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For Dash and Julianne






PROLOGUE The Matrix of Porn


December 2, 2015

Calgary, Alberta

I’m looking at nine vaginas at the same time. I mean, technically they’re vulvas, but here on my computer screen I’ve got the full gynecological view, laid out in a three-by-three grid, like the Brady Bunch family.

These images have been stored on an external hard drive, a small silver box I found in the apartment where Sean, my husband of seventeen years, stayed when he worked in Denver. A USB cable was already attached, just begging to be plugged into Sean’s laptop. I slid the connector into the slot, the password autofilled, and I clicked through to discover something I can only describe as a key—like the legend of a map—to the Matrix of Porn.

The “key” is a directory, a guide to the whereabouts of a dragon’s hoard of flesh and bodily fluids and human action. Six computer hard drives full of still photos and videos, along with four other external hard drives, this one from Denver being the most current. As a solo human endeavor, the creation of this enormous catalog is impressive: picture a single ant building a subterranean network of shafts and tunnels big enough to support the whole colony, all by itself. Suffice it to say, this glimpse into the inner workings of my husband’s mind has been a grim revelation.

I’ve been studying the cache to find out what Sean was into, and maybe to uncover the deeper reasons why I wasn’t enough for him. (The latter answer came readily enough.) I could never be all that is contained in these pixels: every race, every size, every gender, every shape, every age—No. Not every age. Thank God, I’ve found no obvious child pornography, although some of the “barely legal” stuff is dubious. There are women older than me, with lumpier bodies and yellower teeth. I scoff at myself for trying wigs and that stupid, corseted getup. Magazines told me how to “keep him interested.” Like that was my job. Like that was even possible. I have one vagina. I could never compete with nine.

Sean didn’t create this grid. I can tell because it’s the only grid I’ve found. I’ve delved deeply enough into his organizational system to recognize patterns. If Sean had been into grids, I’d have found “boob grids” and “ass grids” and “grids of grids,” cross-referenced into the boob folder; the ass folder; the grid folder… indexed again into the “cute” or “attractive” folders if they met those subjective criteria for him. I marveled when I discovered that physical attractiveness wasn’t a requirement for inclusion into the fold.

But someone, somewhere, decided that the dark-skinned girl with the juicy-looking labia would take center spot in the nine-vagina collage, with shaved girls across the top row, and two full bushes flanking the bottom corners. Was that person a hobbyist? Were they paid to create this image? Or is there an app for this now—some kind of pussy aggregator?

I remember four or five months ago, being in bed with Sean, maybe the last time we fooled around. He studied my naked body as though it were something new, novel to him despite our twenty years together.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said, tracing his fingers from my hip bone to the outside of my thigh. “Everything about you.” He squeezed the bottom of my right heel into his cupped palm, then swung it gently outward, opening my legs. “Even your pussy is pretty. It’s my favorite kind.”

Kind. The word wriggled into my ear like a larval beetle. There are kinds? But then he was down there and—OooOOokay—I let the question slide.

Now I can see that, yeah, with a sample size in the tens of thousands, there are kinds. I can see how Sean’s drive to categorize and classify things pervaded his life so much that his comment may have slipped out in a weak moment. Or maybe it was the highest compliment he could think to pay me just then. The championship tier. A qualifying finalist. No, really, it’s an honor just to be nominated.

And then there’s a glimmer of a chance that some part of him was feeling deeply connected and longed to bring me into his secret world. There were times, as I look back, when he hinted at some of his darker impulses. Maybe, maybe, he was testing to see if I could love and accept him the way he was. Then again, he could have been deciding where he’d place my pussy on this particular grid.

If I wanted to know, I should have asked Sean a month ago, when he was still alive, before the two-day business trip to Houston, where he collapsed in the airport and never returned.

That night, I was just so happy to be with Sean in a tender, erotic moment. Questioning him would have jeopardized not only what was happening between us right then, but also blown up my chances for more intimacy in the future. I was already doing everything I could to spark our sex life.

For the past several years, I’d been crying in the bathroom after sex, from the release of it. From how good it felt to be connected with Sean and how much more of that I wanted, while at the same time not wanting to be clingy or demanding. I tried never to cry during, but one time, tears leaked out and Sean noticed.

“Am I hurting you?” The catchlight in his eyes flickered with the candle’s glow. I reached up and pressed my hand against the side of his cheek. Freshly shaved and baby smooth like the top of his head.

“No. I just love you so much.”

I can see now, I was lying when I said Sean wasn’t hurting me. When he touched my body, Sean’s skin ignited desire lines and I burned with the shame of my loneliness, the humiliation of needing to feel cherished, touched, and held.

When I eventually confided my discoveries in two trusted friends, each of them said, “I’m just sorry you had to find out…”

They’d spare my suffering, if they could. But laced into their laments was pity for Sean, whose secrets threaten to topple his legacy. No one seems to see the source of my pain was never the detection; it was the water torture of having been chosen against and lied to and neglected. I’m embarrassed to admit that in our bed that night, I wanted Sean more than I wanted to know what kind meant.






FOUR MISSED CALLS

The soup is everything I’d hoped from a homestyle place like Guy’s Café & Bakery in the mountain town of Cochrane, Alberta: translucent onion, garden peas, resolute carrot rounds, hearty golden stock. Earnest, nourishing goodness in a stoneware bowl. My hands have been cold since this morning, waiting with Dash, our nine-year-old son, for the school bus lights to pierce the purplish November morning. I cradle the stoneware, breathing in steamy chicken broth, warming my icy fingers, but the heat intensifies faster than I can—ouch. The bowl clatters onto the table. Soup sloshes over the edge.

I blow on my reddened fingertips. Across the table, my mom, Bonnie, and her friend are planning their golf trip for next summer. Their conversation doesn’t involve me, but I don’t want to be rude, so I peek at my phone under cover of the oak tabletop. The number 4, in a scarlet circle, glares up from the home screen. Shit. My stomach lurches. Something must have happened to Dash. We’re more than an hour’s drive from his elementary school.

