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This book is dedicated to



 Amelia and Elijah
 for always holding my hand



 And David
 for always holding my heart





Death




 “Maybe I’ll even confess the truth.”



 —Barbara Kingsolver, The Poisonwood Bible





A Painful Goodbye

3:25 a.m. November 5, 2005.

When the first bomb explodes, it takes nearly three seconds for the thundering sound to reach my ears. Fire tears through the streets of Baghdad while men and women run, screaming. The sky is clouded with purple haze as the smoke begins to snake its way through the cold night air. The smell of burnt flesh fills my nose, and I search the street for some sign of my husband. Soldiers rush past me, their brown desert boots pounding the pavement. “Run! Take cover!” they shout as they push stunned people to the ground and make their way through the parked cars, all the while scanning the streets and rooftops with their guns. I try to run with them, but my bare feet are buried in the crumbled pavement.

Bullets rip through the air, tearing and piercing bodies as white fills the sky, followed by red flames in the distance. Still no sign of his face, but his mumbled voice echoes in the distance. Over and over again, he calls my name. Cold hands wrap around my pajama-clad body, and a violent scream finally pushes its way through my lips and into the smoke-filled haze of war.

“Are you okay? Hey! Wake up!”

I snap awake to find his knowing eyes staring into my own. Tears slide down my cheeks and disappear into my wet pillow. His hands hold my face while my racing mind tries to relax and listen to his soothing words. “Calm down. It was just a dream,” he says. When my breathing finally slows, he pulls my face to his and kisses my damp forehead. He doesn’t ask what the dream was about. He doesn’t have to.



 6:25: My husband is leaving for Iraq today.

How can I say goodbye to him? Is there a way? I try to say goodbye quietly, loudly, nonchalantly, and angrily. Nothing seems to feel like goodbye. Everything seems to feel like goodbye.

We have been preparing for this for nine months. I found out I was pregnant just before he received his orders to leave us. Again. He is only doing a soldier’s job, and his job involves war. Still, how many times can he leave us? How many goodbyes are in us? No amount of preparation for goodbye can ever lessen the blow of him leaving. There is no way to prepare for him to never come home from war. And with a raw, protruding, unprepared heart, I search for a way to force myself to stay behind as he turns to walk away. My mind plays constant images of our impending separation in hopes of lessening the pain of goodbye. Or forcing the breaking day back into the darkness of night. All in vain.

When the sun comes into our window, it feels cold and lonely. Our eight-week-old cries out. How do you tell a baby goodbye?

My husband is quiet next to me as he cuddles our son in the curve of his body and whispers in his ear. The newborn cries soften, and turn to cooing. My husband begins humming softly, and the mattress moves with his swaying body. Blankly, I stare at the wall and beg my stomach to calm.

Our twenty-two-month-old daughter is waking. She calls from her room, “Daddy! Daddy! I get up now.” I pull the covers over my head and bury my face in the pillow. My chest is tight. With no way to contain them, a few tears leave my eyes. When she calls for him tomorrow, he will be gone.

I roll over and meet his eyes. “Do you want me to go get her?” I ask. He doesn’t. He is only waiting to hear her say “Daddy” again. When she calls for him again, he hands me the baby, gets up slowly, and walks into her room. Our son snuggles against my chest as my husband forces himself to fake happiness in her room. She doesn’t seem to notice his façade.



 6:30: I cry.



 6:35: I am angry.



 6:40: I hold him.



 6:45: I nurse his son.



 6:50: I play with his daughter.



 6:55: I cry.



 7:00: I smile. I have to send him off with a smile. I hide in the bathroom and cry. I hide in the laundry room and cry. The sound of the clothes moving through the dryer muffles my sobs.



 8:00: In the living room, my mother is already awake. She has been here for weeks helping with the baby and offering unending support. Her eyes are wet and swollen. She has been crying, but she quickly wipes the evidence from her face. My eyes meet hers for only a moment before I look away. I can’t break. No words pass between us. The usual morning greetings seem useless.



 9:00: I fix his favorite breakfast. We all gather around the table for his last meal, and I wonder how he feels. Can he taste it? Is he able to swallow past the lump in his throat? The food on my plate looks repulsive, but I force myself to eat. If I give in to this hovering depression, he will feel guilty for leaving. He has to know I am strong. He needs to see it. His strength shines as he plays with Amelia while she eats. Amelia laughs as he pretends to fall from his chair. “Again,” she says. He obliges. My mother and I attempt to join in the fun. We fall short. Elijah is sleeping again.



