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For Tom, here, there, everywhere


and for Lizzie, may you find your way home
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No hay camino,


se hace camino al andar.


There is no road,


you make your own path as you walk.


—Antonio Machado







The idea is not to paper over your loss… the idea is smaller than that, yet also grander: that after all the grief and loss and disruption you are still—you always will be—exactly who you are.


—Susan Cain, Bittersweet
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THIS IS A WORK of nonfiction—and it is also a memoir. Everything in it is fact-based, grounded in research, or drawn from direct experience. But every observation, every memory, every moment has passed through me. And that makes it subjective.


Memoir and nonfiction are often seen as opposites: one memory-inspired and personal, the other objective and reportorial. I reject that dichotomy.


All the people in this book are real. I have not invented or combined characters, nor knowingly altered any facts about their lives. I have used initials in place of names for the two men in Lizzie’s life and for my back-in-the-day boyfriends.


The events in this book are real. Most I witnessed (and lived through) firsthand and documented in real time. Others I reconstructed using notes, emails, texts, photos, and documents. I have not altered details to “assist” the narrative.


The dialogue comes from direct observation (and participation), contemporaneous documentation, or memory assisted by my own journal entries, photographs, and interviews. I have rendered it as faithfully as I could. I invented nothing.


I’ve done my best to offer both facts and insight—the reportorial and the personal—with accuracy and care. I have actively struggled with the complexity of memory, emotion, and lived experience. It’s life, after all.
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“BECAUSE I STILL MATTER,” one older woman said.


“Because I need to figure out what matters,” said a young man.


“Because I need time to think.”


“Because I think too much.”


There were maybe thirty of us sitting on wooden chairs, crowded together in the little interior courtyard of the Iglesia de Santa Maria in the medieval town of Carrión de los Condos. It was the late afternoon of my sixteenth day walking the Camino Francés. One of the four Augustinian nuns who would be leading us in song had asked us to say why we were on this journey, this iconic ancient pilgrimage walked by tens of thousands from around the world every year.


I wanted to say something simple, like the others before me had said, but it wasn’t simple. It didn’t form into a single sentence. It was an answer entangled in backstory. And not just my backstory. All of ours. I had both clarity and confusion about why I had traveled almost six thousand miles to walk five hundred miles. How I could be both clear and confused was, well, confusing. But then it was my turn.


“I need to do something to separate the life I’ve been living from the life that is now in front of me,” is what I ended up saying. And then I added, unnecessarily, given who we all were in that courtyard and what we had all experienced before we put down our backpacks to sit in this space: “And it needed to be something big.”


As I was to learn, there are many moments on the Camino that grab hold of you, that surprise you, that sandblast you. This was one of those moments: Saying those words aloud, admitting the enormity of this transition, the blank canvas of the future. Being in the presence—and oh, man, was it a presence—of these nuns, one of whom was so beatific that it was easy to imagine she had been touched by God. Even if you didn’t believe there was a God. Sitting in the fading sun with people from around the world, people you didn’t know, but in that moment you knew intimately. Turning my head to see Kiki, our white-hot friendship still in its early days, both of us tearing up as we sang “Amazing Grace.” And then, after songs sung by pilgrims—that’s what we walkers are called—from Italy, France, Germany, Sweden, Australia, South Korea, and elsewhere, the nuns led us in the final song, in Spanish, the refrain of which went like this: Todo cambia todo. Everything changes everything.


And it does.


For some people, you say the Camino, and they get all excited. They know exactly what you’re talking about. They’ve been wanting to walk the Camino for years. It’s on their bucket list. Not me. I do not have a bucket list, nor had I ever heard of the Camino until I met Lydia, a documentarian who was working on a project featuring one of the men I had mentored when I ran a writers’ group in a maximum security prison. She had produced and directed a film back in 2013 that traced the journeys of six people who walked the most popular of the many Camino pilgrimages, the Francés. It was, I learned, a five-hundred-mile trek across northern Spain beginning in a small town in France at the foothills of the Pyrenees and ending dramatically in front of the massive Romanesque/Gothic/baroque Archcathedral Basilica of Santiago de Compostela in the Galician city of Santiago de Compostela. This was where, it was said, the remains of Saint James, one of Christ’s apostles, were enshrined. Since the early Middle Ages, Catholic pilgrims had walked this and other caminos. There are seven well-established routes of Saint James in Europe.