But the four missed calls share a Houston area code. Shouldn’t Sean’s flight be wheels up by now?

I tap Mom’s shoulder, in the black-and-white knitted sweater she borrowed from my closet this morning. She only ever packs summer clothes on her way through to warmer climes for the winter. “Sorry to interrupt. Someone from Texas is trying to reach me.”

“Oh, good. They must have found Sean’s jacket,” Mom offers, having overheard me on the phone with Sean, just before we left Calgary for Cochrane.

A sigh of relief. Yes. The security manager of Sean’s hotel, calling to arrange the return of his lost jacket. I button my coat as I slip outside to make the call.

Sean had phoned from the airport shuttle, tetchy that his leather jacket had gone missing from his hotel room. He’d wanted the security manager to question housekeeping about it, but the guy had refused. “Their loss policy guarantees the customer is gone before they investigate the claim,” Sean fumed. “It’s bullshit.”

Odd that he gave the Marriott security guy my number. Sean must have anticipated being in airplane mode. I can already imagine the grin and the pat on the butt I’ll get when I meet him at the airport. He spent a fortune on that black leather bomber. Wearing it with a scarf is one of his favorite things about autumn in Calgary, when the weather turns chilly, like today, November 4, 2015.

I step out in front of the café to listen to the voicemail. A woman, who identifies herself as the ER charge nurse at Memorial Hermann hospital, drawls, “Cawl me back right away. Ms. Wa-ite.”

Oh, no. Sean’s hurt. The Wi-Fi’s not strong enough to scan headlines. Mass shooting. Airport bomb. I sit down on a pine bench near the entrance to the café and, with an unsteady hand, tap the number into my phone. The nurse says, “Ma’am, are you alone right now?” I say I’m with my mom.

The nurse asks if I have a pen. I’m going to need to write some things down. But I’m not really with my mom, am I? Because I’m out here, and Mom’s all the way inside the café, so actually I am alone and this nurse is very, very wrong. She’s emphasizing the Vincent, saying “Sean Vincent Wa-ite.” I mean, she doesn’t even know his name, so what she’s saying can’t be true, and how dare she call and say these lies and demand that I write down the case number, but the numbers are coming so I draw them onto my notepad and repeat them back to her. Then, the call is over.

I tuck my phone, notepad, and pen into the zippered pocket of my black leather purse. The slats of the wooden bench are hard and cold beneath me. I stare at the hood ornament on a red Dodge pickup in this strip-mall parking lot. The noon sun gleams off the ram’s horns and makes my eyes twinge, but I don’t reach for my sunglasses. I don’t look away. I just stare.

When the roar in my head quiets, I stand and walk through the doors, back into the smell of soup and cinnamon and coffee, past the lunching ladies, to the table where my mom and her friend are just finishing up. My chicken soup must have cooled enough to eat, but I don’t sit down.

“They said he died.” A concerned frown behind my mom’s glasses. She doesn’t understand. I say the name to the pinched lines between my mom’s brown eyes. “Sean.” I put my hand on the back of a chair to steady myself. “They said Sean died. A heart attack, they think.”



Someone must have paid the bill because we’re back in my van. I’m in the passenger seat. Mom pulls over to drop off her friend, and then we’re on the highway back to Calgary. I watch the line between the shoulder and the road. I’m not crying.

“Sean was an organ donor. I have to talk to those people. They gave me a case number. I’m supposed to call them right away….”

If Mom answers, I don’t hear her. Thoughts are rushing; I blurt them out as the pavement rolls by.

“Why wouldn’t they let me talk to the doctor? They said he never regained consciousness. Do you think the paramedics will talk to me?….

“Sean’s work people in Denver. I don’t even know them there. I’ll have to look up the number on the website….

“How? How? He just had a full physical, ECG and everything. He was fine. Perfect health….

“So, what, I’m a widow now? No. That’s not right. I’m just a wife.”

Bless my mom for keeping her eyes on the road and her hands on the wheel even when the sharp geyser of pain cuts its way up from my belly to my throat. Tears burst through, and I press my fingertips into my forehead as I choke out my dread, “Oh, God, Mom. How am I going to tell Dash?”






“SWEETHEART, SOMETHING TERRIBLE HAS HAPPENED”

I do not pick our son up from school. Each minute on the bus is one more minute that Dash’s adventurous, fun-loving father is still alive for him.

Pacing between long slats of midafternoon sunlight on my living room floor, I make the first call, to the number the ER nurse provided. The medical examiner has no answers for me. She wants me to provide contact details for Sean’s doctor. Oh, no. We got a letter from Sean’s longtime family doc a few weeks ago, announcing his retirement and the closure of his office. That’s a problem I’ll have to deal with later. I call Sean’s four brothers and his sister, and each of those conversations feels unreal, like I’m a bad actor reciting lines.

“Michael, we’ve lost Sean. He died.”

“Riley, we’ve lost Sean. He died.”

“Megan, we’ve lost Sean. He died.”

“Darrel, we’ve lost Sean. He died.”

“Ty. Oh, Ty—we’ve lost Sean….”

I have to do better for our son. But what can I say, knowing I’m about to cleave our little boy’s life in two? Nine years of noogies and belly-button checks, and now, what? Darkness is all I can imagine. I open my phone to our last family picture, a selfie Sean took with our enormous black-and-white rescue puppy, Panda, crawling over his lap. Dash grins toothily, his cheek pressed up to the side of Sean’s bald head, wielding the green chucker stick that holds Woodward’s full attention. I’m scooched in next to Woodward, our cream-colored goldendoodle, a swoosh of brown hair flying across my forehead, my smile wide and open-mouthed, basking in this close family huddle.

Dash was orphaned today. His real mother is gone. I’m just a damaged remnant that looks like her. I walk aimlessly around the house until four fifteen, then go to the kitchen, where my mom is at the table with her iPad and a cup of coffee. She’s holding a pen between her fingers like a cigarette. She quit smoking a year ago and probably regrets it now.

