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  This book is dedicated to all those grieving souls who have lost someone very dear to them. May you find hope and encouragement within these pages as you share in my journey from overwhelming heartache and loss to a place of comfort, strength and peace.




  Hope is like the sun, which, as we journey toward it, casts the shadow of our burden behind us.




  – Samuel Smiles
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  Chapter 1




  July 3, 2010 – Mount Sinai Hospital, Montreal




  “He’s gone.”




  I felt nothing. My daughter’s words meant nothing.




  Gone? What did that even mean? Gone where?




  My husband appeared to be sleeping peacefully on white hospital sheets. I waited expectantly for his chest to rise.




  Nothing.




  My eyes flew to my daughter’s face seeking reassurance. There was none. Profound sadness, a twist of pain and something soft like compassion flowed from her eyes into mine.




  I felt hollow. David couldn’t be dead, could he? He was breathing a moment ago. I saw him. I heard him.




  “He’s gone, Mom,” Brenda repeated.




  She gently removed her hands from David’s chest and eased back in her chair. Mine still held fast, yearning for the echo of his last heartbeat.




  I could not let go. His body was still warm.




  “Mom, he’s gone.”




  Tears streamed down my cheeks. I was not ready to give him up. I wanted to catch the last rays of his life as they slipped through my fingers.




  “I love you.”




  I kissed him gently, caressing his face with my own, knowing we would never have this time again.




  I smoothed back his hair, and whispered loving words into his still ears. Could he hear me? Was he watching us somehow, from some other place?




  The room was quiet; miraculously, no one had intruded during these last sacred moments of my husband’s life. Late afternoon sunlight filtering through the windowsill garden, brought life and a slice of home to this sick room.




  Time swirled around us, its calm softness meaning nothing.




  “I want to wash his face.”




  Brenda looked up, eyes searching my face. Concerned. A flicker of something, then it was gone.




  What? Did I say something wrong? I sucked in a breath and held it, waiting. But then her face softened and she smiled, speaking softly to me as if to a child.




  “All right, we’ll do that.”




  She rose briskly from her chair, gave my hand an encouraging squeeze, then left the room to locate the linen cart.




  While she was gone, I eased back the bedcovers and slipped in beside my husband, snuggling him close. I gathered his lifeless body into my arms wanting to give comfort, and at the same time needing to suffuse my soul with whatever was left of his life force. How odd, this final exchange, how strange to not feel his warm embrace in return.




  The swish of a curtain being pulled back signaled Brenda’s return, arms laden with fresh towels.




  As a registered nurse, she was quite comfortable with caring for a person whose life had just come to an end. I could hear a fraction of hesitation in her step, a pause, then tiptoeing footsteps as she made her way around the bed. She settled into her chair to wait, to give us time, as if watching her mother cradle a body was the most natural thing in the world. When I was ready, she handed me a facecloth.




  I walked over to the tiny sink by the bed, rinsed the cloth in warm water and lovingly washed away the last remnants of my husband’s illness.




  Then I sat back down and just looked at him. I could not go. Could not leave him here. I wanted to do more.




  Brenda, picking up on my feelings or sensing my uncertainty asked, “Do you want to wash the rest of him?”




  “Oh yes,” I replied. How did she know? That’s exactly what I wanted.




  “And we’ll dress him in nice clothes too,” she soothed.




  Yes, I thought. That’s just what I want to do.




  The adjoining bathroom was only a few steps away. I went right in and turned on the taps to fill a basin with warm water. Just then the doctor arrived. I could hear him talking to my daughter in the room, but their voices were not clear. They were discussing the actual time of death, but I didn’t know that.




  “Four o’clock?” asked Doctor.




  “Not quite,” said Brenda.




  I heard, “Not yet.”




  “Not yet?” I repeated in confusion, coming out of the bathroom, the basin of wash water in my hands. “You mean he’s not dead yet?” My heart quickened in that instant and a wild surge of hope swept over me.




  Brenda and Doctor looked blankly at one another. Then she understood.




  “Yes he is, Mom,” she said in a patient and gentle tone, sounding more like the mother and I the daughter. “He’s gone.”




  Doctor left to start the paperwork. He popped back in a few minutes later.




  “Where do you want your husband’s remains sent?”




  I just stared. What was he talking about?




  “What funeral home?” he prompted.




  “I have no idea.” I truly didn’t. You would think having my husband in Palliative Care meant we were “prepared” for this, but I wasn’t. I could not think past this moment. Could not grasp that my dearly beloved had really died. After all, he was alive only a few moments ago.




