids than he had with the flowers. But one
afternoon after we got back, while Mom and I were meditating in her bedroom and Dad
was watching the kids, Hilary and Joey tussled in the dining room. Hilary pushed Joey,
who fell down and split his lip badly on the hardwood floor. Dad sent Hilary to Mom
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for help, and we came out to find blood all over Joey's face and the floor. Mom tried to
examine Joey's lip to see if he would need stitches. All the while, he screamed in pain
and fear. Michael was in the corner bedroom working at his computer, door open, in

easy earshot of all the noise. He never came out to see whether his son was all right.
Even when Dad went in to get him, hoping Michael could reassure Joey with his

presence, Michael said, "Be there in a minute," calmly finished his document, and set it
to print before casually walking into the dining room to see what all the commotion was

about.
As my folks and I cleaned up Joey and quieted him, and then mopped up the

blood on the floor, I thought about the children living with their father—of Michael's
obliviousness to their needs when Jody was sick, of his stubborn insistence on letting

Joey cry to see if he'd stop on his own, of Michael's apparent inability to see anyone
else's point of view unless it suited him to do so. When Hilary seemed to be acting out

because of her mother's death, Michael had insisted on quoting Freud that "sometimes a

cigar is just a cigar" and saying she was probably just being a naughty five-year-old.
When it had been Michael's turn to take care of the kids while Jody was sick, he'd
sometimes begged out because he was too tired or too busy, and we'd always been there

to pick up the slack. What would happen, I wondered, when he was tired or busy and
we weren't there? I was too naive as yet to wonder what would happen when he was

angry.

At least Michael would be taking the kids back to Fairfield, Iowa, to live in the
town where he and Jody had lived before, and where Cindy still lived. That was a huge
comfort. But he would be taking the kids away. We had been their family for 10 months,
had paid far more attention to their needs than Michael could—or would—while Jody
was ill. They had become our children, not just Jody's kids. We had all promised,
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explicitly or implicitly, to help take care of them. Now Michael alone would be

responsible for their care. And indeed, it would prove much harder for him than anyone
could foresee at the time. Months later, I would hear from Cindy that Michael was

having a difficult time coping. That he'd lost his temper with the kids, pinching and
scratching when he got frustrated, yelling at them until they were frightened. I would

remember watching him spank Hilary too hard, the force knocking her little body across

the room, and I would begin to be afraid for her and Joey.
I didn't know this yet. All I had was an ill-defined sense of unease, which I took

outside with me to stew about on our front porch. I heard Michael talking

enthusiastically to Mom about having appointed nine guardians for the children, an
abundance that guaranteed no matter what happened, someone would be around to

take care of them. I thought I heard my own name listed as second. Back in February,
Jody told me that she and Michael had decided to appoint me guardian of their children.
They had not talked to me about a whole succession. Had I been demoted?

Michael came out to the porch, and I asked him how he'd set up the guardianship.
He answered that he'd appointed Cindy as first guardian and me as second. I reminded
him that it had been Jody's desire to have me appointed guardian, and that he himself

had told me that was what he was planning to do. He countered that all that was just

preliminary talk, and that he'd changed his mind. I asked him if I'd done something
wrong. I could see the answer in his eyes. But he said that I hadn't done anything, that

the main reason was because Hilary loved her cousin Lauren, Cindy's daughter, so

much.
There was no doubt Cindy would do her best by the kids if called on, and she was

a more natural mother, but Jody had told me she liked the stability of my home life and

the strengths I could bring as a parent. I wanted to think Michael was ignoring Jody's
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wishes for some reason of his own so that I could blame this on him instead of myself,

but maybe that wasn't right. Maybe Jody had changed her mind, had chosen Cindy

because she no longer thought I would be a good parent to her children. The pain I felt

at that thought was black and destructive, totally different from the once-clean hurt of
losing Jody. It felt as if I'd been poisoned.
I asked Mom and Dad about it later. Reluctantly, they told me that Jody had said I

wasn't "clicking" as well with the kids when I came back East the second time, in April.
I remembered getting angry at Hilary when she kicked the dog, and Jody's

bewilderment at how out of character it had been. I thought of how much I had

withdrawn from Jody, her children, and the whole situation during that time.
For a while, I tried to fool myself into believing Jody wouldn't have wanted to
demote me as guardian, that it was a decision Michael had made for his own reasons.

But under the denial, I now had concrete, immutable proof that I had let Jody down.
The day Michael and the kids left for Iowa, I looked at Hilary and Joey sitting

expectantly in the car with no idea of how far away from us they were going, and
thought, "How can I let this happen?" How could they possibly understand? They'd

been living with us all for months. They would certainly feel confused and abandoned.
Perhaps Joey was still so young that he would not even remember this time. Hilary was

plenty old enough to remember, but not nearly old enough to understand why she had
to leave us, and why we had to let her go.
For the short time I had left in Wilbraham, I tried to process and deal with it all. By

the time of my departure for Fairbanks, I believed I had found some answers. I
convinced myself that I'd come to accept Michael for who he was, that I'd worked my
way back to that generosity of spirit I'd been finding so difficult to sustain. I told myself

the whole guardianship issue was something he'd done in good faith but contrary to his
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wife's wishes. Though worried about the children, I thought knowing how much
Michael loved them would be enough to keep that concern at bay. I assumed my grief
would remain clean, that my connection with Jody was unbreakable.
Heading west toward Chicago on the first leg of my flight home, I felt full of

optimism and peaceful resolution. I would renew my lifetime commitment with my

husband, bind up wounds that would now heal, rebuild my old world. On the flight to
Alaska from Seattle, I could feel Jody's presence, and I wrote that I felt as if nothing—not
time or distance, not siblings or husbands, nothing—could ever come between us again.

I looked down at water sparkling in the sun, curling at the feet of snowcapped

mountains in Southeast Alaska. The blue that surrounded the plane was a northern blue,
the blue of my sky, the corridor of summer light that led to my home. I would return to
Cal's and my house in the woods and my motley crew of sled dogs, finish up my final

semester at Vermont College, get my bachelor's degree, perhaps begin a career as a

writer. Everything would fall back into place.

Unpacked Boxes
It was confusing to live without a huge crisis in my life, after counting each day,

each hour for so many months during Jody's illness. I came back to Fairbanks intending
to focus on my senior thesis. I imagined it would be so much easier with entire days at
my disposal, few interruptions, no demands on my time. But I couldn't concentrate. I sat

at a desk heaped with paperwork and clutter and stared out the window. I had lost the
heart of my study, the heart of myself. Who was I now? I had defined myself in part by

who I was to Jody, in part by the life I had structured for myself. Now Jody was gone,
and there was something wrong with that structure, as well.

Someday, I was sure, the pain would be bearable. For now it was only crippling. I
wasted time, got sidetracked. Sometimes, to my huge embarrassment, tears would come
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even in public. Other times, it murmured less blatantly, yet it was always there: we no

longer shared the same sky. I couldn't figure out how to live without Jody.
It was impossible to know what "normal" was any more, though I tried very hard

to be whatever that was. I clung to Cal, hugging him at odd moments, watching him
sleep, holding his hand. I drank in the sound of his voice, watched the way he moved in

his compressed, confident way. I worried a lot. I meditated next to him as he slept and
surrendered gratefully to the relief of his breathing. Cal was a steady, calm, reliable force

in my life. He never raised his voice, he was practical and sensible, and nothing about
him was chaotic. I depended on him for both my financial and my emotional stability. I
was eaten up with fear that I would lose him, too.

At the same time, I had become restless and uneasy, dissatisfied at some profound
level with my marriage, with my whole life. Nothing seemed as good or significant as it
used to; nothing was as satisfying. There was a haunting shallowness to my existence. I

tried to work at the reading and writing required for my senior semester, hoping I could

still graduate in the fall, but for a while that summer, I stalled out completely. My

historical study of the domestic dog had been a perfect choice, guaranteed to captivate
me. Now the subject seemed superficial.
I didn't understand this. I had lost a close aunt and uncle, my two well-loved

great-aunts, both of my grandmothers, my dear friend Scott, but somehow those losses

had been muted, made ultimately bearable by my ability to compartmentalize the pieces
of my life. I came to the loss of my sister entirely unprepared for its ability to derail
every facet of my existence. My advisor for the semester kept telling me there was no
way out except through. He had lost a son in a car accident, so he knew well of what he

spoke. I thought I understood what he meant, but in reality I was clueless. I think

nothing could have gotten through to me then.
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Jody haunted me everywhere I went, in everything I did. When she was struggling

with nausea from the chemo, she had been ordered to drink Ensure to keep up her

nutrients. One day she made a big glass of the stuff and brought it into the living room
and grimaced at it. I mentioned that I was getting dehydrated. She went back to the

kitchen, got out a glass of the exact same size, and filled it full of water—which she
knew I hated as much as she hated Ensure. She plunked it down on the coffee table next

to hers and said, "If I have to drink all of mine, you have to drink all of yours." Now I
couldn't even look at a glass of water.
One night in July, the grief reached a sort of boiling point. Lynn had called to ask

how I was doing. I had just sent off a mailing to my advisor in which I wrote that I'd
gambled everything I had on Jody, and lost. I tried to tell this to Lynn, but started crying

so hard I couldn't get the words out. She hung up the phone and drove over.

