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“All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses, And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.”


—Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself”


“It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”


—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, The Little Prince


“Who would have thought my shrivel’d heart Could have recover’d greennesse?


—George Herbert, “The Flower”
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Author’s Note


A few hours after we learned our daughter had been killed in a bus-bicycle accident, I found an empty Moleskin notebook on my bedside table, tucked between a novel I was in the middle of reading and one I was planning to read. I’d kept the occasional diary over the years, but at that moment I felt an overpowering need to put my just-below-the-surface questions into words. I soon filled that notebook and, over the next three years, an additional five more. One afternoon, while on a walk near our Marrowstone Island home, I asked the universe—and more specifically my daughter—whether I could possibly do what at the moment seemed audacious: turn those notebooks into a memoir. Although I’d written a dissertation, edited a collection of essays, and published an academic article, I’d never written about my personal life with the intention of making it public. After reading an assortment of texts, gleaning whatever nuggets I could find about memoir-writing, I began. My first draft wasn’t very good, but I signed up for classes, joined a writing group, attended workshops and retreats, sought editorial help, and added and deleted countless pages. Finally, after nine years, a memoir emerged that is close to what I envisioned.














Prologue


Mom, you need to stop thinking.


Since my daughter’s death on June 1, 2012, I had longed to talk with her, to have a real back-and-forth conversation like we’d had throughout the twenty-eight years of her life. But I had to accept I’d never again hear the “Hi, Mom!” that always made me smile. A conversation between us was impossible. Wasn’t it? But suddenly, there she was in my head, giving me advice!


Hi Mom! Do you remember the stories you read to us when I was growing up, the stories about enchanted places and magical creatures?


Of course, I remember them!


Well, those stories can help you now.


How is that, sweet girl?


You need to suspend the usual rules of time, place, and reason—just like in those stories.


I’ll have to think about it.


No, Mom, that’s the point, you need to stop thinking.


Kelsey was killed in a bicycle accident. I had imagined losing one of our three children—or at least I’d acknowledged the possibility. More than that was too awful to contemplate. And then it happened. Once the shock began to subside, I found myself endlessly asking, Where is she? I couldn’t leave her alone in some unknown place. Absolutely not. I was her mother, and even though she was well into adulthood, I needed to be with her. I desperately wanted to talk with her, but what I ached for defied all reason and logic.


When our children were young, we had a bedtime ritual that lasted for a few years. I sat on Kelsey’s bed, plaiting her long hair into a French braid while her younger brothers constructed Lego cities on the rug. When the braiding was done, I picked up a book from a nearby shelf and began reading aloud. Sometimes, if the book was a page-turner and we were close to the end, I read long past their bedtime. We made our way through chapter books like, The Story of Doctor Dolittle; The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe; and scores of other titles. When the kids asked to read just one more chapter, I agreed—I didn’t want the magic to end. Those were among the moments I missed most. But Kelsey was right. I needed to stop thinking. I began to pray, at odd intervals and then almost ceaselessly, May I be open to what is beyond thinking, to what is hidden.


Years ago, during a family vacation in France, we met a German man, a walking stick in one hand and a small pack on his back. A scallop shell was strung around his neck, identifying him as a pilgrim on the Camino de Santiago. He’d started his pilgrimage in Germany and, by walking a bit of the route each summer, he would finish, perhaps after many years, at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela in northern Spain.


Several years following Kelsey’s death, I realized that I, too, have been on a pilgrimage, albeit an inner one. That journey began when Kelsey died and has led over the years, from a relationship as fragile as the wings of a butterfly to a connectedness that is part of every breath I take. Our conversation is sometimes with words, but often it’s a vibration that soars above and resonates more deeply than spoken language, like jazz. It’s a dialogue that softens my sorrow, holds me together, and opens me to the world beyond. My journey continues, ever changing, and I suspect it will for as long as I live.














chapter one


Moving


“You think I’m middle-aged?” I asked. Kelsey grinned and twisted her long hair into a knot.


“Hmm, yes, but just barely. According to our psychology class, middle age ends when you turn sixty-five.”


“Okay. I have another year until I’m officially old.”


The scent of lilacs drifted through the open windows, and sunlight warmed my back. Kelsey was interviewing me for her class on the psychology of women and needed to question someone in each age category. Apparently, I was the middle-aged representative. I really didn’t care in what age group she placed me. I was just happy she was home.


