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Madness need not be all breakdown. It may also be breakthrough. It is potential liberation and renewal as well as enslavement and existential death.  ~~R.D Laing (1927-1989)
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Amanda Connors woke with a start. The shrill, piercing scream echoed throughout her bedroom, jarring her further. She bolted upright in bed gasping for air, heart beating wildly and erratically.

She’s had the same nightmare for more than a year. Even though each one ended with a different twist, her nerves were frayed and worn thin. The ‘woulda-coulda-shoulda’ of the situation haunted her and kept her in post-mortem despair.

A year ago, two shocking events threw her into this tailspin. They happened on the same day and it was devastating to the thirty-four-year-old woman. The circumstances left her rattled and unsure about her choices in life. She lost sight of herself and her goals in life. 

First, her mother, Susan Toole, died from cancer. Although it was a long and painful disease, Amanda was still unprepared. She took it hard. 

The last year was the worst. 

As Susan’s caretaker, she spent several hours each day with her mother. She made sure Susan had what she needed. After a mentally exhausting week, Amanda spent the weekends at home with her husband Billy.

It was a progressive situation. Just as the illness became more severe and demanding, so did Susan’s needs. Amanda spent more time with her. She was often thankful that Billy called to say he was working late and would eat in the cafeteria. She thought his responses were attentive and considerate. She was grateful that she didn’t have to worry about him.

Time with her mother drew near the end.

She knew her mother needed to be in a hospital or long-term care facility, but again, Susan resisted. “Please, Amanda,” she begged, “I want to be home surrounded by the happy memories of my life with you and your father.”

Amanda abided her mother’s wishes and soothed her, promising that she’d remain at home as long as possible. Although she wasn’t sure how long she could keep the promise, she silently vowed—“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Mother comfortable, happy, and at home. I swear it!”

The oncologist sent hospice to assess the situation at Susan’s home. Two nurses set up an IV that would allow a limited dose of morphine at the press of a button. These changes frightened Amanda.

“What are you doing,” she worriedly asked.

“The morphine drip will keep her comfortable during the end. It won’t be much longer now,” one of the nurses explained. “It’s time to place your mother in a long-term care facility.”

“A nursing home,” the other nurse added.

“No, I can’t do that,” Amanda refused. “I won’t do it! If she doesn’t have long then I’ll spend what time she has left with her here.”

“You don’t understand,” nurse number one advised. “Your mother’s health will decline rapidly now. She won’t even know where she is. She won’t know that you are here. Make it easier on both of you and let us call to make the arrangements.”

“She might not know, but I will,” Amanda stubbornly insisted. “I promised to keep her at home and that’s what I intend to do.”

“B-but, she needs around the clock care now,” the second nurse stuttered in disbelief. She was frustrated that they couldn’t persuade or bully the daughter. “You don’t understand how difficult this will be on both of you. You can’t do it on your own.”

“I can and I will!” Amanda remained steadfast. “I’d like you to leave now.” Somehow, she had to find the strength to do it. She wouldn’t give up.

After hospice left, Amanda carefully considered their advice and admonishments. With her stomach in knots, she looked at the card they’d given her. She was to call that number when her mother passed away or if she changed her mind. Changing her mind wasn’t an option. She’d made a promise and intended to keep it. She placed the card under the corner of the telephone so she could find it easily when the time came. Next, Amanda called Billy. She wanted and needed his approval about the decision.

“Hey baby,” Billy answered the phone using his best silky voice, “what’s going on?”

“Hospice came today,” Amanda tearfully admitted. “The nurses said it wouldn’t be long now. They wanted to send Mother to a nursing home for the last short while of her life.” Her voice trailed off as she fought to hold back hot tears.

“And I’m guessing from your tone that you don’t really want to do that,” Billy acknowledged.

“I promised her, Billy,” she affirmed and then began to cry. “I promised that I’d keep her home as long as possible. The decision is overwhelming. I don’t want mother to needlessly suffer. You know that... Still, I made a promise to her.”

“You’re being a little stubborn, aren’t you?” Billy asked.

“How can you say that?” Amanda replied.

“You made that promise months ago,” Billy reminded. “You had no way of knowing how bad it would get. Neither did Susan when she put that on you.” He was silent for a few moments and then asked, “Is it still possible to keep her home, Amanda?”

“If I stay with her day and night now, I think it is.” The enormity of the responsibility hit hard, but she swallowed the doubt, nearly choking on it.

“That’s a lot of pressure on you,” Billy acknowledged.

“Yes,” Amanda replied, “but I can do it. I have to do it.”

“That means we won’t even be together on the weekends,” he admonished.

“I’m sorry Billy.”

“Do whatever you feel you have to do, Amanda,” he said with resignation. “Stay with her to the end. I support your decision whatever it might be.” 

That was all she needed to hear. She needed someone to support her decision. Billy had done that. She knew it would be difficult, but there wasn’t any other choice to make.

“Thank you.”

“No worries, baby. Do you need anything else?” Billy asked.

“No, I have everything I need,” she answered. “I can always wash clothes here and I still have a few things in my old bedroom that will tide me over. If the nurses are right then it won’t be much longer.”
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The last few days passed by quickly. Amanda prepared fresh chicken broth each morning and took it to Susan in a china cup encouraging her to drink. She supported her mother’s head and put the cup to her lips. Susan took a small sip and then shook her head. It wasn’t that she refused to eat; she couldn’t eat. 

