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			For Tim Stanton.

			I wish to hell you were here to read this. The Dude does not abide.

		

	
		
			‘Normality is a paved road. It’s comfortable to walk, but no flowers grow on it.’

			Vincent van Gogh

		

	
		
			‘How can I be substantial if I do not cast a shadow? I must have a dark side also if I am to be whole.’

			C.G Jung

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Kate Woodson was dying, and her executioner was her own body.

			Her doctors hadn’t said as much the past few visits, but even she knew there was a limit to what a body could take. She had been in worse shape before. Much worse. Last rites and funeral arrangements kind of shape. Kate had come out of it like a modern-day Lazarus.

			But she was tired. And hurting. And sick. Always so, so sick. She’d forgotten what it was like to wake up and not be in agony, muscles weak as a newborn’s. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d just gone out of the house to go to a store or a movie with Andrew.

			Though she wasn’t dying today (fat chance, Grim Reaper!), Kate was still wallowing in the deep end of the misery pool. What made it worse was the shadow watching her from the kitchen. It moved out of sight every time she turned her head.

			“I see you,” she said from the daybed in the living room, her voice deep and scratchy.

			She chuckled at the thought that the shadow was scared of her. Then she shivered with the realization that she was scared shitless of it.

			“Call the cable stations that do all the ghost shows. We have a haunting in Sayreville, New Jersey.” Andrew wasn’t home to ask her what she was talking about. He was at work, in a job he hated, because of her. That job came with great benefits. Benefits they couldn’t afford to lose.

			Not that Kate would have told him about the shadow. He was already worried enough about her. She didn’t need him thinking she was losing it mentally as well. Or worse yet, he’d blame it on the meds, making her feel like some kind of delusional addict. The few times he’d ascribed her behavior or thoughts to the pills had angered her so much, she’d worried she’d give herself a stroke over it. It was an extreme reaction, for sure. Kate was never one to hold things in.

			Though she did hold back the fear that he might be right.

			Besides, wasn’t it better that the shadow was a hallucination, a construct of her bad feels, rather than an actual, lurking apparition?

			She scratched the back of her shoulder, her wrist popping out just enough to make her see stars for a moment.

			Yep, better it was a figment of her imagination, a bit of spoiled gruel.

			If the shadow wanted to stay in the kitchen, let it. She had other things to worry about. Like getting her wrist back in place. She grabbed it with her good hand and gave a slight twist. There came a tiny, muted crack, and all the bones were back where they belonged.

			“That’s better,” she said to Buttons, her old rescue dog and constant companion. He lay beside the daybed, wheezing doggie snores. She let her hand slip over the daybed, fingertips grazing his head. At least with Buttons, she was never alone. A weak smile curled Kate’s lips. She stared at the ceiling, consciously avoiding the kitchen.

			She’d never even known what an autoimmune disease was until she was told she had one. Thinking she’d passed the ability to be shocked, she was both flabbergasted and devastated when she was diagnosed several years later with a second, more damaging disease. The rare Ehlers-Danlos syndrome and more common but terrifying lupus were a hell of a one-two punch. The old Kate who didn’t suffer from unbearable fatigue, swelling, degenerating eyesight, digestive system breakdowns, heart problems, and a host of other horridness was a distant and ever-fading memory. Most days, it felt like she’d always been this way – broken, hurting, and scared.

			 Nothing in the vast array of pills on Kate’s nightstand would make it all go away. With Ehlers and lupus, there were no cures. At best, the pills dulled the pain, controlled flare-ups, and in some cases made her feel even worse.

			Kate checked the pill schedule she’d created on her tablet. It was time for one of her nerve blockers. There was her whole home pharmacy in all its bullet-pointed glory: fentanyl (an uber dangerous patch that she changed every three days and was killing people with alarming frequency), Neurontin, gabapentin, Percocet, Ultram, prednisone, and Tagamet for her stomach, which had been utterly demolished by the pills themselves. Monthly checkups were required to measure the damage the pills were doing to her liver and kidneys, heart and pancreas.

			One pill over the line…

			Andrew kept trying to get her to migrate her pills into one of those big plastic holders, the ones with a day of the week printed on each slot. But the only one that would be large enough to support her cache of pharmaceuticals could double as an end table if you attached some legs to it. The sheer size of it depressed the hell out of her. And it made her feel like a feeble, old lady.

			Instead, she dumped her assortment of pills in a mason jar. She’d even tied a red-and-white checkered bow around the rim to make it pretty. Martha Stewart would have approved.

			She dry-swallowed the yellow pill, screwed the lid back on the jar, and shifted her attention to the television. Turner Classics was having a Joseph Cotten marathon. Kate was partial to Joseph Cotten. She especially loved him in Portrait of Jennie. Her mother used to tell her she looked like Jennifer Jones, the mysterious woman who captures struggling artist Cotten’s imagination…and heart. What Kate saw in the mirror now was a far cry from Jennifer Jones. Her long, chestnut hair had gotten brittle, her eyes perpetually ringed by dark circles and puffy bags. It was hard to maintain her weight, so her cheeks had sunk, kind of the way she’d wished they would when she was a kid and thought Kate Moss was the most beautiful woman in the world. I was a stupid kid, she reminded herself. She’d give anything for some cellulite right about now.

			Checking the channel guide, she was disappointed they weren’t playing Portrait of Jennie today. Oh, but Niagara was going to be on after dinner. No one had ever told Kate she looked like Marilyn Monroe. Then again, who did? Maybe that poor girl Anna Nicole Smith, and look what happened to her.

			Kate had to pee, but her ankles, knees, and hips felt like they were on fire, the swelling pushing the limits of her reddened skin. She could see the bathroom just down the short hall, but it might as well have been in another state.

			“Too bad you’re not bigger,” she said to the dog. “Like one of those Scottish deerhounds. I could saddle you up and ride you to the potty.” Buttons looked up at her with his sad, moist eyes. “But no, I had to fall in love with a beagle.”

			He licked her hand and snuggled his head back between his paws.

			“Can you at least pee for me? You’re very good at peeing.”

			His tail wagged but his eyes remained closed. He was tired and she was disturbing him.

			The pill should take effect soon. Once it took the harsh edge off the pain, she could finally sleep. She’d worry about peeing later. The shadow would go right back where it belonged. Into the ether.

