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      A note about the cover design:

      I am what I would call an “Aspiring Artist.” Teetering somewhere on the edge of “okay” and “pretty good,” I like to dabble and dribble paint on the canvas when time allows. Where I don’t think any artistic talent lies, hidden or otherwise, a graphic artist friend disagreed and encouraged me to meditate on this book, then create a painting of my own to be used in the cover design. With many thanks to Christy for her input, feedback and creativity, I painted the cover and then the talented Larch Gallagher improved upon it.

      The meaning of the Canary will soon become apparent, as will the cigarette. The eye of the Canary, however, may not seem as obvious as the beak on his face. This is a cutout of the headlight of our Jeep, whose role in our drama will unfold before you in the first chapter.

      The skull in the cigarette smoke, well… that had been unintentional. Believe it or not (and it was quite unbelievable), it simply appeared there when I was blending the whites and grays into the curl of the smoke.

      My husband would have been the first person to say he didn’t carry a lick of creative talent in the nail of his pinky finger, but based on my knowledge of his input in all aspects of this memoir, I’d say he finally had his Picasso moment.
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        “Do you think the universe fights for souls to be together? Some things are too strange and strong to be coincidences.”

      

      

      

      
        
        ― Emery Allen

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “Coincidence is the language of the stars. For something to happen, so many forces have to be put into action.”

      
        
        ― Paulo Coelho

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I dedicate this book to my incredible children, without whom my life would have no meaning, no purpose, no plan.

        Also to K.K. We are forever grateful you’re part of our family.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s difficult to have loved and lost, especially when the person we’ve lost has left us for reasons beyond our control. For many, the pain of losing a child, a spouse or a parent to an unforeseen event lays a shocking burden upon our hearts for what feels like an eternity. Well-meaning friends and their condolences may punctuate that pain repeatedly, or, perhaps through certain, personal beliefs to which we cling, we hold those we’ve lost in the endless depths of mourning. Those who have traveled the path of losing a loved one in an accident or some other senseless occurrence know very well this universal truth: there are many jagged rocks along the milestones of healing, some which we can easily toss aside, while others are boulders, impossible to budge.

      For those who remain in the land of the living, they leave us with so many questions unanswered. How could it be that the only other car  on the road within miles, the driver falling asleep at the wheel, hit our beloved at the moment just before impact? What do we call it when the circumstances leading to our loved one’s departure happen in the same small fragment of time as the events that ultimately claim their life? To what degree is our loss either the hand of God manipulating destiny as it’s written, or the influence of the Devil, hell-bent on disrupting and corrupting the grand Divine Plan? We may find ourselves able to answer some of these questions easily, or we may choose to ignore them, leaving them to the disparaging argument of Fate v. Coincidence.

      Let me be clear. This is a book about “coincidence.” Or, more to the point–that there are none. Growing up in the Christian tradition,  my understanding of “coincidence” was based on the belief that every eventuality was “God’s Will” or the “Devil’s Work” being done. For example, if someone died from a drug overdose, then clearly, the Devil had run amok in that person’s life and took the poor soul to the depths of Hell to join Satan’s Legion. A child running into the road to retrieve her ball, only to be met with the bumper of an SUV, was clearly an act of God’s Will, and the child–thankfully–would now live at the Lord’s side in Heaven and become an angel. Provided, of course, they had baptized her within the first few weeks of birth. If not, then who knew?

      When we believe that the reason for any eventuality results from God’s hand or the Devil’s, we give ourselves someone or something to blame. The same goes for the all-powerful notion of “coincidence.” If you hold firm to the belief in Heaven or Hell, I can respect that. Indoctrinated into the same belief throughout my childhood, I have tasted that brand of Kool-Aid. However, the bitter, limiting flavor never sat right with me, and I now adhere to a far different story, which you will learn… later. And that brings me to an important point I must note before our story begins. The word “later” may seem repetitive throughout this book, but I had no choice. This story starts at a place in my life after making mud pies was fun, but before getting off the couch was difficult, and, as with any story, there is required background to provide to make the foreground of the full picture clear… later. So please, bear with me, snuggle up and keep turning the page.

      It all starts with the passing of my second husband in February 2019. This is where the “truth” of our existence, in our human “skin suits” and beyond, proven to me beyond reasonable doubt, as relayed to me by the spirit of my late husband for the benefit of all humankind. In writing this book, I am attempting to share this truth with you, as he has tasked it upon me. I wrote this book for every one of us, and, in particular, those who face the “accidental” death of a loved one, or their own certain demise through an incurable malady. This book is especially for those in search of the truth, those who know in their hearts that there is much more to our existence than just to exist. It is for those who’ve experienced far too many synchronistic events in their lives that a belief in “coincidence” is no longer possible. My story, I hope, will provide you with proof.

      Know that this story is genuine. The events within these pages really happened to me, to the best of my shaky, concussed recollection, and this is my life as I know it to be. I have changed the names of friends and family involved, or mentioned no name at all. Not to belittle their existence, but merely to protect and respect the privacy of those individuals. Thank you for allowing me to share my story and the messages from Source encoded within these pages.

      Now, let us begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        February 28, 2019, Mexico

      

      

      

      Slowly, like moving through thick sludge, I opened my left eye. The view was hazy, tinted red, but I saw him. His golden-blonde head leaning against the steering wheel, the Jeep’s powdery white driver’s side airbag now deflated and tinged red, resting under his head. A useless pillow. Splatters and smudges of blood lay under his left cheek, dribbling down the once-white airbag.

      I looked at his face. That’s not right, I thought.

      Michael’s upper jaw appeared to be dislodged from his mouth; his beautiful, large white teeth broken in the center spacing, almost crumpled in half. He had a hollow face. Cheeks sunken, eyes closed. His silky mane of blonde hair smeared with red, and his long, proud German nose, broken repeatedly in bar fights and logging accidents, was now shifted and busted yet again, and for the last time. My strong, indestructible husband leaned against the steering wheel, broken. His body was limp, arms resting between rubbery legs. In the single moment my left eye opened, viewed the not right and then closed again... I knew.

      Michael was gone.

      VORTEX

      After seeing the “not right” and knowing in my heart that Michael had passed, I closed my eye and entered The Vortex. I could feel my body whooshing backward and felt for certain I had just exited my dimension for a new reality, one without Michael in it. I felt no hands and wasn’t aware of any voices, just the feeling of being pulled back, as if through thick, dark water.

      This is it, I’m alternating my universe. Wait, am I dying? I can’t leave my children! I want to see my grandbaby grow up!

      I peered into the darkness, looking for the opening to the black hole that had just swallowed me, but I found nothing. Frozen in terror, I called on Archangels Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, Uriel, Haniel and Jesus Christ to wrap me in a healing blanket of protection, love and light, then hung on for dear life. My children’s faces flashed before me, gripping my heart. I said a silent goodbye in the event this was my ending, and I promised to watch over them from my new place in the cosmos.

      In retrospect, I realized I was physically feeling the pull of a person–or persons–dragging me out of the vehicle and placing me on the shoulder of the highway. But in my mind, I was being pulled from my current universe into another, anticipating whatever was next. Somewhere, very far in the distance, I heard the faint wail of sirens, then… nothing.

      SCENE

      I’m sitting on the side of the highway, blood streaming down my face, saying, “I don’t know what happened, I don’t know what happened,” repeatedly. My mind refuses to register the trauma. I’m in a state of unconsciousness, only my mouth hasn’t gotten the memo. My white T-shirt and black and white flowered skirt, both particular favorites, completely soaked with blood. Michael’s upper body, limp and broken, rests on the side of the highway as far as they could pull him; his lower body, legs and feet still resting inside the back of the Jeep, which is turned on its side, how it had landed after an endless roll. None of this scene I can recall, but all of it described to me… later.