I didn’t consider myself much older than I was when our kids were young, but family photographs told a different story. In a photo taken soon after Kelsey’s high school graduation, my graying hair contrasts with her lustrous brown curls. A picture taken at the time of her college graduation reveals the crevices of my neck, while her skin appears as smooth as a tide-washed stone. In a snapshot taken four years later at Seattle’s Pike Place Market, our three kids are as vibrant as the surrounding marketplace, and my husband Craig and I fade into the background.


Because Craig was retiring on the first of June 2012, we had sold our Seattle house and bought another on an island off the Olympic Peninsula. We also leased a small apartment in Seattle to use until I retired the following June. In April, the kids returned to Seattle—Kelsey from Boston College where she was working toward her master’s degree in Mental Health Counseling, Sam from the Master of Divinity program at Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, and Max from Swarthmore College outside of Philadelphia where he was an undergraduate—for a long weekend to sort through their belongings and say goodbye to their childhood home.


Sam and Max heaped their possessions into piles: what they wanted to save, what could go to a thrift store, what they were throwing away. Kelsey merely shifted her clothing, toys, and books from her drawers and bookshelves into cardboard boxes and, like a woodland mouse, saved everything. “Kelsey, you haven’t gotten rid of a thing! Do you really want to keep high school newspapers and this ring from third grade? And what about this other stuff?” I asked, pointing to a pile of stuffed animals, miniature teacups, and childhood books.


“I love the ring, but I guess I don’t want this anymore,” she said, tossing a small doll into a discard box. “I can’t decide which stuffed animals to get rid of so I’m keeping them all.” I sighed. It was hard for Kelsey to leave anything—or anyone—behind.


The summer before we decided to move, I had offhandedly proposed to Craig, “Let’s sell the house and retire to an island.” He ran his fingers through what was left of his hair and grinned. “Okay with me,” he replied. I was surprised. Ordinarily, Craig provided the counterbalance to my not-completely-thought-out suggestions. When Kelsey was old enough for kindergarten, I mentioned to him that we should check out private schools. Instead of giving me a definitive no, he announced that he was going to visit a nearby public school. I didn’t want him to go without me, so a few days later we stood together on a public-school playground as bright-eyed five- and six-year-olds from a variety of ethnicities chased one another around the yard. A lump formed in my throat. Of course, we would enroll Kelsey in a public school.


When I wanted a new couch for our living room, Craig asked, “What’s more important, furniture or a trip to Europe?” Europe won out, hands down. When I proposed taking the family to an expensive seafood restaurant to celebrate a special occasion, Craig offered to cook a multicourse dinner at home. Yet when I suggested moving to an island in the Salish Sea, he had no objections.


We searched real estate listings and visited properties on various islands near Seattle until, eventually, a clear vision of what I was looking for formed in my mind: a house in a sunlit clearing, surrounded by forest. When Kelsey was home for Christmas, we took her to look at a house on Whidbey Island—a short drive and a ferry ride from Seattle. “I know Dad could be happy here, sitting and reading for most of the day, but what about you, Mom?” she asked after touring the house. “Wouldn’t you miss your book clubs and your friends?”


“I’d find a coffee shop and talk with my new friends. And I’d walk the dog,” I replied.


She smiled. “I guess you’re planning on getting a dog.” We didn’t have a dog at the time, but apparently my vision of our future home included one. Even though the Whidbey Island house was charming, I kept squinting, trying to see the land around the house from a different perspective. But no matter how I focused my gaze, it didn’t fit my mental image of a sunlit clearing in the woods.


In February, we learned of a house for sale on Marrowstone Island. Since we knew nothing about Marrowstone, we did some research and discovered that the island is barely seven miles long and only a quarter mile wide at its narrowest point. On a map, Marrowstone and its sister island, Indian Island, jut out from the Olympic Peninsula like the crusher and pincer claws of a crab.


We caught a ferry from Seattle to Bainbridge Island and stood on the deck for a few minutes, breathing in the cold salt air before retreating to the shelter of the cabin. After leaving Bainbridge and crossing the Hood Canal, we traveled along the gray-blue Salish Sea, waves rippling in the wind, low clouds like a strand of pearls poised above the distant shore. A graceful bridge spanning a narrow expanse of water led to Indian Island, which is home to the West Coast’s largest US Naval magazine with an underground weapons repository. The road passed between a county park on one side and a barbed wire fence on the other. I tried to ignore the deadly arsenal buried beyond the barbed wire, but my shoulders tensed until we crossed the causeway dividing the two islands and saw a sign about the next meeting of the Marrowstone Island Community Association.