With Lynn's arms around me and a box of tissues close at hand, I told her how I'd
been trying so hard to be strong, to control my life and the flow of my pain. I'd been
trying to do this death thing "right"— to be brave and noble, to not have any regrets, to

deny any unresolved feelings. Most of all, I'd been trying not to face my own failure. I'd

done everything I could think of to make Jody well again, and I'd failed. Weeping
miserably as Lynn hugged me, I admitted for the first time the depth of that failure.
Lynn said to me, "You fought harder for Jody's life than Jody did." I thought I

could see that she was right. I went in slugging, willing to give up everything else if that
was what it took to make Jody well. But Jody was far more passive, I thought. She didn't

take control of her life, her treatment, didn't stand up and fight. It was a false comfort,
but it helped for the moment, even though it was too simple to be true.

My confession of my failures, and Lynn's loving reception, took a huge weight off

of me. Afterward, I thought optimistically that perhaps the worst was over. But my
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nights were full of disturbing dreams about Jody. In every dream she was alive, and I

would wake up desolate because it wasn't true. In one dream, I walked into a room
where she was and didn't recognize her face for a moment. Then it dawned on me who I

was looking at, and tears began streaming down my face. "I thought you were dead," I
told her, feeling scared and guilty and relieved all at once.
In all the dreams, there was this obvious relief that Jody wasn't dead, yet all had
an unreal quality that haunted me even as I dreamed. In every single one, Jody was cool,
distant, not herself. Someone else was always taking care of her. She was nearly always

sick, and I was always just an observer. The dreams left my waking hours tainted with a
deep dissatisfaction. Now that I had admitted my failings, I began to feel as if I would
never be free of the doubt, the self-blame, the wistfulness, the need to have been there,

giving her what courage and strength I had, when she faced her own death. I thought

I'd given all I had to give, but it wasn't enough then, and it wasn't enough now to keep
this haunting at bay.
I missed my little sister to the very edges of my life. You can't love someone this

much and still lose her, I thought. It's not right. It's not possible. This love should have
been able to do anything, so why couldn't it keep her alive?

In the early fall, as part of my dog study, I picked up a book called The Four-Footed
Therapist by Janet Ruckert. I'd intended to use it as background material for the section

of my study about the varied roles dogs have played. But in reading the book, I found it
spoke directly to my own need for therapy. All alone in the house, I began my own little

workshop on grief.
The first exercise in the book was called "Regaining Self-Worth." One of the steps
was to remember a warm, happy, free time in childhood when you felt good about

yourself over some special incident. Without thinking much, 1 began remembering my
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childhood. Every memory that came spontaneously to the surface was a negative one,
and several had to do with Jody: Me pushing Jody out of the way to beat her to the door

when a rose-breasted grosbeak I'd tamed came to ask for birdseed. Jody and me walking

down the road in Harpswell and me telling her she was spoiled, and her softly saying, "I

know I am." Me competing with Jody and Cindy for our brother Dick's attention and
never feeling good enough to deserve it. Me being selfish—always the memories came

back to me being selfish.
I burst into tears. I thought about how of all the family, Jody was the only person

that I felt truly secure with. Everyone else pointed out my flaws, seemed to want to
mold me into a more acceptable person. Jody made me feel as if all the value
judgments—selfish, clumsy, too shy, too loud, too quiet—were irrelevant, as if she

simply loved me because I was Carol, and needed nothing more from me than that.
I also thought about my accomplishments as a child, and I realized that I didn't

have any I felt were validated. I tamed the grosbeak, but it was Jody feeding the bird

that everyone remembered. I was a pretty good singer, but everyone thought of Cindy

as the singer in the family. I was a pretty good writer, but it was always Dick or David
who seemed to get the recognition for their writing talents. Mostly I felt like just an
average child in a family of above-average children: invisible, unheard, insignificant.
As critical as I was about myself, how would I survive without Jody? I lost the

person I felt most okay with.
Either because I was foolish or a glutton for punishment, I went on reading the
book. And once again got derailed. A couple of pages farther on, the author told of a
man who had been the dutiful son, following his parents' directions, but who had a

nightmare about being trapped in an elevator. In Ruckert's office, he role-played as if he

were the elevator itself, the workers who couldn't hear his cry for help, the stuck place.
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Ruckert asked him to call again for help. When he did so, Ruckert's dog Delilah came

running over and put her paw on his hand. Delilah's response broke through his
stoicism, and he put his head down near her and began to cry.
So did 1.1 remembered how strong I had tried to be—first for Jody, then for my

parents and Cindy. I thought I was so noble, taking care of Jody's kids, but I wanted
most to be with her. I wanted my heroic efforts to be recognized and rewarded by the
opportunity to be her companion. When Jody died, everyone reassured me that she and
I had no loose ends, that she didn't need me to be there. But I needed to be there.
I don't ask for help very much, I thought. I cry alone. I put up a brave front with

my friends, but I can't ask for the help I've been needing to get over the feeling of being

a bad person, a failure.
I went on to an exercise on being assertive, and I thought of Michael. He was very

good at getting his needs met, at justifying unacceptable behavior, by saying that all he
wanted was to be near Jody. I was lousy at getting my needs met because he usurped
my place—all our places—at Jody's side. I was angry at him, still, for monopolizing my

little sister, for feeling he had cornered the market on loss, on love, on suffering. He
owned her heart, he seemed to say. He had primary claim to her time.

And so, I supposed, he did. But I never tried to make him understand how

important it was for me to be near her, too. In the end I lost a million precious moments

with my little sister because I didn't ask for them.
I was trying so hard not to be selfish. It was my one big chance in life to be a saint,

to rise above what I thought of as my biggest fault. I was bucking for a halo, but my real
goal was for Jody to get well. I'd struck a bargain with God: I'll do the impossible, be

perfect and unselfish and giving beyond anything anyone ever dreamed I was capable
of, and you'll make Jody well.
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Only I did, and he didn't, and now I could no longer value the gesture. I could
only see that I'd failed, that the biggest effort of my entire life wasn't good enough. That

in the end it didn't matter. Jody still died.
And I left her in March. She needed me, she wanted me to stay, and I left. I
abandoned her. I made her cry, made her feel lost and alone because I wasn't there any
more. I was never there for her again. In April and May, I kept the whole situation at

arm's length. I protected myself. I didn't let Jody back into my heart.
And then she died, and I never got the chance to tell her I was sorry, that I'd gone

away because I loved her too much and it hurt too much, because I'd taken all the pain I

could take. Because I couldn't bear to watch her slip away. Because she meant more to
me than anything else in the whole world, and how could I ever let that go? Because I

couldn't compete with Michael, Mom, and Dad for her heart. Because in the end, I
wasn't strong enough to stay open to the love. It carried too much loss.

Whenever I dreamed of her, there was that distance. She was removed, cold, being
taken care of by someone else. She was not close, and I couldn't feel her love.

Jody, I said to the book, to my empty house, I wish you'd come back and tell me

that it's all right. That you forgive me for not being good enough, for not giving you
enough love. That you still love me.

With those words, something broke inside me. I started sobbing uncontrollably. I
felt dizzy, frightened. I couldn't breathe in this hurricane. I was losing control, feeling as
if I'd go crazy. It was too much.
I said out loud, "I'm scared."

The intensity lessened, and my breathing returned to normal. I remembered that
Jody was not the only place I could seek shelter.
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Section 3
Shelter of a Different Sort
I sat in the Laundromat down the road from my rented cabin in mid-May of 1990,
waiting for the single shower to be freed up. A bumblebee in the window buzzed

frantically up and down the large pane of glass, trying to escape. I am afraid of bees and
wasps, and I didn't want to be stung, but I tried bravely to coax him onto a piece of

paper to take him outside. He climbed onto the paper as I held it at arm's length, but
then flew off it back to the window. I didn't know how to convey to him that I only

wanted to set him free. He was so tired from beating himself against the window, so
worn out, but he kept trying. If only I had a container. Then I thought of the laundry
measuring cup. I captured him in it and covered it with the piece of paper, listening to

him buzz angrily inside. I hurried to the door and down the steps outside, and slipped

the paper off, letting him go.
It was such a tiny thing, I thought to myself. A tiny life. But at least it was

something.
Jody had died a little less than a year ago. In the fall of 1989,1 had awaited the end
of my final semester at Vermont College with bittersweet feelings. I felt cheated. The

prospect of being finished held mostly relief mixed with sadness. Jody wouldn't be there

to see me graduate. The joy I'd hoped for, finally getting the bachelor's degree I'd spent
10 years stumbling toward, was muted. But just a few days before the ceremony, I had a

very strange sense that Jody was with me. Her presence felt like a whole, healthy Jody—

not the Jody who had cancer, not the distant Jody of my dreams. I could hear her voice,
her laughter. I could see her face, her fine brown hair, her smile, even the mole on her

chin. I could hear her wry comments about our family. I could somehow feel her pride
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in me, her happiness that I actually made it through. The feeling of being cheated was

obliterated by gratitude.
After graduation, my emotions climbed onto a never-ending rollercoaster, up

down up down. My marriage was on that same rollercoaster. By early 1990 I'd begun to
see a counselor, ostensibly to work on my feelings about Jody. Instead, most of each
session focused on my marriage. My time with Jody and my family had shone too strong

a light on what was missing in my marriage—partnership, companionship, and a sense
of purpose, of working together instead of independently or worse, at cross purposes.
After Jody's illness and death, that lack of partnership began to matter too much. In

mid-March, I broached with my counselor the possibility that Cal and I should not stay
married, expecting him to disagree. Instead, he told me that two perfectly good people
could nonetheless be wrong for each other. He described two strong, stable posts
holding up a marriage that was full of holes. I wasn't too sure about the "strong, stable
post" part, but I could see the holes all too well. Apparently, so could Cal. When I

suggested to him that perhaps we should get a divorce, he agreed.
I lined up a small cabin with no running water, which I could barely afford to rent.
I found work that would pay most of the bills. Ten months after Jody died, I walked

away from Cal, from a life of comfort, financial security, and some of the deepest

loneliness I'd ever known. My new life included showers at the Laundromat, an
outhouse, and hauling water in five-gallon buckets for myself and my little team of sled
dogs.