  “We’ll call and let you know.” My daughter seemed so wise. She knew how to do this. I did not. Doctor nodded and left the room.




  Brenda turned to the clothes closet, opened the door and took out a couple of shirts, holding them up for me to see.




  “What do you think, the blue or the beige?”




  “Neither. David likes purple – let’s find his nice purple shirt.”




  Lovingly and tenderly we washed my dear husband, in a ritual as ancient as time itself. I made sure to cover up the body parts that were not being washed as we went along. I wanted to preserve his dignity, but also to keep him warm. I had cared for him faithfully throughout his illness and could not just stop because his life was over. That caring instinct is so strong, so protective. Letting go makes as much sense as holding back the tides.




  Once we were done washing and dressing him, I gazed at his dear face; it was as if he was sleeping peacefully. The oxygen mask was finally gone and I could see him more clearly. He looked almost like the old David, the one I knew well before lung disease had stepped in to claim him. In death, he looked better than he had in sickness – almost. His face was relaxed, anxiety lines smoothed away, yet those impish sparkly eyes of his were closed forever.




  I still could not leave.




  “I’m going to wash his hair.”




  Brenda did not look surprised. She was accustomed to guiding families through the dying process. Care and ritual given to a loved one at the end-of-life and afterwards was part of that process.




  I picked up a bottle of “no rinse shampoo” that was sitting on a shelf beside my husband’s bed and proceeded to pour some of the liquid into my hands. As I rubbed shampoo into David’s hair I wondered why he had to die so young. At 67 his hair was only partially grey, not completely, and it had grown over the weeks of his hospital stay.




  Taking a fresh towel from the nightstand, I carefully dried his hair, making sure to lift his head from the pillow so the back was done too. Then I combed it all nice and neat.




  “Oh, I know what you’re thinking,” I said to David. “Stop fussing over me, sweetheart!” Not that he would ever say that out loud; he was a gentle and sensitive soul and would probably have kept that thought to himself. Except that now he can’t think.




  He’s dead.




  But was he watching and listening to us as we lovingly cared for his inert body?




  “I’m going home now, Mom,” said Brenda gathering up her things. “When you’re ready, come on over. You can stay with us as long as you like.”




  I nodded and watched her go. I don’t know how much longer I stayed at David’s bedside. It could have been minutes, it could have been days.




  You will know when it’s time to leave, echoed a voice in my head. I had read those words on a pamphlet I’d picked up at the nursing station a few weeks earlier. It was full of information meant to guide and support families through the painful process of watching a loved one die.




  I took one last look at my husband’s sweet, familiar, loving face, as he lay there peacefully amidst the starkness of white hospital sheets, and slipped quietly out the door. I could not face anyone, so kept my eyes to the floor as I walked swiftly away from that room. I did not thank or even acknowledge the nursing staff on my way out.




  I just left.




  For the last time, I thought, with a pang in my heart as the automatic glass doors of Mount Sinai Hospital swooshed open before me. Stepping out into the warm summer sunshine, I let out a sigh of relief as some of the heaviness slipped from my shoulders.




  Relief?




  Where had that come from? What was wrong with me? How could I feel even a tiny measure of relief? My husband had just died and I’m feeling relief?




  He’s not sick anymore, my rational brain tried to tell me. He’s safe… somewhere.




  Safe? my emotions screamed back.




  He’s dead, how could he be safe? My broken heart could not comprehend, could not cope with the agony of such a total and final loss.




  Somehow I found myself standing in front of my car in the parking lot. My body knew where it was going, knew what to do, but my mind was still with David in his hospital room.




  But then in an instant everything changed. Conflicting emotions spun me around. I wanted to stay. No, I wanted to leave.




  I couldn’t wait to get out of there, couldn’t wait to go somewhere, anywhere. I wanted to erase those thoughts, those pictures in my mind of David on his deathbed. I wanted to flee, to run from the pain.




  And yet, how could I leave? How could I leave my husband behind?




  Frantically I searched my mind for a solution. Somehow, I had to get him out of there. I had to find a way to bring him back home. This whole nightmare had to have been some horrible mistake.




  Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to calm down.




  I had to face reality.




  I could not bring him home, not now, not ever. There was no mistake.




  He was gone and I had to learn to accept that. I hoped, I prayed that he was in a higher place, a better place, somewhere other than where he had been for the past three months, tied to that hospital bed by an oxygen hose, struggling to breathe.