Dazzled by views of sparkling bays, snowcapped mountains, and verdant pastures that sloped to the sea, we meandered along island roads until coming to Mystery Bay—so named because its entrance is hard to discern from the sea—and to the tiny town of Nordland on the banks of the bay: three or four houses, a pocket-sized post office, and the Nordland General Store. A couple of Adirondack chairs on the porch of the store stood next to a large, Styrofoam cooler filled with fresh oysters. Inside, by the hot dog buns and condiments, a wood-burning stove churned out enough heat to counter the brisk February weather outside. “Do you live on the island?” I asked a man as he poured coffee from the pot on top of the stove.


“Yep,” he said, taking a sip from his steaming mug, “just down the road.”


“What’s it like to live here?”


“It’s a good place, a real community.”


On the side of the store, next to a parking lot large enough for two cars, a huge sign in white letters on a blue background, proclaimed:


“Marrowstone, a Small Island Slightly off the Coast of North America, where all the people are friendly, and all the beaches are clothing optional.”


The “For Sale” sign on East Marrowstone Road led us up a winding dirt driveway. Native blackberry vines sprawled beneath salmonberry bushes; grand cedars soared above rhododendrons; and flattened sedges were indications of a deer sanctuary. As we drove under low branches that brushed against the top of our car, we caught fleeting glimpses of the house: tall, gray, with a dark-red door. Once we emerged into the clearing, I stared at the house, amazed. Set in a sunlit glade and surrounded by forest, it was exactly what I had imagined—and what I’d been looking for throughout the past months. We made an offer that day and moved in on the first of May 2012.














chapter two


The Unspeakable


It was June 2, 2012. Early morning sunlight filtered through the clouds, beginning to illuminate the sparse furnishings in our recently-leased Seattle apartment. Two boxes of books, still unopened, rested next to an empty bookcase. I had just finished cooking Chicken Marsala to share with friends we’d invited for a weekend on Marrowstone. Once the chicken and makings for a salad were packed into a cooler by the door, I sat on the couch and watched the sun rise over the Cascade Mountains.


My ninety-year-old father had died three weeks before. We weren’t expecting him to live much longer than his nine decades, but his death left me feeling surprisingly exhausted and unmoored. Mom and Dad had lived with us for eight years until Dad became so incapacitated by Parkinson’s disease that we could no longer care for him in our home. For the past year, he had been living in the skilled nursing unit of a Christian retirement center, and Mom was around the corner in one of the center’s independent apartments.


The first time Dad saw his room in the retirement center, I was nervous, wondering what he would think about living in a nursing facility and how he would feel about not sharing a bed with Mom for the first time in almost seventy years. He looked around, trying to get his bearings. His toiletries were on top of the dresser, a familiar and beloved blanket covered the bed, and a riot of pink rhododendrons was blooming outside the sliding glass doors. A nurse poked her head into the room, and Dad asked her, “How long will I be here?”


“Until Jesus calls you home,” she answered cheerfully.


Relief flooded my body when Dad responded with laughter. He’ll be okay, I thought.


Dad died eleven months later during his afternoon nap. I’d been with him in the morning and had just returned to work when I got the call and hurried back. Mom was sitting next to his bed, stroking his hand. “I didn’t think this would happen now,” she whispered.


“I didn’t either,” I replied. I’d thought we would have some kind of warning. Even though Dad had been more confused than usual, unable to eat lunch without my help, I assumed he only needed to have his medications adjusted. As it turned out, his confusion was our warning, but I’d missed it.


The day before he died, as Mom brushed Dad’s hair and buttoned his sweater, he said to her softly, “You’re so beautiful.” She was startled. Dad rarely said anything other than “yes,” “no,” and “I love you.” After his death, Mom repeated his comment—to me, to my brothers, and to the friends and family members who called to express their condolences. Those heartfelt words were Dad’s last gift to her.