 10:30: My husband checks and rechecks his bags. He is nervous, scared, anxious, hesitant. I want to calm him. I want to help him. I want nothing to do with him.



 12:30: My husband puts Amelia down for a nap. His voice flows through the monitor and into the living room. “I have to go to work, baby. I won’t be back for a while.” He stops short. His voice is breaking. “You have to be a good girl for Mommy, okay? Can you do that for me? Can you be a good girl for me and help her with your brother?”

“Daddy go to work?” she asks. Quietly he answers, “Yeah. I’m just going to work. I will miss you and think of you every second.” He moans softly, and I know he is holding her and crying. He is trying to convince himself that he is a good father and that leaving doesn’t make him a bad father. He is trying.

She doesn’t understand. How could a toddler possibly understand? She tells him, “Bye,” and asks him for her dolls.



 12:45: I go into the garage to cry.



 12:46: I hold my husband in the garage while he sobs. “She won’t forget you. And he will always know you. No matter what happens,” I whisper in his ear. He says nothing. “I am so proud of you.” He pulls away and looks into my eyes. He nods. “I love you so much,” I tell him as my hands move over his face, his hair, his arms, his hands. “I love you, too.”

I love him. Somehow those words cannot capture it. I am inside of him.



 1:00: My mother and I sit in silence on the couch while he runs one last errand. I want to talk to her. My mind clings to some hope that she can explain this to me, take it from me, or help me in some way. But there is no help. No amount of words could take this away.

Cold November rain pounds on the living room windows as she puts her delicate hand over mine. “I don’t know how you did this last time by yourself. Waiting around all day to say goodbye. This feels like going to a funeral,” she says quietly. I force myself to look at her. My tears finally fall.

“Thank you for being here, Momma.” I stop myself. I can’t tell her I am terrified he is going to die or that I refuse to tell him goodbye. My heart feels heavy and dead. She knows. She squeezes my hand and wipes away my tears. We sit in silence, lost in our thoughts.



 2:00: One hour until he leaves. I run frantically through the house searching for something of mine, some part of me, to give him. Something personal. Something delicate. I am angry with myself. I should have planned and prepared to send him off with the perfect gift.

I claw through my dresser, searching for a perfect something. There is nothing. Only comfortable and maternal underwear. My hand stumbles across a yellow handkerchief. David loves handkerchiefs. He considers them timeless and romantic. This one was given to me when I was a bridesmaid at a friend’s wedding. My name is sewn in green with curly, graceful letters. My hands move over the lace edges, and I hold the soft material to my face. I spray my favorite perfume onto the fabric, walk to the bed, and place it inside one of the many pockets of his uniform.



 3:00: My husband packs our truck with his gear. He has packed it numerous times now. He was originally supposed to leave seven weeks ago. But his goodbye got pushed back, day by day, and then week by week. Each week brought fresh joy as we realized he would have more time with us, but also pain that our goodbyes would continue without end or certainty. But this goodbye feels solid. With the plane fueled and ready, we know he is finally leaving. While Amelia naps under Granna’s watch, Elijah and I take my husband to a building, some building. It is some building that I should know. I am not a good Army wife, not by my neighbors’ standards and not by his commander’s standards. At some point, Army and wife became incongruent. I am now sharing my husband with an unspeakable and unidentified presence. It engulfs us. Its seduction is demonic. It threatens to sleep with my husband and to carry his soul away from us. Now there is only the sound of pounding rain and straining blades pushing across the windshield. His hand rests on my knee.



 3:25: I sob quietly and violently as he pulls Elijah out of the truck to hold him one last time. I wrap my arms around my chest to calm my pounding heart, while he smells Elijah and softly strokes his face. He pulls him close and again whispers in his ear.

“His skin is so soft. He has no idea what is happening,” he says through clenched teeth. “Kiss him for me. Will you do that?” he asks quietly. I nod.



 3:30: He puts on his gear. It is gear I do not understand. He wants to tell me what it is for. I try not to imagine what it is for. I can’t hug him enough. I can’t kiss him enough. What if this is the last kiss? How should the last kiss feel? How should a last hug sound? There are no words. I can only stare into his eyes, push myself to allow him to leave, and plead silently. Please, my sweet, sweet husband, come home to me.