			If she fell asleep now, she’d only miss Peking Express, not one of her favorites. A nice two-hour nap, or what she preferred to call a controlled coma, would have her waking up right around the time Andrew came home. Maybe she could get dinner started before he dropped his keys in the bowl by the door, which meant ordering up some grub on one of the many apps on her phone.

			“But-But, you wanna veg out with Mommy?” she said, patting the daybed. Buttons jumped right up, taking his spot between her legs and the back cushion, always careful not to rest his weight on her.

			Kate cut her gaze to the window, grateful she’d asked Andrew to keep the blinds shut before he left that morning. The sun was out in force today, or at least that’s what the weatherman had said during the morning news. Kate hated sleeping with the sun on her face. It wasn’t so much trying to nap under the sharp glare. She never had problems zonking out at the beach.

			It was just a reminder of what she was missing.

			Kate closed her eyes, visualizing the rebellious microorganisms in her body dying a slow, terrible death. Her brother, the motivational speaker, had told her that if she meditated on attacking the disease, she could cure herself without the need for medicine or surgery. He’d guided her through countless meditations. Yet she was still on a boatload of medications and had had over a dozen surgeries in the past five years. Still, she loved her brother and believed in him, so she kept trying. Maybe someday it would all come together and she’d rise from her sick bed and go skydiving. Or at least out to a nice restaurant with Andrew.

			“Thoughts are physical, sis,” her brother had said over and over. “If you concentrate on your intentions with a pure heart and clear mind, you can manifest anything.”

			“If the answer to life’s woes is so easy, how come so many people are sick?”

			“Who said it was easy? The Buddhists say it can take many, many lifetimes to even come close to mastering this.”

			“So you’re saying I have no chance. I mean, it’s not like I have a clear mind,” Kate had said.

			There was Ryker with his perpetual smile. “Maybe in previous lives, you’ve been working toward kicking some serious booty in this one. For all you know, this is your final exam.”

			“I flunked my finals in school.”

			“That’s because you were always goofing around instead of studying.”

			“Well, I have plenty of time to study now, don’t I?”

			“That you do.”

			Part of her felt it was all a load of crap, and perhaps that’s why it didn’t work as well as it should. She sabotaged herself.

			Thoughts destroying diseased cells in your body? Yeah, right. But she had to admit, the meditation part was relaxing. And she wasn’t beyond admitting that it might have helped her a few years earlier when she’d gotten that terrible virus that had almost spelled the end for her. When she was at her sickest and barely able to open her eyes, much less talk, Ryker had sat beside her bed, talking her through a visualization of the virus. She’d grown up a huge Star Wars fan (yes, she’d had her tomboy phase). Ryker told her to picture the virus as the Empire’s TIE fighters. She chased the TIE fighters in her own X-wing fighter, her trusty droid riding behind her, both of them blasting the viral spaceships to smithereens.

			She remembered the day Ryker had whispered to her, bringing her back to the big battle, and there were no TIE fighters left to blast. Within hours, she was up and asking for a cheeseburger, which she was promptly told she couldn’t have.

			Of course, the virus could have just run its course, but Ryker swore that she had defeated it through the power of her thoughts.

			I’m thinking of one of those bamboo huts on the water in Bora Bora.

			Even if she couldn’t make one appear in her living room, it was nice to just visit. She was too tired to be pissed at Ehlers-Danlos and lupus today.

			Settling into her pile of pillows, she thought she saw a gray shape flit from right to left out of the corner of her eye. She turned and stared at the spot in the kitchen where she thought it had disappeared.

			It’s not really there. Stop thinking about it and it’ll go away.

			Kate pulled the sheet up to her neck, reflexively snuggling closer to Buttons.

			She shut her eyes, turning the volume on the television up so she didn’t feel so alone. Voices. She needed voices.

			“Keep an eye on me, But-But. I’m going under.”

			Buttons whimpered in his sleep.

			* * *

			“Wake up, sleepy peepy.”

			Kate felt something pressing against her head. She opened one eye, saw Andrew leaning over her, traces of his cologne on his neck.

			“What time is it?”

			“Almost seven,” he said.

			She painfully pushed herself up into a sitting position. Grandmas move quicker and more gracefully than me, she thought. “What time did you get home?”

			He sat on the edge of the daybed. He’d changed out of his suit and into a Notre Dame T-shirt and jeans. Kate rested her hand on his chest, felt his strong, healthy heart pumping away.

			“A little after five.”

			“Why didn’t you wake me?”

			He smiled. “I tried. You were out cold. I even checked to make sure you were breathing.”

			It was impossible to count the number of times her husband had had to fearfully hover over her and make sure she was, indeed, still among the living. According to Andrew, she was no Sleeping Beauty. When she slumbered, she either looked like she was in excruciating pain or stone-cold dead. She hadn’t believed him until he took pictures and video to show her  – mouth hanging open, cheeks hollowed, arm hanging over the side of the bed, her chest taking an interminable amount of time to inhale and exhale.

			God, what she put him through.

			She truly believed she’d survived everything and he’d never left her side because they were more stubborn than any ten mules combined. When things got bad, they took turns looking at the sky and saying, “Nice try, but it’s not gonna work. You can’t break me!” They refused to give up or split up. If her illnesses had given them one thing, it was stark awareness of just how tough they were, and how much they loved one another.

			“You don’t fuck with Jersey,” Andrew had said many, many times, always with a wry smile.

			She was so glad to wake up to him. Just his presence made the house…lighter.

			Rubbing crud from her eyes, she said, “I was going to order Chinese.”

			“Already taken care of. I got a pie from Milano’s. And a salad, if we want to pretend we’re eating healthy.”

			Her mouth instantly watered. After a dozen surgeries on her digestive tract, food was not her friend.

			However, a thin-crust pizza from Milano’s was something she could handle and a true slice of heaven. She and Andrew joked that she lived on their pizza, but they weren’t far off.

			Kate kissed him on the lips and quickly turned away, covering her mouth.

			“You’re the best,” she said.

			“Anything for my little crip.”

			People cringed when he called her that, but they could never understand. Everyone walked on eggshells around her. Andrew couldn’t afford to do that, so they indulged in their fair share of gallows humor. If you didn’t laugh, well, she’d done enough crying to fill a reservoir.

			“Is my breath bad?”