That June morning as we left Seattle on our way to Marrowstone, the weather was cold and misty, typical for late spring in the Pacific Northwest. We were driving along Highway 104, having headed out of the small coastal town of Kingston, when my cell phone rang. “This is the Boston police,” a brusque male voice said. “Are you related to Kelsey Rennebohm?” My stomach clenched. What’s wrong? I thought. Has Kelsey been robbed? Has she lost her phone?


“Yes, I’m her mother. Is she okay?”


Ignoring my question, he stated briskly, “I have to verify some things. Are you driving right now?”


“Yes.” I willed him to reassure me, to tell me that Kelsey was okay. Anything else was unthinkable. Craig, listening to my part of the conversation, pulled the car into a Chevron station, fifteen or so yards from the gas pumps and next to a tangled hedge of blackberry vines. I answered questions about Kelsey’s birth date, address, and phone number, still hoping that the problem had to do with a minor incident. The officer said, “Your daughter was in a bicycle accident.”


No!


“And was hit by a bus last night.”


No, no!


“Unfortunately, she was killed.”


I tried to connect his first word with the last. Unfortunately meant getting stitches or suffering from a concussion, not killed. I threw the phone on the seat, thrust open the front passenger door, and fell on my knees in the gravel, unable to catch my breath, feeling as though I’d been pounded by a crushing wave. I looked at a man in the distance who was walking in slow motion from his car to a gas pump—and then everything went dark. I don’t know how long I stayed there, probably not long, but when I pushed myself up, off the ground, my life had changed forever.














chapter three


Sally


His face pale and drawn, his shoulders slumped, Craig suddenly looked decades older. We sat in the car, not touching, not crying, not saying a word until after what seemed like eternity, he asked me how we should get home. I tried to weigh the choices—two possible ferry routes or avoiding ferries altogether by driving around the Sound—but I couldn’t get my shattered brain to function. “Let’s go back the way we came.”


As Craig turned the car around, I started making phone calls, the first to Sam, who said he’d be waiting for us at our apartment—he had just completed his master’s program and was staying with us until he and his girlfriend, Annie, could find a place of their own. Sam offered to call Max at his college outside of Philadelphia. I phoned my brothers, Craig’s sisters, and a few friends—probably seven or eight calls in all—telling each person who answered only what the Boston police officer had told me and then hanging up without saying goodbye. I didn’t want to hear their responses. I sensed that a word—or a touch—could turn me to sand. Stillness seemed the safest place. I placed the phone on my lap and stared at the road, unable to link my thoughts coherently.


All of a sudden, memories from the day my sister, Sally, died—February 17, 1958—rose from the debris of my muddled brain. It seemed like no time had intervened between then and the present, awful moment.


My family—Mom, Dad, my younger sister, two brothers, and my maternal grandfather—lived in a pre-World War II bungalow in a central Illinois university town. I was nine, Sally had just turned seven, and my brothers John and Jim were five and three.


“I don’t feel good,” I whispered. Mom glanced at me, her eyes soft with concern, and nodded.


“Then I think you better stay home,” she said gently.


I lowered my spoon next to the bowl of uneaten cereal, wandered slowly into the living room, and made a nest on the couch. I tried to make sense of what I had just learned from Mom: Sally was in a coma, and although I wasn’t sure what that meant, I knew it wasn’t good. After what seemed like hours, Mom and Dad asked me to accompany them upstairs. As we sat on the top step with me wedged between Mom’s soft wool skirt and Dad’s scratchy trousers, I focused on my feet, afraid of what I might see if I looked at either of them, until Dad tapped my shoulder.


“You know Sally’s been sick,” he said. I nodded. My sister had been sick for the past two years. I’d grown accustomed to her constant fatigue and occasional hospitalizations for blood transfusions. Often, she was too exhausted to do anything other than lie in bed, drawing pictures and looking through the books she was learning to read in her first-grade classroom—when she was well enough to be in school. My parents didn’t tell us the underlying reason for Sally’s hospitalizations and unrelenting fatigue. They thought it would be best for us four kids to live life as normally as possible—but I knew our lives, especially Sally’s, weren’t normal.


As we sat together on the stair, Dad cleared his throat and said quietly, “Sally has leukemia.” I must have looked confused because he added, “Do you remember Red Skelton’s little boy?” I nodded. Red Skelton was a comedian I’d often seen on TV. I had read a magazine article about his nine-year-old son’s illness and recent death.