One of my dearest aunts, my father's only sister, died of cancer that spring. I
learned that a good friend's breast cancer had returned. Then, shortly after I moved into

the cabin, my old lead dog died. I sat in the Laundromat that May of 1990, watching the
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bumblebee, the night after Shiner was diagnosed with cancel' of the gall bladder and

euthanized.
Summer with Jody

Back in the summer of 1980, when I was only 24, it seemed as if I stood on the

edge of perfection. Pieces of my life had begun to interlock in ways I'd only dreamed
about. One wish of mine had been for my little sister, Jody, then 19, to spend time with
me in Alaska, my adopted home, with my dear circle of friends. The conferring of
friends had become a tradition: When I'd moved to Fairbanks from New England at age

21, my brother Dick had "given" all of his good friends to me. When our sister Cindy
joined us, Dick and I passed our friends along to her. When Jody first came for a visit in
1979, she joined the circle. Our friends all loved her, as I knew they would.

Michael was a relative newcomer to that group. He and his wife had come
through Fairbanks a couple of years back on their way to jobs as schoolteachers in rural

Alaska. They had recently become Transcendental Meditation instructors, and they
quickly became part of our group of friends, who all practiced the technique. I'd been
out of town and only met "The Young Couple," as they'd been dubbed, just briefly

before they headed off. I remember Michael as slender then, even lanky, with wavy dark
hair and a quick, infectious grin.

When their marriage fell apart, Michael returned alone—and very lonely—to
Fairbanks. He was even thinner, and the grin was less quick to appear. But there was a
sweetness to him that shone steadily, and in time, the grin and the wicked sense of
humor returned as well. With his keen mind, his humor, and an often-offbeat way of
looking at things, Michael was fascinating to talk to. He seemed to me to be

exceptionally sensible and thoughtful, and he quickly became one of my closest friends.
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I liked his easygoing nature and his lively, engaging way of talking. We spent a lot of
time in each other's company and got along extremely well.

Perhaps inevitably, Michael attempted to start a relationship with me. I gently

made it clear that I cherished the friendship but wasn't interested in a romance. Michael
asked wistfully, "I don't suppose you have a clone?"

"No," I said, wishing that I did.
When Jody returned to Fairbanks in 1980 for another visit, she and Michael met
for the first time. Within mere days of their meeting, Michael pulled me aside and joked,

"She may not be a clone, but she's close enough." He and Jody seemed always to be
laughing together. They spent more and more time in each other's company, and Jody
became radiant in Michael's presence. I watched in amusement and delight as my little

sister fell in love.

At the same time, a relationship began to develop between me and someone with
whom I'd been madly infatuated. I'd been sure he and I would never become a couple,
convinced this was going to be just another in my long line of unrequited loves. When

he hinted he was developing a romantic interest in me, I was afire with hope. We would

flame out within a year, but it was quite a year.

In late July, Jody and I flew back to our parents' home in Massachusetts—Jody to
return to living there, and I for a three-week visit. It was just the four of us: my parents,
Jody and me. Jody and I laughed and played, easy and relaxed in each other's company

in a way that I, at least, could be with no one else. On a hot, humid day we washed my
parents' car together on the front lawn, dancing around foolishly with the radio blaring.
I sat and watched as Jody rinsed the car, giving me periodic smiles that felt like gifts. I

lived too far away to take her smile for granted. Once the car was rinsed, it seemed like a
good idea to water the lawn, and then the dog, and then each other for good measure.
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A few days later, we drove up to our summer cottage in Harpswell. Mom and Dad

settled into the front bedroom and Jody into the back bedroom downstairs, while I
claimed the front bedroom upstairs. Our great-great-aunt Mary Hinkley had built the
cottage in 1896, close to the shore of a little cove in Harpswell Sound, with a view across

the bay to the famous cribstone bridge joining Orr's and Bailey Islands. The drafty,
weather-beaten two-story building had full (but small) living areas on each floor, an

outside staircase, and a large, wraparound deck. The walls were paper-thin and the
bedrooms were tiny, and the roof occasionally sprang leaks. When the wind came up,

you could sometimes feel it through the uninsulated walls. The kitchens upstairs and

down had hot and cold running water, but the single small shower was in an outside
shed, and there were no indoor bathrooms, only an outhouse. After Alaska, this was my
favorite place on earth.

Mom and I had been getting along fairly well, but soon after we came to the
cottage, we got into a fight over something insignificant, reminiscent of the old, bad
days when I lived at home. Perhaps I had spent too much time visiting a friend and not

enough time with my family, a favorite gripe of my mother's. Whatever the reason, we
shouted angrily at each other, but I quickly gave up the argument and stomped upstairs

in high dudgeon to sulk. Mom fumed downstairs. Jody came after me and I asked her—I
thought rhetorically—why Mom was being so unreasonable.

Jody said ruefully, "It's because I was with you in Fairbanks, so I didn't get to give

her the lecture before you came home."
"What lecture?"
"Whenever any of you are coming home, I sit Mom down ahead of time and tell

her that she has to be on her best behavior. That if she isn't careful and doesn't try extrahard to be reasonable, you won't want to come home to visit."
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I looked at Jody in amazement. It was true that since I'd moved to Fairbanks, my
visits home had been relatively peaceful, and Mom had been remarkably well behaved. I

had no idea that Jody was the orchestrator of this phenomenon. Certainly she was the

only person in our family who could give Mom a lecture and get away with it.
Jody assured me that she'd go back downstairs and talk to Mom, and everything

would be fine after that. I half-believed her. But then she said that I had to do my part,

too. I insisted the argument had been all Mom's fault, that I could never please her.
"All she wants is for you to love her," Jody said.

"Yeah, right." There was no way it could be that simple. Mom was always so
demanding, so critical, so dissatisfied with me.
"I'm serious," Jody said. "That's all she wants."
I remained unconvinced. That couldn't possibly be it.

Jody went back downstairs, and the quiet murmur of her conversation with Mom

went on for a long time. I finally gathered my courage and went down myself. Mom
smiled at me; the tension in the air had vanished. We didn't fight again for the rest of my

vacation.
The days in Harpswell were filled with sunshine and pleasure. My father took us
on boat rides and island picnics. Jody and I sunbathed and turned brown, played

volleyball, visited friends and relatives. Every day we walked together down the dirt
road to the mailboxes, probably barefoot, looking for letters from Alaska. My new

boyfriend wrote me a hot, heart-melting letter, and Jody laughed at me as I read it and

went breathless. I loved it when she laughed at me. Jody and I went to the beach alone
together one day and lay on the sand, sometimes talking, often just quietly enjoying each
other's presence and the absence of any demands other than to just be there together.
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The love of my dreams was waiting for me in Fairbanks. I had my little sister for
company and the coast of Maine for a setting. I remember every single day as sunny.

The anticipation of the future was intense and sweet, the present completely full and

perfect. It was one of the most idyllic times of my life.
Summer 1990

As I sat on the porch at the cottage, the fog came in from the open sea, moving
closer across the bay until even the reefs bordering our little cove began to fade from my

view. It had been just over a year since Jody died. I listened to the sounds coming from
inside. The three kids, Hilary, Joey, and Lauren, were playing at gymnastics on an
exercise mat in the living room. Cindy and Michael amiably traded jokes as they chatted

with Mom and Dad at the supper table. Dick was probably upstairs, meditating. I sat
outside alone, a little peopled out after spending such a quiet summer at my cabin. I
imagined Dad beginning to clear dishes from the supper table and felt slightly guilty for

not helping him.
It felt strange to be here with my family, with Michael and the kids, but not Jody. I

watched the dynamics among all of us with a sense of confusion and wistfulness. Jody
would understand Cindy's need for control, my own need for space. She would be able
to soothe Mom's depression and ease her frustration.

Hilary and Lauren came outside as dusk set in, and they began throwing toy
ponies off the porch onto the lawn. It was getting too dark to write. I went inside to help
with dishes.