I put on my coat and boots. “I’m taking him somewhere we never go.”

Mom raises an eyebrow and tightens her lips together. “How far are you going?”

“Just a few blocks. It’s okay. I can drive.” The keys jingle in my hand.

“Not too far!” I hear her call as the door swings shut behind me.



The bus stop is less than a block away. I drive there and wait in the van. My old winter jacket has a loose button on the pocket and I rub the smooth plastic between my thumb and finger. I’m sick with raw cowardice, like a horrid predator lurking, working up the nerve to destroy a child’s innocence.

The yellow school bus approaches. I get out and stand at the stop. Dash steps off the bus with his head down, pulling something out of his backpack. I motion to the driver not to pull away.

“Hop in the van, bud. We have to go somewhere.”

I step onto the bus. “We’ve had a family emergency. Dash will be home for the rest of the week.” The driver, Maureen, knows all the kids’ names. She gives them treats and holiday cards. Maureen waits for me to pull out, then follows us as far as her route allows, a backup vehicle escorting us to the end of our street.

“Where are we going?” Dash asks.

“Not far. It won’t take long.”

“But where?” He sounds irritated, like he’s going to push the issue. I speed up. The last thing I want is to snap at him.

“Just in the neighborhood. A few blocks away.” A forced calm voice, almost singsong. I’m driving too fast now.

“I don’t wanna go anywhere. I thought Dad was gonna be at the bus.”

I steer us onto some street I never drive, where Dash doesn’t walk or ride his bike or have any friends. I hope the tall trees and wide lawns of this suburban cul-de-sac can absorb the shock waves from the detonation I’m about to release. My stomach clenches and my legs feel lifeless, as if they’ve been hollowed out and packed with sand, so heavy I worry whether I can lift my foot off the gas pedal. I pull over to the curb. We both get out of the van.

Dash stands on the sidewalk in his private-school uniform: gray pants, powder-blue shirt, navy sweater. He must’ve run hard at recess; sweat has curled his shaggy blond hair around the ears. He’s tall and lanky, but his cheeks are still just a little chubby. Nine years old and still our baby. I kneel and put my hand on his shoulder. His blue-gray eyes, the same color as his dad’s, search mine, and his unsure smile makes his braces glint in the late-afternoon sun. Two weeks until the orthodontist takes them off. Sean will never see his son’s new smile. Dash notices my tears and tilts his head.

“Sweetheart, something terrible has happened. Dad isn’t coming home. He died in Houston today.”

Dash turns away and screams. A primal, guttural cry of pain. I reach out to take him in my arms, but he shakes me off and runs a few steps away. He’s screaming and crying, his balled fists flailing against the air.

I look around, panicked, hoping no neighbors come out, hoping no one calls the police. It looks like I’m hurting this child. And I am. I’m destroying him. Coming here was stupid.

I run up to Dash, wanting to take his hand, to lead him away from this terrible moment. He’s clutching something so hard his knuckles are white. I put my hand out and he passes the object to me. It’s a fossil cast of a T. rex claw, painted in blue, green, and gray. A treasure he couldn’t wait to show Sean. I hold it and wrap my arms around his warm body. His shoulders shake into my chest.

“Your fossil is beautiful,” I whisper. “Let’s go home.”

“Dad’s really strong. I’m sure he survived but they just don’t know how strong he is….”

I don’t answer. I just drive, coasting to keep my speed down, giving Dash time to sort out his thoughts.

“He usually goes on long trips, but this one was only two sleeps. That’s why I was so excited he’d be back already….

“But we were going to finish The Bully Boys tonight. Who’s going to read that with me now?”

My mom watches us come in through the garage door. Her face mirrors our stricken looks. She’s prepared a plate of cheese and crackers and starts to peel back the plastic wrap, but I wave it off. No one wants to eat.

Dash goes to his bedroom and closes the door. Mom and I talk about which calls she’s made and what needs to happen next. When the dogs pester for a walk, Mom takes them out. I knock on Dash’s door and let myself in.

“Is this a good place for your fossil?” I slide the cast onto the glass shelf above Dash’s dresser. The curved plaster groove conforms to my fingers like a rock-climbing hold.

I remember a sweltering Singapore afternoon, the second year we lived there, Sean waving down from the Jurassic Park climbing wall at Universal Studios. The red rock ridges were chockablock with dinosaur skulls, vertebrae, and rib cages, the handholds and footholds by which Sean had ascended about forty feet above the ground. “Dash! Look how high you were!” Sean twisted his torso away from the wall so his little blond six-year-old could see the dinosaur tooth he’d been holding when fear froze him to the spot. “You made it all the way to this pointy old chomper!”

Dash’s upturned expression was surprised, then impressed—his missing front teeth made his grin even wider—but when that smile rounded into an O, I could tell he finally understood what we’d been cheering at him a few minutes earlier. He’d been almost there.

From the ground, the remaining distance looked negligible, and the path to the top was obvious. Dash watched intently as Sean scaled the remaining handholds and tapped his fist against the rocky outcropping that capped the wall, like Super Mario hitting a brick block.

The attendant belayed Sean to the ground. Dash rushed over while his dad unclipped the helmet and toweled off his sweaty head.

“Can I go again?” Dash’s eyes darted between Sean and me.

We’d already had a hot, sticky peopleful day. The sky was thickening and whitening, heavy gray-edged clouds rolling in off the ocean. If the deluge started before we could get a taxi back to our apartment, we might be stranded for hours, waiting out the torrent. Maybe we could come back fresh in the morning? I looked over to see what Sean thought. He was tucking his wallet back into the pocket of his navy shorts. While I counted clouds, he’d already paid the attendant. The black-haired young man strapped Dash back into his safety gear. Sean joined me on a bench to watch.

Our little boy zipped up the wall, not halting for even an instant at the tooth-hold where he’d stalled his first time up.

“Look at him go, hon.” Sean squeezed my hand, his voice choked with pride.