 3:35: I stand in the rain in the middle of the parking lot of some building. I am not a good Army wife. He walks toward the bus and falls in with the other waiting soldiers. I lose him in the sea of desert brown. They all look the same. They all seem excited and scared and worried and sad. I taste rain and tears.





Dying

The bus pulls away, and I search for his face through the blurry windows. Steamy hands press against the windows, and I wave, hoping that one of those hands is his. Standing in the parking lot with wet hair, wet cheeks, and a memory of his arms around my waist, I am numb. I try to remember our last words.

“Promise me that you will take care of yourself,” I begged him. “You aren’t going to Afghanistan this time. Don’t lie to me and tell me that this security job you are working isn’t dangerous.” He shuffles from foot to foot and avoids my probing eyes. “The new equipment you got for this job, will it protect you?” I ask, trying to persuade my brain that his gear is magical, and he will be left untouched.

“This is the best. Don’t worry. I’m too stubborn for anything to happen,” he says. “I love you. I love you more every day. Always remember that,” he demands. He pulls me close to him. My arms can hardly reach around his bulletproof vest. The smell of oil and metal fills my nose.

“I have to go. I won’t look back. I can’t,” he says as he holds my wet face in his rough gloves. “Give me a smile,” he says. I force my lips apart and attempt a smile. He returns the favor. He kisses my lips softly, and turns to walk away. I want him to look back. Just to see his face one last time. Instead, I cherish the taste of his lips on mine.

I replay his words to me over and over again. I need to remember his voice, his hands on my face as he begs one last smile from me. I hate myself for letting him go. I should have held him longer. Maybe if I had, my arms wouldn’t feel so empty now.

I turn and walk back to our truck. My truck now. Elijah is secured in his car seat. He is the only witness to my sadness. He listens to me beg God to keep David safe, to bring him home to me, to keep him strong, and to keep me strong. He coos quietly while I convulse with tears. The ache in my chest is painful. It is sharp and relentless. The goodbyes never get easier. The pain never dulls. It will never matter how many times he has left before; the weight of goodbye still collapses my chest.

There has to be a way to push the pain aside, to make it run in fear, to be a fortress. Otherwise I risk falling into a terrifying canyon filled with glimpses of his destruction or images of him in a coffin. I need to cut my heart from my chest to ensure that I never fully feel the pain of telling him goodbye again. Maybe for the last time.

I want to be made of steel. To be constructed of hinges and metal scraps and incapable of identifying the anguish in my daughter’s eyes when she realizes her father has left again. My chest tightens and my heart pounds as I imagine her screaming his name. Thoughts of Elijah pushing David away when he returns because he does not know his father bring stinging, fresh tears to my eyes. I have to find a way to shield my babies from all this intensity and sadness.

I try to bring myself back to the present and avoid my certain future. To listen to my son laughing. He is content and oblivious, and I am thankful he is at peace in his car seat rather than in my unsteady, shaking arms. My entire body trembles.

I try to shove the fact that he is gone into the corners of my mind. I am alone. I am alone. I am alone. I need to find a way to believe it. I can’t think of his lingering kiss on my lips. I don’t want to smell him in the seat next to me. I try not to see him in the rearview mirror. He isn’t there anymore.

My trembling hands move the gearshift through the gears as I push myself to drive away from the cold, wet parking lot. Tears cloud my eyes, and I force myself to hold them at bay, just until I find our driveway again. Everything feels mechanical, and I pull onto our street without fully realizing just how I got there. When the sound of the engine dies, and we are safely home, I drop my head onto the steering wheel and release every tear I have been holding back.

I search the truck for David’s cell phone, my phone now. My closest friend answers my call, and I fall into heaving sobs when her familiar voice fills my ears. She has been expecting me, and she doesn’t ask how I am doing. She doesn’t ask anything. She only listens to my staccato breathing until I manage to regain control. “I can’t do this. I’m not strong enough for this. I can’t bear the thought of my life without him,” I cry into the phone. She says nothing.