			He kissed her again. “Yep.”

			She swatted at the back of his legs when he got up – and missed.

			Andrew wasn’t wearing socks or shoes. Buttons trailed behind him, sensing food was coming. Andrew flipped the pizza box open.

			“You want me to warm you up a slice?”

			“I’ll take it like that.”

			“Salad?”

			“Sure. But not too much.”

			“You can have my cucumbers,” he said, grabbing the dressing from the refrigerator.

			“Don’t I always?”

			He prepared her dinner on a folding wooden tray and placed it across her lap. Buttons sat looking up at her.

			“No people food, buddy,” Andrew said. He opened a can of dog food. Buttons didn’t budge.

			The dog loved Milano’s as much as Kate.

			Sighing, Andrew plucked a slice from the box. “Buttons. You want some pizza?”

			The old dog bounded into the kitchen, nails skittering on the tile. He couldn’t pull up fast enough and skidded into a cabinet. Kate nearly choked on her Pepsi.

			“We couldn’t have had a child that would end up being more like you,” Andrew said.

			“Lucky for that unborn child.”

			Not being able to have children had long since ceased being a sore spot for them. They’d gone from disappointment to sadness, grim acceptance to now, where it was just a simple fact of life. No sense bemoaning and gnashing teeth over what could have been. Besides, Kate couldn’t imagine what it would be like taking care of a child now when she could barely take care of herself. That would have been just one more very big thing on Andrew’s already full plate.

			Andrew plopped next to her, holding pizza and a beer. He hit the Mute button on the TV remote. There was a commercial for a Jean Arthur retrospective.

			Kate wanted to wolf down the slice, but forced herself to nibble. Her internal mechanisms did not take kindly to massive food intake.

			“How was work?” she asked.

			He popped open the beer. Foam ran down the sides of the can onto his lap. He just shook his head, sucking up as much as he could.

			“I came, I saw, I left,” he said. “It was a meeting kind of day, which means I got nothing done.”

			“Can’t you just tell them you have real work to do and blow off those meetings?”

			“I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, honey, but in corporate America, accomplishing nothing due to a solid slate of meetings is classified as a job well done.”

			She snatched a stray cucumber from his salad and popped it in her mouth. “I’d go crazy in a place like that. There’s no way I’d be able to keep my mouth shut.”

			“Which is why Fate glimpsed your future and said, ‘Hmm, I better give this chick something that’ll keep her from ever trying to work with people. I know, I’ll strike her down with anything I can scrounge up that’s incurable, therefore maintaining the careful balance between progress and stagnancy we’ve worked so hard to imbue in this thing we call business.’”

			Kate chuckled. “Then I thank Fate for saving us both,” she said.

			When Andrew shifted to put his beer on the coffee table, she winced.

			“What hurts most?” he asked.

			He’d long ago learned never to simply ask what hurt. Everything hurt, all the time. It was easier to explain which body part had taken the spotlight for the moment.

			“My knees are killing me.”

			He pulled the blanket away to inspect the swollen melons she called knees. “I can get some frozen peas.”

			“After dinner. Maybe. What’s it going to do other than make me cold?”

			He gingerly touched her knees. “Believe it or not, it will help with the swelling.”

			“So I can forget all these doctors and meds and cover myself with frozen peas?”

			“Absolutely! Well, we don’t want to put all our eggs in the pea basket. We should mix it up with some frozen broccoli, corn, and carrots. Maybe even a bag of Tater Tots.”

			“What about ice cream?”

			“Too messy. Besides, Buttons will devour it before it’s had a chance to do its thing.”

			She looked over at Buttons, pizza sauce stains on his muzzle. “He does love ice cream.”

			“And like any child, he hates his veggies. So how about I go to ShopRite, raid the frozen food aisle, and we can flush these meds? It’ll save us a lot of dough. And we can eat the treatment. Two birds with one stone.”

			Kate took a bite of her cold pizza.

			“Can we reinvest that dough into pizza dough at Milano’s?” she asked.

			He raised an eyebrow. “Absolutely. You and Buttons will reek of cheese and pepperoni.”

			“I’d love that.”

			“You would.”

			She nearly dropped her pizza when a sharp pain blossomed in the center of her chest. She hissed, eyes slamming shut. The pain passed quickly.

			“You okay?”

			All traces of humor blanched from Andrew’s face.

			She nodded, taking a moment to catch her breath. Because her lupus had gone undetected for so long, it’d had plenty of time to do a number on her heart. Nothing save a heart transplant would erase the years of damage, and no one would put a healthy heart in someone in her condition.

			“You know, if you wanted me to shut up, you could have just told me to zip it,” Andrew said, rubbing her back. She didn’t even notice that he’d taken her plate from her hands and moved the tray onto the table.

			When she felt like she could breathe again, she said. “Yeah, like you ever stop talking.”

			“I never talk during movies.”

			“And I appreciate that. Now, can I have my pizza back?”

			“You sure it’s passed?”

			Keeping one hand on her chest, she nodded. “I’m sure.”

			But she wasn’t sure at all. She could only be hopeful.

			* * *

			After dinner, they sat and watched a couple of sitcom reruns until she fell asleep. Sometime around midnight, Andrew roused her and slowly walked her into bed. He had no sooner tucked her in, given her her medicine, and gotten a cold bottle of water from the fridge than he was asleep, sawing logs.

			She used to envy his ability to shut down like a robot who’d had its power pack removed, like the one in the old Lost in Space TV show. And unlike her, he slept like a beatific child, curled in a semifetal position, hands tucked under his head and just the trace of a smile on his lips.

			Sure, she could nod off at the drop of a hat, but her sleep was a combination of narcotics and her immune system wearing her down to a nub, even if she’d done nothing more than sit up during the day.

			And of course, now that he was asleep, she was wide awake.

			Worse, it was one of those nights when death seemed so close, she was afraid to close her eyes. A big part of her knew it was irrational, but she was still tethered to those times in the past when the possibility of never waking up again was a reality. Experience had taught her that no matter what she did, she couldn’t shake the feeling. All she could do was stay awake and ride it out until exhaustion finally pulled her under.

			It was a bona fide bad feels night. Sitting up in the bed, she peered into the corners of the room, expecting to spot her shadowy voyeur.

			Kate’s hands twisted the covers.

			Something huffed in the dark.