When Dash reached the top, a cooling breeze blew over us, carrying on it the sweeping refrain of John Williams’s “Theme from Jurassic Park.” The music must have been playing all along, but I didn’t notice until our triumphant son smiled down from the summit.

I was overcome with love. Together, Sean and I were destined to raise Dash into an excellent man. It had been me who’d perceived his terror, who’d guided him back down to earth. It was Sean who modeled the path forward, who granted Dash the instant chance to overwrite “almost” into victory. One parent to ground things, and one to reach for the sky.

I yank my fingers back from the fossil cast, quashing the memory before the understanding—We’ve lost the sky—can coalesce in my brain.

Dash’s teddy bear, Honda, is wet in dark brown patches on the bed beside him. I lie down next to them. Sean used to sneak back into our hotel room on family holidays to arrange Honda in funny poses for Dash to discover: Honda playing cards; Honda doing a crossword puzzle; Honda tying Sean’s shoelaces together. Now, Honda is a sponge, soaking up salty tears for the man who orchestrated his mischief.

Dash and I cry together for a long time. Eventually, he says, “Can we get Grandma and color?” So that’s what we do. The three of us gather at the kitchen table, around the Secret Garden coloring book, for as long as we can, ignoring the incoming phone calls, taking a small reprieve before the doorbell starts ringing, too. Tracing my green pencil crayon along leaves and twisting vines, I tell myself I’ll never have to be afraid again. I’ve already done the hardest thing I’ll ever have to do.



Half an hour later, I duck into my bedroom to book a trip to Houston. I don’t want to leave Dash, but Sean died all alone in a faraway place. Someone will have to navigate the bureaucracy and bring him home. The one stroke of luck in this nightmare: my mom is here. She can take care of Dash for a couple days while I attend to Sean. A Web search shows my best option as the same early-morning flight Sean took to Houston two days ago, which feels grim and poetic at the same time. I’m about to click RESERVE when another Texan calls. It’s the organ-donation coordinator, and she has questions.

“No, not a drug user.” This is the same kind of checklist I answer every time I give blood, so I know this is going to be a long conversation.

“Yes, he’s traveled outside of the U.S.” Duh. I just told you he lives in Canada. If I have to list all the foreign countries he’s been to in the past few years, I’ll never remember them all. I’m trying to think. I hear the doorbell and the dogs’ trampling response. “No, never paid for sex with money or drugs.” I strain to discern which of Sean’s brothers is here, while the Texan reads her litany into my other ear. My answers are rushed, perfunctory, agreeing with everything until I hear “corneas.”

“They’ll put in prosthetics,” she says.

Sean’s beautiful blue-gray eyes. A roadside deer; scavenger birds plucking the juiciest bits. Bile rises and I want to call the whole thing off. I choke it back. Respect Sean’s wishes. Power through. The woman mentions the doctor’s report. “We’re clear to use everything else, but we won’t be able to use his heart valves.”

“Oh, okay. Sorry.” And then, mercy. We’re done.

I curl into the fetal position on our bed, facing Sean’s side. “I’m sorry, hon. I’m so sorry I gave away your eyes.” I pull Sean’s pillow in close to my chest.

Flying to Texas tomorrow is out of the question. I’d thought I could bring Sean home with me, but the organ-donation coordinator has made it clear how much red tape is involved. They won’t release Sean until after the autopsy, which could be weeks away. Then there’s Dash. His dad just flew to Houston and never returned; how will he feel if his mom takes off to the same destination in the morning? Beyond that, how can I walk into George Bush Intercontinental Airport—the place where Sean collapsed today, traveling all alone? How can I sit with Sean’s lifeless, frozen body on a gurney, knowing underneath the sheet he’s already carved into fragments? I can’t look at his face, knowing there are doll’s eyes in the orbits beneath his closed lids. The parts that made him my Sean are already divvied up. And because I can’t face the stitched-up remainder version, I will never lay eyes on Sean again.

I sob for a few minutes. When the doorbell rings again, I get up, splash cold water onto my blotchy red face, and go out to join my family.






TURTLE AND DUCKY

The city’s new LED streetlights are blinding to look at, but the bluish light they cast is weak, with shadowy gaps between the light posts. I’m in an underlit patch now, along a stretch of road near Heritage Park, and it’s so, so dark. Though it’s only nine thirty, there’s no traffic, so it feels like the middle of the night. This lonely road is my life now. Darkness all around, and a stoplight in front.

A car pulls up in the left lane and taps the horn. A middle-aged woman motions frantically for me to roll down the window. I can’t tell if she’s annoyed, or if the blast of cold wind is scrunching up her face, like it is mine. “Turn on your headlights!”

Oh. I squint and feel around the indicator switch on my steering wheel. My lights usually come on automatically. Click. Things look just a little brighter, the rest of the way.

Jenn answers the door in a cozy fleece onesie with a blanket over her shoulders. They’ve got a fire crackling, and Ty, Sean’s older brother, is at the dining table with his laptop open, still in his work clothes. I hand Jenn the flash drive of photos she needs to make Sean’s video montage, and she takes it into the kitchen. “Kettle’s on. You want something?”

“Anything decaf.” I take a seat across from Ty. He pushes his reading glasses onto the top of his shaved head. The papers around him are inked with hand notations and I see he’s working on his speech. Jenn brings me a decaf Earl Grey, then sits at the head of the table with her own mug. Mabel, their long-haired tabby, jumps into Jenn’s lap.

Ty puts on his readers and clears his throat. His voice tremors in the first line of Sean’s eulogy, but his momentum builds toward the closing section, a powerful question upon which the whole speech hinges: “Is there a God? I don’t know. And I don’t know if Sean knew either. But he does now. And I hope that somewhere, in the ethereal world of heaven, Sean is smiling, having finally acquired an eternal knowledge well before the rest of us.”