      Michael’s beloved Jeep–dubbed the “Canary” for its bright yellow bird color–completely obliterated, roll bars ripped off. The front windscreen, the hood of the engine and the entire driver’s side are all gone. There are shards and chunks of the apparently destructible hardtop roof spewed across the highway, along with all of our luggage–the first things to exit the stage and the first things to be picked clean by the Federales and heartless observers. Michael’s once-shiny, beautiful pride, his toy and his joy, completely mangled, taking its owner with it similarly. Its last resting place will be some Mexican Auto Wreckers to be recycled for what few parts they can salvage, but that must be nearly impossible. Likely, it will get crushed into a smaller, denser version of what lay on the road-side. Besides, if Michael could no longer have his toy, then nobody could.

      Debris is everywhere, scattered far and all across the highway. A boat trailer lays behind the obliterated Jeep, mysteriously devoid of an owner, marking its place in our macabre play. A line-up of vehicles pulls in behind the Canary and the on-coming lane as vehicles approach, slow down and then stop. Onlookers exit their vehicles, gawking and shouting, then someone calls the local police, who arrive within minutes yet far too late for my beloved. Someone I don’t know covers Michael’s body with a towel, and other people, speaking Spanish, try to help me wash my face and offer water, but I’m oblivious, trapped in my world of confusion. My malfunctioning brain is in a tremendous state of shock, a broken record on repeat, “I don’t know what happened.”

      Mexican paparazzi–locals with cell phones–snap picture after picture that will later be spread around the web, splashed across television screens, in between tragic Mexican soap operas, as the latest breaking headline. And others, being as obvious as shoppers at a blue light sale, riffle through our bags and belongings thrown across the highway, stealing any piece of our lives they deem valuable; jewelry, money, laptops, iPads, iPhones and passports to be a gift or sold later. The ambulance arrives, and paramedics move me from my seated position beside Michael’s limp body to a spinal board, a loathsome neck brace then strapped around me, holding my neck loosely in its too-large grip.

      I feel nothing, am aware of nothing. I’m not in my body at all. As they lay me on the board, my arms–elbows bent at a 45-degree angle, hands bloody and fingers curled into tight fists–are unmovable if anyone even tries. Rigor mortis of the living, but why? Something I will soon wrack my tortured, concussed, uncooperative mind about. The paramedics hoist me, unconscious, into the back of the ambulance and head for the nearest hospital, sirens wailing. Assessing my injuries and finding them to be “minor,” they alter their route, taking me to the local clinic where my new life, born of chaos and tragedy, will begin… later.

      

      THE BEGINNING

      
        
        April 1990, Canada

      

      

      

      The first time I met Michael, I was a fresh-faced-23-year-old, married to another man and about nine months pregnant. It was a beautiful April morning in 1990, just a few days before our first-born daughter, Nicole, would make her appearance. My husband, Wayne and I were sitting in our 1977 white Corvette Stingray, parked near a local cafe, T-roof off, as the day was a bright and warm one in our small, Canadian mountain town. The Corvette was replete with red leather interior; super classy if you were a bell-bottomed-pants-wearing-flower-child of the 70s, or a hairy-chested-porn-star of any era. We were neither, so it was a ridiculous expenditure that proved to be a less-than-perfect vehicle and a soon-to-be impractical one.

      Michael was strolling to his own vehicle, a refurbished, lifted Chevy, approximately from 1970. For most men with a lifted vehicle, I’d wonder which body part he was compensating for, but I made an exception of Michael. He was tall, probably 6 foot 2inches, thickly muscled with a long torso, so a smaller vehicle just wouldn’t fit his frame, and it was likely all of his body parts were proportionate. (Not that I gave any thought to said parts–that juicy tidbit I will reserve for later.) He was sporting a freshly shaved head and those delightfully large gold-rimmed, aviator-style glasses, a fashion win of the time that would later become iconic when an ironically cool dude named Napoleon Dynamite would bring them back into a weirdly acceptable style. His glasses perched upon a rather prominent, proud nose. I noted a slight deviation to the right and briefly wondered what stories that nose could tell.

      Despite the shaved head, or maybe because of it, I thought he was incredibly handsome. He had a brilliant smile, with very large white teeth that fit his mouth perfectly. His thin upper lip, cleverly disguised behind a burnt auburn roguish mustache, not quite the Magnum P.I. chop he was likely going for, but I noted the effort. His eyes were an intense denim blue, softened by feathery blonde lashes and–to this day–still the most gorgeous eyes I’ve ever seen, apart from my children. He was wearing jeans, heavy work boots and a simple T-shirt. A thin gold chain and small gold cross lay over the shirt fabric, glinting in the sun. I briefly mused what wearing the cross meant to him, whether it was a testament to his personal beliefs or simply a gift given to him by a friend or relative. I noted that there was an absence of curly chest hair peeking above the collar of his T-shirt. This was a fairly rare condition in most men, in my limited experience. Michael, as I would discover much, much later, was nothing like most men.

      “Hey there, how are you doing?” Holy hell, the voice! An incredibly melodic, deeply resonant, sexy vibration came from the House of Beautiful Teeth. I could tell that he was fairly lean and muscular, but not to the extent of supplementation or steroid use, and he didn’t strike me as the guy who would need it, so this voice–this resonant, deep dive into the baritone end of the band–this was all him.

      “Awesome! How are you?” Wayne replied. “This is my wife, Tammy.” He remembered to introduce me. Brownie points for him.

      “Hello,” I smiled and gave a brief wave. My shoulder-length dirty-blonde hair, curly from a recent permanent, bobbed in its ponytail as I nodded toward him. I was wearing a short skirt and T-shirt to beat the heat of the glorious spring day. The outfit complimented my best feature–“Legs for Days”–and my burgeoning belly nicely.

      “Hello, and congratulations,” the baritone nodded toward my basketball. I hadn’t quite reached watermelon status yet, but despite the 60 pounds I gained during that pregnancy, my belly stayed well out in front, giving nothing away from the backside view, should one be looking at my backside.

      “Thanks,” I replied, and that was the extent of our first conversation. I wasn’t naïve to the glint in his deep blue eyes as he swiftly glanced over my long, tanned legs and ready-to-breastfeed chest. Both were impressive (if I may be so audacious), and unlike other characters who may have made the same notation, Michael didn’t creep me out. Rather, I felt comfortable being so admired by this Zeus of a man.

      The guys chatted for a bit, during which I discovered they had met at the shooting range and had spent a little time together “plinking” (the term used for driving on forestry roads and “shooting at stuff”), and they’d partnered up occasionally for target practice at the local rifle range. As their conversation unfolded, that smile and voice, both Leonard Cohen-worthy (which, as I found out–again much, much later–was his favorite singer and Canadian poet), totally and completely dazzled me. During this brief encounter, I had no sign that this voice would one day be whispering exciting, naughty things into my ear during long, intense love-making sessions and lulling me into a deliciously deep sleep in the moments after.

      As Michael remembers it, this was the moment he first met the sexiest and most beautiful woman he could never forget. He said, frequently during our life together, that he had taken one look at my long, tanned legs, beautifully blossoming belly and swelling breasts, and was completely and utterly smitten. He also pondered life’s cruelty.

      “Why was a woman like that married to an elf like him?” It was a question he often asked, once life bowed to his favor. Wayne was shorter than me, not that I really ever noticed or cared. He was super fun, a little crazy, and he could make me laugh with gut-wrenching, tear-streaming laughter. He’s also a wonderful father to our four children. I believe it was that specific reason–the creation of our children–that the Universe, in its infinite wisdom, brought us together, and that served as an outstanding reason for me to appreciate and be thankful for our relationship, no matter the outcome.