Lauren and I had flown together from Fairbanks, where she was staying with her
father, back to Portland, Maine. Dad picked us up at the airport. Usually I am in a jet-

lagged stupor after such a long flight, but this time I felt wired and wide awake. When
we drove up to the cottage, Mom and Hilary were on the porch, waiting. I got out my

127

luggage, walked to the steps, put it all down, and went up for hugs. First, Hilary. It had
been a whole year since I had seen her, and I savored the delicious feel of her arms
around me again. Then Mom. Everything disappeared as I held her. Unexpectedly, I

found myself sobbing against her shoulder.
Cindy and Lauren filled the cottage for that first week, and Cindy filled my ears

with helpful advice. Given my newly divorced status, I should take classes in dance or
motion so that I could be more confident about how I move. I should have my hair cut a

little shorter. I should not publicize my relationship with the anonymous lover I was
seeing, lest other men consider me unavailable. And I should get together with a man
Cindy knew in Montana. I could laugh off the last suggestion. The implications of the

first two gnawed at me.
I stood back and watched passively, unable to compete, as my older sister eclipsed

me with Hilary. Cindy jumped ahead of me to meet Hilary's every need, as if I couldn't
possibly know as well how to care for Jody's daughter. I felt, sadly, that she was right to
do so. She had superior knowledge on all domestic fronts. Though I knew Hilary was

glad to see me, she always turned to Cindy for direction, for help, for snuggles. I tried

not to mind.
But even from a distance, I was falling in love with Hilary all over again. When I
first arrived, she was distant with me, reserved. She was different, too—a troublemaker,

an instigator. Little by little, the Hilary I remembered resurfaced. I watched her eyes

begin to light up for me, saw the trust begin to return. Even before Cindy and Lauren

left, she became warmer, gentler, more loving toward me. She changed daily, gradually
transforming back into the sweet-natured kid I'd fallen in love with the very first time I
saw her. The flip side of falling back in love with her was the knowledge that I would
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have to let her go again, that Michael would take the lads back to Iowa in only a few
more days.

We were shy on bedrooms, so Hilary slept in the double bed upstairs with me.
One night I woke up to her twirling my hair around her fingers, as she had always done

with Jody. It occurred to me that I had one thing going for me, a tiny and ironic comfort:
Though I would never be the natural mother that Cindy was, Cindy had a daughter to

compete with Hilary for Cindy's heart and attention. I had no daughter of my own, only

Hilary, in whom I saw so much of my own self.
Once, during Jody's illness, Hilary and I had talked for a long time about family
and love. I had said to her, then, that she would alway s be my Hilary, and I would
always be her Carol. One day at the cottage, as we took a shower together after

swimming, Hilary turned her head up to me and said, "Your Hilary forever." She'd

remembered. I smiled back and said, "Your Carol forever." Mentally I gave her
permission to break my heart again and again—and I may have known in some
presentient way that she probably would—if only it could mean time with her as well as
time away.
Sometimes, when it was quiet in the cottage and I looked at the remnants of kid

activities on the dining room table or in the living room, odd visions came of my own

daughter, of children playing on a cabin floor, of toys brought out and put away, of a
partner/husband/father who connected with me at all kinds of levels. Was I just

imagining these things, creating visions out of heart-deep hope? I wanted to believe I
was seeing the future, that I too would have a child like my sisters', a child of my own, a
daughter like Hilary.

Dad planned to drive back down to our house in Wilbraham with Michael and the

kids, and then take them to the airport to fly back to Iowa. He would be away for a few
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days. With Dick, Cindy, and Lauren already gone, Mom and I would be at the cottage
by ourselves. The day everyone left, the wind changed to northeast, turning the water a

deep, brilliant blue. Mom and I stood on the porch and waved, smiling bravely for the

kids.

The next day, I realized more than the wind had changed. I had been haunted by
bad dreams for eleven straight nights, nearly every night since I'd gotten to the cottage.

Suddenly they were gone. I felt a silence, a peaceful settledness, that had been totally

absent before. It almost felt as if Jody's ghost was headed back with the kids to Iowa.
That first day alone together, Mom and I visited one of my cousins, talked a lot,

and got nothing done of all that we'd planned for the day. Yet being together felt easy
and comfortable. I found that I didn't miss the kids and Dad nearly as badly as I
expected. Instead, I basked in the time alone with Mom. We seemed to have a million

words to say to each other, words that never came when others were there. Maybe these
words wouldn't have come while Jody's ghost was there with us, either.
It felt as if we were catching up on a lifetime, and I realized that in a way, that was

not far off. Behind us lay years and years of miscommunication or no communication at
all, years of judgment, anger, denial. They seemed to evaporate. I had learned long ago

to accept my mother, albeit often grudgingly, for the woman she was. Now I was
learning how deeply I could love who she was.
I knew this was partly Jody's hand, and partly because she was gone. Sometime

after Jody died, I'd had a dream about the three of us. We were walking down the road
in Harpswell, holding hands. Jody walked in the middle, between us, as always. Then

Jody put my hand in Mom's hand, and stepped back, and Mom and I walked on
together. In the dream, I understood that Jody was dead, and that she was doing this

because she could no longer walk with us.
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Mom told me that Jody had talked to her a lot about me, about Mom's and my

relationship. Jody had said to both of us that we should give each other a chance, learn
to listen to each other better. She had said to me that the easiest way to get along with
Mom was just to love her. And I had thought that answer too simple.
Pain, my constant companion for so long, washed gently up and away as Mom

and I went through the days together. I cooked supper for the two of us, rediscovering a

competency in the kitchen that I'd lost with Cal. We diligently walked a mile every day,
up to the main road and back, with me pulling the walker that held Mom's portable
oxygen tank. I refilled the tank, did the dishes, raked grass, and walked their dog,

Frosty. I found it a surprisingly joyful thing to make a difference by such simple acts, to
be so full of unencumbered love that I could skim the clouds while my hands were

buried in dishwater. I think it healed something in Mom, too, answering her awful,
guilt-ridden need to be as important to me as Jody was.

We talked about the competition between Cindy and me, and as we took it out of
the realm of secret pain and exposed it to the light, it lost some of its sting. Mom told
me—and I began to believe it—that I was something ether than Cindy's shadow, other
than her tagalong.
I confessed to Mom that I regretted not calling Jody the day she died, regretted it

until it shredded my insides. Mom countered that nothing could take away what Jody
was to me, and what I was to Jody, and her words meant infinitely more because of
what was between us now.

With the courage that talking to Mom gave me, I also thought about the possibility
that Jody had abandoned me as much as I abandoned her, and it didn't hurt, even

though it seemed as if it should. We both did our best. We could not have asked more of
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each other. But I didn't have to feel totally responsible for the lack of communication at

the end. It was Jody who wouldn't talk to me when I called.
Sometimes I wondered what the future would be like. I had lost Jody, I had just
divorced Cal, and I knew I would soon lose my mother, whose company I was finally

beginning to so enjoy. There was a long, dark winter eihead of me, alone in a tiny cabin

with no running water.
But when I wasn't talking to Mom, I was reading Loren Eiseley, and his words

gave me hope that even if I were to be very much alone, it was possible to find
something good in the solitude. Eiseley wrote, "It is a commonplace of all religious

thought, even the most primitive, that the man seeking visions and insight must go

apart from his fellows and live for a time in the wilderness. If he is of the proper sort, he

will return with a message. It may not be a message from the god he set out to seek, but
even if he has failed in that particular, he will have had a vision or seen a marvel, and

these are always worth listening to and thinking about."
I had been alone before, and I thought I was strong enough to handle it again. In a
way, I was right. The wilderness I entered in the fall of 1990 did not break me. But it

would take a long time to find my way back out, to realize that walking alone in my

grief was not a circumstance life had thrown at me. It was a choice I had made, a choice I
could also undo.

On my last afternoon at the cottage, I sat on the porch and looked out over radiant
blue water covered with sparkles of light. The northeast wind had whipped up

whitecaps in the morning, but it had died down some. The sky was nearly cloudless,
and it was almost-but-not-quite warm enough for shorts. Frosty closed her eyes in the
sun, her black fur hot to the touch. Crickets chirped all around me, but the seagulls were
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unusually silent. I heard the wind in the trees, a blue jay's call, the sound of Mom and

Dad puttering around the cottage. A chair scraped against the floor.
Something had waited for me here, this time. Pieces of myself had gone missing

with Jody's death. I found a hopeful flickering of those lost pieces, a flash of them in the
mirror of my mother's eyes.
Pneumonia

By the end of that same year, back in Alaska, I ached for returning light. It would

be another few days before the sun could crest the trees, before the first spot of returning
sun reflected on my cabin wall would startle me. I remembered a sort of vision I'd had
recently, one of many odd visions that had visited me this year. I'd seen a winter
landscape, snowy trees, low light, long shadows. It was a quiet, lonely vision, with no
other soul there but my own.

Summer light at the cottage, the feeling of family, the endless days of sun and

warmth a mere four months ago, all were as far away from me now as the moon. The

day before New Year's Eve, I awoke to a congested chest and 30 below zero outside. We
had just had yet another major snowfall in this record-breaking winter, and though my

four-wheel-drive Subaru had made it down Propwash Drive yesterday, following the
tracks of my neighbors, I could not get all the way to my cabin. My poor car spent the

night unplugged at the far end of my driveway. Now it was both stranded and frozen.