I knew nothing of this. I was not a Catholic. I was not looking for a spiritual awakening. Or maybe I was and I didn’t know it. What I told myself was that I needed something hard to do that I chose to do instead of something hard to do that came out of nowhere and gobsmacked me. I had been gobsmacked. I was living in a country that had been gobsmacked, in a world that had been gobsmacked. What I told myself was that I needed a “time out of time,” a solitary, immersive adventure, a physical, logistical, emotional challenge that would catapult me out of my life. But not just out of my life; out of what had become of our collective lives. Where I wanted to be catapulted to, I had no idea.


I didn’t do much research, which was unusual for me. I am generally a glutton for research in both my professional and personal lives. I envision. I make lists. I plan. I curate. I schedule. I delight in the descent into the intricacies of detail. But this was different. It had to be different. Because everything was different. The challenge of doing this would not just be the physical challenge of walking five hundred miles. It would be the challenge of allowing the experience to wash over me, of ceding control. I had learned the hard way—hadn’t we all?—that control was an illusion.


What I knew about the Camino I gleaned from Lydia’s film, a few websites, and Wikipedia. I knew that the route scaled mountains and dipped into valleys, that it meandered across undulating plains, roamed through olive groves and vineyards, and ventured across both arid flatlands and green rolling hills. I read the descriptions. I knew there were churches, chapels, monasteries, convents, wayside shrines, and holy fountains along the way. But I didn’t delve into the history. I knew that small villages, many of them ancient way stations and pilgrim outposts, dotted the landscape. I knew that I would occasionally come upon a town of some size: Pamplona, Burgos, León. But these were just names to me. I didn’t view Google images. I didn’t want to know what I would see. I didn’t join an online pilgrims’ group. I didn’t even watch the apparently iconic movie that I was to discover was viewed (and endlessly referenced) by every single person I met along the way, Martin Sheen’s The Way.


I did pay some attention to the necessities. I am, after all, a grown-up. I spent time figuring out how to get to the hard-to-get-to starting place of the Camino Francés, the small village of Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port on the French side of the Pyrenees. I spent time figuring out (although not as successfully as I thought I had) what I needed to bring along on the trek. I would be carrying everything on my back. On the Camino, what one carries is not just, or most importantly, about the ultralight backpack and the bamboo walking poles, the nylon hiking pants and rain jacket chosen by weight, not fashion. I did do that research. But I hadn’t spent much time delving into the other baggage I would carry, the emotional heft, the weight of all that had happened. I knew I was carrying more than I ever had before, but I chose not to probe too deeply. There was too much there there.


Although I thought about the daily “stages” of the walk—the guidebooks segmented the journey this way—I didn’t plan how much I’d walk every day or where I’d stop that night. I did try to estimate how long the entire journey might take. I had to book a return flight. But in between arrival and departure, there existed a mostly blank canvas. This weight I was carrying, not the backpack weight, the other kind… I needed to allow myself to acknowledge it, to sift through it, feel it, figure out what could be left by the wayside, and then find my new center of gravity. Truthfully, I am not sure I thought big thoughts like this then. I think them now, two years after the journey’s end. Back then, I just knew I wanted to go. I needed to go. I wanted to see what shape I was in after everything that had happened, and not just to me. To us.


Because it was not one thing. It was everything. It was Tom. It was Lizzie. It was this fraught post-9/11, postpandemic life we were all struggling to make sense of. It was that, for me, life had become unrecognizable. And I thought: Maybe just putting one foot in front of another and trudging across vast landscapes and thinking only of where I am going to sleep that night, and meeting strangers who don’t know about my husband and my daughter, maybe walking without a history, walking without a past, maybe that will help.


Maybe I just wanted to forget. To disconnect from the world, the then-new war in Ukraine, what toxic know-nothing was going to win a congressional seat in what state, the floods, the fires, the shootings, how much money I was losing in the stock market. It wasn’t that I didn’t care. It was that I was exhausted from caring. And maybe, you know, I just wanted to be plain old exhausted. Bone tired. Every ounce of energy expended at the end of the day. I was perched at a place of privilege where I could choose the hard stuff, where purposeful, self-imposed “suffering” was an adventure.


Maybe I was frightened that I, like everyone else, had grown used to calling this the “new normal” and going about my business, so accustomed to the storm, the shitstorm, that we didn’t know any other weather. Maybe I just didn’t want to sit at home and wait for the next shitstorm. Maybe I was tired of being battered. Maybe I was appalled to learn that the 2022 word of the year was permacrisis.