I cry for what feels like hours. Only minutes have passed. Time seems to have stalled on this moment. My breathing begins to return to normal, and my tears begin to slow. “I need to go in. I’m sure Amelia is up by now, and I need to pull myself together. Thanks,” I say as she quietly tells me she loves me and ends the call.

I force my feet to the ground, and I open Elijah’s door to find his tiny hands poking out from the car seat cover. His blue hat has fallen over his eyes, and when I pull it away, he looks at me with such love and innocence. His eyes steady me for the moment, and my hands stop shaking as I bend into the truck to greet him. “Hey, little man. Ready to go in?” I ask. His toothless grin draws a smile from me as I pull the release to free his car seat and situate the awkward load against my hip.

My mother greets us when we come through the door. Her eyes are swollen from crying. She doesn’t say anything. She continues to show the grace and compassion she has freely given for weeks. She has been strong, comforting, empathetic, and heartbroken. She has been a mother. She wants to hold me. I don’t let her.

Amelia runs to me. “Mommy, you home! I good sleeper for Granna. Where’s Daddy?” she asks. My eyes search the room for an answer. They beg the walls for some sense of commanding direction. My mother sits quietly on the couch. Her eyes are full of sympathy and concern. And she refuses to allow one tear to spill onto her cheek. She holds my stare and says nothing.

“Daddy is at work. He made you something special, though. Want to see it?” I ask. “Yeah!” she screams. I walk to the television and search for the tape David made for the kids. My hands shake as I pull it from the casing, and I close my eyes, remembering when he first decided to make it. His voice echoes in my head.

“I want them to remember me as their daddy, not a soldier in a stiff uniform,” he said. “She always thinks it’s funny when I fall. Do you think I should film myself falling?” He never listened for my answer. His mind was too busy constructing a video full of happy images for his children. “I just want to make sure that they are smiling when they watch it.”

I filmed him playing with the soccer ball and zoomed in on his feet as he gave specific directions about how to correctly dribble the ball. “Don’t ask Mommy for help with the soccer ball, babies. She doesn’t understand how to make the ball part of your feet.” On camera, I pretended to be insulted as I held back tears.

We sat in the living room as he sang songs about clapping hands and stomping feet. He read aloud from colorful books about puppies, caterpillars, and beautiful butterflies. He played hide-and-seek with the camera as he called their names throughout the house. I managed to keep the camera steady while he laughed, fell, played, and read for his babies. The video is a solid hour—enough to keep them entertained in short bursts for months.

His beautiful voice fills the room now, as I hit play. Amelia watches her father pretend to fall. She laughs. She watches him kick a soccer ball. She admires. She watches and listens as he reads her favorite book. His tone is expressive and tender. He reads the worn book to her as if it is the first time. She follows. He talks sweetly and happily into the camera. She meets his stare with complete adoration. Next to her, Elijah turns his head toward his daddy’s voice. I smile and think of the countless hours David spent talking softly into his ear. “I’m scared he won’t recognize my voice when I call home,” he’d said.

“That will never happen,” I promised him.



 Every nerve inside me claws its way to the surface. My mind tells me to stand strong and to stay in this moment with my babies. Amelia’s laughter should be enough to get me through the heartache of hearing his voice. But it isn’t. I go to the bathroom and try to hold myself in. I wrap my arms around my chest and beg my stomach to stop churning and lurching. It revolts into the toilet. I look at what will be my final act of weakness, and flush.

In the mirror my eyes are vacant and lifeless. It feels as though I am no longer here. I am somewhere on a crowded plane, holding David’s hand and looking to Baghdad. Here feels cold and empty without him. Here feels void of life. But here is my reality.

I take inventory. I spend nearly the full hour, as his voice entertains our children, persuading myself to be who I need to be. Mother. Father. Nurse. Counselor. Clown. Confidant.

I create my armor out of hate, out of love, out of fear, out of selfloathing, and out of respect. It is the only way I will survive. Until he calls, e-mails, or sends letters, my husband, my children’s father, my best friend, does not exist.





The Empty Seat

The first night without him is unbearable. Dreams of repeated goodbyes and an uncertain future plague me. We are back there, in that same parking lot with the rain and the tears. He walks away from me again and again. He turns, only for a moment, but he has no face. Nothing fills his helmet. The same dream haunts me throughout the night.