When he finishes, I dab my eyes. “It’s perfect, Ty.” His speech has captured not only the man Sean was, but the essence of his relationships with other people. Ty’s done us all proud. Jenn’s in tears, too, and doesn’t wipe them away, but pets Mabel in long strokes down her back. Ty choked up a tiny bit at the end. Now, he’s relaxing back into his chair, taking a sip of coffee. His eyes are red rimmed and his five-o’clock shadow looks out of sync with the western-style dress shirt he’s wearing. He’s still running Cowboys Casino every day. I bet he’s slept even less than I have in the five days since his brother died.

I’m a jerk for what I’m about to ask, but a lingering queasiness forces my hand. “Would you consider changing something?”

He looks dubious but hears me out. I’m worried the question “Is there a God?” will offend my sister’s family, who are Apostolic Christians. Ty nods slowly, then scratches out the lines on his printed copy. His pen doesn’t make the sound of a needle dragging across vinyl, but it might as well. He says he’ll think about how to revise without losing impact. We both know that’s not possible. If Ty defers, he’ll deliver a watered-down tribute instead of a perfect one.

Sean’s service is two days from now. Ty has depicted Sean’s life so well, if I blow my speech, it won’t matter. Still… I want to try. But how can I do justice to twenty glorious years with Sean? I think back to our early days, narrowing the choices, looking for something to say.



It’s December 1995, and I’m living in Osaka, Japan. Strobe lights flash blue and white, bouncing off blue-black hair, long black hair, short black hair, bobbed black hair swaying and grooving in time to the DJ’s mix of Scatman and J-pop. As I cut through the sea of dark heads, I catch the eye of my friend and fellow English teacher Kathryn (whose blond hair makes her as easy to spot as I am, standing a full head taller than everyone else on the dance floor). I point toward the door. Kathryn nods, knowing I’ll be back, since it’s only 2:30 a.m. and we’re on an all-nighter, celebrating another friend’s birthday. The trains won’t start running again until 5:00 a.m.

The night was cool, and I could smell ramen broth wafting from a nearby street vendor. A couple of red-faced salarymen came out of a karaoke bar across the street, still singing, their black ties hanging loose from unbuttoned collars. They headed toward Shinsaibashi Bridge. I started off in the opposite direction. The nightclub’s thumping bass was fading when I heard, “Jess, wait!”

I turned around. Sean waved and ran to catch up with me. “Can I join you?”

“Sure. It’s so hot in there.” I’d had a few drinks early in the evening but switched to water around midnight. I didn’t feel tipsy, just tired.

“Yeah, I could use a break from the electronica.”

We walked for a few blocks, chitchatting. Earlier that day I’d given our mutual employer, GEOS Language School, the required four months’ notice of my intention to leave Japan.

When I told Sean, his tone became earnest. “Jess, I have a problem.”

I stopped to face him. We were standing in front of a high-rise development with a postage-stamp-size children’s playground wedged between two apartment blocks.

“Problem?” I gestured toward the playground. “Step into my office.” I pointed to a ride-on duck for him to sit on. I sat down on the neighboring turtle, my weight supported by a coil spring at its base. My knees came up almost to my shoulders. I giggled. Sean watched me with a tender smile.

He said, “The problem is you.”

The coil under my turtle creaked as I leaned back. My heels dug into the playground gravel. Sean and I had become good friends in the nine months we’d known each other, but not so much that my leaving should create a problem for him. I raised an eyebrow.

“Do you remember my welcome party at El Mustacho? The night we first met?”

“Sure.” That Mexican restaurant was a favorite hangout for English teachers on the Keihan Line.

“You were wearing your glasses and a flowery dress….”

Creak, creeeak. I rocked back and forth slowly on my turtle. I was wearing a floral-print dress that night. Sean likes me.

I’d suspected a crush months before, during Golden Week, the favorable accumulation of Japanese national holidays when many people travel abroad. Sean and I had met for a walk by the Yodo River, and he’d surprised me with a picnic lunch. He was like Mary Poppins pulling things out of his bag: a printed tablecloth; napkins; baguette; long, serrated bread knife; jar of mayo; jar of Dijon mustard; a whole tomato; sliced deli roast beef; pepper grinder; plates; glasses; and a bottle of Grolsch beer with a cork in it. Alarm bells had gone off in my head over how romantic it had seemed.

Sean went on about our first meeting. “… As soon as I saw your smile, I wanted to sit next to you. When you got up to go to the bathroom, I thought, ‘Here’s my chance,’ but then I saw how tall you were and I was like, ‘Welp.’ ” He threw his hands in the air and dusted them off on the way down.

I laughed. I’m six feet tall, about five inches taller than Sean. He was not so wrong in assessing his chances there.

“But, Jess, ever since we spent those five days in May together…”

He meant Golden Week, when Sean and I were the only other English speakers we knew in all of Japan. Packing for a two-year overseas teaching stint, we’d each filled precious suitcase space with compact discs. He had all the Beatles, I had all the Rolling Stones. At his apartment, we played Name That Tune and I tried to stump him with a World War II–era song, not noticing I’d nudged the karaoke tempo dial to its slowest setting. When I hit PLAY, a satanic-sounding voice spewed out the warning “Don’t sit under the apple tree with anyone else but me.” We cried with laughter. Our time together had been intensely fun until the picnic scared me off.

“… I can’t stop hoping. You’re not like anyone else, Jess. Even tonight—”

“Tonight?”

“Waiting for the train. I heard you singing ‘Cold Gin.’ I don’t know any girls who know that song.”

Oh my God. He’s confessing his feelings because I know some KISS lyrics. Creeeeeak.

“Anyway, Jess, I really like you. And now you’re leaving Japan. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t… Will you go out with me?”

I was twenty-four years old. My would-be suitor was twenty-eight, balding, carrying a noticeable spare tire, and looking at me hopefully from atop a rocking duck.

Sean didn’t get an answer that night, but his charisma and playful tenacity wore me down. Eventually, I agreed to go out with him, for four months only. When I left Japan, we’d be through. Long-distance telephone charges were crippling and I wasn’t interested in trying to sustain a relationship across continents. What I didn’t understand, then, was that even as he agreed to my short-term stipulation, Sean intended to prove himself and then never let me go.