			Buttons lay by her feet, unmoving.

			She quickly fumbled for the remote, turned on the TV and found a channel that played shows from the seventies. Light. She needed light in the room, even if it was flickering images of Mannix.

			Kate reached across the sheets and laid her hand on Andrew’s back, feeling the gentle rhythm of his slumber. She’d scared herself and wanted him to be awake with her, assuring her that there was no shadow in the room, no wraith waiting for her to let her guard down.

			Let him sleep, she thought. Put your big-girl panties on and deal with it. You’re freaking yourself out like a big dummy.

			Mannix gave way to Hawaii Five-O, then Hazel and The Flying Nun. She was bored and bleary-eyed, but the bad feels wouldn’t leave her.

			Sleep didn’t reclaim her until dawn. By the time she awoke, Andrew was long gone.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Buttons stood with his front paws on the front of the washing machine, sniffing at the detergent. Kate closed the lid and leaned against it, petting the dog. She’d opened the blinds today, low gray clouds promising rain in the early afternoon. A mail truck ambled down the empty street. There weren’t many stay-at-home moms or retirees in their neighborhood. By nine a.m. on weekdays, Kate pretty much had the entire street to herself.

			Which was no comfort.

			Kate’s tablet chirped. It was time to change her pain patch.

			“Come on, But-But.”

			She had a cane and a walker, but by and large, she refused to use them. She knew it was foolish and just this side of stupid, especially since no one would see her shuffling around, but it was important she prove to herself she could still walk on her own, no matter how much it hurt and how often she teetered or fell.

			Sooner or later, the day would come when it was no longer an option. Then, she’d grin and bear it. But until that day…

			The fentanyl box was on the table beside the daybed. She pulled the old patch off her arm and folded it over and over like origami, the remaining glue holding the tiny parcel together. She’d wait to throw it in the garbage with the remains of the wet dog food that Buttons didn’t finish. The abuse of fentanyl had hit epidemic proportions. Addicts went through garbage cans looking for used patches, sucking out whatever foul-tasting drug remained.

			Kate didn’t want to be responsible for someone overdosing. So she mixed her used patches with the worst trash she could muster and hoped that kept any garbage picking junkies out. The dosage she received was the highest one could get. After three days, it might be time for her to slap on a new patch because the efficacy had worn out, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t still too much for some desperate addict to handle.

			Normally, Andrew was there when she changed her patch, watching over her to make sure there were no problems and she wasn’t about to accidentally overdose. But the pain was really bad and she couldn’t wait until he got home.

			Buttons watched the entire process, barking once after she’d adhered the new patch to her upper arm.

			“I’m glad you approve.”

			She shuffled back to the kitchen, picked up his dog dish, and stuck the old patch in the middle of the ground meat in jellied gravy. She tipped the remains into the garbage under the sink and took a few moments to collect herself.

			The washer timer said the load she’d put in would be done in twenty minutes. She’d keep herself busy until then so she was awake to throw the clothes in the dryer. With any luck, she’d even get them out and folded before Andrew came home.

			Buttons scratched at the back door, whimpering.

			“Of course you wait until I get all the way to this side of the house to want to go out.”

			Her hip popped but mercifully didn’t dislocate, and Buttons ambled out the open door. Hip dislocations were a bitch. They hurt like red, white, and blue blazes and were not easy to pop back in. Sometimes she needed Andrew to pull on her leg, the dull, wet thup it made assuring her it was back where it was supposed to be.

			Rubbing at her hip, she watched Buttons sniff around the forsythia until he found his favorite spot back by what she and Andrew called their penis tree. It looked like a ten-foot green dildo, helped along by Andrew’s careful trimming to keep it a conversation piece.

			By the time Buttons slipped back inside, her phone had started ringing. She looked at the display before answering.

			“Hey, Mom,” she said, settling onto the daybed and flipping through channels with the sound down low. There went Jerry Springer giving his final thought, another judge show awarding a guy who looked like a gangbanger five hundred dollars for his damaged piano, commercials for credit unions and ambulance-chasing lawyers, a gaggle of yentas carping about some celebrity she didn’t recognize, and a slew of Spanish telenovelas starring busty women in low-cut dresses and guys with bristly mustaches.

			It was no wonder she stuck to classic movies.

			“Did your brother call you?”

			Kate massaged her temples.

			“No, but neither have you for three weeks.”

			If her mother wasn’t going to play nice, she wasn’t either. The woman lived ten miles away and only came to see Kate once every six months or so, keeping her well out of the running for mother of the year.

			“Well, he said he was going to.”

			“I haven’t heard from Ryker since he and Nikki went to Aruba. But hey, thanks for asking how I am.”

			There was a long pause.

			Finally, her mother said, “They’ve been back since Sunday, you know.”

			“Good for them.”

			“Aren’t you curious as to why he wants to speak with you?”

			Kate balled her fist. Buttons, sensing her aggravation, jumped up and put his head on her lap. “I didn’t even know he wanted to call me until ten seconds ago. And it’s not that crazy, considering Ryker and I actually talk all the time. You know, just like regular families.”

			“Okay, I was just checking.”

			“That’s it? The last time we spoke, I had pneumonia. Don’t you even want to know how that’s going?” Kate felt her blood pressure rise. She’d grown up with a mother who doted on her brother to the exclusion of everything and everyone else, including her father, who had puttered around the house like a forgotten visitor. Ryker was going to be the big, shining star in the family, his light so bright, dear old mom was blind to the rest of the world.

			And Ryker had become just that, his success casting Kate into an ever-widening shadow, at least as far as her myopic mother was concerned. Kate used to tell herself that her mother just couldn’t handle what her daughter was going through, so it was easier to bury her head in the sand. Mom avoided her like a plague blanket. But the truth was, it had always been like this. Hope for a change in their relationship was a waste of time and energy, neither of which she had in great supply.

			“I assumed you’d be fine by now,” her mother said, an edge to her voice.

			“I was in the hospital for five days because my lungs filled with fluid.”

			“But you’re not there now.”

			Kate pulled the phone away from her ear and gave a silent scream. She took a deep breath. “My doctor says the pneumonia set my timetable back to the fall to get my hip replacements. The don’t want me anywhere near anesthesia until my lungs have repaired themselves.”

			“I don’t understand why he says you need new hips. You can walk.”