The snow was far too deep for any ordinary sno wplow to break through. A

neighbor had borrowed a front-end loader and would spend the entire day liberating
Propwash Drive and the driveways of its residents, but my cabin was near the far end of

the road. It would be a long while before he made it to me. In the meantime, my car
needed electricity if it was to have any prayer of starting in the cold.
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I gathered up every extension cord I could find in and around the cabin. Bundled

up in winter coveralls and boots, I tried wading through the snow, but it was hip-deep,

too deep to push through. Lacking snowshoes, I experimented with walking on my
knees, trying to increase the surface area that supported my 105 pounds. It worked, after
a fashion—the going was slow, but I found I could keep mostly on top of the snow. I

"knee-shoed" to my car, stringing together the power cords to plug it in.
Between periodic visits to my car to see if it would start yet, I cleared out my new
dog Sunshine's temporary home in the pen behind the cabin, then shoveled the

boardwalk that led to my outhouse. I cleared the snow off the deck, then shoveled out a
doghouse in the yard so I could move Sunshine. The snowpack was extreme—we would
have more than 12 feet by the end of the winter—and the pen was right under the slant

of the metal roof. She would be buried alive if the snow slid off the back roof, as it
already had off the front.

After the loader plowed out my driveway, I cut a walkway in the three-foot-high
mound between my door and my driveway, where heaps of snow had already fallen
from the roof. I unburied the coal bin. Then I shoveled another opening in the berm and

carved out a ramp for Karl's snowmachine so that when he groomed my dog trail, he
could pass through the berm and out my driveway.
Fighting the fatigue of whatever cold or flu it was that had gotten to me, I pushed
on through the dim daylight. By the end of my marathon, I could barely lift the

shovelfuls of snow high enough to throw them. Back inside my cabin, coughing, I felt

fire burn my windpipe.
Even after hours of being plugged in and numerous tries, my car still wouldn't

start. It turned over fine once it had been plugged in for a while, but that was all. Lynn's
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husband. Rich, promised to come by later and see if he could get it going. I resented how
dependent I had become on the good graces of friends and neighbors.

The man I thought of as my "shadow lover," who was determined to keep our

relationship strictly physical and strictly private, called in the evening. He said he had
stopped by the other end of my road to make sure it was being worked on, but he was
short on time and didn't bother to drive all the way down to my cabin. He might call me

tomorrow night, he said, if he did not go to his other invitation. I knew better than to
hope for more. We would almost certainly not spend New Year's Eve together.

When we had begun to spend time with each other, I had thought what he offered
was exactly what I needed—a hot, satisfying physical fling that would not ask me for a

rational, committed relationship when I wasn't ready for one yet. He had warned me

that he was not going to fall in love with me, and that seemed perfect. I had not counted
on how easily I might fall in love with affection, how quickly I would become addicted

to a sweet touch, a warm and ready smile, and especially to being so appreciated, even if
not adored.
The end of 1990 was staring me in the face, and 1 didn't know what to think about

this rugged year, still throwing out challenges in its final days. I wanted to spend the
evening soothing myself with philosophical thoughts, but the pain in my windpipe was

too distracting. I did think ruefully that we now had plenty of snow to go along with the

darkness. This was my first winter in the cold, low-lying land along O'Conner Creek,
and I had discovered that the sun couldn't penetrate the spruce and aspen in the middle

of winter. Cal and I had lived high in the hills, where the sun could reach the house even
on the winter solstice. I had taken the sun and the blessed inversion—the warmer winter

temperatures of higher elevation—far too much for granted.
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I ate Christmas-colored M&Ms on New Year's Eve and felt sorry for myself.

Nowhere to go, no invite from anyone. When I left Cal in the spring, I was full of
dreams, full of hope that my life would change for the better. After a healing August
with Mom, I was fired with optimism in the fall, transformed—I thought permanently—
by life-altering realizations about love and relationships and life and death that opened

up a whole new way of looking at the world.

Seeing out the end of the year, my dreams appeared silly, futile. The cold outside
seemed to infiltrate my heart and snuff out the promise of the past year. Everything felt
cold except my lungs, which were lined with smoldering embers that ignited every time
I coughed. By 9 o'clock in the evening, I was ready to retreat to bed.

For the past seven years, I'd spent New Year's E'ay with either family or Cal. This

time, I sat alone in the tiny living room of my tiny cabin in Goldstream Valley with only
my dogs for company—and very quiet company at that. Willow was asleep in the little
cave created by the corner of the breakfast bar and the ladder to the loft, and the dogs

outside had all disappeared into their houses full of straw. I wrote down the date in my
journal—1/1/91—and was struck by the singularity of it, of my life. The stillness was

tangible, even through the fog enveloping me. My head was filled with cotton and my
ears rang annoyingly. My throat hurt, my lungs burned, and I had no strength.

Huddled by the coal stove, listening to my head roar, I watched the thin daylight
fade away as the afternoon crept past. I tried to read, but even as my eyes ran over the
words, my mind simmered over this day, the days before it, the days ahead. I thought

about Jody, and about choices. It seemed to me that Jody had made a choice between
family and her husband, and her husband won. I still wondered, bitterly, if that was

why the cancer won, as well. I too made a choice between husband and family, and
family won. I didn't have cancer, merely pneumonia—though I wouldn't get that
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diagnosis for a few more days. I wasn't fighting for my life. But I had lost my sister, my

sister's kids, my husband, and my home.
What had I gained? The knowledge that one's soul was more important than one's

soul mate? That one can do one's absolute best and still not do enough?
I looked around the cabin. It wasn't really mine, just a place I rented, but I loved it
for its bright log walls, the big south window that let in the faint winter light, the cozy

loft where I slept next to a low bookcase filled with my books. My desk, which
dominated one corner of the little living room, invited me to write there in a way that it
never had in the house I'd shared with Cal. I liked to look up and see Willow sleeping in
her cave while I wrote. The kitchen was small but efficient and comfortable, with a

window above the sink and a little pantry where I could store the dog-feeding buckets
along with my meager supply of people food.

I did not love the coal stove, and it didn't love me. I couldn't help but wonder if all

the backfiring it did, inundating the cabin with smoke, wasn't at least partly to blame for

my trashed lungs. But though it often went from smoldering at a maddeningly cool level
to a roaring blaze that raised the temperature to tropical, at least I had gotten the hang of
keeping it going. And coal was pretty inexpensive.

What had my choices given me? My choice to leave Cal brought me to a cheap,

small cabin in the woods, and a part-time job at a feed store that gave me discounts on

dog food. I was finally working on the how-to book on skijoring that I'd wanted to write
for at least three years. I had a real dog yard, access to impeccably groomed dog trails,
and no zoning restrictions. My little dog team had grown to include Sunshine, already

my favorite. I had declined taking her when she was first offered to me because I was
still living with Cal. Common sense had dictated that I should not take any more dogs,
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though my heart said otherwise. Here Sunshine could come home to me, where she
belonged.

But I had no running water and a beast of a coal stove, and no money. I left Cal the
house, the furniture, the truck, all our assets, all of his retirement. I kept my Subaru and
my dogs, my clothes, a handful of dishes, and a set of dog boxes that were not very

useful without a pickup truck to put them on. I asked for a mere six months of alimony,

of a sum barely enough to cover expenses.
I wanted no one, and especially not Cal, to be able to say I took him to the

cleaners. I had abandoned him once. I was now leaving the marriage forever. I could not
bear to take any more from him than I had to. So I impoverished myself instead. Cal

went right along with it, too, I thought uncharitably to myself—agreeably keeping

everything I didn't take and even questioning some of the things I did take. I asked for
some inconsequential items—a few extra dishes, sundries—as if to grant them would be

a favor from him to me, and in some cases he said no. Funny how you forget some of the
big hurts and remember the dishes.

(Years later, Cal's wife, Beth, would offer me some of the dishes I'd asked for but
Cal had kept. "We have plenty of our own dishes," she explained. "They're just

Corelieware," she said apologetically, "not china," as if wishing she could offer me
something better. By then, Cal and I had long since made peace with each other and

Beth and I had become good friends. I accepted gratefully. The hurt was gone, but the
irony did not escape me.)
I could not make up for everything I had taken away from Cal by leaving items
behind. The only thing it bought me was a stupid sense of pride. I would make it on my

own, I would take less than my share, I would prove I wasn't that kind of woman. I
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would start over from scratch. I would haul water and scrimp on food and live without
health insurance and not even think about retirement.

My part-time job didn't add up to much income. After the alimony ran out, I

began using my credit card as a hedge. The balance was creeping up. Where was this
going? I loved the cabin, but it wasn't mine. I loved the chance to write, and the book on
skijoring might actually come to fruition in this environment. But it was not likely to

make the New York Times bestseller list. I was 35, single, with no kids, no money, no

prospects, and a lover who wished to remain anonymous and uncommitted. My time
with Jody had taught me how vitally important family was to me, and had showed me

how much I could love her kids. I'd wanted my own. Instead I got divorced.