I wake from a fitful sleep. Elijah sleeps soundly next to me, and I feel his radiating warmth. Today is his eight-week baby appointment. Amelia will be waking soon. My chest aches to think of explaining his absence to her.

My bare feet sting from the freezing floor, and I tiptoe across the room to find my clothes for the day. The sun is shining, but our house is cold. Another upstate New York winter is hovering on the horizon. I dread the frigid days and nights to come.

“Daddy!” Amelia calls. She asks for him every morning. He is the center of her world. Everyone else is scenery. Even when he has been gone for months of training, she still asks for him. She never gives up hope that he will be the one to walk into the room, smiling and lifting her from her crib.

I open the door and walk across her colorful shag rug, and I instantly think of David, carrying it over his shoulder the day we bought it. He unrolled it on the hard, bare floor of the room that was to become her nursery. I can still feel his hands rubbing my enormous belly. “Do you think he or she will like it?” he’d asked. “What’s not to like? It’s colorful and soft. It will be a perfect place to crawl,” I’d said. We had no way of knowing that she would sit, roll, crawl, and run everywhere but on that rug.

Now, she stands and bounces in her white crib that David and I spent hours painting. The little stenciled green frogs and purple turtles stare at me from every angle. Everything in this room reminds me of life with him. The pictures on the wall, the dresser he painted, the shelf he hung above her crib, and the changing table he so painstakingly put together. All representing the family we started together.

She stops bouncing for the moment and looks to me for an explanation as to why I have entered her room this morning instead of David. “Good morning, sweet pea!” I say with a fake smile. She is disappointed. “Want Daddy,” she says. I explain, “Daddy isn’t here right now, baby. Daddy had to go to work.” It is all I know to tell her. She seems satisfied and reaches for me instead.

My eyes burn. My chest tightens. I try not to cry. Tears roll down my cheeks, fall onto her rug, and I berate my body for betraying me. She wraps her arms around my neck, and I hold her as long as she will allow, then put her down. She runs from her room in search of her toys and her chocolate milk. My mother cheerfully talks to her in the living room; she has found enough to satisfy her for now.

Elijah cries his tiny newborn squeal. I go to him, lift him from the bed, and smell his pink, soft skin. I cannot help but think of the numerous times I watched David cuddle his newborn son. He pushed his fingers into the soles of Elijah’s feet just to watch his little toes curl around them.

I pull Elijah close and uncover his delicate feet. Images of David fill me. I see David kissing Elijah’s new, pink feet. I see him in the hospital, just after Elijah was born. I am in the bed, exhausted and thrilled, and David sits in the chair, kissing each of Elijah’s toes. Elijah’s booties are on the floor as David bathes him. He lingers on his tiny feet, tickles them and then delicately rinses the soap from them. “I just love his little toes. His feet are like little monkey feet,” he says somewhere in the back of my mind. I swallow the lump in my throat and beg my shell to harden.

Elijah cries and nudges me, hungry. We cuddle on the bed and I will my convulsing breathing to slow, to relax enough for my milk to drop. I close my eyes and concentrate on the tiny fingers that curl around mine. I listen to his cry and think of the satisfaction that only I can give. The milk begins to flow, and he is content.

When he is finished eating, I walk into the living room to find Amelia on my mother’s lap. I greet her warmly and begin making breakfast. At least, warming something up. I have little desire to cook a large breakfast with no David here to applaud my efforts. I still have to bundle Elijah, get him to the doctor, and attempt to make it home before the need to nurse sets in yet again.

With a waffle in Amelia’s hand, and my mother happily munching on toast, I leave them to their world of puzzles, books, and toys. I zip Elijah under his car seat cover and situate his carrier on my hip. When I open the door, frigid air immediately chaps my cheeks and brings stinging tears to my eyes.

Elijah coos and giggles in the back of the truck as I drive the familiar roads to the clinic. David and I have driven this route so many times, and I ache for him to be here with me yet again. He loves to mark the babies’ growth and enjoys each checkup he is able to make. Because he is forced to leave us, he always pushes himself to show up every time he can. So far, he has only missed two regular baby appointments, and I hate knowing he will miss more. His involvement in our lives is so intricate; the empty seat beside me solidifies the burning realization that he is gone.