			That got Kate’s blood boiling. “Sure, I walk like a cripple who gets lapped by geriatrics. I kinda would like to be a little more stable.”

			Her mother sighed into the phone. “Why risk it with surgery? It’s not like you go out all that often.”

			That was the breaking point. Instead of yelling, Kate said, “Just be thankful all this crap skipped you and went into me, Mom. Not everyone gets to live their lives with blinders on.”

			Silence.

			It was her mother’s ultimate defense. When met with resistance, it was better to just sit there, mute as a fish.

			“Thanks for calling. I’ll be sure to alert the news when Ryker gets in touch with me.”

			“There’s no reason to take that tone, Kate.”

			“I’m sure you think that.”

			“Don’t get all huffy with me. It’s not like you call me, either.”

			Grinding her molars, Kate replied, “I was so sick, I could barely breathe, much less talk. And you knew that because Andrew called and left a message, which you never returned.”

			And here came the silence again.

			“Look, Mom, I gotta get my clothes out of the washer.”

			“Oh good, you’re feeling up to doing the laundry. See, I knew you were fine.”

			Kate disconnected the call before she could say something she would regret…or relish. Throwing the phone at a pillow, she struggled to get up, Buttons now at her heels. It was one thing to be chronically ill. It was another not to have the caring, sympathy, and attention of your own mother. She didn’t wish it on her worst enemy.

			Something crashed in the kitchen. Kate’s heart fluttered, and she got dizzy and thumped back onto the daybed. Buttons barked at the kitchen, his tail tucked between his legs.

			Reaching down to stroke his back, she said, “We are a pair of scaredy-cats. Take it easy, But-But, and let’s see what fell.”

			Together they crept toward the kitchen. The blue vase she kept on the shelf above the counter was in pieces. It had come with the get-well flowers Andrew had given her during her recent hospital stint.

			“Must have put it too close to the edge, you big goof,” she said to the beagle, who had calmed down. “See what Grandma does? Just the sound of her voice makes bad things happen.”

			The last thing she wanted to do was sweep up glass, but she couldn’t leave it for Andrew. Plus, she didn’t want Buttons stepping on it. After shooing him back to the living room, she got out the broom and dustpan. The washer dinged just as she was emptying the pan into the garbage pail.

			Her shoulders and wrists were aching something fierce by the time she collapsed onto the daybed, just in time for an Audrey Hepburn movie. She tried meditating, and when that didn’t work, it was time to take a pill anyway. That did the trick.

			* * *

			Andrew looked at his schedule for the next week, checking it against the two doctors appointments Kate had. The pain management office understood that people had to maintain jobs to pay the bills, so they offered late appointments on Thursdays. He could get Kate there easily after work. The cardiologist on Tuesday morning would be an issue.

			His boss had told him time and again that he could work from home any time, knowing what he and Kate were going through. But on his last review, he’d gotten dinged for team engagement, which was a veiled way of saying he hadn’t been around the team enough. The fact that he got more done from home and never lost touch with the team – thanks to their video presence system – was beside the point.

			“You coming out for drinks tonight?” James asked, his head popping over Andrew’s cubicle wall.

			“What’s it for this time?” Andrew closed his planner.

			“Brandi landed that whale account late yesterday. She said she’s buying, and who am I to turn down free drinks?”

			James tapped his fingers on the cubicle’s edge. The man was a ball of nervous energy.

			“I’d love to but I have to head home,” Andrew said.

			“Come on. You missed out on Drew’s going-away shindig and Cara’s promotion. And word on the street is you’re not going to the team-building weekend next month.”

			Pushing away from his desk, the chair rolling into the file cabinet, Andrew said, “I can’t do three days away from home, Jim. You know that.”

			Not to mention he had no desire to go rock climbing while listening to some career coach spout inspirational quotes all along the way. What moron decided this was a thing?

			“Yeah, yeah, but what about tonight? We’ll only be at Johnny’s East Side for a couple of hours.”

			“Look, have a drink for me. I’ll go to the next one.”

			“I’m gonna hold you to that,” James said, giving him the gunfighter salute with his long index fingers. James headed for the bathroom, or the back parking lot to smoke. Probably both.

			Andrew really could go for a drink.

			Maybe the ding about being with the team was because he missed stuff like this – fun stuff, but important in any sales organization. Well, if they were going to take money out of his pocket because he couldn’t get hammered every week, sometimes twice, so be it. Yes, he missed out on a lot of good times and team bonding, but he had responsibilities. If they didn’t want to cut him some slack, that was their problem.  Life goes on, or so the Beatles told him.

			“Ob-la-di, ob-la-da,” he muttered.

			There was a big conference call in fifteen minutes. After that was a Skype meeting with their team in Portland. Then he had yet another group meeting about the new database the developers were creating for the sales team. Those meetings went on for hours and he barely knew what the hell they were talking about half the time. Somewhere in there, he had to finish his proposal for a rate hike for his second-biggest client. That was going to require some major tap-dancing.

			Stomach rumbling, Andrew thought of popping out to grab a sandwich from the deli up the block.

			Better not, he thought. If I leave this place today, I might not come back.

			Instead, he bought a premade wrap from the cafeteria downstairs and wolfed it down while he called to check on Kate.

			The phone rang and went to voice mail.

			He hung up.

			It always worried him when she didn’t answer. Any call could be the one where she was too incapacitated to answer…or worse. The worst part was what had taken years off his life, never knowing what he would come home to find.

			“She’s fine.”

			Andrew considered calling again.

			“She’s fine,” he repeated. If he said it enough, he just might believe it.

			It was time for the conference call anyway. He shot her a quick text and put his headset on.

			I need a break before I break.

			He smiled at Brandi and Luke as they passed by his cubicle, giving her a thumbs-up. But inside, he was a fucking mess.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Kate always hated this part.

			Doctors telling you to meet them in their offices out of the blue was never a good thing. Good news could be easily conveyed over the phone. They saved the bad news for the office.

			Dr. Kendricks came in looking very much like a pudgy Einstein, his gray mustache peppered with crumbs. He slipped his glasses into the tangle of hair on his large head and sat across from her.

			“How are you feeling?” he said, opening a file folder.

			“Much better,” she said. She knew he meant the pneumonia. “I cough a little at night, but nothing like it was before. It doesn’t feel like someone’s sitting on my chest anymore.”