After all of this, after what we’d seen and lived through—and not after but now, during, in real time—the nastiness and erosion of faith, the diminution of hope, the absence of charity, I wondered, What shape are we in? What shape am I in? On the Camino, I would test the physical, push my body to do this hard thing, to walk up steep hills and down rocky slot canyons, to walk in sheeting rain and howling wind, to walk seven, eight, nine hours a day and wake up and do it again the next day and the next after that. I knew about tests like this. I had put my body through physical rigors for the joy of it, for the challenge. But this was about assessing my emotional shape, spiritual shape, psychological shape. It was about finding a way to understand loss, to acknowledge wounds, to make peace with the past, to find an authentic path forward into the rest of my life. Hell, to think there was a “rest of my life.” I needed to answer the question so very many of us face at a time of loss or upheaval, transition or disconnect: What now?
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DAY TWO ON THE Camino, and I knew nothing. I had yet to learn that I carried too much water and not enough food, that the revered “Brierley”—the guidebook everyone used—could be full of shit, that the trail would be kinder and crueler than I ever imagined, that, among the scores of fellow hikers I randomly encountered, I would meet una amiga de mi alma. Also: I didn’t know if I could do this thing. I didn’t know, now that I was here, now that I had talked myself into this, now that I had boldly and publicly announced my intentions, if I wanted to do this thing. Friends told me I was “brave.” I didn’t feel brave. I felt anxious. I wasn’t worried about my physical strength, about my ability to walk almost five hundred miles. I took my body for granted. I was worried about my lifelong inability to just let things happen, to go with the flow. I was a planner. But planning had not worked out so well lately. Yes, I planned. We planned. John Lennon had said it first, back fifty years ago when it was not yet a cliché, a meme, or a bumper sticker: “Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans.” And so life happened. Or, more to the point: Death happened.


I was trying to extract every little lesson I could from this past year because learning lessons is how I figured I could stand grief on its head. The Lennon-inspired mantra for me was this: Don’t bank on a future that may never happen. Don’t live in a future that may never happen. Planning doesn’t make things happen. And meanwhile, I told myself, I lectured to myself: Loosen up. Open up. Allow what happens to happen, not in an ob-la-di, ob-la-da way—I cannot do ob-la-di, ob-la-da—but from a gentler space that I would like to learn to inhabit. The learning-to-inhabit was going to be way harder than the walking. I knew that, which was why I was on edge. On day two, I still felt very much the pilgrim impostor with my too-big backpack and my new hiking poles, calling out the hearty buen camino greeting I now knew was expected when I encountered a fellow walker.


Two days before, I had awoken in a strange room in a narrow, hard bed in an albergue—a new word for me, the adult version of a youth hostel—in Saint-Jean-Pied-de-Port. It was not easy to get to this point of departure for the Camino Francés. For me, it involved three airports, two planes, a bus, a shuttle, and a walk. And when I started this, I was already in Europe. When I finally arrived, hefting that backpack that I already knew was too heavy, I thought, Well, the hard part is over. This, of course, was a laughably clueless thought. But I admit that I savored it for a moment.


The heart of town was a steep, cobblestoned street lined with albergues. There was also a small but extraordinarily well-stocked “pilgrims’ store,” where I bought lightweight hiking poles, and the official pilgrims’ office, where I stood in line to get my Credencial del Peregrino. Or in my case, peregrina (the feminine of the Spanish word for pilgrim). It is kind of a passport. Every day you walk, you get the credencial stamped to show your progress. Albergues, churches, coffee shops, and restaurants that cater to pilgrims all have special stamps—sellos—they use. At the end of this trek (a day that was beyond my imagination), I could take my fully stamped credencial to another official pilgrims’ office, this one hundreds of miles and more than a month away, in Santiago. There I will receive my compostela, my certificate of completion. Santiago, the city in northwestern Spain, the terminus for all the official Caminos, is actually named Santiago de Compostela for just this reason.