      Our short meeting that sunny spring day ended with Michael walking his tall, muscular body over to his lifted Chevy and deftly hopping into it as we drove by. I gave a brief wave once again and quietly contemplated my new acquaintance. Was meeting him that day a matter of coincidence, fate, or God’s Will? I never gave it a thought at the time of our first meeting, but it was definitely something that had to be considered and quantified… later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Segue

          

        

      

    

    
      Before we go any further, it’s necessary to fill you in on some of the more, shall we say, “controversial” details of my early life. In introducing this book, I mentioned that I no longer subscribe to the same spiritual beliefs and dogma I had to follow as a child. One of the primary intentions for writing and publishing this book is to provide proof of the universal truth of the undeniably non-coincidental nature of our existence and life’s experiences. In order for you to understand how I could arrive at this truth after a lifetime of searching and inquiry, as well as the role the nightmare of losing my second husband played in this journey, I must first take you back to my spiritual origins.

      I met Michael about five years after busting out of the Christian-indoctrinated home I grew up in and ventured out on my own in search of true meaning. Growing up in a stable household with two loving parents and four siblings (all much older than me), two sisters and two brothers. One very devout older brother scared the living daylights out of me, constantly spouting the “burn in Hell” doctrine when I was merely an impressionable child. Until that time, I had my set of beliefs–if a child could form a belief or even understand what that was. I suppose it was more of a knowing of the power within myself and my connection with the Universe and the world around me. I had many supernatural experiences that many children at a young age can only later remember as adults. At night, I would come out of my body and travel around the world. I had seen the pyramids and had been to the top of the Eiffel Tower before I ever even learned what these incredible landmarks were called. I would lie in the tall grasses on our family’s acreage and breathe with the Earth, hear the hum of the 2nd-dimensional vibrations and listen to her–Gaia–tell me what she needed. I understood crop circles (which fascinated me immensely) were communications from the beyond to Gaia, and my childhood play involved moving small objects using only my mind.

      I learned quickly that I couldn’t share these wonderful explorations with my family after an interesting event occurred while “messing around with nature” with my childhood friend Andrea. She and I were around the age of 8 years old, while we could still live in Theta state, or “waking hypnosis,” which all children do until that age. Or until the adults who run society, tell them they’re wrong, silly or imagining things. We had spent the afternoon trying to levitate her little brother, Gavin, just for fun. (Don’t all little kids try to do that, or was it just us?) With Gavin sitting on the edge of their short porch deck, legs dangling below the knees, we placed our fingers under either side of his thighs, Andrea on one side, me on his other. All three of us closed our eyes, concentrated, and focused on raising Gavin up above the wooden deck. After a short time, we realized our fingers could no longer feel the fabric of his jeans. We both opened our eyes to see Gavin hovering in the air, slightly above our hands.

      Squealing and giggling, Gavin dropped back to the deck, the spell broken. Their mother came out to the deck to see what all the fuss was about. I was so excited and ready to burst, but Andrea spoke up first. “Nothing, Mum. Just having a laugh.” I knew from the look she shot me that our discovery was not to be discussed with her incredibly religious Anglican parents. When I went home that day, I attempted to tell my mother what fun we had, but she just passed it off like it was nothing more than silly child’s play. Adults–especially church-going ones–wouldn’t believe the stories we could tell, and they’d likely consider a punishment for the attempt. Message received.

      If I couldn’t share my Earth-given talents with my mom, I definitely couldn’t with my Holy Roller brother. Despite the 11-year age difference, my brother and I had been best friends, and we did everything together. Some of my happiest childhood memories were the times we spent together. He was a willing chauffeur for every Halloween, driving me around in his blue VW Bug, hitting up as many neighborhoods as it took until we had two or three pillowcases absolutely packed with treats. We’d play games at home, or watch movies, go to the beach and do all the fun stuff close siblings would do.

      It ended when he went to University to study Theology. I would anxiously await our time together when he would come home for summer breaks, only to win a second place to his Bible studies. That, coupled with the emotional abuse I suffered at his threats of Hell and damnation if I didn’t accept the Lord Jesus, left a mark on my childish heart that has taken me years of hypnotherapy and disassociation to heal from. Kids from school constantly ridiculed me for my family’s beliefs and called me the “Good Christian Girl,” something I probably should have been proud of, but–taken in context–was incredibly embarrassing. However, I didn’t rebel or convert to a “Bad Girl,” both out of respect for my parents and fear of my brother’s wrath. His emotional abuse continued on and off in our tumultuous relationship, but the early childhood wounds from his threats in the name of God ran deep and held strong for most of my life.

      My parents were far less extreme; my mother, borderline. They raised me in the faith, and we “religiously” attended the United Church every Sunday. I had attended Sunday School since I was a wee one, and in my early teens, I attended either Christian or Ukrainian summer camps. My mother, proud of her Ukrainian heritage (and likely disappointed that I had inherited my father’s Dutch, tall, blonde-haired, blue-eyed genes) insisted I go to an immersive Ukrainian camp and learn how to make Easter bread, perogies, learn the language and, you guessed it–Ukrainian dance. I was the tall blonde Dutch girl in the dance troupe — quite the spectacle. They often asked me to perform as a man if the troupe was short on male dancers–being that I was as tall, if not taller, than most of the boys at camp. The best part about camp was that I attended with my cousins. They made it far more tolerable, even fun.

      Around the age of 15, I completed Christian Evangelical Catechism and received my baptism, subsequently accepting the Lord Jesus Christ as my Savior. As I stepped into the cool lake waters at my baptism performed by our pastor, his one hand on my upper back, another on my forehead, I felt nothing. Not the love of Christ, nor the relief of being blessed with eternal life in Heaven. My body obeyed the command that my heart never truly followed, as he dipped me, fully dressed, into the cool, baptismal waters. I followed the procedure as my parents expected, particularly my mother. By then, I had forgotten about my childhood experiences and relationship with Mother Earth. Instead, I learned about free will and that we could decide on the road more or less traveled, but it always came with a price; and we (humanity) were the recipients of either a wonderful or dreaded prize–eternal love of God on his throne, or burning in the pits of Hell. So what choice did I have?

      The Kool-Aid wasn’t sitting right with me, however, and there were too many things about Christian faith to be fearful of. For instance, fearing God himself. This made no sense to me. How could God be loving and spiteful at the same time? If I didn’t abide by God’s command, he would send me to Hell, or whatever other emotionally abusive rhetoric they flung at me like a monkey throwing its own feces. Take that shit and shove it right back where it came from, thank-you-very-much.

      Also, why did everyone consider God to be separate from us, like a wise old sage that you visit every night when you kneel by your bedside and pray, yet he lived within each of us at the same time? What was the truth? Are we all one, or are we all separate from each other and God? My brother would always tout, “Jesus is the answer,” but wasn’t Jesus a mere mortal such as I? And if he could be born with such incredible powers, such as the ability to walk on water or turn the water into wine, couldn’t we all? Was there never to be another “chosen one” to walk upon the Earth? I understood that the world was waiting for his return, but I could never get past the feeling in the deepest part of my being that said Jesus was simply a mortal man whose message of love and Peace purposefully got twisted, turned and misconstrued to the benefit of man’s quest for power.

      I searched, but I could never find a straightforward answer in “The Good Book” (mine was white with gold edging, and it was one of the first things I “lost” when moving away from home). The teachings of the Bible as a whole disturbed me. Mortals wrote it, and I felt deeply that much of the “truth” got lost in translation, and I couldn’t–shouldn’t–trust it. There was just something about Christianity that never, ever felt true to me. As a child, I knew there was more to the limiting, power-guided beliefs I was told to obey. I was at once in love with nature but confused by the hate, wars and evils in the world that were carried out “in God’s name.” Talk about a bullshit excuse for the greed, power and control that man desired. It was just all wrong.