Since the time clock of our relationship corresponded exactly with my remaining time in Japan, we made the most of every weekend. In March, we spent two days sightseeing in Kyoto, drinking sake under the cherry blossoms and visiting the wild monkeys in Arashiyama bamboo forest. As Sunday evening closed in, it was time for me to head home on the train. I climbed down the ladder from Sean’s loft bed.

“Hold on. Don’t forget this.” Sean leaned down the ladder, offering me the cream-colored camisole I’d been wearing under my work clothes when I got to his place Friday night. My face went white as I realized I’d left an important chore undone.

Sean noticed. “What’s wrong?”

I felt the color coming back into my cheeks. “No, it’s nothing.”

He coaxed it out of me: I was a laundry delinquent. Every item of clothing in my apartment was jammed in a wrinkled heap behind the doors of my futon cupboard. I’d left myself with nothing clean for work the next morning. I had a tiny washer on my apartment balcony, but the night had turned rainy and humid. Nothing would dry on the clothesline overnight.

A sparkle appeared in Sean’s eye. “We got this.” He grabbed a full-size backpack and threw on his Boston Red Sox cap. “Let’s go.”

It was about 9:30 p.m. by the time we got to my apartment. Sean turned his back while I sorted through my garments. We stuffed his bag and mine with all the clothes. Sean knew of a twenty-four-hour laundromat a few blocks from the train station and led us there in the drizzling rain.

That late, there was no one else in the place. We fed clothes and coins into the machines and sat at a little table with a chipped laminate top, the barrels of the washing machines making rhythmic white noise. The inside windows were steamy, and the smell of detergent hung in the saturated air. Sean pulled out a deck of cards and riffle-shuffled, raising his eyebrows at me to suggest the game.

“Honeymoon Whist?”

Sean didn’t know it, so I taught him. I remember the kibitzing, but not the details of our conversation, and just moments later, all the clothes were dry. Sean stood next to me, and we folded my warm cotton T-shirts into neat rectangles and Tetris-ed everything back into the packs. Instead of starting the week with my underwear inside out, I was all set. It was the best part of that weekend.

Faced with a looming mountain of someone else’s laundry, a lot of guys would have said, “Well, I’d better let you get to it then,” but Sean turned my screwup into a treasured memory. By the end of our allotted four months, I’d come to know him as a man who wouldn’t duck out of the humdrum or messy parts of life. We were a match. We could be together if I’d release my hang-up about the man being taller. So, I did.

As a hockey-loving kid, Sean had watched the Edmonton Oilers dominate his hometown Flames, and once we’d established ourselves as a couple, Sean used to say we were like Gretzky and Kurri. One of us could send a pass up ice and know our partner would be there to meet it. We had the kind of synergy upon which a dynasty could be built. “There’s no Great One,” Sean said. “Only great chemistry.”

None of these are stories I want to share at his funeral. They’re too intimately mine; I’d never be able to articulate them without collapsing into sobs. Their embers—the joy Sean brought into daily life; the generosity with which he supported others—are already well-known. I’ve been clear with everyone who will speak at the service: We are communicating directly into the ears of a nine-year-old boy who has lost his father. We will not focus on the magnitude of what we have lost, but on the enough-ness of Sean’s life, and our ability to translate that into a path forward.

Now, if only I could figure out what I can possibly say.






REMEMBRANCE DAY

I tilt back in the swivel chair at Ronda’s station, my hair dripping wet, smelling of grapefruit from the salon shampoo. I’ve been wearing a limp brown ponytail with varying degrees of side-straggle all week. Bless Ronda for washing my greasy mop without comment. It’s the day of Sean’s funeral, November 11, 2015.

Today Ronda’s hair is pastel pink, darkening to violet at the ends. Her makeup is iridescent purple and shimmering pale pink. She’s styled to live under a mushroom in an enchanted forest. I hope she can work some of her magic on me. This appointment is meant to give me an hour of quiet before the funeral car picks us up, but my phone pings, and I pull it out from beneath the black hairdresser’s cape.

Scott, one of Sean’s best friends, lets me know that colleagues have been arriving from out of town. Scott house-sat for us during our recent three-year Singapore stint, and though I’d hesitated to leave our dogs in the care of a fortysomething skateboarder (and Tony Hawk doppelgänger, with his tall, lanky build and short brown hair), Scott managed everything beautifully. He’s helping coordinate things now, as people fly in from faraway places like Tokyo and London and Houston.

I text Ty. “OMG, Slavo’s coming. I think that makes it a state funeral.”

Slavo was a business mentor of Sean’s. We secretly referred to him as Lord Vader, not because Slavo is evil, but because he strikes such a commanding presence, it’s easy to imagine “The Imperial March” playing when he enters a room. On meeting Slavo in Singapore, Ty said, “If Sean sticks with that guy, he’ll be driving the Death Star in no time.”

I grab my purse off the hook beside Ronda’s station and take out my notebook. I jot Slavo: Ferrari cuff links onto the list of Sean’s personal items to pass along. Slavo introduced Sean to Formula One racing, and they attended the Singapore Grand Prix together a few times. Today is probably the last time I’ll ever see Slavo. It’s weird to consider how many permanent goodbyes might be said today, as the drawbridge to our old life creaks upward. Don’t think about it. I close my eyes and relax into the warmth of the blow-dryer as Ronda brushes out my hair.

Sean measured his success as a manager by how well his team could function in his absence. By that metric, he’d have earned a performance bonus for the way “Team Waite” has pulled together his funeral. If I detach myself from the reason for the event, planning it has been almost easy. I follow Sean’s modus operandi and every decision becomes clear.

Food, speeches, music: check, check, check. So many helpers, from the very first moment. The receptionist at Sean’s Houston office got the first call when paramedics unlocked Sean’s phone. She raced to the hospital, and though they wouldn’t let her in to see him, she stayed in the waiting room. Sean died with a caring person standing by, not all alone, like I feared. But even with support from friends in Houston and loved ones in Calgary, we couldn’t expedite the autopsy (still pending), which has delayed the cremation, which has meant scheduling the service without knowing whether Sean’s earthly remains would be present.