And so that afternoon, I bought my poles and picked up my credencial while receiving a long lecture from an elderly British mansplainer, a Camino veteran now volunteering at the office, about blisters, dehydration, bedbugs, and not leaving toilet paper on the trail. Then I made my way up the street to my albergue, where I sat on my cot (which I carefully inspected for bedbugs) and spread the entire contents of my backpack on the floor in front of me, staring at the array, wishing I knew what I didn’t need so I could get rid of it now. I also wished, for a brief, lonely, self-pitying moment, that I had a partner with me to do this. Whatever this was. It was an irrational thought, as self-pitying ones often are, because one of the points of this journey was to be alone, to learn how to be alone after being coupled for my entire adult life. Even as I teared up, I also thought, Who in the world would you actually want as a companion? Tom would never, ever have joined me. This trek, with its physical exertion and rustic accommodations, would be his idea of a really bad time. He and Lizzie, our daughter, were of a single mind about adventures like this: No way. My sons were partnered, employed, and busy with their lives. My friends? I wanted to keep them as friends. A trek like this might deepen a friendship, but it also might ruin it. I wouldn’t want to take the risk.


Sitting on the hard, narrow bed, staring at my stuff on the floor, I also wished that this journey, whatever it was going to be, was already over and done with. Then I beat myself up for being wimpy. Then I beat myself up for beating myself up. Then I went for a walk down the cobblestone street. Over a little bridge, I located the very first Camino way marker, a bright yellow arrow.


The guidebook stated that tomorrow’s trek, from this quaint little French town to the Spanish village of Roncesvalles, would be about twenty-four kilometers. I knew Roncesvalles would be my first stop because there was nothing in between here and there except for a tiny hostel nestled in the Pyrenees. It was necessary to reserve a space in this hostel many months in advance. I had not done that, a maiden attempt to just let it happen.


The guidebook told me it would take seven to nine hours of walking to reach Roncesvalles. That would be more walking than I had ever done in a single day. I stopped reading. I didn’t want to know any more than I already did. I would wake up and walk. That’s it. I repacked my pack, eliminating nothing, and then settled in for a short, fitful night’s sleep. Would it have been shorter and more fitful had I known what I would learn that next day—that the first 19 kilometers of the trek over the Pyrenees would involve an elevation gain of 1,350 meters (that’s 4,700 feet) and the next 5 kilometers would be a killer 1,500-foot descent? That there would be no switchbacks, just straight up, straight down?


Now, at the end of day two, I found myself in Larrasoaña, an eight-hundred-plus-year-old village in the northern Spanish province of Navarre. I had walked thirty-five miles in two days, two very long days. Although I would mostly stop thinking like this later, because it would cease to make any sense or be mildly amusing or help me in any way, I considered that this same distance, which took me sixteen hours to walk, would have taken me a half hour to drive. I approached the town, found my way across a lovely stone bridge—the plaque said Puente de los Bandidos—and down a narrow lane to an albergue that I had chosen the night before, courtesy of one of the three pilgrim apps I had downloaded on my phone. The host directed me to a room on the second floor with four sets of metal bunk beds that would eventually be inhabited by eight people, all women. I thought same-sex rooms were the usual thing in albergues. I didn’t know this would never happen again. We women shared a bathroom, which was clean and had a new bar of soap and a tiled shower with abundant hot water. I thought this was the usual thing. I didn’t know this would never happen again. I took a shower. A shower at the end of a long day, even—as I was to learn—a bad shower, a shower where you had to press a button every fifteen seconds to keep the water coming out, a shower that smelled of mold and feet, even that kind of shower, was a wonderment. This shower was that and more.


Back in the small room, I tucked myself into the bottom bunk below Michele from Quebec, who was busy writing in her journal (which it occurred to me I should be doing, but I hadn’t brought a notebook, in a wrongheaded attempt to save backpack weight) and across from Margit from Sweden, who was bandaging her already blistered toes. In this roomful of women—not one of whom snored—I fell asleep easily. This would not happen again. Neither the nonsnoring nor the falling-asleep-easily, the connection being obvious.


That night, I had a dream so real, so palpable, that when I awoke, I was convinced it had actually happened. In the dream, Tom knelt beside the bunk bed, reached in, and touched my shoulder. I felt that touch. In the dream, I got out of bed. I stood up. And we embraced, the kind of full-body embrace that lasts long enough for you to feel the other person’s body heat. I felt that embrace. I felt that heat. Then we stood apart.


“Go,” he said.


When you dream, your subconscious is trying to tell you something. When you dream of people who have died, you pay close attention.


“Go,” said Tom, who had been for three decades my husband.