  My car knew the way to the nearest Tim Hortons coffee shop. I was very much in need of the soothing reassurance a simple cup of coffee would provide. I gave my order to the server, but could not bring myself to ask for only one cup. I had to order two; one for David and one for me. Just like we always did.




  By the time I arrived at my daughter’s home in Lachine, the street was deserted. Nobody was about and I assumed people were in their backyards where trees and patio umbrellas provided welcome shade.




  I parked the car on the street and just sat for a while. There was no hurry, no one to rush home to. The frantic pace I’d kept up with while David was in hospital was slowly ebbing away, and a quiet, unhurried protective fog of shock settled over me like a cloud drifting over a meadow, softening the landscape.




  I needed a minute to shift gears, to comprehend…




  Comprehend what?




  Something, I don’t know. And anyway, what was I going to do with David’s coffee?




  I looked around at the neighbors’ homes: lawns green and tidy or sprinkled with dandelions, roses and peonies heavy with fragrance, pansies, snapdragons, marigolds spilling out of gardens or obediently lining a walkway, sidewalk chalk abandoned on the road.




  Was it really summer?




  Why would David choose to die in this warm and glorious season? Summer is the best time of year in my opinion.




  Protectively clutching our take-out coffee, I angled my way out of the car, slammed the door with my foot, and drifted towards Brenda’s front yard.




  An enormous maple guarded the property, its huge canopy of leaves shading the entire front lawn. I paused for a moment at the base of the tree and gazed upward into those leaves as if searching for something.




  For solace?




  For wisdom?




  I had no idea.




  And then without stopping to think, I crouched down and poured David’s coffee over the roots of that ancient maple. Little did I know that this would become a ritual in the weeks ahead.




  “Here you are, sweetheart. Double-double, just the way you like it.” I took a sip from my own cup and sat quietly in the cool grass. Old Maple had a way of sheltering wounded souls and as I eased into her lap, I found myself slipping effortlessly under her spell.




  Squeals and shrieks of childish laughter pierced the air, rousing me from my dream-like state. Time to get up and move, I scolded myself. I can’t sit here all day. So up I got and made my way around the side of the house and into the sanctuary of Brenda’s backyard.




  Evan, my son-in-law, must have been watching for me. As soon as I appeared, he broke away from the family to greet me with a quick compassionate hug. His face was solemn as he offered condolences. I took the garden chair he pulled out for me and gratefully sank into it.




  As I sat in the yard watching my grandchildren at play, I felt strange; my focus, my awareness was constantly shifting, floating in and out of reality. I was part of this family, and yet I was not. My body was sitting here absorbing the warm summer sunshine, inhaling fresh sweet air. Conversation swirled around me, ebbing and flowing. And yet my mind was back at the hospital reliving the transition of David’s passing.




  Did he really die?




  Was I never going back to Mount Sinai Hospital to visit him? The whole thing felt bizarre, surreal. I tightened my grip around my coffee cup, as if holding on for support.




  Incredibly, life continued to flow, even though my whole world had shattered. I could smell a neighbor’s BBQ. Was it suppertime? Lunchtime?




  I watched as squirrels raced up and down trees, birds pecked at something in the hedges or in the grass, listened as sounds of splashing from a nearby swimming pool told me it was an ordinary Saturday afternoon in July.




  It was inconceivable to think that other people’s lives were unchanged. My dear husband was dead. Not quite two hours ago he was alive and breathing.




  Now he’s gone.




  How could my life ever be the same?




  “Telephone for you.” Evan handed me their cordless.




  “Hello?”




  “Hi, Mom.” It was Peter, my firstborn. “I’m coming to spend the night, if that’s okay.”




  “No, no, I’m fine.” My automatic answer. He told me he was coming anyway.




  I left the safe haven of Brenda and Evan’s home, got into my car and began the drive back to my own house in Hudson, about 35 kilometers west. There was no rush, no hurry. I drove slowly, taking my time. It was such a contrast to the way I’d been living over the past eight and a half years.




  David had been diagnosed with COPD – a chronic and incurable lung disease. Because of the severity of his illness home oxygen had been prescribed immediately.




  I was consumed with worry whenever I left the house, even for a short time. Was he okay? What if there was a power failure while I was away? Would he have the strength to use the backup system of portable oxygen until the electricity returned? What if he’d passed out on the floor, or couldn’t breathe, or worst case scenario – what if he died?




  Over the years I’d learned to relegate those “what ifs” to the back of my mind or I’d never have left the house. It was important that I be present and involved in my outside activities, whether a quick trip to the grocery store, or a visit with family and friends; but more often than not particularly as his disease progressed, fear sent me rushing back home in a panic.