When we reach the clinic, I step back out into the cold, pull Elijah’s carrier from the backseat, and walk into the hallways full of Army men and women and wives. In the waiting areas, women stare into space, all with the same look of emptiness. They are surrounded by their children, and they are continuing to live, to breathe, but their hearts are somewhere else. You can see it in their eyes. And you can see the happiness to be home in the eyes of the soldiers seated next to their wives. The unbridled emotions of this war all swarm the air, mingle, and disperse tension throughout the halls. I feel overwhelmed.

When we finally reach the doctor, I am ready to explode. The doctor and I talk about Elijah’s growing belly, his nursing habits, his dirty diapers, his healing belly button, and I begin to overflow with thoughts about David. “My husband is going to be so upset that he wasn’t here for this. He always loves these visits.” My comments catch her off guard. She stares at me for a moment before she recognizes the look on my face. “He hates it when he is gone. He is just such a good daddy. Always so involved. So caring. Just the kind of daddy you want for your kids, you know?” She nods her head in agreement and moves her stool closer to me.

Her knowing hand covers mine. It is warm, and the gentle squeeze she gives me urges more from my mouth. “He just loves newborn babies. The way they smell.” The words tumble out of my mouth, and I have little control over my wandering mind. I desperately search for some shred of a normal conversation, but nothing about this pain feels normal. She pulls her hand from mine and moves it to my shoulder. Her quiet understanding and patience invite more from me, and my flooded mind breaks the dam I have attempted to create. “He likes to put them in those front carriers and vacuum. Isn’t that silly?” I spill. Tears flow from my eyes, and she says nothing. Images of him laughing with the kids and carrying them in a sling while we shop attack my mind and leave me reeling. “Oh God,” I breathe, “I just hope they know how much he loves them.”

Her arm tightens around my shoulder as I begin to realize I have lost control. My mind travels back to the stark white office as David walks away, back into my memories. Her eyes are filled with concern, and I attempt some shred of composure. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to turn this into a crying session about my husband. He just left for Iraq, so I’m a basketcase.” I wipe the tears from my eyes and avoid her imploring stare. Embarrassed and ready to leave, I fumble with Elijah’s clothes and begin putting him back into his carrier. “So, everything seems fine with Elijah?” I ask in some attempt to change the subject. She nods, hands me his new statistics, and holds the door for me as I mumble an apology. She says nothing as I walk into the hallway and back into the waiting room.

As I leave the clinic, I walk past men in uniform waiting with their children, waiting to get medicine, or wearing stethoscopes as they pop their heads out to call their next patient. David is in all of them. His boots. His uniform. His beret. I see him everywhere, and I wonder if there will ever be a way for him to know how much I miss him.





In Memory Of

Before we reach the truck, Elijah is already squealing. We were in the clinic too long. He is hungry, and my body won’t wait until we get home. My shirt is already wet, and my milk is flowing freely. I start the truck, let it warm, and pull him from his car seat to nurse him. As he eats greedily, I look into his tiny, newborn face, and I see Amelia just after David left us nearly two years ago. I was in this exact same situation after her eight-week-old appointment.

That deployment, David walked out our kitchen door into the freezing February snow at one o’clock in the morning, leaving me and our six-week-old infant for close to three months. We had just moved to Fort Drum, and we knew he would be joining his unit to finish their already lengthy deployment. I should have been thankful that he only had to go for a short time.

It was only nine months after our wedding when I found out I was pregnant, and David had just left us for nearly seven months of training. He returned as a specialist in the Army. He missed nearly my entire pregnancy, and we tried to make the best of it. I should have appreciated that he was granted permission to stay behind from his deployment long enough for the birth of our new baby. But, having just been reunited, it was hard to tell him goodbye again. Unlike many soldiers, he did see her birth, and he helped me move to New York, but I could not reconcile watching him leave us. Not when we had just become a family. That was too much to ask.

That horrible night, he held his new daughter, cried for what he would miss with us, and turned to leave. I fell onto the floor and dry-heaved. I felt all of my security being purged out of me. I had no concept of what to expect while he was in Afghanistan. No idea exactly what war meant. And no idea what a new baby required. I had no clue how to be a mother when I had only just learned to be a wife. Much less an Army wife.

He reluctantly left me in a new home with a new baby, who seemed to scream all the time. She was full of piercing, deafening screams. I didn’t know what to do with her or how to calm her.