It was a command, both forceful and loving. But it was also, or so it seemed to me when I awoke in the dark the next morning, him giving me permission. Not permission to do this thing—I didn’t need that from him, dead or alive—but permission to walk into a future that did not include him. Permission to become who I was going to become.
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TOM WAS NOT THE first man I lived with, not the first man to whom I said I love you. But he was The One. The others, the two others, were practice for him, the warm-up acts. Because what do you know when you are eighteen or twenty-four? What do you know about who you are and what you want? P was sophisticated and urbane, or so it seemed to a girl from the potato fields of Long Island. He was deeply and interestingly neurotic. Until he wasn’t. Interesting, that is. He remained neurotic. B was his opposite: the sunniest, most carefree person I had ever met. Carefree was such a relief, until it wasn’t. Until there were actually things to care about. At the beginning, Tom was whom I needed, then he was whom I wanted. Then he was who was there. Maybe that’s the way long marriages go.


Do I start from the end and go backward? Yes, I think I do, because to know Tom is to know how he died.


The EOL package arrives by special messenger on September 24. EOL stands for End of Life. In Oregon, and in nine other states and the District of Columbia, the terminally ill have the legal right to end their lives on their own terms. Oregon was the first, back almost thirty years ago, to enact this legislation. It was a tough fight, with pushback from doctors, who interpreted the “first, do no harm” Hippocratic oath as meaning don’t in any way aid in someone’s dying, and religious folks who believed death was in God’s hands. There were some who believed the right to die would be overused and abused, perhaps by the deeply depressed, perhaps—and this was the ugliest of arguments—by younger family members “forcing” older family members to end their lives to either save on medical bills or hasten their inheritance.


The law passed. Tom and I were both enthusiastic supporters. We talked about how we would choose this way to end our lives. We were young and healthy with three little kids, and it was all theoretical. Who imagines death when it seems so far away as not to exist at all? The law passed both because people saw the goodness and kindness of it—many pointed out that we allow our ailing animals this dignity—but also because of all the rules and regulations, the safeguards and fail-safes. There were all kinds of stipulations, hoops one had to jump through, specific diagnoses that qualified, oral and written requests, multiple documents and forms to sign, waiting periods to observe, witnesses to certify, physicians to see, interviews with well-meaning hospice volunteers, calls from well-meaning social workers, more waiting periods, checklists. But in the end, it was just the person deciding this is the way to exit. It was just the person opening the EOL package. The year Tom died, 383 people requested EOL medications; 219 used them.


The package arrives. It’s here at the house, but I don’t want Tom to open it. What is in this package makes possible what will happen. What is in this package makes it official. This is the next-to-final step. It is no longer about thinking and planning and talking. It is about doing.


He opens the small box, spreads out the pages of instructions on the bed, inspects the little bottles containing the medications, reads, falls asleep reading. He sleeps a lot. I sit on the couch by his bed and watch him. I sit and watch him a lot. A few minutes later, his ragged breathing awakens him. The tumor, the biggest one in his right lung, the one that grew even as he went through rounds of chemo, prevents him from taking a deep breath. Even, sometimes, a shallow breath. He is awake, and he looks exactly like himself, except his hair never came back fully from the chemo. But he never had good hair anyway. His beard came back, though. He has always, since the day I met him, sported a beard. He’s wearing one of the many Eddie Bauer flannel shirts I’ve bought him. His color is not bad. His eyes are clear. If you didn’t know better, you would, in that moment, never think you were looking at a man with an incurable, untreatable disease. He finds his breath. He looks at me. “I’ve had enough,” he says. “I’m done.”


And yet, he is not quite done. His physician has prescribed oxycodone for “pain related to cancer.” I don’t know about the prescription, which Tom must have asked for, or the pain, which he does not talk about, until many months later when I go over his medical file. But the EOL package sits on the mantel for three weeks. Tom spends the days sleeping, dozing on a deck chair on the porch, reading Lao Tzu. Most days, he finds the energy to get dressed. Most days, he eats. He develops an odd craving for Coke Zero. I buy six-packs at the store every other day. He doesn’t want to talk to anyone. Except me. It is hard for him to speak more than a sentence without succumbing to what is called paroxysmal coughing, intermittent attacks of uncontrollable, violent coughing that can feel exhausting and painful. But he has the strength and endurance of a six-foot-tall, two-hundred-pound, mid-sixties male body that he has mostly treated quite well through the years. If he were not to take his death under his control, he could probably live like this—coughing, breathless, enervated—for many months. Too many, he thinks. And I understand.