“Sally has leukemia, like Red Skelton’s boy,” Dad explained.


I inhaled sharply. “Is Sally going to die?”


“Yes.”


When I remember that moment, it’s as though I’m watching the three of us in a slow motion, silent film, but probably it was only a few seconds until I managed to ask, “When?”


“We don’t know for sure,” Dad replied. “That’s up to God. But the doctor thinks it’ll be soon.”


The three of us stayed there, pressed against one another, until Dad and Mom grimly made their way back to Sally’s bedroom, and I wrapped myself in a protective layer of silence on the living room couch. My younger brothers—crumpled cowboy hats over their ears and toy holsters around their small hips—had gone to a neighbor’s house. My grandpa, a widower who had moved in with us six years before, was reading, his back slumped and his head sagging like trampled blades of grass. Sometime in the afternoon, my paternal grandparents arrived from their farm town forty miles away. After taking off their galoshes and hanging their heavy coats in the hall closet, they joined us in the living room. My grandma, her face somber, sat down on the couch next to me and patted my back but said nothing. My grandpa adjusted his glasses and eased into a nearby chair. The three of them might have talked among themselves, but I wasn’t paying attention. Instead, I tried to remain as still as possible in a world that threatened to spin out of control.


Around dusk, my grandma pulled the curtains across the front window and turned on the lamps. A little while later, Dad, his eyes red, came into the living room. “Sally’s in heaven with Jesus,” he said. I remember hearing muffled sobs and someone clearing his or her throat, but what I remember most distinctly is that at long last I could breathe. I’d been holding my breath throughout the entire day—and perhaps throughout the previous two years. It’s over, I thought.


Throughout her illness, Sally had gotten special attention. Dad took her on outings to the park and on overnight trips to my grandparents’ home. The Easter before Sally died, a man-sized white bunny knocked on our door and handed me a huge basket filled with candy and toys. “This is for Sally,” the bunny said. My heart sank. Not for me, I thought. I knew Sally got a lot of attention because of her illness, but I believed that was also because she was sweet and lovable, whereas I was often resentful and not nearly so adorable.


Much later, when I was twenty-seven or twenty-eight and getting a massage from an intuitive practitioner, with soft music playing in the background, I suddenly began to weep. And a question that had hovered just below my awareness for years, finally asserted itself: Did Mom and Dad wish it had been me who died rather than Sally?


A few minutes after hearing of Sally’s death, I made my way down the hall to the bathroom and stopped at the open door. Dad was sitting on the closed toilet seat, his head bowed, his hands covering his head, shaking with sobs that sounded like a thundering storm. I’ve never forgotten that sound nor the sight of my dad so completely undone.


The small casket at Sally’s funeral in our Presbyterian church was surrounded by mounds of flowers. Seated next to my parents in the front pew —and overpowered by the sickly-sweet scent of the flowers—I found it difficult to concentrate on the service. At some point, we were invited to view the open coffin. Sally was in her best navy-blue dress with its lacy collar, her favorite toy—a small stuffed cat—next to her. Her formerly straight, light brown hair had become dark and wavy, and her face was puffy because of the heavy steroids she’d been taking. Despite these illness-related alterations—she looked a lot like me. This rattled me. I worried that I, too, might get sick and die.


The first Easter after Sally’s death, my parents, brothers, and I planted a peony bush next to her gravestone and set a basket filled with brightly colored eggs beside it. On Memorial Day, we brought bouquets of handpicked flowers to her grave; on the Fourth of July, tiny flags; and on Christmas, a small tree, decorated with homemade ornaments. I talked with Sally before falling asleep each night, telling her about my day and how much I missed her. I imagined the two of us walking home from school, my dress brushing against hers, our hands almost touching.