      COMRADES

      I met my first husband, Wayne, when I was 16. He was the son of a Pentecostal pastor, and I frequently attended church service with his family, ignoring the warning of my mother. She knew the Pentecostals for their “holy roller in the aisle” style of worship and beliefs that were largely fear-based. (As if ours weren’t?) My mother fretted that they would be a dangerous influence on me, that I would become exposed to their “cultish” ways. My boyfriend’s father found the United Church, to which we belonged, to be “wishy-washy” in their structure and beliefs, and he didn’t want his son attending. So, either church I went to, I felt damned.

      Being the son of a Preacher Man was no picnic for Wayne. He had his own set of dis-beliefs in what they touted as “truth” coming from his father, and he would receive a backlash or the switch if he didn’t conform. The fear in me matched the fear in him. He no more felt God’s love than he felt love from his own father, who placed him second to the church, and I experienced the same with my devoutly religious older brother. My instinct was to keep silent through the family dinners they invited me to. To argue passages in the Bible or venture to make a point in the Spirituality v. Christianity debate would be like trying to move Mohammad off of his mountain.

      I remember one particular conversation we were having over a home-cooked meal at Wayne’s home. His mother had made her specialty: lasagne with overcooked tomato sauce, topped with Kraft Singles cheese slices. We often struggled through dinner with either political or religious conversation, and the conversation, just as often, would become rather heated between Wayne and his father. This evening, it was about the Universe. Wayne’s mother stated that “the Universe only extends as far as we can see, and we, Earth and its people, are at the center. There is no existence beyond the planets we can see with a telescope; it says so in the Bible.”

      My mouth dropped open, melted, gooey cheese slices threatening to fall out. To think that there was nothing and no one beyond, to me, was profoundly arrogant. Wayne agreed and ventured to say as much. The dinner promptly ended with him storming off and slamming his bedroom door and me excusing myself quietly to talk things over with him in his room. Despite the struggles with our families, it was nice to have someone in my life who also felt as confused about Christianity as me. Our discussions on the subject were deep, meaningful and cathartic, solidifying the bond between us.

      FREEDOM

      After graduation and moving out on my own, I never attended another church service. Growing up in guilt, fear and shame, I feared my brother’s wrath if I questioned God or did anything against my brother’s beliefs. Although I had lost the ability to connect fully with the Earth or move small objects with my mind, I could feel the itch of spirituality crawling up my spine. I needed to break free of the ties that bound me to the Christian indoctrination and remember who I really was.

      Wayne and I set out to find our own truth in our own way. The day we moved in together caused significant issues with him and his parents. He had been in a motorcycle accident and preferred to heal at my apartment downtown, rather than at his parents, who lived much farther away. We were officially “living in sin,” and this cataclysmic event warranted a visit from his father and mother. We were both lectured on God’s word, and the colossal sin that we were committing was surely our ticket to Hell and damnation. There was no mention of the love that we shared between us, no mention of our utter joy from being together as the adults we were, experiencing adulthood as one. Just damned. My parents eventually learned of our new living arrangement, although it was easier to hide, as they lived in another town over an hour away. They weren’t too pleased, but fully expected a wedding to follow sooner than later.

      We married less than a month after I turned 20, in a United Church, much to the dismay of Wayne’s family. As my parents were footing the bill, it made sense that they should choose the venue. We conceded to our guilt and pressure from his father, however, and asked him to be the minister to marry us, so there was some reprieve there. This caused quite the stir between our United Church minister and my future father-in-law, but once we married and were on our own, we were free to explore our own beliefs. What put me back on my spiritual path and introduced me to hypnotherapy were the books and case studies of Dr. Brian Weiss and Dr. Michael Newton. These two doctors blew open the doors to my spirituality once again. Through their work and the thousands of case studies of clients they each worked with in hypnosis, particularly the “life between lives” work Dr. Newton had accomplished, I felt a realignment with the Universe and the understanding of it I’d had as a child.

      Realigned and, to a certain extent, reconnected, I was now free to continue my search for deeper meaning, not satisfied with the belief that we have no purpose in being here other than merely existing, or that there is no choice but Heaven, Hell or sleep when we die. As I dove deeper, I could finally let go of the Kool-Aid belief that our lives are in the hands of God, and not our own, that we are separate from God, he being the creator and ultimate “decision maker” of our lives. No longer having to live with fear, judgment, or guilt. I could finally open myself up to pure love and respect for all of God’s creatures, the world and everything in it, as my belief that we are all one etched in the deepest parts of my soul. I could finally create my path and my existence, following my intuition and what I simply knew to be the “truth,” at least for me. My studies soon gave way to raising a family, and I had to be thankful for the lessons I learned as a child, raised in fear. This was something I vowed not to do to my own children.

      Married life has its difficulties, as any marriage does. During the ups, I gave birth to four children–all before I turned 30. I thought this was an exceptional achievement until my father reminded me that my mother had four kids by the time she was 23! They had one set of twins in that mix and then waited 11 years to have little ole’ me, the “baby,” or the “Centennial Kid,” as my father would introduce me, proud to have a child in the 100th year of Canada’s birth as a nation. To my father, Canada was the land of God, having immigrated from Holland with his family to the fruitful promise of God’s unused land when he was only 4 years old. We raised our children to determine their own faith, much to my mother’s dismay.

      “How are they going to know anything about God or Christianity if you don’t teach them?” She asked.

      “We will introduce them to God and the various forms of religion, but we won’t indoctrinate them,” I replied, my husband chiming in. “They can do so of their own free will, something we did not have.”

      My mother did her best to bring my children up as Christian as I would allow. Once my parents retired and moved to the mountain town where we lived so they could be closer to our little clan and help me out by babysitting, they often brought the kids to Sunday School at the United Church, but only those who truly wanted to go attended. I was fine with it; my husband, not so much, but he would allow the kids to go just the same. We homeschooled our children until it was necessary for me to go back to work, as supporting a family of six in a large home was far too burdensome on my husband’s salary at the local sawmill. The only homeschooling group in our town was, naturally, a Christian one. We joined, bracing for guilt and judgment from the other parents for our lack of commitment to the Christian faith, but we received none. Our kids played with their kids, and we all took turns hosting family gatherings and events. It was a wonderful time, as much as it was a trying one, but eventually, the stress of raising a large family, along with the expense of our large home and the purchase of a new vehicle, was too great. We sold the home for what we paid for it, sold the vehicle at a loss, and moved our large family into a smaller home.

      The pressure and stress, coupled with my husband’s unhappiness in his career (not chosen, but forced, as it was all that was available in our small town), was far too great for us to handle. After 14 years of marriage, I found myself in the awkward and unfortunate situation of being a single mother to four absolutely incredible young children. My marriage had fallen apart, but I believe we created the relationship to bring those four beautiful lights into the world, and for that, I’ll be forever grateful for the experience, no matter how difficult it ultimately became. My ex-husband remained an amazing dad to our children, and, mostly, we were amicable throughout the separation and divorce. When we parted, Wayne told me, “Keep studying, keep learning and find the truth.” I knew he meant to continue the spiritual journey we had started together. I was on to something, and he knew it; he just didn’t have the resolve within himself to continue the quest.

      I picked up my pursuit to learn the truth about our existence and who we really are once my children were older. I learned meditation and tarot and began automatic writing (which is a type of channeling). Gaining ground on my communication with the Divine, I dove further into healing my past through self-hypnosis, and my heart felt lighter, releasing the buried traumas of my “hellfire and brimstone” past. I started courses in hypnotherapy–a sinful adjunct that created the final rift between myself and my Holy Roller brother. That age-old story had to cease for my sanity and personal healing.