He chooses a day, October 15. The night before, our last night together, there is no ritualizing, no soul-baring, no rending of garments. We’ve already done that. Except for the garment thing. We watch an episode of Modern Family sitting propped up on pillows side by side on the narrow hospital bed I had delivered two weeks ago when Tom could no longer walk up the stairs to our bedroom. I rearranged the living room, placing the bed between the fireplace, the couch, and the media cabinet, removing the ugly institutional rubber mattress protector and replacing it with our own soft bed linens. We started rewatching the series months ago, beginning with the final season and then going backward. We’re on season 3 now. We won’t make it to the end because tomorrow Tom is going to die.


I give him a chaste kiss, quickly, closed mouth, because his strangled breathing makes anything else impossible. Then I go upstairs to sleep in one of the kids’ old bedrooms. I haven’t slept in our bedroom for months. Sleeping together before he moved to the hospital bed downstairs was difficult for both of us. He coughed himself awake six, seven, eight times a night, a raspy, insistent cough that robbed him of breath. A few times, this caused him to lose consciousness. It’s called tussive syncope. I looked it up because it scared the hell out of me. Tom looked it up because he researched everything about this disease and probably knew more than his oncologist. The first time he fainted, which is what syncope is, he stopped breathing, and his eyes rolled back in his head. I thought he had died.


In our bed at night, I would fall into a shallow sleep waiting for the cough. From time to time, and then more often than not, I would quietly leave the bed when he fell back to sleep, walking down the hall to the room that used to be our eldest son’s. Tom encouraged me to sleep the whole night there. He said knowing that his cough was going to awaken me just increased his anxiety. And so, I begin to sleep in that room every night. When he moves downstairs, I don’t move back into our bedroom. It doesn’t feel right to sleep there without him.


That morning, I am awake at 4:30. I feel the cool air from the open window behind my head. I do not hear a cough. I think, Tomorrow when I wake up, it will be to a world without him.


The day is beautiful: brilliant sun, cloudless sky, almost a peacock blue, autumn leaves aflame. While Tom cycles in and out of sleep in the hospital bed in the living room, our sons and I take a three-mile walk down a country lane. Our daughter is on her way to us. She lives in a little coastal town several hours away. The boys and I walk, passing no one. We talk easily, as we always have. Mothers and sons can do that. Often mothers and daughters cannot. We don’t talk about what is happening or what is going to happen. We don’t trade memories. We talk about the garden and how now that it’s mid-October, it’s time to put it to bed. We talk about what we will cook for dinner. But mostly we don’t talk. We walk, we breathe, we reach out to one another, every once in a while, to grab a hand, touch a shoulder.


At home, Tom is sitting up in bed in his big gray fleece bathrobe, the one I bought him so many years ago that has become, like the Velveteen Rabbit, real. It’s late afternoon when our daughter arrives. Tom rouses himself—what an effort this must be now—and moves to sit on an oversize chair in the corner of the room. Our daughter sits at his feet, her hand resting on his knee. I want to take a picture of this, but of course I don’t. The moment is theirs. There is so much to talk about and so little breath. I do not listen in—I go into the kitchen to make dinner—but I know what he is saying. He is telling her what he has been telling her since we learned about the life she had been living, four years ago, or was it longer? He is telling her that he loves her, that he believes in her, that she is capable of so much more. I have a copy of a letter he sent to her after she was beaten by the man she had chosen to be her boyfriend, the man she said she loved, the man who said he’d never do it again, the man who did it again.


He wrote:




I love you with all my heart. So it breaks my heart when I see you losing your life, your health, and your self-respect. I think you had great hopes of helping FA. Instead, he is dragging you down. Mom and I don’t love your relationship with FA—it is bad and getting worse. We don’t love your meth addiction. It is bad, too. But we love you—very, very much. You know, because we have talked about this so many times, that we are here when you are ready. We are here. We love you.





I think Tom thought, I know he thought, that this literal deathbed talk would be what turned the tables. When I came back into the room, my daughter’s head was resting on my husband’s thigh.