			“Good, good,” he said, smiling. She’d been going to Dr. Kendricks since she was twenty. He was a nice man, a little scattered at times, but an excellent quarterback when it came to dealing with all of the specialists in her life. “You still have enough puffs in that inhaler?”

			She nodded. “More than enough.”

			“Good.” He closed the folder. “Look, what I’m going to say shouldn’t come as a shock. The pneumonia took a lot out of you. Putting aside the fact that you’ve been undernourished and dehydrated, this one really walloped your system. Your lupus levels, well, they’re off the charts. That’s the problem with your condition. You’re open to just about any virus or bacteria that comes your way which then weakens you enough to make your lupus flare up. And the worse it flares up, the more susceptible you are to illness and infection.”

			He was right: this was about as shocking as learning that reality television had nothing to do with reality. Or that the earth was round.

			Kate’s stomach still cramped up. “How bad is it?”

			His elbow on the desk, the doctor rested his chin in his hand. He looked at her the way any father would a sick child. “We’re almost at the point where chemo is our best option.”

			Nothing instilled cold fear in Kate quicker than the word chemo. Chemo meant losing her hair. It was vomit and cramps and utter exhaustion. It was taking her illness to a brand-new circle of hell, without any guarantees it would work. And if it didn’t – well, my dear, lupus didn’t give a damn. It was just dumb enough to knock off its own host.

			“I don’t want chemo,” she said, sitting straighter in her chair. What she wanted was to bolt right out of there and pretend she hadn’t heard him.

			“I know. And I don’t want to have to go that route. In fact, I’m going to do everything I can to avoid it. But you’re going to have to go through some pretty unpleasant treatments.”

			“Fine. I don’t care. Whatever it is, I’ll just have to suck it up. When would they start?”

			He rubbed his chin. “Today.”

			“Today?” She felt her resolve quiver. “What’s the treatment?”

			The doctor got up and sat on the edge of his desk, his hand on her arm. “I’m going to administer a cocktail of immunosuppressants and anti-inflammatory drugs. A couple of them are a bit experimental, at least for people in your condition.”

			“I’ve been down that road before,” she lamented.

			“Which means you know that this can work.”

			“Just as much as it can’t.”

			He hesitated. “That is true. But I’ve thought long and hard about it and consulted several of my peers, and I think this is the best option available to you right now.”

			She knew that meant it was her only option, aside from the C word.

			Sighing with resignation, Kate asked, “So are we talking some time hooked up to an IV, pills, or do I have to go inside some weird machine that drives claustrophobics insane?”

			“It will consist of eight injections at the base of your spine.”

			He looked pained to even say it.

			Her hand went reflexively to her back. “Will I be numb?”

			“I can numb the surface, but I’m afraid you’re still going to feel it. I promise we’ll do it as quickly as possible. I’ll finish with a painkiller that will keep you groggy for the rest of the day. You’ll be sore for a few days, and you might experience a persistent burning sensation, but that will eventually fade.”

			Kate swallowed hard. She was used to pain. Burning, not so much.

			“How long do you mean by eventually fade?”

			He shrugged. “It’s different for everyone. It could be two, three weeks.”

			“And when do I have to get my next treatment?”

			“A month from today.”

			“So I’ll be feeling better just in time to feel like crap again.”

			He didn’t have to say it out loud, and to his credit, he didn’t. “There’s a gown for you in room one. Once you’re ready, Mary will bring you to the suite. I’ll be assisted by Dr. Martin. If you want to take a breather, gather yourself, talk to Andrew, that won’t be a problem.”

			Digging her thumbnail as hard as she could into her palm, she said, “Might as well get it over with. Like pulling off a Band-Aid, right?”

			He patted her shoulder. “You’ll get two lollipops for this one.”

			“Promise?”

			“Maybe even three. We’ll see how well you behave.”

			Dr. Kendricks showed her to the examination room, an ugly hospital dressing gown wrapped in plastic waiting for her. She tore open the bag and stripped down to her underwear. She’d worn her lounging-around panties and bra, not expecting a paper gown kind of day. Kate was sure once she left the room, everyone would be able to hear her heart thumping in her throat.

			She’d had two spinal taps in the past, and the pain had nearly driven her mad.

			Now she was going to get eight needles, and she was sure they were long as an aardvark’s nose, jabbed into the base of her spine.

			Ryker’s voice said, Find a happy place and hide there until it’s done.

			Except there was no such thing as a happy place when you were being stabbed.

			The first injection felt like she was being run through with a lance. Tendrils of white-hot fire sped up her spine, exploding in her brain. Her fingers and toes curled. Her lungs constricted. Before she could expel her held breath, the next needle slid deep into her.

			Again and again and again, the two doctors stuck her.

			But she did not cry. No matter what any doctor had done, violating her in more ways than she could ever have imagined, she refused to shed a tear in front of them. Her body might be weak, but her will could break a football lineman in half.

			* * *

			Andrew dropped his magazine on the floor the second he saw Kate walk into the waiting room. Her lips were pulled tight, her eyes glazed. She saw him rise and turned her attention to Kelly, the receptionist, telling Kelly in a strained voice that she needed to make an appointment for the following month. Kate took her appointment card, slipped it in her pocket, and headed for the door. He went to touch her back to give her support, and she hissed.

			He didn’t ask why. Not in front of everyone in the waiting room, all eyes glued to the woman who looked like she was about to break apart.

			Careful helping her into the car, he buckled her in and raced to the driver’s side.

			What did they do to her now? he thought.

			When he started the engine, Kate said, “Go slow. And watch for bumps. Please.”

			She closed her eyes and settled her head against the seat. A lone tear trickled down her cheek.

			It was a twenty-mile drive back to the house. He’d take it at a snail’s pace if he had to and ignore the bevy of honking motorists behind him. Jersey drivers were not known for their patience.

			Merging onto the Garden State Parkway as smoothly and slowly as possible, he said, “Honey, what happened in there?”

			She opened her mouth to answer, then stopped, waving him off. A small sob escaped her lips.

			“It hurts so bad,” she said, whimpering.

			Every muscle in Andrew’s body tensed.

			He felt helpless, impotent, shut out. A million questions bubbled inside him, but he couldn’t give voice to them. Not while Kate was in this kind of pain. He’d have to go against every emotion he was feeling and wait for her to explain everything.