      

      TRAJECTORY

      During the first year of wearing my new, single skin, I had myself a wee bit of fun. I played a lot of slow-pitch, drank far too much wine and partied pretty hard for the two weeks a month that my kids were with their father. In the two weeks they remained with me, I was an ultra-mom. Struggling to make ends meet on a part-time bank teller’s income, but still managing, with help from the local food bank or my parents, to put a solid meal on the table. Not the best situation, but we endured, and they grew into healthy, brilliant adults.

      The kids played human ping-pong for a short period until they each decided whose home they would permanently live in. My oldest two girls stayed with me, while my son and youngest daughter, somewhat of a tomboy who idolized her older brother, moved in with daddy. They remained at their stations until leaving home some years later, each around the age of 18. I worked as a bank teller for several years, enjoying my job and my life as a mom. I had settled into the groove of single motherhood but wasn’t terribly interested in dating again, not for real or for life, not yet anyway.

      Then one day, I got the thrilling opportunity to see Michael again, as he and his crew of surveyors came into the bank to receive their pay, cabled to the branch from their head office in Calgary. It turned out this was going to be a bi-weekly occurrence. Hooray! It had been at least 14 years since I had seen him last, and so much of my life, and his, had changed! I was so delighted to see his brilliant smile once again, and we spent several minutes “catching up” on almost everything. I couldn’t help but notice little butterfly movements shifting through my belly throughout our conversation, and I couldn’t stop staring at his smile.

      When the bi-weekly cable came to our branch, I was more than happy to organize the funds into the specified bundles for each of the guys and had the pay ready for their imminent arrival late afternoon every other Friday. When Michael would walk in the south door of the branch, I admittedly got a little winded. He often wore his hair a little long, the blonde curly tendrils hanging out from under the back of his battered baseball cap. Michael’s face was often scruffy, with a wiry, 5-day-old beard, tinged a rusty red, as he never had the time or energy for a daily shave. His deep denim eyes sparkled and danced when he would see me, his smile lighting up his entire face. Occasionally, he would still wear a high-visibility vest and a dusty pair of work boots, causing his already tall frame to be that much taller.

      His dazzling smile was always ready for me once he’d caught my eye. He would wait in line, usually allowing his workers to go ahead of him to gather their pay from their choice of tellers. Michael would wait until I was available, then take his turn in line and appear at my wicket. This secretly thrilled me, knowing he was waiting to see me, and I enjoyed making him smile, sharing a little laugh or mundane small talk about his work or the weather. His deep, resonant voice, the one I’d been so taken with from the moment I first heard him speak, was comforting and thrilling. A gritty baritone, I could listen to his voice for hours and enjoy the swirl of deliciousness as it churned within me.

      I never considered myself to be brave. I couldn't even muster up the courage to give him my phone number, and he, the lion that he was, couldn't summon any more courage than me. Therefore, every other Friday, we danced around each other with our eyes, our smiles, and flirty comments. One day, however, I thought I’d take the step and offered my banking help anytime he was “going to be late coming for their pay or had questions of any kind… relating to absolutely anything…” I gave him my business card, which had my name, the usual banking information, phone and fax, address and so on, and on the back I wrote my personal extension, 224. Oh, how much courage that took, and it wasn’t even my personal phone number! Feeling the part of a fool, or at the very least, the equivalent of an awkward teenager who just tripped over her two left feet, I passed the card across my wicket. He took it, smiling, and thanked me for the offer. If there were 50 shades of red, I was wearing 49 of them. Flushed and excited, I had to excuse myself and head to the ladies to take a chill pill. I was so excited by this large lion of a man, and I couldn’t get him off my mind.

      I never heard from him on my extension, but whenever the phone rang for the next couple of weeks until I saw him again, I was always jumping to answer it. Of course he wouldn’t call! It was so lame that I gave him my card in the first place! Why didn’t I just give him my personal number? The bi-weekly Friday procession of surveyors only lasted a couple more months until the company they worked for finally got their poop in a group and started paying the guys by direct deposit. I never saw Michael in the branch after that, as he was a member of a different bank, so there wasn’t any reason for him to drop by, and he never called my extension. Often I thought, “well, I guess that’s that,” assuming he wasn't even remotely interested in me. I went about my life, living my day-to-day, working and spending time with my children.

      I didn’t see him again until a couple of years later, when I was out in my backyard planting some flowers. A tennis ball rolled onto my side of the yard between myself and the neighbor. A sweet, medium-size fuzzy black lab followed. As soon as she saw me, she loped in my direction and covered me in fervent kisses with her shiny pink tongue. I heard her owner approaching. Assuming it was my neighbor, it pleasantly surprised me when Michael appeared, calling his pup over.

      “Hi!” I exclaimed, gathering myself to stand and brushing off the dirt.

      “Well, hello there! I didn’t know you lived here!” He replied, just as stunned as I was to see him standing there. He had apparently just finished work and was at the neighbor’s, who was a co-worker, sitting in the backyard for a beer. There was an obvious skunk scent of weed wafting over to my yard, so I assumed he was partaking in more than an after work cold one.

      I willed the butterflies in my stomach to settle as we chatted niceties, him petting his dog, who was madly chewing on the fuzzy green tennis ball he rolled into my yard for her, and me wishing I’d taken the time to do my hair and makeup before working in the garden with my grubby jeans and T-shirt. Not that Michael was dressed in his Sunday best. He was wearing his work clothes, ratty jeans, scuffed work boots, and a work shirt. His blonde silky locks needed a trim and poked out beneath an equally ratty ball cap. He was also wearing a surveyor’s vest; a big red safety vest with a fluorescent “X” on the back and large pockets with more fluorescent safety reflectors on the front. There is just something about a man in work clothes that really sends rockets running through my spine and severs the communication wires between my brain and my mouth. I was afraid to speak for fear of the drool. We ended our conversation with the same niceties we’d started with, and he and his little black dog retreated to the neighbor’s yard. I never mentioned him not calling me at the bank or suggested we get a coffee, still assuming he wasn’t interested.

      I couldn’t have been more wrong, as I would find out… later.
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      Out of the blackness, the thick, dark, heavy feeling behind my eyes, I could hear the voices of several people, assumedly gathered around me. I had no clue how to open my eyes. It was like I’d forgotten how eyes functioned. I could hear my breathing–short, empty bursts–and I could feel some sort of vice that an unseemly, horrifying stranger must have placed my head in. Where was I? I lay there, silent, as the voices became clearer. It wasn’t English; it was–oh my God–Spanish! The realization swept over me, coating me like a blanket of jellyfish, stinging me with their electric tendrils.

      I was in a hospital somewhere in Mexico.

      Oh. Shit.

      I briefly imagined a scene from a war movie; laying in a single-sized cot, white iron bed frame, a small table beside the bed, in a room full of other single-sized cots, and in each cot lay a broken soldier, bandaged from head to toe. The nurses, of course, would wear traditional starched white hats and crisp white dresses. Or perhaps they were all nuns? I listened harder to the multiplex of voices mingling around me. There must have been at least five or six hospital staff. I tried to relax. The layering of chatter meant there were several hens at the party. Oh great.

      “Manuel dijo que el accidente fue horrible. Piezas de automóviles en todas partes.”

      Manuel said the accident was horrible. Car parts everywhere.

      “Me pregunto que paso?”

      I wonder what happened?

      “Conducen demasiado rápido y perdieron el control?”

      Were they driving too fast and lost control?

      “Si, ese es probablemente el caso. Estaban en un Jeep deportivo.”