“You’ll be late for your own funeral,” I’d ribbed Sean, many times, and now it’s true. His urn won’t arrive until some unspecified future date.

Still, Remembrance Day is the right day for the service. Sean’s father, Jack, had been too young to serve in World War II, but when Jack’s own father and brother went off to war, he tracked the battles via letters, newsreels, and radio reports. After the war, Jack read countless military history books and saw every war picture Hollywood produced. Sean grew up watching Patton and The Great Escape. He played solitaire with plane-spotter cards and played Axis & Allies with his brothers. When he grew old enough, Sean read all the same history books himself. He wore the poppy with humility and pride.

My hair is almost dry. I’ll have to leave soon. My stomach flutters. Why am I just sitting here instead of practicing my speech? I flip my notebook to the dog-eared page and rehearse under the whir of the blow-dryer. “Thank you, everyone, for coming today. I’m Jessica—”

The dryer clicks off and a hush lulls the whole salon. An echoey, disembodied voice from the ceiling says, “Hello, it’s me.”

Ronda and I exchange spooked-out glances in the mirror, then chuckle. It wasn’t God. It wasn’t Sean. It was the radio, playing a hot new single. Hearing that song for the first time, it’s impossible to fathom, but no matter where I go in the year to come, Adele will be there, belting out greetings to her lost love on the other side.

Ronda holds up the mirror so I can see the back of my head. Long, smooth brown hair all in place. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.



At McInnis & Holloway funeral home, in the family holding area, we stand around, waiting for the service to begin. I greet aunts and uncles (who’ve driven eight hours from Weyburn to be here) with one arm locked straight out in front of me. “No hugging till after,” I blurt into their wide-open arms. The bossy proclamation makes them laugh, breaking the tension. They understand. When everyone has arrived and the milling about becomes excruciating, I hide in a bathroom stall, counting backward from a hundred, losing track, starting again.

One step out of the washroom, I see Sean. The back of his shaved head. His shoulders are broad and handsome in a well-cut black suit. In a joyous reversal of being left at the altar, my man is here. Who will be the one to walk into the chapel and announce, “Sorry, everyone, funeral’s off… but hooray!”

Before I can get to him, standing in a circle with his brothers, my knees buckle. I catch myself, one hand against the wall.

It’s Ty, of course. Not Sean. My eyes have fooled my brain and dizzied my heart. I about-face back into the bathroom and stand with my hands against the cold edge of the sink. In the mirror, my face is as foreign as Ty’s head was familiar. Faint freckles dot my nose. The slight cleft between my nostrils makes a shadow in the fluorescent light. What is this tiny fault line in my face? Am I two halves smooshed together? Or slowly being riven in two?

Mom appears behind me in the mirror, in her black silk shirt and long draping sweater. They’re the clothes she was wearing when we left the house, so I know she’s real. She puts her hand on my shoulder. “It’s time.”

Dash looks so grown-up in his child-size suit. He’s wearing one of Sean’s smaller ties, burgundy with thin gold and navy stripes. I kneel down and look him in the eye. “Let’s stand up straight when we walk in.” He nods.

I take Dash’s hand. We hold our heads up and lead the procession into the chapel. I’m humbled by the hundreds packed into the room.

My tribute to Sean omits the ride-on ducky and focuses on a time soon afterward, still in Japan, when I got the news of my grandmother’s passing. The family had assumed I wouldn’t come from halfway around the world and opted to schedule her service right away. Sean knew how important my grandma was to me. “Get on a train to the airport right now,” he said. “I’ll solve the rest.” Those were the days before online booking, when people used travel agents to navigate complex airline schedules. Sean’s decisive action meant tickets awaited me at the counters in Osaka, in Los Angeles, and in Seattle, where I had to abandon my luggage and sprint to make the gate. I got to Weyburn, Saskatchewan, in the barest nick of time for Grandma Bell’s funeral—and I only made it because Sean said, “Go.”

On the flight back to Japan after Grandma’s service, I realized it would be folly to squander my chance to build a life with such a stand-up guy. I told the congregation how Sean made a home for us wherever we went, and how, in private moments, the two of us expressed a grateful bafflement for a shared life that was better than either of us could have imagined.

Now, Ty’s bringing us home with the final speech.

“While our parents raised us never to pick favorites, and with no deference to any of my other siblings”—Ty looks each of his brothers and his sister in the eyes, then looks toward the congregation—“Sean was my favorite.”

Everyone laughs. Everyone gets it.

“Not my favorite brother. Just simply ‘my favorite.’ He is the single greatest person I have ever known, and I am honored”—Ty chokes up, only for an instant—“to talk to you about him today.”

Ty is an excellent public speaker. The congregation is relaxed and laughing along with his stories of Sean’s youthful exploits. Even I laugh a few times. When Ty gets to the part I’d been worried about, he uses inoffensive language, and although it neuters his meaning, the section still flows into his final question:

“And what becomes of the spirit of Sean Vincent Waite?”

I settle back against the padded chair and wrap my arm around Dash. He’s done so well, even through the hardest parts, when (we’ll find out later) his forceful sobs prompted a young father in the congregation to quit smoking, lest he cause his own children similar heartbreak. We’re almost there. I drop my shoulders and let Ty’s words wash over me.

“Almost two years ago, our mother, Pat, passed from this world. She was a very spiritual person: a Christian and a First Nations Elder and a complicated woman. At her service, Sean told a wonderful Blackfoot creation legend that would have made Pat so proud. He concluded with a telling observation about our mother that left the door open to Sean’s own spirituality.

“Pat ended every phone conversation the same way…. ‘Bye-bye for now,’ she would say. And so it was that Sean bade his mother ‘bye-bye for now.’ He didn’t know if their spirits would cross again, but he had faith that they would. He acted with hope. And, so shall I.

“Through Sean’s own example and with eternal faith that goodness shall be rewarded, I must sadly say farewell to Team Waite’s greatest player.