My sled dogs erupted into barks of alarm as a lost and perplexed dog team
appeared in the back yard, interrupting my introspecti on. Karl's superb grooming of the
trail into my yard had already confused other teams this winter. Feeling guilty about the

missing "dead end" signs Karl had asked me to put up, I led the team past my dogs to
my driveway and gave the driver directions on how to get back to the real trail.

As the sky turned an almost-night blue in the long winter twilight, I felt just a tiny

bit less lonely. It was not always dark. At times I had been gloriously happy in this

cabin, even alone. I told myself I would be happy again, even alone.
A few days later, I finally went to see my doctor—reluctantly, wondering how I

was going to pay the bill. When he first saw me in the examining room, his face showed
surprise and concern. "You don't look very good," he said. It was an unusually
spontaneous, unedited reaction, which made me think I might actually be legitimately

ill. He asked about my symptoms and listened carefully to my breathing. The rattling he
heard in my right lung suggested pneumonia.
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Pneumonia. Oh lord. X-rays. Hospital. "No hospitals!" I said in alarm. "I don't
have health insurance." I also had no money. How was I going to afford antibiotics?

My doctor forewent the added expense of X-rays. He sent me home with free
samples of antibiotics and expectorants, and a stern warning. If my health did not turn

around within a day or two (although he fully expected it would, he assured me), I
would have to be hospitalized. Living on such a thin edge, having no resources to fall

back on, meant the cost of a hospital stay was too frightening to think about. I
determined to think only about getting well.

Circles

The winter of 2006-2007 was dismal for snow. Our preliminary races had been
postponed so many times that they all piled up on consecutive weekends in January and

early February. Dog training had been more sporadic than usual; we hadn't gotten off
the four-wheeler and onto sleds until December—the latest ever.
Jody had been on my mind all winter, and not in a good way. She felt more distant

from me than ever. I missed her in my bones, but I felt completely disconnected. When I
thought of her, I felt only grief and guilt.
Seventeen years, I thought. I'm never going to get over her.
I went to work each day, ran dogs several times a week, went through the motions

of my life with the ease of long habit. It had been years since I found a good job at the
university, bought land, had a house built, and remarried. My next-door neighbor had a

number of sled dogs, and she and I had begun running dogs together. I had access to not

just my own little team of dogs, but Bonnie's whole yard as well.
This winter, even the dogs had become a habit, less satisfying than just plain

familiar. By early February, having raced four weekends in a row already, I could now
drive to the race track with only half my mind on the road and the race. The returning
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sun was bright, I had the radio turned up, and my mind wandered all over the place.
For no particular reason, I thought of my father.

Dad had continued to live in our house in Wilbraham after Mom died in 1992. He

had a bad stroke four years later, and I went back East for a month to help care for him.
The night before I returned to Fairbanks, I struggled to clean up Dad's checkbook, which
was a mess. His balance was way, way off. Dad kept trying to explain, with his now
terribly limited vocabulary, something about a "blind account." I couldn't figure out

what he was talking about, and the numbers simply would not make sense. I finally
gave up and stalked away into my bedroom to sulk—angry at myself for failing and
frustrated with Dad for his inability to communicate, even though I knew it was the

effects of the stroke.
Dad followed me and stood in the doorway, his eyes sad. "Carol, please don't give

up."
My father rarely pleaded. I sighed and went back out to the checkbook reluctantly,

expecting nothing. I looked at the entries again. In order to understand, I had to see
something that wasn't there, something invisible. And there it was. The problem I'd

been struggling with, the missing information Dad couldn't explain, was suddenly so
simple. It made perfect sense: His blind account was nothing more than deposits he
didn't record, so that he wouldn't spend the money. I tackled his checkbook again. It

balanced down to the penny.
No one has ever accused me of having a keen sense of the obvious. It took me a

little longer, that fall, to understand that my father was also asking me not to give up on

him.
Don't give up on me. Why, in the light of a February morning all these years later,
did I imagine I heard Jody's voice say that? At first I discounted it: Jody was dead. How
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could anything I think or do matter to her any more? I was in a dog truck on the way to
the track, and Jody was somewhere beyond my reach.

But I began to think past my own loss, to wonder how it had been for my little

sister. Did Jody feel as if she was leaving her life unfinished? Did she just plain want to
keep living and loving, as she always had, or were there things she wanted to say or be,
things she wanted to accomplish before she died?

I remembered a conversation a long time ago, when Jody told Michael, Dad, and

me that she was thinking of becoming a veterinary technician. She had been taking
courses at a local community college toward becoming, an administrative assistant. I

thought secretarial work was an odd choice of careers for her. When I'd asked her about
it, she said she assumed she should become a secretary because that's what Cindy and I

had done for work. But it didn't seem to suit Jody as it had us. When she said she had
considered switching her emphasis and taking courses toward becoming a veterinary
technician, that made much more sense to me. She had a natural gift for working with

animals, and I was sure she could do well in that field.
But Dad and Michael both rejected the idea out of hand. They said to Jody, in kind

but condescending tones, that all the courses in biology and chemistry and zoology
would be way beyond her capabilities.

I jumped to Jody's defense: "Jody, didn't you do really well in biology in high

school?" I turned to Dad and Michael and said, "I got a C in biology. It was really hard
for me."
I had always been the acknowledged brains of the three girls and was good at

academics. If I had said I wanted to become a veterinary technician, neither Dad nor
Michael would have thought of questioning my capabilities. Yet Jody would have run

circles around me in that line of coursework. In my outraged opinion, these two men in
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her life were chauvinistic idiots who had no idea of her capabilities and were selling her
short.
Is that what she meant about not giving up on her? Did she not want to fade into

insignificance? Did she want to leave some legacy, so that her life didn't seem so futile in
its simplicity?
Or was it more personal? Did she not want me to give up on her love for me? I had

felt estranged from Jody for much of the past 17 years. Did she want me to find a way to
recapture that faith in her unconditional love, which I'd lost?
Don't give up on me.
I neared the track and had to abandon this line of thinking in favor of

concentrating on the race. I might be able to drive a truck on autopilot, but not a dog
team.
Later, at home, I pretended to be Jody, imagined I w as her voice talking to me. I
wrote it down as if she were dictating it:
Don't give up on who I am. Don't give up on how much I loved. Don't make it seem like I

gave up. I never accepted my own death. Maybe I didn't fight the way you would, but I did fight.
I had my children to think of, my husband. Do you think I could, bear to leave them ? Do you

really think I could just give up and die? Don't you see how each door kept closing on me, and I
couldn't find a way forward? No one had faith in me. Dr. Thomas. Bernie Siegel. Michael. I
couldn't envision myself well. But I tried. I tried all the way to the end, knowing I'd fail.

I couldn't be everything to everybody any more. I couldn't fix all the fights, fix all the
tension, be the intermediary. I couldn't make Mom and Michael get along, couldn't make you and

Michael see each other's point of view. I coiddn't take care of the kids. Do you have any idea what
it felt like not to be able to take care of my kids?
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Can -you imagine, if I could still be aware after death of those I loved, what it would be like
to see the aftermath of my death? To see Michael fall apart, and to see him take it out on my

children? To see Mom so grief-stricken? To see you, whom I always loved, beating yourself up

over and over again ?
Give me something. Yes, you and Mom. More than that. Don't give up on me. When you
look through my eyes, you see clearly. Look through my eyes. See clearly.

The voice in my imagination stopped here. I felt as if someone had turned off a
movie two minutes before the denouement.
I told Lynn about imagining Jody's voice, about her saying "Don't give up on me."

Lynn was fascinated. "What do you suppose it means?" she wondered. We batted ideas

around. I knew I was close. But nothing we speculated about seemed quite it. I'd called
Lynn because I thought she'd understand my line of thinking better than nearly anyone
else, and could help me examine all the possibilities. I didn't know yet that she was a

piece of the puzzle.

A few years ago, Lynn went bipolar. Who knows whether she'd always been and

it simply got worse, or whether it suddenly cropped up. As long as I'd known her,
Lynn's moods had been intense, sometimes out of control. But she always came around

again, usually very quickly. Then something changed, and when she lost control, she
didn't come back.

The expression the illness took was awful. Lynn became a fountain of anger and at

the same time an addict of e-mail. She wrote long, rambling, choleric messages. She most
often took aim at friends and colleagues, but even people she didn't know were targets.
Her closest friends weren't spared her fury. She blind-copied me on many of these emails. I was baffled and dismayed at the reach, the depth, and the democracy of her ire.
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It was too much like my mom's alcoholism. I knew it was not Lynn but some

illness, just as I knew that about Mom, but I also knew how easily I could be wounded. I

stayed out of the arguments, kept out of her line of sight, and remained carefully neutral
when I talked to her. Finally a few of her closest friends decided to stage an intervention.
I was invited to go to her house with them, to help them persuade her to check herself

into the hospital for treatment. I was too scared. Feeling like the worst sort of coward

and the most disloyal of friends, I declined.
They went, and Lynn ended up at the hospital. She was diagnosed bipolar and

began taking medications, changing her diet, modifying her habits. It was not an easy
road back, nor a straight one, but gradually she worked her way around to being
rational most of the time again. We talked later about some of what happened during

that period of her life, much of which she didn't remember. Lynn asked if she had ever
lashed out at me. I said no, never. She was surprised.