  But now the anxiety was over.




  The worst had happened.




  And as I drove along in the early evening, something else was beginning to seep into my consciousness. It was a kind of calm, a quiet relief settling over me like a shroud. My husband was no longer sick. There was no more oxygen to monitor or worry about. No medications, physiotherapy, or bedsores. No longer was I forced to watch him deteriorate bit by bit, or struggle just to draw a breath.




  I relaxed into this unfamiliar sensation for a while, just letting it flow. I did not question, nor fight with it as I had after leaving the hospital.




  Traffic was light. I concentrated on the road ahead and just let everything be.




  Peter was driving up from his home in Ottawa, Ontario. It was a relatively short drive; an hour to an hour and a half, as Hudson is a small town not far from the Ontario border.




  He was worried and wanted to make sure I could cope with being alone that first night.




  Not knowing what else to do, I sat outside on my back deck waiting for him to arrive. I don’t think I ate any supper. It was not important. I felt spacey as if I was living in another time zone or another world altogether; reality as I had known it had shifted to something unrecognizable. I felt strange, detached from my surroundings, different, not my usual self at all.




  Beautiful shades of orange and gold shimmered over the sky as the day faded and the light began to change. I watched the sunset as if from a great distance, yet felt a connection in some part of my being, as though I was slowly sinking along with the sun.




  Closing my eyes, I sat in the quiet stillness of a soft summer evening. Birds were silent, except for the occasional swishing sound that I thought might be a hummingbird at the feeder. I opened my eyes to look, but the feeder wasn’t even there. I hadn’t thought to hang it up back in the spring.




  Wind rustling through the leaves drew my attention upward. The sky had transformed to a deeper more solemn shade of blue. Puffy clouds glowed soft shades of rose and peach, their edges tinged with gold in the dying light.




  It was then that a strange and wonderful thing happened. Powerful waves of Love washed over me, through me and around me with a force so intense that I had to hold on to my chair for a minute to steady myself.




  Pure, radiant Love, with a strength and clarity I had not known in my earthly life surrounded and embraced my very being.




  Face tilted to the heavens, I gratefully opened myself to receive this rich abundance of Love so freely and joyfully given. I basked in the glow, bathed in it, until I was completely saturated, filled to the brim.




  I knew at once where it was coming from.




  David.




  It could only be from David, and in sending this Heavenly Love, it was his way of reassuring me that he was okay. More than okay. He had made it to the Other Side and his Transition had been smooth. Like stepping out into the unknown, taking a leap of faith and at the end of the journey, arriving home safely.




  Could I say he was happy? I don’t know. Happy is a funny word. It seems more like a word that belongs to this Earth. Not an Otherworldly one.




  Content? No, it was a much stronger feeling than contentment.




  Radiant? Definitely.




  Joyful? Yes, I think so. It was hard to think about joy right now. But one thing I was very sure about was that those waves of love flowing over me brought peace to my confused mind and serenity to my lonely soul.




  Sometime later (it could have been minutes or hours, I don’t really know) I answered the door.




  Peter, my son, my precious son was standing on the front porch. I was happy to see him, to look into his beloved, familiar face. Peter, 38 years old, tall and strong. When did that happen? A family man now with his own business. I was proud of all he had accomplished as a young man at this stage of life. But more importantly, I was proud of who he was as a person; a trustworthy, honest soul, who wouldn’t hesitate to put his own life in the path of danger to protect his family.




  He stared at me in surprise.




  “Mom. You look fine!”




  “Yes, I’m all right. I feel like I’m riding a wave of peace and love. And I’ll keep on riding it until I crash.”




  Under the covers in bed that night, those steady waves continued with a rhythm I found soothing. It felt as if David was wrapping me, swaddling me, cocooning me in his sacred arms with Heavenly Love; to share with me his Otherworldly experience, or perhaps to shelter me from the ravages of panic and fear which would inevitably take over my life, as time swept him further away from me and into the unknown.




  I really cannot explain it, nor can I find words to describe these incredible feelings of serenity, of rejoicing, of pure, clear, unmistakable Love swirling around me, holding me tight, keeping me safe in our bed.




  The strength of these feelings I’ve never known before, never knew existed in our earthly realm. I did not expect to feel that way, could not really think beyond the cruel reality that death brings, but on this night, I felt the richness of abundant Love, the protection of a thousand singing angels. I felt treasured beyond anything I could ever imagine.