In the truck, nursing our second newborn, alone and without him again, I feel all the same pain. Instantly I am there again, on the floor, waiting for him to come home and terrified that may never happen. I was alone, cold, and miserable as I listened to my new baby scream for comfort. I couldn’t understand what more I could give her. Now, looking again at Elijah, it won’t happen again. Amelia taught me well.

Weeks became months of Amelia being colicky. We couldn’t get outside because the snow fell relentlessly. I was alone with a crying baby. He called every day. Sometimes twice a day. He wanted desperately to be part of us, but I had nothing to say. I didn’t know how to tell him that I didn’t think I liked her. I hated motherhood and I wanted to go back to just the two of us. I didn’t know how to tell him anything, so I told him nothing. Instead, we talked about the physical changes in our new baby, I listened to his stories of missions, he listened to my ramblings about snow and nursing, and I pushed the depression and loneliness deep inside me.

After two months of cold darkness I stepped out into the light. No one came out to greet me. I introduced myself to this new way of life and desolate area: I am alone. I am scared. I am Melissa. No one answered. I stepped back inside to what had become my reality. Amelia and I were alone. We simply functioned. Nothing more.

At last Amelia melted me. She finally gave in to a routine with a rhythm full of melodic caresses and kiss-filled cuddle sessions. Her smiles found the cracks in my façade. Her small fingers curled around mine with a distinct delicacy. She wanted me to touch her. She wanted me to hold her. She laughed when I smiled at her. We began to groove to our own music and learned our own dance. It was one built out of mutual respect and necessity. She became my friend and confidant. She was no longer just a screaming baby to me. We were stuck in it together, and together we faced the bitter cold that finally gave way to budding trees and flowering lawns.

Spring brought David’s return. He had a gun when Amelia and I went to get him. He picked up my daughter, my friend, while holding this gun. No one seemed to notice or care that a child was in one arm and a machine gun was in another. Worry clouded my mind to see the two together, but I said nothing. I assumed it was just my frayed nerves. He held her awkwardly. He was more comfortable holding his gun.

He was different; distant, cold. I was different, too; overly sensitive, bitter, tired. I was a mother. I had to learn how to be a wife again. My house was suddenly our house again. He was holding Amelia the wrong way and I reprimanded him. It was all wrong. Nothing about him felt right.

Yet she loved him. She fell naturally into his arms. Seeing her cuddle with him on the couch while my arms felt empty and cold made me crazy with jealousy. I had to work tirelessly for that affection. He didn’t earn it. He didn’t fight for it. He didn’t calm her endless nights by singing, praying, and kissing. He didn’t do anything but leave us. A stranger held my baby, my friend.

I didn’t want to share anything with him. Only I had earned the right to call her mine. Everything in that house belonged to me. My baby. My house. My struggle. My marriage. My anger. He held my anger so tightly. In my opinion, he deserved no say in anything. How could he? His partnership had become null and void in my world.

Days turned to weeks. We were settled. He began to remember how to belong to our family. I began to forget why I married him. He fell in next to me. But I didn’t need him anymore. I tried not to leave him. I tried to remember that he was my husband and Amelia’s father and that he was the same person I fell in love with years ago. He had the same hands, the same heart, and the same smile. I’d pushed it all out of my heart in order to exist in his absence. The anger kept me alone in my world where I felt safe with Amelia.

I packed my things and Amelia’s things. We would leave. He took himself from us. He left us. He left me. I wanted him to feel the pain of watching me walk away from him, and I needed him to hurt the same way I had hurt. Revenge propelled me, but the look on his face as I tried to drive away with my baby stopped me. In the rearview mirror, standing in the driveway, was my broken, sweet husband, and I realized that I had a choice he didn’t have. I could stay and make this family work. I chose to turn around. Finally, I exhaled a long awaited, bated breath and gave in.

I still feel the pain of that deployment, the sense of abandonment and loss. And now, here we are, a year and a half later, once again in the same situation; the same lonely, horrifying, emotionally draining situation. Of course, now there are three of us left behind.

Elijah finishes nursing and falls into a deep sleep. My breath pulls in as I begin once again to stand on my own. I look forward to exhaling again. To letting go again. To choosing this family again.





Denial

“Her former and present lives were so different that she couldn’t even hold one in her mind as she lived the other.”