      Yes, that is likely the case. They were in a sports Jeep.

      The chatter continued for several minutes, each hen clucking her “tsk-tsk” and leaving two cents on the subject. It took me either no time at all, or several moments–time had absolutely no meaning behind the blackness of my eyelids–to realize that they were speaking fluent Spanish, and I was understanding, just as fluently. This wouldn’t have been a spectacular realization, aside from the fact that I couldn't understand much Spanish at all. At least, not to the extent and the speed at which it was currently being spoken. As my brain was no longer communicating with my eyes, I couldn’t fling them open upon this heady realization.

      Was this one of those miraculous situations where, after a traumatic experience, I could not only understand the language, but suddenly could speak it as well? And what other fantastic miracles would develop from this? Were there other languages that I could speak and understand beyond English and Spanish? I strained to listen for someone, anyone, speaking Italian or Latin or French, but I heard nothing.

      My mind raced with possibility. Would I be able to play Chopin or Beethoven just as fluently as I understood Spanish? Would I suddenly become a masterful artist, the caliber of a Van Gogh or Matisse? I felt a small giddy feeling welling up inside of me as I wondered how quickly I could find a baby grand piano to test my new skills. Surely there would be a spot on Oprah for me, once she found out, or, at the very least, Ellen.

      Mental recall returning. My heart and soul knew that Michael had died, but someone had yet to confirm this in the hen party chatter. I listened to the layering voices as they made their opinions as to the how and why I was in the bed before them. I felt like I was in a bad Mexican soap opera, the recipient of a recent brain transplant, a gift from my identical twin who sacrificed her own life to save mine. Praise be, look at the miracle before us!

      I moved my tongue slowly, conjuring up the saliva necessary to open my mouth, then speak. I wasn’t even sure if I could open my mouth. The motor function for my eyes was currently on pause, but my tongue appeared to be operational, so I would give it a go. “Mi esposo, está muerto?” I managed in a raspy whisper. My husband, is he dead? Until that moment, I hadn't known the Spanish word for “dead.” At least, I didn’t think it was previously in my limited dictionary of Spanish words, and it wasn’t something that I had needed to use until now. Yet, there it was.

      Someone replied, “Si, lo es. Lo siento mucho.” Yes, he is. I am so sorry.

      I slowly nodded my understanding, or rather, tried to nod, and felt so incredibly... empty. With the confirmation firmly in my grasp, I felt the indelible mark on my heart. He’s gone. He’s really, truly gone. I wanted to cry, but my eyes had not only forgotten how to open, they also couldn’t release tears. I wanted to scream, but my throat was incapable of an expulsion worthy of my heart’s feelings. So, I just laid there, letting the emptiness wash over me and the sweet comfort of darkness take me once again.

      Regaining consciousness sometime later (it could have been seconds or hours–I was without the benefit of a clock, watch or the ability to check such a device), I was certain of two things. First, that I was in a hospital somewhere in Mexico; and second, I had lost my husband in an accident. As I lay there, eyes somehow glued shut, listening to the sounds of the hospital hustle and bustle, I forced myself to think and asked myself a series of questions.

      What was my full name? That I remembered with easy recall; Tammy Tyree.

      What is your birthdate? This I also found easy to remember; July 11, 1967.

      Where do you live? Ok, a little trickier, but still appeared from nowhere; British Columbia, Canada, and in Cayo District, Belize. I briefly celebrated the minor victory of recalling these first three facts. Now for something a little harder.

      Do you know what happened? This one stumped me, but I persisted until the fog slowly lifted. Had I been more aware, I surely would have heard the “Jeopardy” theme song strumming through my head.

      Were we traveling in our Jeep? Yes, the bright yellow Jeep we called the Canary.

      Where were we traveling from? And where were we traveling to? Hmm, this one was tricky and took a while to summon. Oh yes! From our property in Belize, and we were traveling to our Timeshare in Cancun, Mexico!

      Wait, had we even crossed the border into Mexico? Am I still in Belize? This one also took a while, or perhaps it didn’t. Then I remembered–yes, we had! Bit by bit, I pieced together fragmented memories of our first-ever Belize to Mexico border crossing by car. We had crossed and were then herded like sheep without a shepherd through an immigration checkpoint. I focused on that brief memory of the immigration terminal and realized I had absolutely no memory of leaving that area.

      Did the accident happen right there? Am I in a hospital in Chetumal? Or did we make it all the way to Cancun? Am I in Cancun? But what happened? Was there an explosion? Did the Mexican Cartel blow up the border crossing, and catch us in the middle?

      I tried harder to bring the facts into focus, but to no avail. There was just nothing but a dark abyss where my memory should have been. Fragmented pictures would pop into my mind, like the elusive puzzle pieces you can never find, despite hours of scanning over the scattered pieces. Then the one you’ve been looking for pops out at you like a flashbulb. I remembered coming through immigration and felt a joyous victory of remembering that we had passed Chetumal, deciding not to explore the duty-free shopping area, Michael saying he would do so on his way back to Belize, once I had left Cancun for Canada after our holiday to visit family back home. After that, completely blank. So, I must be in Chetumal. Feeling both bittersweet satisfaction at recalling at least that much of our journey and, resigned yet grateful for not remembering the accident itself, I turned my focus to my body.

      How badly was I hurt? Eyes still refusing to open, I relaxed and scanned myself from head to toe, something I ask my hypnotherapy clients to do while under hypnosis to find the body parts associated with a past trauma or event. I was aware of a great deal of pressure around my temples and neck and surmised that I probably had whiplash from the accident and, likely, a concussion. I let my focus drift into my shoulders, arms, central body, legs, feet, and toes; all felt completely normal.

      Wait, did I lose limbs? Is that why I can’t feel any pain? No, that made no sense. If I had lost limbs, I would feel a lot of pain, wouldn’t I? Oh my God… am I just waking from surgery to remove body parts? Having no point of reference, due to never losing a limb previous to this current predicament, I concentrated on my toes.

      Can I wriggle them? My brain fired up the damaged circuits and carried the question down the length of my body, and my toes responded with slight movement. Hurrah! Within what may have been a few brief minutes or a few long hours, I had remembered my personal details and felt my body for the first time since arriving; minor victories in what was the most excruciating circumstance of my life.

      Doing my best impression of an MRI, I scanned my body once again, this time trying to focus my attention on my arms and hands. I tried to signal my fingers to wriggle, but received no response. Trying again, this time, I could feel a slight twitching in a couple of fingers, but more so, I had a feeling that my hands were curled into fists. I could feel my fingertips resting on the base of my palms, so I tried stretching them out, elongating my fingers, but again, no response other than the feeling of being very shaky. Something felt damaged there, and I could not open my eyes, too afraid to look anyway. I faded in and out of sleep, listening to the hustle and bustle of the hospital and aware of my bladder needing relief. I was so grateful when the nurses would consistently hoist my ass up and slide a bedpan under my butt so I could relieve myself. Eventually, my mind’s Sight Department got back to work, and I could peer through my eyelids and view the room through a dim, red haze.

      It was a rather typical hospital room, although the walls were painted white (not the usual hospital green), and it had no door leading to the hallway, just a large, arched entryway. I was in one of three beds; the one beside me lay unoccupied as far as I could tell, while a woman moaning in the rhythmic patterns of someone in the early stages of labor occupied the bed across from me. My bed and hers were closest to the doorway. There was a bathroom beside her in the far corner but no clocks on the wall, just one small window, blinds drawn, near the bathroom. The brief time to peer through my eye slits exhausted me.