When I couldn’t sleep because I feared dying, Dad tried to reassure me. “Remember the story of Henny Penny?” he asked one night. “How she ran around, scared that the sky would fall? We have to keep on living, not being afraid of what might happen. The sky didn’t fall on Henny Penny, and it won’t fall on you.” I was comforted by my father’s words at the time, but when we got the phone call from the Boston police telling me of Kelsey’s death, I knew that the sky had fallen.














chapter four


Ocean of Light


“Aunt Barb, Uncle Craig,” our nephew Benj murmured as Craig and I staggered into our Seattle apartment, barely able to put one foot in front of the other. Lithe and with spiky ginger-colored hair, he looked younger than his forty years. I remembered him as a sweet five-year-old, a gangly teenager, and a college art major whose art installations pushed past the norm. He positioned an open folding chair next to the couch and pulled another from the stack on the floor. I realized, with the part of my brain that could still focus, that he and Sam were setting up chairs for family members and friends. I hadn’t considered that others would want to be with Craig, Sam, and me. Sam glanced up at us, his face pallid beneath his short dark beard. Although I’d rebuffed a hug from Craig’s sister in the lobby of our apartment building—the thought of touching anyone unbearable to me—I wrapped my arms around my eldest son’s six-foot-two frame, centering my attention on his breath, on the warmth of his body, and on the strong beating of his heart. This beloved child of ours was still alive.


Only twenty months younger than Kelsey, Sam had shared so much with her: the back seat of a double stroller, the same preschool, elementary school, high school, and university. For a short while, they even shared an apartment in Harlem. Sam rented the apartment at the beginning of his sophomore year at Columbia University, and, when Kelsey unexpectedly found herself in the city without a home, let her move in until she could find her own place. Kelsey’s bags and boxes took up most of the bedroom floor, but what really irritated Sam was her expectation that the two of them would talk over the events of each day—like she always had done with her roommates in college. According to Kelsey, their nightly conversation went something like this:


“How was your day, Sam?” she’d ask.


“Fine.”


“Well, what happened? Anything special?”


“No, just a regular day.”


“Come on, Sam. Can’t we talk about what’s going on in our lives?


“Kelsey, it was just a regular day. What more do you want me to say?”


Kelsey was hurt, and Sam was frustrated. Even though she eventually found her own apartment, Kelsey never stopped pushing Sam to talk about his feelings. And Sam never stopped resisting. I was afraid that the memory of their disagreements would make his grief more complicated, but on that day, just hours after learning of Kelsey’s death, there was no way I could put my uneasiness into words. I remembered how neglected I had felt during Sally’s illness and how anxious I’d been after her death. I wanted Sam and Max to know that, with every fiber of my being, I adored them, to know that I was grateful beyond words they were still alive. I tried to show this by helping Sam with the chairs, but unfolding even one left me drained. I rested my hand on his arm for a moment and then retreated to Craig’s and my bedroom.


As afternoon sunlight filtered through the blinds, I tugged the bedcovers up to my neck and closed my eyes. A cataclysmic storm threatened my body, so I lay as still as possible, fearing to move even an inch. A soft murmur of voices from the living room rose and fell like gentle waves with occasional surges of soft laughter. How can anyone laugh? I wondered. Then another memory, from two years before, came to mind: I was visiting Kelsey in New York where she was, at the time, teaching school. Her best friend and apartment mate, Katie, had just come into the bedroom, tossing back her brunette hair, her brown eyes twinkling with amusement,. “Well, that was officially one of the worst dates I’ve ever had,” she announced as she flung herself onto the bed next to Kelsey and me.


“So, dating someone from Jdate wasn’t what you’d hoped it would be?” Kelsey asked with a smile.


Katie chuckled and shook her head. “It was worth a try. I thought maybe a random Jewish guy would be better than a random Christian guy. Anyway, it was awful. When he started talking about some team, I told him I wasn’t all that into sports. He didn’t get it.”


Kelsey’s giggles were like water bubbling over rocks. Between bouts of laughter, she asked, “He really didn’t talk about anything else?”


“No! I kept trying to bring up other subjects. But this is what made it so much worse: he talked while he was eating. Food kept dribbling out of the corners of his mouth.”


By then both young women were clutching their sides, convulsed with laughter. When she finally could talk, Kelsey gasped, “So I guess you won’t be going on a second date,” setting off another spasm of laughter.


Kelsey won’t ever laugh again, I thought, as the memory receded. Can I no longer think of her laughter without pain? I felt a flash of rage at the injustice of the notion but pulled up the quilt until it covered my head and tried to block all further memories.


Late in the afternoon, after the initial shock subsided, a tsunami of pain flooded my body, and I began to cry—sobs that turned into high-pitched wails and then into a kind of keening that shook my entire body. My mother, sisters-in-law, and dear friend Lise—who, along with her husband, had planned to spend the weekend with Craig and me on Marrowstone—heard me and rushed into the bedroom to caress my face, support my head, and rub my back. They murmured soft phrases that felt like an embrace. I don’t know how long they stayed with me, but at some point, I collapsed into a troubled sleep.