"I ducked," I confessed. But also, I told her, she had always pulled her punches
with me, all through our friendship. I liked to think that some deep instinct of hers kept
Lynn from using me as a target.
Throughout those bad times, though I lay so low, I never stopped loving Lynn. I

knew it was all too possible for either of us to damage the profound trust between us,

maybe even irrevocably. But the experience reaffirmed for me that the love itself was not

fragile. No matter what Lynn did, it never changed, never lessened. I could fear her

wrath, avoid her for a while, step back and keep myself safe. But loving her was not a
conditional thing. It just was, and is, and will be.

Another even more brilliant day in February 2007, another trip to the track, this
time for a championship race. Mind on autopilot, radio playing mellow tunes. Mulling
over Jody and thinking about Lynn, I put myself in Jody's place, and Lynn in mine. I
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imagined what would happen if I were terribly sick, even dying, and Lynn was too full
of denial and fear to be at my side.

What would that mean? Maybe I would be so distracted by my illness that Lynn
would not be uppermost in my mind. Or perhaps I would feel hurt and abandoned by

her, disappointed in her, even angry with her, in the days leading up to my death.
Maybe I wouldn't want to talk to her. Maybe I would feel that she'd need too much from

me, and I wouldn't have any extra energy to give. Or maybe I would feel as if she had
given up on me. Could any scenario I imagined make me love her any less?

Give me some credit for the way I loved you. I loved Lynn like Jody loved me. That
puzzle piece fell into place. Driving down Ballaine Hill, headed for the race, I felt Jody's
sweet, unconditional presence. I flooded with grateful tears in the bright sun.

But it was only one piece, and more were still missing. A mere two months later,
my happy resolution had vanished yet again.

The sun outside on a mid-April morning was already warming the upstairs of my
house. After that late start and not much snow, the winter had ended with a long cold
spell in March—nearly the coldest March on record. Now the sun, the warmth, the blue
sky all seemed almost unbelievable. It was too nice out, if such a thing can be. Too good,

too soon. The snow was melting so quickly that it defied belief.
I felt as if I had spent the morning underground . The windows in the study where

I write face north and west, so the sun was indirect, not in my face either literally or
figuratively. My neck ached. I'd had my head down too long.

Coffee, I thought to myself. Maybe a second cup would help. Something needed to
lift me up. I had bumped up against the dark back wall of a cave, over and over, unable

to find any way out. I stood in the kitchen, waiting for the coffee to brew, looking out at
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the sun on the driveway, the spruce trees, the pallets that would soon hold the dog
boxes that really should have come off the truck before now. Wondering at myself,

wondering at this path, wondering...
Over and over, I'd gotten caught up in wanting that final resolution to Jody's
death, that final understanding that bringeth all peace, forever. The magic moment of
truth that would lead to enlightenment, which seemed to be equivalent in my mind to

not having to suffer ever again. Not having to question, not having to doubt, not having

to revisit, not having to relearn. Knowing something for sure. I wanted certainty.
So what did it mean that my husband, responding to a lighthearted e-mail survey
question that asked, "What characteristic do you despise in people," answered,

"Certainty"? What did it mean that one of my professors, speaking of a book he disliked,

said that what bothered him about it was the author's certainty?
This morning, these were not just idle questions. They tugged at something in me,
and something else in me backed up against the pull, fighting it like an unhappy sled

dog trying to back out of a harness. I had so wanted my "breakthrough" revelation
about loving Lynn the way Jody loved me, about love being what lasted beyond death,

to be the key to being finally at peace with Jody's death. I wanted it to be the missing

piece of the puzzle that anchored earth to sky. I wanted to believe that having found it, I

could get on with the rest of my life.
So I wondered why I was still not happy. I brought my coffee back to my cave,
and on this morning of bright April sunshine and dark thoughts, as I looked through my

journal from 17 years ago, I found a passage about love transcending guilt or obligations

or regret, a passage that talked about the very same thing I thought I had just
discovered.

147

I felt stupid, embarrassed. I'd been here before? I didn't want my dream of
certainty to fall into pieces, but obviously, the magic resolution thing was a mirage.

Finding that entry proved it. In November of 1990, all those years ago, I knew something
critical, vital, utterly true, that I proceeded to forget completely.

"I don't know any more what lasts, what holds, what stays the same," I thought. "I
am worse than Tennyson." His poem In Memoriam took 17 years to write, and
Tennyson's grief over the loss of his friend went around in circles the way my own life

and grief had gone in circles. Tennyson could imagine, could accept the possibilities,
could even come to some sort of pseudo-resolution. Certainty seemed to be the one

thing he could never truly buy into. But certainty was what I craved.
Does everything come full circle? Nosing about in my journals, I also found this:
I catch a glimpse of what invincibility is. It is not iron strength; it is not

compartmentalized emotions; it is not the ability to withstand. It is the ability

to incorporate, to bend, to assimilate, to take into oneself all that is offered. It
is not walls, but the utter lack of walls; it is not defense, but absolute
acceptance. It is not, ever, resistance.

"Okay," I thought, "I give up. I give up on the certainty thing. I can't shoehorn it
into the whole acceptance thing. I can't figure out how invincibility, at least by that

definition, can coexist with certainty. I've been doomed to failure all this time, and I may
as well get used to it."
Oddly, admitting failure was not so bad. I began tiptoeing toward something that

offered a fair measure of peace after all. Not the absolute, perfect peace I sought, but

gratitude for the puzzle pieces that fit together. Maybe I wouldn't find them all. In real
life, sometimes pieces get lost and can't be retrieved from under the couch. After Jody

died, I looked for the puzzle we'd worked on, but I never found it. Perhaps Michael
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threw it in the river along with our flowers. I began to think that with no other choice,
perhaps I could learn to live with a floating sky.

Family

By the spring of 2009, I'd been ruminating about Jody's death for a lot of years.
After all that hard work, I thought I'd really gotten somewhere, and I was feeling pretty
cocky. I had reconciled myself nicely, I thought, to the knowledge that grief and

resolution were cyclical. I still struggled with the memory loss that had never recovered

after my chronic fatigue syndrome, and I was often frustrated by my inability to
remember much about the past if it wasn't written down. But I'd begun to be more
honest with myself and others about my memory problems and had found even that
scary step to be surprisingly manageable. So all I had to do was to finish this book about

Jody and get on with the rest of my life. Seemed easy enough. It'd been twenty years,

after all, and probably long past time to move on.
It's hard to imagine how I could have been any more wrong. A chance remark, a

suggestion about the writing: Take out some of the extraneous words and then fill the
holes they leave behind. A simple suggestion, eminently reasonable. But a mournful

tone rang quietly inside me when I heard it. I barely acknowledged it at first, thought it
just an irrational wave of discouragement. It grew into a sadness that made no sense.

I tried to run from it. I tried to lose myself in other big projects: hours of hauling

straw from the dog yard to the trail, working on the dog-mushing pedigree book I help

publish every year. It took a little while for me to fall apart, to collapse to the kitchen
floor, weeping uncontrollably, while the dogs came and offered their noses for comfort.

When I could walk again, I went upstairs and into my husband's arms and wept some
more.
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The sorrow seemed to have something to do with those holes. Going back to them,
letting them be there, meant going back to all I had lost, all I couldn't remember. I had

not just lost my little sister. I had lost my memories of Iter. The magnitude of that loss
went beyond anything I'd imagined.

For a while, the hopelessness that set in was frightening. In desperation I found a
therapist, and that helped. But grief murmured undern eath everything I did. I sat on the

porch one gorgeous spring evening, listening to frogs and mosquitoes, smelling green
things growing. I should have been celebrating the return of life after an especially long,

exceptionally cold Fairbanks winter. Instead I felt immobilized.
And the grief wasn't always content just to murmur. Sometimes it struck like a

hurricane out of nowhere, leaving me unable to breathe. Sometimes during meditation, I

found every muscle tense from head to toe. I leaned hard on the dogs, my anchors. I
leaned on my husband. And still felt as if I were falling.

Grief unobserved doesn't dissipate. It stays under there, maybe hardens, maybe
festers, maybe just lies dormant. First I'd been secretive, then almost flippant, about my

memory loss. Flippant or annoyed or frustrated, and m aybe scared to confess it. But I
had never really grieved it, never seen it as a loss commensurate with the loss of Jody.

My head, my left brain, said memory is not who I am. I don't need all my

memories in order to be whole. My memory or lack of it doesn't define who I am or
dictate my present or future happiness.

My feelings said something else entirely. They said that it was a huge, a monstrous

loss, partly because of who I am and partly because memory does define who I am.
I thought about all the tricks I'd learned to cope with my flawed memory: an

electronic calendar that played sounds and popped up messages, a dictionary always

close at hand when writing or reading, asking people to remind me of things, and of
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course ubiquitous lists. I knew I had to work harder than some people to process and to

recall, but I thought I functioned pretty well. I didn't resent my "handicap" because I
had too many other things to be grateful for.
But then there was Jody. Yes, some things did come back as I wrote about her. I
did capture many details in my journal. But the retrieved memories and the journals,

what I had left of 28 years of our lives together, was a tiny fraction of the richness that

had been there. I remembered that we laughed together—a lot—but I could not

remember what we laughed about. I couldn't remember the games we played, only that
they were fun and that we almost never fought. I did remember (here's persistence, the
seventh sin in Daniel Schaefer's The Seven Sins of Memory) the bad things. And the worst

of all to remember, judging her so harshly when she fell off her pedestal. No, maybe
worst was lying to her when she asked me if I still thought she was going to make it.
I couldn't simply claim that I couldn't remember, because sometimes I could, even
now, even when it would be easier not to. But I didn't remember enough.