      I had faded in and out of consciousness many times since arriving. It could have been days–or weeks–since I’d arrived. I wondered if they even knew who I was? Where were all of my things? My cell phone to call home? And where exactly was I? I assumed I was in Chetumal, as that was where my memory of our trip had ended. But perhaps they had transported me as far as Cancun? I silently hoped that was the case, as I’d be one step closer to an airport and a flight home to Canada. When approached by one of the staff for a check-in, I readied my tongue to ask. The nurse, noticing my slight movement, came closer to my head and leaned in to listen.

      I asked, slowly and in a mere whisper, “Dónde estoy? Estoy en Cancún?” Where am I? Am I in Cancun?

      “Estás en el hospital de Bacalar, Quintana Roo.” You are in the hospital in Bacalar, Quintana Roo.

      Bacalar? Where was that?

      Then I remembered. A tiny light switch went off in my brain, illuminating another piece of the puzzle for me to find. We had actually gone much further than the Belize/Mexico border. We had traveled at least an hour outside of Chetumal, maybe more. Our destination was approximately five hours from the border, so we had only gone part way.

      I asked about my phone, hoping to call my family. The nurse said she didn’t think they brought me with any of my things but would check for me. I drifted back to sleep once again. My eyes felt gritty and heavy. My contacts! Were they still in my eyes? I’d worn contacts for years but never usually during sleep, and I wasn’t sure how long I had been out. Were they around the side or above the eye? The thought of this possibility gave me the creeps, thinking of anything floating around my eye that shouldn’t otherwise be there. As difficult as it was, I had to ask, “Mis contactos. ¿Están en mis ojos?” My contacts, are they in my eyes? I whispered to the nurse, who was still bustling about my bed.

      “Oh, no lo sé. Llamaré al doctor.”Oh, I do not know.  I’ll call the doctor. She retrieved the doctor assigned to me. Lucky him, or lucky me, depending on his ability to find my floating prescription lenses. He gently opened one eye at a time and shined a light in. I instantly regretted asking. My eyelid wanted to close tight, my eyes wishing they could recoil to the back of my brain. The intrusive light burned an unwelcome hole in my concussed head. It was all too much to face, but I needed to know if the contacts were still there or if they needed to be peeled off the top or side of my eyeball. The thought of them floating around my periphery was truly disturbing. Realizing this likely wouldn’t be the only time I’d have to brace myself for poking and prodding, I relaxed. One thing to face at a time.

      “No hay nada. Sin contactos. Es posible que los asistentes de ambulancia los hayan retirado.” There is nothing. No contacts. Ambulance attendants may have removed them. I thought it was more likely that they simply blew off of my eyes when they squeezed shut on impact. I thanked the doctor and drifted back to sleep, exhausted from whispering, and a throbbing headache ensued from the spotlight fiasco. Time passed, or maybe it didn’t. A couple of nurses and a beautiful young woman wearing brown slacks and a beige top woke me. I couldn’t yet open my eyes fully, but I could peer through my lids long enough to get a picture of my surroundings and the people around my bed. Both the nurses and the young lady spoke only Spanish, and I replied, whispering in Spanish, still able to understand the language. This bit of amazement at my astounding new ability didn’t escape me, and it tempted me to share my good fortune, but I shelved it for now.

      “I am Johanna, your social worker. Do you remember what happened?” The young lady asked. My social worker? Am I a lost child? Did they think I was in a domestic disturbance? Why would I need a social worker? Johanna must have noticed my quizzical brow, assuming my brow could be quizzical, so she explained, “We assign people a social worker after an accident to get them the help they need.” How lovely.

      I attempted to shake my head. “No, I don’t remember what happened.”

      She replied, “I regret to inform you that your husband perished in the accident.”

      I simply said “si,” and at that moment, tears sprang forth from my upset eyes and trickled down my temples, pooling into my ears. The two nurses who accompanied her purred their sympathies, one massaging my legs and the other tenderly wiping away the gathering pools of water in my ears. I was grateful for the care and the mothering. Then a prickly heat ran through me. Terror. I was alone, Michael was gone, and my family didn’t know what had happened.

      “Do you remember your name?” Johanna asked.

      This I knew! If I could have patted myself on the back for playing my mind game earlier, I would have, and I made a mental note to do so later. As I would soon discover, mental notes came and went like wisps of dandelion fluff. I gave her my name and that of my late husband. She asked who she could call and what the number was. For a moment, I panicked. It’s just too easy to forget people’s phone numbers in our digital age, if you even knew the number in the first place, yet I could rattle off my oldest daughter’s name and phone number easily–and in Spanish! Praise be! Prickly heat flooded through me again, this time from relief. I explained she was in Canada–“long distance”–so Johanna would know to add the required digits for an international call.

      She punched the number into her phone and placed it to my ear. I could hear the distinctive rings, then the automated voicemail greeting picked up and told me Nicole was not available and to leave a message. My heart sank, disappointed. I figured she likely didn’t pick up because she wouldn’t have recognized the “unknown” number. I didn’t want to leave a message. What would I say? And how would I tell her to get back to me? I had no phone of my own that I knew of. I could speak slowly and quietly, my voice thick with pain and fear, but I was desperate enough to get in touch with my family, so I would try my best.

      The message I left went like this: “Nicole… it’s Mom… we are in Mexico, and there’s been an accident. I’m in the hospital… I have a neck brace… and I don’t know what’s happening, but they tell me that Dad is dead…” Then there was a flutter of activity and garbled voices; I believe I was asking for a number for her to call back, then… nothing. I don’t remember leaving that message, but Nicole kept it for me to listen to at a later date, and it was purely awful to hear.

      Johanna and the nurses left me for a bit, and I drifted to sleep again. A short time later, Johanna woke me up, explaining that she had my daughter on the phone. She placed her cell phone in my ear, and I whispered.

      “Nicole?”

      “Mom!” Nicole’s voice broke. She was sobbing, trying to speak.

      “I’m ok,” was all I could manage, tears trickling down my temples again. The relief I felt speaking to a family member was indescribable. “We were in an accident.”

      “Yes, they told me,” she said through her tears.

      “They keep telling me that Dad has passed. I haven’t seen him, but they keep telling me Dad died.” Saying the words out loud sounded so incredibly foreign and unreal. I knew Michael had passed the moment I’d opened one eye and saw him right after the accident, but, as the adage goes, I couldn’t believe my eye, and I didn’t want to admit or accept the truth.

      “Yes, he’s gone, Mum.” Nicole was crying harder now. My poor girl! I wanted so badly to reach out and hug her, to give her some sort of comfort. Nicole had a 3-month-old baby at home, my first granddaughter, and I could only imagine the difficulty she was having coping with this news and an infant at the same time.

      I kept telling her I was ok, imagining the absolute hell my children must go through. As difficult as it was for me to be the accident victim, it had to be 100 times worse for my loved ones. Nicole asked me where I was so that she could make plans to come get me. Even though I was told earlier, I couldn’t remember, so I had to ask Johanna again in Spanish. They passed the phone over to my doctor, the only person in the hospital who spoke fluent English, albeit with a heavy Spanish accent. He gave Nicole the name of the hospital in Bacalar, Quantara Roo, Mexico. She said she was going to come and get me, and we hung up the phone.

      NICOLE

      I was having coffee with a family friend when my phone rang. It was a foreign number, so I didn’t answer it, thinking it was a telemarketer or crank caller. I got home, and a call came from that number again, and again I didn’t answer. This time, the caller left a message. It was Mom, telling me they had been in an accident and that my step-dad was dead. I didn’t know how to call Mom back on that number, as it was a foreign number, so there were at least five minutes of crying and sheer panic. My daughter also crying and needing my attention. I finally figured out how to call the number back, and a Spanish-speaking woman answered the phone.