			As they got off onto Route 9, Kate said, “I think I can breathe now.”

			Andrew’s grip on the steering wheel relaxed slightly.

			“Where’s the pain?” he asked.

			She shifted in her seat. “My back. Man, they gave me the shots in my lower back, but my whole spine feels like it’s crumbling.”

			“What kind of shots?”

			They passed by a supermarket. Andrew had been planning to grab some food on the way home to make for dinner. That would have to wait.

			“Lots of stuff with names I can’t remember.”

			Kate opened the window, face tilted up toward the incoming breeze.

			“How many shots?”

			She’d had shots for her lupus before. Because her stomach had such a hard time metabolizing medication, especially the types of meds designed to treat lupus, she was often given an entire month’s dosage in a couple of injections.

			But never in her back.

			“Dr. K said eight, but it felt like a hundred.”

			He opened his mouth but found he couldn’t find the right words to say.

			She cried for a moment, turning away from the car next to them when they stopped at a light. “The best part is, he said it’s going to hurt for weeks. He gave me something to knock me out today, but after that, it’s just ice packs and pray for it to end.”

			Andrew desperately wanted to take the pain away, even if it meant doubling it for himself. He never got used to seeing her like this. A sympathetic twinge in his back forced him to move up in his seat. He could only imagine what it was like for her.

			“You at least feeling a little groggy now?” he asked.

			She nodded, wiping away her tears.

			“I’ll get you all set up when we get home. You want to be in the living room or the bedroom?”

			“Living room.”

			“You got it. I’ll make a bag of ice for your back.”

			“Not now. I just want to sleep while I can.”

			“Okay.”

			“But have that ice ready. I think I’m going to need it when I wake up.”

			They turned off Route 9, leaving the endless array of strip malls behind.

			Andrew saw that she was getting very sleepy. Her eyelids drooped, her head rolling liquidly with each turn. Before she went out entirely, he asked, “Why did they give you eight shots in the back?”

			Staring straight ahead, she said, “It was that or chemo. I’m beginning to wonder if I made the right choice.”

			With that, she closed her eyes and fell silent.

			Chemo.

			Christ.

			* * *

			Four hours later and Kate was still asleep. That was a good thing. Let her sleep through the worst of it…if today was indeed the worst of it. Andrew had a sinking feeling it wasn’t.

			The moment they’d walked in the door, it was as if Buttons knew exactly what had happened. Instead of excitedly tangling himself up in their legs, he kept his distance, whimpering as he watched Andrew help Kate onto the daybed. The beagle waited for Andrew to get her pillows set, cover her with a blanket, and turn Turner Classics on low. Once she was tucked in, Buttons sat beside the bed with his head propped on the mattress, his wet nose half a foot from her back. Kate went back to sleep in seconds, but Buttons stayed right there, his canine senses zeroed in on the source of her pain.

			“You want to go for a walk?”

			The beagle didn’t budge.

			There was no sense trying to pry him from her side, either. Kate had her guardian angel.

			Carrying Kate’s things to the bedroom, Andrew saw that there was a voice mail from her brother, Ryker. There was also a text. Not wanting to pry but curious as to why the double whammy, he opened the text.

			Hey sis – just checking up on you. Back from our latest adventure and have lots of funny stories. Had a weird dream about you on the plane. Just let me know you’re all right.

			Knowing Kate might be out of it for the rest of the day, Andrew shot a quick text to his brother-in-law, letting him know she’d had a new lupus treatment and he’d have her call him tomorrow. Andrew placed no value in dream messages, but Ryker was new agey enough to get all worked up if someone didn’t tell him all was well.

			Okay, Kate-kinda-well, which wasn’t well, but it was better than the alternative.

			Falling down the forbidden-thoughts rabbit hole, he recalled the day Kate’s surgeon had told him the abdominal surgery they needed to perform only had a ten percent success rate. The infection in her digestive tract had turned gangrenous. It was basically a Hail Mary pass. Ten percent was better than the one hundred percent prognosis that she would die within a week. He’d given the doctor the go-ahead and stepped into Kate’s room. She’d been surrounded by her mother and brother. Things had been so bad, even his mother-in-law sat vigil.

			“Are you crying?” Kate had said, her eyes barely open, voice so soft and weak, it was like talking to a ghost.

			He hadn’t realized she was awake, much less that he had tears in his eyes.

			“Nah, just cutting onions,” he’d said, bending down to kiss her forehead.

			“Are we home? What’s for dinner?” she’d said, fading before he could answer.

			He’d never told anyone the chances of her surviving the surgery. What was the point? Unburdening himself wouldn’t have made him feel any better; it would just upset her family.

			Yes, she had survived the fourteen-hour surgery, and that was a memory to celebrate.

			Don’t you have work to do?

			Yes, he did, and it would take his mind off things.

			Andrew sat at the kitchen table with his laptop, filling out his sales reports, all the while keeping an eye on Kate. The sense of helplessness only fueled his stress. He decided a little day drinking was in order. It took the edge off and made dealing with the slew of insipid emails a tad easier. Every little thing was a crisis. These assholes don’t know what a real crisis is, he thought. He was on his fourth Lone Star when he realized it was dark out and the work day could officially be put to bed.

			After he fed Buttons, the dog reluctantly taking a few bites before going back to his spot beside Kate, Andrew heated up leftover pasta and ate it over the sink.

			He had energy – nervous energy – to burn. The thought of sitting and watching TV or reading a book seemed impossible. He needed to move, to sweat the alcohol from his system, to discharge the electric tension running through his body.

			After writing a note and placing it on the coffee table, he changed into his sweats and headed out for a quick run.

			The whole concept of running was ridiculous to him. Running in circles was what chickens did to kill time. He didn’t run to stay healthy. Yes, he needed to take care of himself so he could take care of Kate, but that wasn’t why he punished his legs, back, and lungs.

			Before running, Andrew had denied to everyone, including himself, that he was stressed and overwhelmed with being a caregiver. Confessing his anxiety would be tantamount to admitting that he wasn’t fit to provide for Kate and nurse her back to health. Denial was a hell of a coping mechanism. He assumed if he didn’t speak or think his darkest thoughts, well, then they’d never be made real.

			It came as no shock that that was not the way to go about things.