 —Barbara Kingsolver, Prodigal Summer





Rearview Mirrors

David left two days ago, and it is time to take my mother home. The kids and I are going, too, for the holidays. I don’t want to watch the kids open gifts without David. But I am worried if we stay in New York, I will cheat my children of happiness that they deserve. If we stay in New York, I will refuse to celebrate. So we take off for Kentucky.

Even though I know my family offers comfort, I don’t want to leave the house that has become my home. I can still smell David here. He still feels close to me here. He feels vibrant here. I feel surrounded by him in our empty bed. The dent from his body is still there.

My mother and I load my truck full of baby clothes, baby beds, food, diapers, and Pull-Ups. We spend hours packing, and when the sun sets, we decide to leave in hopes of Amelia sleeping through the drive. We have hours ahead of us.

We drive for sixteen hours, stopping only for me to nurse Elijah. He is content to sleep away the night. But Amelia refuses to sleep.

She sits in her seat chattering like we are on a grand adventure. She only sleeps for thirty minutes of the trip. She can feel a change in the air.

I pass the driving time by singing about squishing bumble bees and bus horns beep, beep, beeping and by babbling to my mother. “You know, by the time we go back to New York, we will only have about eight months left. That really isn’t that bad,” I talk at her. “We will just have to keep busy doing fun things.” My mother says nothing, only nods. She can hear the desperation in my voice. “I just have to bury myself in the kids. Just totally forget this is happening and keep my focus on them.” I stare at the lines on the road and push myself to believe it. I am fooling no one. My mother shakes her head at me and smiles.

We arrive at my childhood home at eleven in the morning. We are completely exhausted. My body aches, and my mother can hardly keep her eyes open. We are both cranky and desperate to escape the confines of my truck. Amelia is the only one chipper and excited. We pull into the driveway, and Amelia screams with delight. “Papa! I here Papa!” she yells through the truck window.

My older brother has come over during his lunch hour to see us, and he and my father greet us with strong hugs. My dad asks about the drive and tells us that he hardly slept because he was so worried. “Well, nobody slept in this truck except Elijah,” I say, half laughing. No one mentions David. No one discusses what could become of him. No one wants to admit what is happening.

My father reaches for Elijah and cups him in his strong arms. This is their first meeting. He’d come to witness the birth, but had to leave to return to work when Elijah refused to come out. My father holds him with pride and talks about how long he has waited to meet Elijah. My brother picks up Amelia and swings her high in the air. She giggles with pleasure and he pulls her to his chest in a gentle bear hug. While my brother’s strong arms hold her, I think of David’s arms swinging her through the air while she screams, “More, Daddy!” He always gave more when she asked. I try to focus on the men who have my babies now, and not the one who can’t hold them.

I begin to unload the truck to still my wandering mind. The house smells familiar. It smells quaint. It is calm and quiet. But it doesn’t smell like home. I can’t smell him here. I can’t see his last shower. I can’t hear his laughter. I know that I am safe here. I can cry if I need to. I can laugh if I want to. I can scream if anyone would care to listen.

They do care. They care deeply. They miss him, too. I can tell by what they don’t say that my mother and my father are concerned about me and him. They don’t know what to say. This is the first time my family has been around me when David is deployed. When he left for Afghanistan, they only talked to me on the phone. They are in new territory having me in front of them. They can see my fragile state. They can feel my tense demeanor. I’m on the edge and I’m thankful they can see the dynamite around me.

I don’t speak his name. I can’t. I am afraid. I am terrified to break my fragile bubble and unleash my insanity. Instead I say nothing of my heartache and nothing of the fissure in my chest.

He is somewhere in the air right now. He is somewhere traveling in this world, and I feel so distant from everything that feels like him. In my parents’ house, I don’t see his uniforms in the closet. I can’t smell his boot polish. Here, he has no shampoo, and he has no razors.

Tears will only be met with pity here. Hugs will only bring pain. In New York, I can suffer in silence. In New York, few people know my name. I can screen calls there. I can sink into a world where love, pain, agony, war, and marriage no longer exist. In New York, other wives suffer and yearn next to me in silence and complete understanding. Here, I will be greeted with love and open discussions about my pain. Here, people will want to help me. And I can’t allow that. Not yet. Accepting help means admitting he is gone. And I just can’t do that.



OEBPS/images/e9781602392946_cover.jpg