“Bye-bye for now, Sean.

“Bye-bye for now.”



My shattered heart mends a little, hearing what people say about Sean after the service. The swell of support seems like it might be enough to carry Dash and me through the coming dark days. Back at the house afterward, longtime friends visit and swap stories. I sit down at the kitchen table with Kathryn, who was my next-door neighbor at “Shoko Mansion” in Hirakata, and three other good friends who all met teaching English in Japan, twenty years ago.

“Remember that first Christmas party at Sean’s, when he gave stockings to everyone?” Kathryn asks. “I got a toy microphone.”

“Cuz you always hogged the karaoke mic!” I half-expect the jibe to launch her into Bananarama’s version of “Venus,” but she can’t perform her wavy-arm dance routine. Kathryn’s nonfunctioning left arm is tucked into a discreet black sling, which she’s coordinated with her chic black dress.

Seven months ago, Kathryn was making a left-hand turn when her Acura was crushed by a Winnipeg city bus. While her son in the back seat suffered only bruises, Kathryn was critically injured—partially paralyzed—and spent months in hospital and physical rehab. Kathryn flew here on her own from Winnipeg. Her very existence at my kitchen table is a miracle, but beyond that, her blond hair is coiffed and she’s rocking a stylish pair of patent leather heels to complete her outfit.

“He made that big pot of chili, with chunks of steak in it, and homemade eggnog.” Of course, foodie Kath remembers the menu. I remember wondering where Sean found all the ingredients to make everything at his Christmas party taste just like home.

“And then there was the time he de-mushroomed a whole can of soup for Jess,” Laurel pipes in.

“Ah yes, chicken à la king in the courting phase.” I laugh.

Slavo is standing by the fridge with his coat on. I go over to say goodbye. He gives his condolences and then looks into my eyes, measuring me. A tiny frown flickers between his eyebrows and he draws a breath. He’s weighing whether to tell me something. If Lord Vader has wisdom to impart, I want to hear it. I put my hand on his wool sleeve. “What is it?”

“I know Sean was taking over as CEO of that Denver company,” he says, businesslike. “But, my team is just now acquiring a big company in Calgary. I was going to tap Sean to lead it.” His smile is bittersweet. “Perfect fit for him. Back home with your family. Too bad. Sean’s future was so bright.”

I can see why Slavo hesitated. He’s handed me a ticket for the woulda-coulda-shoulda train, but this news feels like a gift. I nod. Slavo’s trust and respect meant a lot to Sean. Knowing Slavo made a play for that company with Sean in mind tells me he earned it.

This news matters for another reason, but I don’t tell Slavo why this vision of an alternative future means more than he could guess. I take the Ferrari cuff links out of my jacket pocket and press them into his hand. “Thank you, Slavo. For everything.” I hug him at the front door.

The last friends finally leave around 1:30 a.m. Everyone in the house is asleep, and the bonfire in the backyard has burned down to coals. My eyes feel like they belong among the ashes, and four glasses of wine haven’t dulled the ache in my back. I trudge up the wooden steps on my deck, ignoring a couple of red Solo cups on the ledge.

Funny, coming in drunk from a bonfire in the backyard. If this were a typical summer barbecue, I’d wake up the next morning to a spotless yard and kitchen. Sean would have put away the lawn chairs, bagged the garbage and recycling and carried it all to the alley, loaded the dishes, and wiped the counters down. Sean was the shoemaker and the elves, but there won’t be any magical cleanup tonight. Whoever wakes first will find a hell of a mess, and it will take the bunch of us to do what Sean would have done invisibly, all alone.

I strip off my black pants and blazer. I wore a dress to the funeral and didn’t take off my control-top pantyhose when I changed into my pants suit. No wonder my back hurts. Dark red lines run along my midsection where the seam of the tights has been cutting into my torso. I scratch the indented skin, fall into bed, and pull the covers up to my chin. A box of Kleenex is on my nightstand. I sit back up and lay tissues over the pillowcase so that if I cry in the night, I won’t have to move.

Bone weary as I am, sleep won’t come. When I close my eyes, details of the service replay in my mind. I see Dash’s grade-four classmates in their formal uniforms, solemn in their sweet-faced solidarity. I hear Scott, at the podium, his throat so constricted he sounded like Kermit the frog, his Adam’s apple bobbing over his white collar, “Dash, buddy, if I talked all day and I talked all night, I still wouldn’t fully express how proud your dad is of you, how important you are to him. Your sweet, beautiful heart, which he spoke of often, and in those terms….” Dash wailed so hard, even his in-breaths sounded like moans.

I get up to check on Dash. When I tucked him into bed, I saw he’d written I mis you Dad in teal marker on the whiteboard over his bed. Oh, my little lovebug. Spelling was the only life skill Sean didn’t rock. When he handwrote anything, from a grocery list to a birthday card, he’d throw up his hands and say, Forrest Gump–style, “I’m not a smart man.”

I peek into Dash’s room. He’s curled up on his side, the light from the hallway casting a half-moon over his sleeping face. Honda is tucked into the crook of his neck. He looks cherubic and I hope his dreams are carefree and innocent. I turn my eyes to the message on the whiteboard and see he’s added a red letter s. I miss you Dad.

Back in bed, my cheek wrinkled against the tissue-lined pillow, I consider Slavo’s offer of a fantastic job for Sean in Calgary. What would that have meant for us? Sean’s commute to Denver was an incredible strain on our entire family, but would he have been willing to jump ship so soon after taking the lead at his new company?

It doesn’t matter now, but knowing we had options gives me hope. If Sean had lived, there’s a chance things could have worked out better than I was expecting for our family. The pace of our lives might finally have slowed down enough for Sean and me to have some overdue conversations, face some real facts. I haven’t been able to shake what happened three months ago, on our road trip to Denver, right after Dash’s birthday. Since then, I’d been evaluating options and preparing in secret for a possible change. If Sean had lived six more weeks, he’d have come home for Christmas and I would have presented him with the least appealing gift imaginable: an ultimatum.
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