Amanda silently cried. The horrible and terrifying disease ate away at her once beautiful mother, taking everything with it. She sat beside the bed and held Susan’s hand. There didn’t seem to be much more that she could do other than make sure she was comfortable.

The morphine affected Susan’s mind. Amanda often found her mother talking to others while staring into the corners of her room. She held a complete conversation with someone who wasn’t there. It was unnerving.

“Mother, who are you talking to?” Amanda gently asked. 

“Why honey, I’m talking to your father,” Susan replied with confusion. She was startled when Amanda called her back to the present. Still, her eyes wandered around the room, searching.

“Dad’s been dead for eight years. Have you forgotten?” Amanda asked with a shiver streaking down her spine.

“No,” Susan replied. She looked into the corner of her room again and smiled. “He’s right there waiting for me.”

The next morning, it was finished.

When she checked on her, Susan was gone. She’d slipped away sometime in the early morning hours. Amanda, overwhelmed at the loss, sat beside her mother’s bed for a long while. She cried, allowing the hot tears to wash away some of the anxiety. After the tears were spent, she began the practical responsibilities required after death. She looked through Susan’s desk and found the will and instructions detailing her funeral.

Her mother and father made these arrangements years ago. When Amanda was still in college, they’d gone together to set up final wishes at the funeral home. A business card attached to a folder showed everything paid for and the name of the funeral home where the information was on file.

“This is so like them,” Amanda mumbled aloud as she read over the instructions and the will. 

She picked up the card tucked underneath the corner of the phone and placed the call. When the ambulance arrived to remove her mother’s body, she gave the driver the name of the funeral home. By then, Amanda was dressed and she took the packet of papers she’d found earlier and followed the ambulance. 

After everything was taken care of at the funeral home, Amanda went back to find Susan’s address book. She placed the necessary calls to longtime friends announcing the news and the time for the wake. Susan’s last wishes were simple. Immediate cremation. A small memorial at her home.

“No lengthy drawn-out time of mourning,” the instructions read.
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Amanda drove the twenty-minute drive to the home she shared with Billy to get a black dress she wanted to wear to the wake. It was sleeveless, but had a long-sleeve jacket that fell to the thighs and flared out stylishly. Both the dress and jacket were made of crepe and fully lined. The suit would be ideal to wear to honor her mother.

Planning to be there only a few moments, she parked the Jeep in the circular drive and used a key at the front entrance. When she neared the upper level, she heard voices coming from the master bedroom. 

“Billy’s worked a lot of overtime lately,” Amanda silently reasoned; “he’s probably taken some comp-time now that Mother’s gone. He knows I need him. Perhaps he’s changed his mind and will come to the wake tomorrow.”

Amanda opened the bedroom door expecting to find Billy on the phone with someone, but what she found instead boiled her blood and froze her heart at the same time. The smile of greeting for her husband hardened like glass. 

The bedcovers were on the floor and Billy was butt-naked. He wasn’t alone. Jennifer Costner was there too. She was as bare-butt as Billy. Her short blonde hair was damp with perspiration as long tanned legs encircled his hips.

In an instant, Amanda’s mind captured every detail. Like an old-time movie, the scene played out in time-lapse snapshots. Jennifer’s lusty gaze as she stared up at Billy. Slender arms wrapped around him. His hands on either side of her. Posed to give her all he had. His body glistened with sweat as he worked to get Jennifer over the edge. His firm buttocks clenched tightly. Pumping. Lifting. Near the edge. She knew it all too well.

When the door clicked open, the adulterous pair turned to look at Amanda. Shock and surprise replaced the previous pleasure on each face. Jennifer’s blue-grey eyes grew wide. Even though no words escaped the pouty lips, her mouth formed a perfect ‘ohm’. Billy’s sex-laden daze turned to embarrassment as his eyes glinted recognition. 

Caught in the act.

Acknowledging the betrayal, his face turned a brighter shade of pink. His lips tightened into a shame-filled grimace. A deep sigh of resignation escaped his lips.
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Amanda softly closed the door. An icicle of hurt deeply stabbed her chest and stomach. She stood outside the bedroom for several moments, not knowing what to do. Nothing in her sheltered and perfect life had prepared her for this eventuality. Then, as if sleepwalking, she went to the kitchen. Her movements were mechanical and robotic. She was dazed. Today of all days... on the day her mother died she discovered that Billy was having an affair with Jennifer, one of her close friends.

“I have to do something normal,” she silently reasoned as she began to make coffee. “If I don’t do something sane, I’ll lose my mind! What on earth am I supposed to do in this situation?” As she preformed the routine actions, more information sank in, “He hasn’t been working on a new project; he’s been fucking Jennifer in our bed! Oh my god, what do I do?” 

The shocking bedroom scene ricocheted around in her head. It was too much. She took a sip of the coffee to calm the panic, hoping the hot liquid would melt the cold that encased her heart. She waited for something normal to return. It didn’t. In harsh reality, she suspected that nothing would ever be normal again. 

It seemed like only a few minutes that Billy was dressed and came to the kitchen to find her. “Amanda, I know how this looks, but honestly, it’s not your fault...,” he began and then hesitated. 

His face, flushed from exertion and emotion, embarrassed her. She couldn’t bear to look at him. Everything about him made her feel sick and queasy. She looked away to stop the nausea that rolled through her body. Her knees were weak and she held onto the counter with all her strength in an attempt to stand upright. She wanted to be anywhere else other than here in the kitchen with Billy.
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