No one wants to eat. I knew that when I was making dinner. It just gave me something to do. Tom makes his way, slowly, across the room back to the bed. He sits on the edge, hands on his knees, bent over, coughing. Then he straightens up, reaches for a glass of water, and takes the first two pills, the pre-meds that were part of the EOL package. These are antianxiety pills, Valium or Xanax or something like that. He leans back on the pillows. I don’t know this until it happens, but Tom has instructed Jackson, our older son, in how to perform an energy-clearing ceremony using Tom’s mesa—a ritual bundle of stones collected during his trips with shamanic healers. Those trips, his interest in shamanism, had been surprising—and quite wonderful—to me. He was a science guy. There was nothing woo-woo about him. And yet there was this, his interest in Q’ero-Peruvian spirituality, in accessing what is not visible but is palpable. Our son places the mesa on Tom’s lap and walks slowly around the room, waving a vulture feather in the air. Something is happening. I don’t know what. But it is powerful.


Our son completes the circuit. Tom closes his eyes. “I need a moment,” he says. We all leave the room. When we come back, we position ourselves around the bed as if we have planned this, but we haven’t. I mix the medications for him, the “cocktail.” The first will put him to sleep and then into unconsciousness. This will happen quickly. The second will stop his heart. The instructions say this could take anywhere from ten minutes to an hour. He wraps his hand around the scarred jelly jar I used. He has more to say.


He tells us, in his best science-lecture voice—one I have heard so often these past decades, the one that alternately impresses and annoys me—that he is energy, that we are all energy, and that energy can neither be created nor destroyed. “I will be out there,” he tells us. “Use me,” he says. “Use me to power your lives.” Even as I am a captive of this moment, I am also an observer, marveling at his grace, at the gift he is giving us. He smiles. Is it possible that he smiles? Am I remembering this correctly? Yes, he smiles. The jelly jar is in his hands. The instructions warn that the liquid is biting, bitter, distasteful. Our daughter has placed a jar of honey and a little spoon on the bedside table. Tom takes a spoonful, then quickly downs the liquid through a straw.


“I’m going on a great journey,” he says, leaning back. “I’ll see you later.”


The American experience with death, that final scene, most often takes place in a hospital room with machines and tubes and strangers, with the person dying having lost control over how and where and when they die, with loved ones either standing vigil by the bedside watching the monitors to see, on-screen, when the body quits, or loved ones rushed to the hospital in time to witness the end. There is sudden death, the wallop of that, and there is the slow, painful—emphasis on the painful—descent into frailty and decrepitude and pain and then the half-life of morphine drips. The weight of that. The grinding grief of that. That is not this. This is sacred. This is, if such a word can be used to describe the death of the person you have made a life with for so long that you can barely remember another life, beautiful.


Sleep comes quickly, and then it deepens. His breathing slows, and although it is not easy breathing, neither is he coughing. He is not coughing. The gift of that. We all are holding on to a piece of him, an arm, a leg, a foot. I hold his hand, his right hand. It is warm, and the fingers remain curled around mine even as his sleep deepens into unconsciousness. Or maybe I am misremembering that. Maybe it is my fingers that are holding tight and his that have loosened. There is spittle in the corner of his mouth, and I use my other hand to grab a tissue and wipe his lips. He breathes. We breathe. We wait. That cliché, “time stands still”? That is this. And yet, of course, time passes. Ten minutes, fifteen, thirty. A few times his breathing stops, and we all look up at one another from our sentinel posts around him, and then his breathing begins again. Slower this time.


I have read about agonal breathing, a sign that a person is near death. I want to be prepared, if there is such a thing as being prepared to watch someone die. I think the shock will be softened if I know what to expect. This is delusional. But sometimes delusional is just what you need. This end-of-life breathing, my internet sources have told me, is often labored and noisy. There can be gasping, moaning, and groaning. It makes sense, doesn’t it, that we exit life mirroring how we entered it, how our mothers breathed and labored. I think none of this at the moment. I think nothing. I only listen and wait. We wait. Tom continues to breathe, slower and slower and shallower and shallower. No gasps, no moaning, just quieter and quieter. And then nothing.


A friend, Jonas, who is an ER doctor, has been sitting in Tom’s office, detached from the house, all this time. The death-with-dignity, end-of-life-care hospice volunteers, all those well-meaning folks who have cycled in and out of our lives these past few months, have suggested we have someone “experienced” there with us. We talked about this, our sons and I, Tom and I, and we agreed that we did not want a stranger here. We have known this newly minted doctor since he was in middle school, his family and our family intertwined the way parents do when their kids are best friends. My younger son, Zane, goes out to get him. Jonas stands over Tom, Tom’s body, and places his stethoscope, gently, moving it from place to place, listening for a long time. “He’s gone,” he tells us.