The depression would not leave me. Even after therapy sessions that seemed so
helpful, so hopeful, I always fell back into the dark hole waiting patiently for me.

Finally, the pain drove me to a place I could have been going all along. On a Saturday in
May, I took my first baby step back out of the self-imposed wilderness I'd been walking

in for something like 18 years. I called my sister Cindy and told her, through tears, of my

feelings of irrevocable loss because of my memory. She said, very gently, "Carol, I know
you've been wanting to write this book by yourself, because it's your story, and I honor

that. But maybe it's time to ask your brothers and sister for help."
The next morning, I composed a short e-mail to David, Dick, and Cindy. I wrote,
"I don't want any of you to dredge up old painful memories if you don't want to. But if

you are willing even to give just facts, just narratives of what you remember, I would be
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so grateful. My own memory is shot full of holes, and I can't reconstruct much on my
own." Full of trepidation, I hit "Send."
Then I went to my journal from 1988-1989, when Jody was sick. I thought to

myself, what the hell, I'm bleeding anyway, may as well slice open yet another vein.
Reading without intention, I came across a story I'd begun there about my old lead dog.
Shiner had belonged to my good friend Karl before he came to my house, and I'd

written about how Shiner changed in my yard, became a different dog from the one Karl

had described to me. Shiner was supposed to be stubborn, headstrong, too smart for his
own good, and in need of a strong hand. I learned to see him as intelligent, sensitive,

good-hearted, and much more responsive to sweet-tailing than to force. Trying to
examine how it was that Karl, a really good dog man, had misrepresented his old leader,
I came to this: "Perhaps it was that Karl listened to the extent he was capable of

listening, but the story had become too old, too deeply ingrained."
I thought of Jody. I thought about my story of her. I wondered if I had done the

same as Karl. Could I let her be more than just who she was to me?
I went downstairs and sat on the floor and cried, with my dog Storm lying against

me for comfort. Then I took the camp chair outside and sat in the cool air and bright sun
and cried some more. After I ran out of tears, I simply sat, eyes closed, drifting, wishing
I could just stop being. I don't know exactly how many hours I was there, but it was a

long time.
I came back inside, and my brother David had replied to my e-mail. He said that
he would be happy to help, but that he might not be able to offer much in the way of

facts because his own memories of that time period were somewhat inexact. He wrote,
"With regard to dredging up old painful memories: Don't worry on my account. In fact,
I wish my own memories were more complete and exact and I'd welcome the
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opportunity to make them more so. As painful as it was, the experience of losing Jody is
a major part of my life and I believe that the more knowledge of it I have, the better my
perspective will be."
I started crying again, in a complicated mix of pain, gratitude, and surprise. I had

not expected the first response to be from David, who was ferthest away from me in
both age and (so I thought) temperament, nor for it to be so generous, so open and

honest.
Then Dick replied. His e-mail was much longer, detailing the events as they
happened to him on the day Jody died. My tears began right away and intensified as the

shock sank in of what he went through that day. I thought of him all alone in his room
when David's phone call came, of how he must have suffered in the first few moments

after he got the news. He'd posted a sign earlier that day, asking his colleagues to think
good, healing thoughts about Jody, but in the afternoon, he'd been asked to take the sign

down. He wrote, "Something inside me threw in the towel at that moment, and I said I
understood and would comply," an act of such uncharacteristic capitulation that I knew,
reading it, how much he gave up at that moment.
I cried for him until my eyes ached, until they burned and itched, until there were
no more tears left, and still it hurt to think of Dick's pain. Twenty years. How could

there still be this vast well of grief?

I'd had no idea how much more complicated Jody's death was than I thought,
than I wanted it to be. I had wanted so much for it to be over, for what I'd written so far

to be the ending. If not a happy one, at least an ending.
My book. My Jody. My ending.

Only she wasn't mine. She had never been just mine. For as long as I can
remember, I'd wanted to be something special to her, somehow her one and only, even
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though of course I knew that wasn't true. I hadn't wanted to share the book with my

family. I hadn't wanted to share Jody. Now, out of the blue, blindsiding me, I did want to
share her. I wanted to acknowledge the pain of my sister, my brothers.

Later, Cindy sent me some of her memories, and then Dick sent some more, and
David and I spent an hour and a half on the phone one day as he recounted his thoughts
and feelings on the day Jody died. I cried each time with a mixture of sorrow, empathy,
and deep, deep gratitude. I was learning things about my brothers and my sister Cindy

that I'd never known. I was learning how lonely I'd been in my solitary mourning.
There's a saying that grief shared is halved. It was not true, not this time.

Whatever grief I'd been feeling was more than doubled by the experience of sharing my
family's, and later, that of Jody's old friends. Their openness and generosity in telling me

how they'd felt and what they'd experienced was both a revelation and the sharpest of
knives. Everything hurt all over again as if it had just happened.

But something opened up in me, too—some locked place inside. Not all that came
out was easy to bear. But some of what was freed was my heart, which had been all
bound up in holding Jody close and private.
Give me some credit for the way I loved you. The way Jody loved her whole family.

The way she loved her friends, her husband, her children. She never loved just me, any
more than I ever loved just her. It was never just my sky she shared.
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Afterword
While my sister was ill, I kept a journal. I was pretty sure I had holes in my
brain—lost memories, lost connections—from chronic fatigue syndrome, but I'd just

gotten well. The only thing that didn't completely recover was my memory, but I was
certain those holes could heal, that I would come back 100 percent.

Brain lesions are a possible symptom of the syndrome, and I always assumed I

had them, but I don't have any proof. My doctor talked me out of having a scan of my
brain to see. He said it would serve no useful purpose. So what if we found, or for that
matter didn't find, lesions? If we found holes, what then? Th ere was nothing I could do

about them, no treatment, no course of action to take. And if we didn't find them, would
it make the memory loss any less real? Would it go away if there was no "proof" it
existed?
Whether from lesions or just the horrible fatigue, I experienced the severe short
term memory loss typical of the syndrome while I was sick. In some cases it also can

cause long-term memory loss, and for me, some of those memories simply vanished
without a trace. There is nothing left of them, not even a murmur, not even when
prompted by details, by sound or scent or sight. They are black holes. It is as if part of
who I am has been erased forever. Some memories are still there, but they have become

whispers—a sense or a feeling triggered by taste or sound, indistinct, ethereal, without
detail. Then there are memories that, if prompted, come part of the way back but in a

weirdly detached manner. I can arrive at an intellectual sort of acknowledgment, a
rough picture or a narrative that I know must have happened. But it's not real. I'm not

there. It's as if someone is playing a movie, detached from reality, that I can recognize as

true, but can't truly relate to.
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I am blessed with some memories that feel tangible and solid, sometimes so solid

that I have no doubt they are real. They are gifts for which I am profoundly grateful.
There are other memories that I feel nearly equally confident about—until they are

discredited. Those are the most demoralizing.
After reading The Seven Sins of Memory by Daniel Schacter, I have learned how

common all of these memory problems are. What is less common in my case is the extent

of the loss.
It was after I recovered from chronic fatigue syndrome that my sister got sick, but

I didn't yet know how much I could forget of what I thought would be unforgettable. I

thought I had only lost the memories from before I got sick. I was heartened by the fact
that some memories yielded to reconstruction. My optimism was fueled by tales of
brains healing themselves, by the knowledge that new connections could form, new

bridges could be built in those mysterious realms of thought and emotion. Surely new
memories would hold.
I didn't know yet that loss would extend forward, as well as back, that my ability

to hold long-term memories would not fully recover. I didn't know that someday I

might want more details. So the journal I kept was an erratic record at best, as is my
habit. I wrote down what came out of my brain of its own accord, sifted through and
chosen by impulses far less than conscious, and mostly feelings instead of facts and

details.
The problem of memory, then, is shot through this story. How could I write

coherently about Jody's illness and death when all I had was a memory like a steel
colander and some woefully incomplete journal entries? Yes, most people have trouble

with memory. But mine was probably much worse than "normal," whatever that is.
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I found that it didn't matter, that I had to try. I can say that much of this narrative

is accurate, if inevitably incomplete, because it's based on journal entries made

immediately after events occurred. Some of this story has what I think of as hard-wired

images, like the memory of Jody smiling at me as she washed the car. Some is logical
extrapolation. And some details have been gleaned from family and friends, although
only recently—when many of their own memories, left unrecorded for years, have
become nearly as hazy as mine.

But all of it is as true as I can make it. It is only my own story, and it will differ
from the stories others in my family would tell. The journalist I once thought I was
would have approached this very differently, with extensive interviews and research
and fact-checking, and careful omission of anything that could not be verified. The

person that I became after Jody's death wanted to tell it from the fragile, fallible, hole-

ridderi heart.
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