      I told her who I was and asked to speak to my mother, Tammy Tyree. She brought the phone to Mom. She kept saying she was in a neck brace and how much pain she felt, how uncomfortable. I asked if she knew where she was–what the name of the hospital was–but she couldn’t even understand what I was asking, so she turned the phone back to the woman who had answered it. It took a while to get the information, as the woman on the other end had to find the only other person in the hospital who could understand and speak fluent English, my mother’s doctor.

      The doctor, somewhat rushed, told me the name of the hospital, town and state in Mexico. Even though he was fluent, with the heavy accent, it was very difficult to comprehend what he was saying. He told me that someone had to come get my mother and sign for the body of my step-dad. I could only agree, as I furiously scribbled notes during our conversation, writing the names and places the best I could. They let me speak to Mom again. She kept saying, “I think Dad is dead,” and I kept repeating that yes, he was indeed gone. There was a lot of crying on both of our parts and repeating the same information. She was clearly in shock and concussed, not fully aware of her condition, and likely scared as hell.

      After hanging up, I called my cousin Andrea, who was in Belize on my parents’ property. She, her husband and young daughter had been visiting for a week and had stayed an extra day, even though Mom and Dad had left for their Cancun trip the day before. I told Andrea what had happened, the names of the hospital and town that were given to me as accurately as I could. We did some Googling together while on the phone. I told Andrea a family member had to go get Mom and help bring her home to Canada, but she was hesitant to assist in that manner, afraid of traveling into Mexico with their young daughter. They were the closest people in distance to Mom, but they had to discuss whether it was possible for them to fulfill the vast request.

      While I was on the phone with Andrea, my partner Shawn came home from work and took the crying infant from my arms. Andrea said she would call back. They would research the probable locations Mom may be at and decide whether they could help retrieve her. During this entire time, I was on the floor near the wood stove in our home. I hung up and Shawn asked, “What the heck is happening?” He had walked into an actual nightmare of tears and sheer panic, to which he had now joined. When I told him the devastating news, all he could manage was “No, no, no, no, no…” The three of us sat on the floor and bawled. Michael had been a father to Shawn, who had lost his own father to cancer several years previously. The news of Michael’s passing devastated us all. Our daughter had met her “Opa” only once when she was 2 months old, and she would never have the benefit of growing up with his love and wisdom.

      The next person I called was my sister, Casey. She was with our brother in the middle of a move to their new, shared apartment two hours away. I told her they should pull over, that I had something difficult to tell them. When they did, I let them know about the accident, that Mom was ok but that Mike had passed. They reacted as I would expect, with a lot of tears, grief and anxiousness, to get to Mom and bring her home. I had to tell them I didn’t have enough information to enable us to go, but I would let them know more when I found out.

      Next, I called my youngest sister, Carrie. She was at work and took the news calmly. However, ten minutes later she called me back, letting me know she left work in tears and immediately went to Michael’s mom’s house (“Oma” to me and my siblings). The RCMP had already been to see Oma a little earlier to give her the news, and she was home alone, making calls to family. I didn’t know it then, but my brother had contacted Michael’s son and broke the news to him.

      Andrea called again. They had found the hospital and discussed traveling into Mexico to assist, but they decided it wasn’t the best idea, correctly assuming the time it would involve. They had a business back in Canada that required their attendance. Vacation was now over. My passport had recently expired, and I also had a newborn to contend with, so it wasn’t really an option for me either.

      In the meantime, Mom’s doctor had called again, requesting a copy of her identification and asking when someone was coming to claim her. This confused me. It was as if he did not know the travel time from Canada to Mexico. He also said the authorities would require identification for the release of Michael’s body. Thankfully, only five months earlier (rather synchronistic, it would seem), Mom had given me a binder and flash drive full of personal and estate information, copies of their passports, IDs, banking information, and everything that was now required. I even had copies of their Wills that they had recently updated (also rather synchronistically).

      I asked Casey to go with our youngest sister to Mexico to represent the family. Casey was eager to go, of course; however, we were both in such shock and confusion that we couldn’t conceptualize the steps needed first, next and last. A family member was required to be in attendance for Mom’s release from the hospital, but I felt it was too momentous a task for Casey and Carrie to undertake alone, so I called our long-time family friend Katrina and asked for her help.

      Katrina jumped into action asking, “What do you need, what do you need?” And when I told her, “I need you to go to Mexico with Casey and bring Mom home,” she said she’d call me back in ten minutes, and she did. She had immediately called her travel agent friend and already had the tickets to leave early the next day. A car booked to take them from the Cancun airport to Bacalar and a place to stay near the hospital. I was instantly relieved. Our family desperately needed Katrina’s take-charge attitude and capabilities right now. I couldn’t have asked a better person to take on the momentous task that lay before us.

      Katrina encouraged me to start a Go-Fund-Me campaign with our next call to each other. Hearing from Mom and her social worker that there was no evidence of their existence–no wallets, passports or anything found in or around the Jeep, everything presumably stolen–meant I would have to cancel credit cards, debit cards and so on, and I did not know how we would handle the upcoming expenses. I was again thankful Mom had left me all of their estate and banking information. When I logged on to her online banking to check their credit cards and accounts, sure enough, suspicious charges appeared. Because of this, I alerted the credit card companies and the banks, who froze everything immediately. We were most definitely stumped for a way to pay for the expenses we were about to face. The Go-Fund-Me was now absolutely necessary.

      I had originally set the funding goal at $5,000, but potentially, we were facing a far greater expense than that, not knowing the cost of hospitalization, hotel rooms, flights, funeral home expenses and bringing Michael’s body or ashes back to Canada, let alone the care Mom would require once back home. The Go-Fund-Me turned out to be one of the greatest blessings during this time. I shared the news with friends on Facebook, which, unfortunately, was the first time many of them found out about Michael’s death. A co-worker of Michael’s spread the news via email chain to the entire company that Michael contracted to, and it went viral.

      With hours, the Go-Fund-Me quickly rose to $10,000, and then $34,000 within a couple of days. This just had to be enough to cover the international expenses, as well as months of Mom’s recovery care and Michael’s celebration of life. Words will never express the gratitude we all feel toward those individuals responsible for bringing Mom home to our family. We are forever in your debt, and we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.

      I spoke to Mom as much as possible during this time, usually every two to four hours, and I had to reiterate the plans, as she wasn’t able to keep the information from one call to another. I spent the rest of my time fielding calls from friends, family, their contacts in Belize and organizing the information that the Canadian Consulate in Mexico would require to facilitate Mom and Mike’s return.

      SNORING

      Back at the hospital in Bacalar, Nicole called once again. Johanna held the phone to my ear. “Katrina and Casey are coming to get you and bring you home,” Nicole said. I felt tremendous relief hearing this, but couldn’t speak. The tears were flowing now, clearing my eyes and washing away all the dirt, blood and junk that caked them.

      “Ok, I love you. I’m ok.” And with that, I could finally relax and slip into a relieved, restful sleep. My family was coming to get me. I had been there for what seemed like an eternity but was actually less than 24 hours. I would only have to wait one or two more days before seeing Katrina and Casey, then my journey home to Canada and a full recovery could begin.

      That night, the sound of Michael’s snoring startled me awake. He had an unmistakable, epic snore. For the entirety of our relationship, I had to wear earplugs when he was home after a long stint at work and we were sleeping together again. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep. I had previously recorded one particularly epic event and would find it later, stored on the Cloud, many months into my recovery. His coffee-percolating-locomotive snore was just too unreal not to record. I don’t recall if I ever played that recording for him. I likely did, as he didn’t always believe me when I said his snoring was enough to scare the howler monkeys. If there was a Guinness Book of World Record category for “Snoring,” Michael would have taken the prize annually.
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