I awoke alone a while later and sat up, staring at something in the corner of the room: a swirling fog that made the hair rise on the back of my neck. There was a power around me that was stronger and more absolute than anything I had ever experienced—and it aroused in me a terrifying sense of awe. Abraham must have felt this when he was told by God to sacrifice his beloved son Isaac. Although I never left the bed, I felt like I had dropped to my knees.


Then all at once, the air in the room became less oppressive, less frightening. I took a deep breath. Something caught my eye, and I turned my head toward the wall behind the bed. Above the spindles of the cherry headboard, I could make out hazy forms: tiny yellow sparks that twirled and leaped with joy like the Matisse cutouts that Kelsey had fallen in love with years before on a family trip to Paris. I stared in confusion. What is this? I wondered. It bewildered me. How can there be ecstasy amid sorrow and pain?


Craig came into the room. I reached for his hand—my strength seemed to come from the point where our hands connected—and turned to look at the wall behind the bed. The dancing figures, visible only to me, were still there, although they were becoming hazier. Certain that he knew the right words, I asked Craig, “Tell me something about how this pain might one day change.”


He closed his eyes and said quietly, “Nothing is ultimately lost but is gathered into God’s infinite care and returned to us as possibility.” It was a paraphrase from Alfred North Whitehead, the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century mathematician and philosopher.


A few years later, a Quaker friend read me a quotation from the journals of George Fox, the English mystic who founded Quakerism in the seventeenth century: “I saw, also, that there was an ocean of darkness and death, but an infinite ocean of light and love, which flowed over the ocean of darkness. And in that also I saw the infinite love of God; and I had great openings.”


My vision was similar to George Fox’s. On that afternoon of darkness and death, I was given an opening, a glimmer of light. Although I didn’t know how I’d get there or how long it would take, there was the possibility that once again I would experience joy.














chapter five


Kelsey’s Bike


As that long and painful afternoon of anguish turned into evening, recollections—often just fragments—flashed through my head, like electricity arcing from one part of my brain to another: the red-and white polka-dotted dress Kelsey fell in love with when she was four and wore for every special occasion; the multiple rings she placed on each finger—one sporting a troll with bristly orange hair—and wore continuously throughout the second and third grades; the mobile she carefully put together in fifth grade to illustrate Anne Frank’s diary; the purple bridesmaid dress she had worn in the recent wedding of a childhood friend. And her bike.


Kelsey found her bike at Brooklyn Flea, the borough’s renowned flea market, although she had dreamed of becoming an urban biker long before then. Tired of crowded subways, she craved a different kind of experience—less stifling, more sensual—on her commutes to work: the touch of a breeze, the voices of children playing, the buttery scent of pan dulce baking in a nearby pandería. The last time I’d visited her in New York, Kelsey wanted to show me where she’d gotten her bike. Because the flea market didn’t open until mid-morning, we went out for breakfast at a nearby bistro. Although we stood in line for nearly an hour before being seated, I didn’t mind. I couldn’t think of a better way to spend a Saturday morning than having breakfast in Brooklyn with Kelsey.


Afterward, we walked along a broad path in Prospect Park beneath brilliant red and yellow leaves as cyclist after cyclist zipped past us. Along the way, we saw one of Kelsey’s former boyfriends. He braked his bike and stood, talking with us, for a few minutes before resuming his ride. While they were dating, he had encouraged her to get her own bike, also mentioning Brooklyn Flea as a good place to find one.


Kelsey and I climbed the steep steps to the playground of PS #321—which on weekends transformed into the flea market—and were immediately confronted with row after row of used bicycles, some of them with torn seats, most with dented rims, and all of them littermates to her own mutt of a bike. “Here it is, Mom,” Kelsey said. “Here’s where I found my bike. Every week this section seems to get bigger. It’s just so cool!”


I nodded, appreciating her enthusiasm but not feeling the same pull toward bicycles. “Yep, there certainly are a lot of them,” I said, giving the bikes a cursory glance and turning my attention to the nearby tables covered with dishes, tablecloths, and assorted cooking items. “How about browsing other sections?” Kelsey nodded, reluctantly moving away from her favorite part of the market.
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