			Andrew quietly closed the door and headed toward Locust Street. He wasn’t so much a jogger as he was a mad sprinter. His worn sneakers pounded the sidewalk slabs, while his heart rate accelerated.

			You can’t outrun chemo, man.

			Mr. Hanson waved at him from his car.

			Oh yeah? Watch me.

			All of the apprehension and stress had burst out of Andrew one day when he was out with friends at a Chinese restaurant. Kate was in the hospital for her third week, and there was no sign of her coming home. Despite everyone asking how they could help, Andrew said he had everything in hand. He ordered one of those fruity drinks that had a dozen different types of booze in them, and practically chugged it before their appetizers arrived. He thought he was having fun, a pleasant distraction with friends during a particularly trying time. It was nice to be away from the hospital, far from the beeping machines and antiseptic smells, and with that sense of relief came guilt. How dare he enjoy himself when Kate was trapped in that hospital bed? Beneath his smile and jokes, he began to simmer.

			Then the man at the table next to them asked him to keep his voice down.

			Andrew snapped.

			The next few moments were still a blacked-out blur, but everyone who was there had filled him in on the embarrassing details. Without saying a word, he got up, grabbed the table next to them, and flipped it over. Plates, food, drinks, and cutlery flew in every direction. The man who had politely asked him to chill out ended up on the floor. Andrew attempted to stomp his head and thankfully missed. Before he could try again, he was wrapped up by his friends, Brent and Mitchell. They dragged him out of the restaurant, Andrew screaming all the way that he was going to rip the man’s head off – in front of his terrified family, no less.

			An automatic sprinkler popped up from a lawn, dousing him in cold water. Andrew veered into the street, running hard, breathing harder, the soles of his feet starting to ache.

			No chemo. No chemo. No chemo.

			With every heavy footfall, he repeated the mantra.

			Envision it and make it your reality. Wasn’t that the stuff Ryker babbled on about all the time? A lot of people paid for that babble.

			He’d been envisioning Kate’s health finally taking a turn for the better for ten years now.

			No chemo. No chemo. No chemo.

			 No better, either.

			The incident at the Chinese restaurant had been like popping the cork from a shaken champagne bottle. All of Andrew’s fear and sadness and hate for a Creator who could do this to his wife had finally found an outlet – rage.

			For the next year, he’d flown into a rage at the drop of a hat, always with strangers, and always in public places. The demon within him craved public spectacle but cowered from unleashing itself on those closest to him. The why of it all never came out, even during his years of therapy. Truth be told, he didn’t care. He was just glad he never hurt his family or friends. He could live with breaking a strange man’s nose. At least he’d never have to see him sitting across the Christmas dinner table.

			He’d scrapped with people for little to no reason in bars, a bowling alley, parked at a stop sign, and even a supermarket one morning. The arrest didn’t come until his fourth outburst, when no one was around to explain his situation and hope the other person would let it slide.

			Luckily for him, the charges on his first and only arrest were dropped, but not until he agreed to anger management and counseling. The man whom he’d doubled over with a jab to the solar plexus – all for having the misfortune to have given a short tap on his horn when Andrew spaced out at a stop sign – had lost his wife to cancer several years earlier. He understood Andrew’s fury and wished him and Kate the best. At the time, Andrew wanted to wipe that condescending look right off his face. Hell, he wanted to wipe every look off everyone’s face.

			A dog barked in the dark. Andrew listened out for running paws. He’d been chased more than once by a shepherd mix on Bentley Road. Tonight, he was looking forward to beating it in a footrace again.

			The dog in the dark was all bark, no chase.

			No chemo. No chemo. No chemo.

			Therapy was a waste. The damn shrink kept asking about his relationship with his father, as if that had anything to do with what was going on with Kate. Andrew knew damn well what his issues were. The medication he was prescribed made him too drowsy to function, so there went that.

			Anger management seemed an equal waste of time, until he met up with one of his fellow hotheads (that’s what they liked to call themselves) at a diner after their weekly meeting. Her name was Sharon, and this was her third round of anger management. She was in it this time for throwing a chair into an aquarium at a pet store because one of the workers had called her ma’am. She had been only thirty-five at the time, and in her opinion, the furthest fucking thing from a ma’am. She hadn’t intended to hit the bewildered pet store worker in his blue smock. She just wanted to see him struggle to save all the fish, knees crunching the pebbled glass.

			“I think I’m finally done with all this craziness this time,” she said over a coffee and BLT.

			“You counting backwards from a hundred, or using affirmations?” he said with a roll of his eyes.

			She smirked. “I’m running. I run like my ass is on fire. I don’t wait until someone’s pissed me off. I just do it, every day. I do it until that broken part of my brain is too tired to wind me up.”

			“And it works?”

			“Ask the fish.”

			So he took her advice and he ran. Sprinting around the block after work, and before heading to the hospital to see Kate, took the edge off. He ran like his ass was on fire, and in doing so, he quelled the flames that had been simmering just under the surface twenty-four hours a day.

			Turning down Texas Drive, he spotted his house in the distance. His chest burned; his knees protested.

			No chemo.

			Andrew collapsed onto his back on his front lawn. Ambient light obliterated most of the stars. He lay with his hands on his chest, steadying his breath. The muscles in his legs quivered and clicked like a hot car engine after a long run on a dark highway.

			Letting the endorphins rush through him, Andrew’s mind went blank and silent. Once his breathing and heartbeat settled down, he shakily got to his feet and went inside.

			Kate was still asleep. Buttons looked up for a moment before settling again onto his front paws, ears splayed out at his sides.

			Andrew wanted to touch her, to feel his skin on her skin, but he worried about waking her up. Wherever she was right now, she wasn’t in pain. Best to leave her there.

			He stripped off his clothes and tossed them in the washer. Then he headed for the shower.

			Time, he felt, was closing in, gaining weight, incorporating into something that would take up more and more space. Like a child throwing a temper tantrum, it refused to be ignored. Time was both coming for them and running out. It had become a living, breathing entity, daring Andrew to look in its depthless eyes.

			It crowded the shower, so close he could feel its cold, indifferent breath on his bare back. Drying quickly, he grabbed a pillow and sat in the easy chair next to Kate.

			Sleep came suddenly and mercifully, time no longer mattering, at least for one more night.
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