After a while, Zane steps out to the porch and calls the mortuary. After a while, two men come with a gurney. One of them says, “Maybe you don’t want to watch this part.” None of us is going to leave this room. We watch as the men lift Tom’s body from the hospital bed and place it on the gurney. They start to cover his face, and I tell them no.


A few years before, Tom and I had engaged in lengthy and heated discussions about selling this house, buying another piece of land, and building a new house. I was in favor. I was more than “in favor.” I really wanted to do this. It’s not that I always got my way, but often if I made a persuasive case, tirelessly, I wore him down. Tom could not be budged. “The only way I’m leaving this house,” he told me, “is feetfirst.”


The men wheel him out, feetfirst. I tell the kids what their father said. The trite thing to say is, “We laughed so hard we cried.” But we were crying already. And then we were laughing. And then the hearse drove away.
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THIS DAY, MY THIRD day on the Camino, was supposed to be an easy one. I had walked 25 kilometers over the Pyrenees on my first day. Starting at dawn, fueled by anxiety and wonder, I had made it over the mountains, supposedly the hardest hike of the entire Camino Francés. (This, by the way—and spoiler alert—was not true.) On the second day, I had walked 27.4 kilometers—6 kilometers longer than the recommended stop—because I wanted to avoid replicating the prescribed “stages” in the Camino guidebook everyone was using. I thought if I stopped where others stopped, finding accommodations for the night might be harder. Also, I didn’t want to be part of some loose pilgrim grouping that had started the journey in Saint-Jean when I did, and stopped for café con leches at the same places, and hunkered down for the night in the same albergues. Many hikers, I was to learn, cherished this camaraderie, this instant kinship. People thought—and later blogged—about the folks they encountered on the trail as their “Camino family.” I had just lost two-fifths of my family. Family meant something entirely different to me.


On that extra six-kilometer stretch into the next village, I saw no one at all on the narrow path that snaked through beech and pine forests, the midafternoon sun hidden behind a wall of trees. I was on edge and on the alert, hyperalert, for Camino way markers—those painted yellow arrows pointing the way. They periodically, if only temporarily, reassured me that I was on the right path and would eventually arrive at the next village. Six kilometers is less than four miles, but I’d already walked thirteen miles that day, and the solitude of that path, the darkening afternoon, was unnerving. It was the solitude I craved and had actively chosen. But that late afternoon, I had second thoughts.


I am a terrible singer. My father once (or twice or far more often than that) remarked that I “carried a tune on my back.” On that lonely stretch, I sang aloud and loudly, alternating between the Stones’ “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” and a long-ago Girl Scout song so deeply embedded in my brain that I remembered all the lyrics:




I’m happy when I’m hiking, pack upon my back.


I’m happy when I’m hiking, off the beaten track.


Out in the open country, that’s the place for me.


With a right good friend to the journey’s end,


Ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty miles a day.





I was decidedly not “happy” with the pack upon my back. And I did not have a “right good friend,” but the sound of my own out-of-tune voice kept me company and kept me going.


That morning, buoyed by the dream—Go, Tom had said—fresh from a good night’s sleep, optimistic about the 16.5-kilometer day ahead, the shortest distance so far, I set out on the path to Pamplona. I had a plan to meet up with a woman I had encountered on the afternoon of that brutal first day. I wasn’t looking for a friend, I wasn’t looking for a Camino sister, but Kiki and I fell in with each other as we sucked air and cursed at the relentless uphill climb over the Pyrenees. Our breath may have been labored, but our conversation was anything but. Almost immediately—and I do not remember how this happened—we started talking about the work of the writer Geraldine Brooks. How often does one randomly encounter, trudging up a mountain, leaning into an endless ascent, a stranger who can discuss the extraordinary archival research undertaken by a fiction writer? We moved on to Joan Didion and Margaret Atwood. A Mary Oliver poem may have been mentioned. And quoted. The breathing-hard conversation was casual and relaxed, while also being sparky and surprising. I loved that we didn’t trade personal information beyond the basic name, rank, and serial number. I very much wanted to keep my wounds, which is to say my backstory, hidden. To have someone look at me without pity or concern, to know that a person was not struggling to figure out what to say—this was truly liberating.
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