  And slept better than I had in years.











  Chapter 2




  Early Days




  Funeral Home called the next day. I was required to come in and sign some papers. When would it be convenient?




  I had no idea.




  David had died only the day before and I simply could not grasp what this man on the phone wanted me to do. Handing the receiver to Peter, I put my head down on the kitchen table, closed my eyes and let him take charge. He set up an appointment for later in the day. I was grateful to have his support.




  My world had come crashing down this morning, just as I’d feared. Songbirds outside my bedroom window woke me before dawn. I listened to their sweet melodies as I lay in bed, not wanting to face the harsh reality of David’s passing, not wanting to feel the aftershock, the acute emptiness, for no matter how “prepared” you think you are – the End is still the End. I could still feel his arms wrapped around me, in a loving embrace, but the feelings were fading, like flower petals scattered over dry earth at summer’s end.




  No, I did not pat the covers expecting to find him sleeping next to me. I’d stopped doing that a month or so into his hospital stay. Looking back it seems like that hospital admission was a sort of preparation, almost as if God was letting me down gently. We’ll keep him here for a while so you can get used to an empty house, to sleeping alone and then we’ll take him away forever.




  Downstairs in the kitchen, I prepared my coffee. Coffee for one, instead of two.




  Where are you, David? I whispered into the stillness of our house. Yes, our house. It is still our house. I was beginning to feel the awful sadness, creeping slowly into my soul.




  The separateness.




  The aloneness.




  Where was that magnificent wave of pure Heavenly love? That ethereal joy that could only be guiding David towards the Light? Why had everything smashed, leaving me with grief, sadness, and pain?




  Peter drove me to the Funeral Home. I was so glad now that he had come, and thankful for his strong and guiding presence. The funeral director was very respectful; a professional doing his job. Peter and I sat in his office, filling out the necessary, but tiresome paperwork. How I wish David was here with me!




  “Your husband’s remains have been transferred from the hospital and are now resting here,” Funeral Director informed me in a hushed, comforting tone of voice.




  What? Remains? What remains? Oh my god! I can’t do this!




  Just picturing my dear husband lying in the morgue downstairs was not comforting to me at all! It was horrible!




  Yikes! Why can’t we just go home? All of us! Come on, David, get up! This is all a bad dream. A nightmare. Let’s go home! As my poor brain screamed these thoughts, I focused on the tasks at hand, trying to maintain some sense of balance in a world gone crazy.




  My world. And it was in shreds, never to be the same again.




  Funeral Director looked down at his documents, preparing to go on to the next section.




  Peter looked relaxed as he sat in the chair next to me, but I could tell he was alert, watching me for signs of a breakdown. No, I was not going to cry. Let’s just get through this. One step at a time. My mantra for so long while David was sick. I’ll just have to continue with it. One step at a time.




  “Do you want to know when the cremation will be?”




  “NO!” I shouted at poor Funeral Man.




  Not perturbed in the least, he merely nodded his head.




  Peter gave me a funny look, a question clear in his eyes.




  “No,” I repeated, shaking my head and sucking in a calming breath. “I just can’t go there.”




  Peter nodded as if he understood.




  Driving home I felt myself coming undone. My body was numb, yet quivering. Ripping pain seared through me, as if my heart and soul were being torn apart. How could I merrily go home on this nice sunny summer day, leaving David behind to lie cold and stiff in the dark basement of the crematorium?




  How could I open the car window and breathe in fresh air? Feel the warmth of the sun? Talk with my son about ordinary things like what to have for supper? Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. I burst into tears. Peter pulled the car over to the side of the road. To his credit, he did not ask me if I was okay.




  He just put his hand on my shoulder, while I sobbed and sobbed.




  That night I told him to go on home. His wife and young son would be waiting for him in Ottawa, and he had a business to run. I assured him that I would be all right on my own.




  The following morning I sat on my back deck alone. Another beautiful day had begun. The sun was up and the air was growing warmer. Summer – my favorite season. A carefree time of long lazy days, flowers and sunshine, swimming and picnics. I adore the heat and relish the freedom of stepping outside in flip-flops or sandals or barefoot as often as not. Shorts, T-shirts, summer dresses, toes in the grass, fingers in the earth, ice cream, friends popping over, outings, bicycle trips, holidays. I love it all and could not fathom, could not imagine dying in the midst of this vibrant time of year. It made no sense. But then nothing was making sense any more.




  I felt lost. My focus, my direction, was gone. I had looked after David for so long. His needs became my needs. His care my primary concern. I cooked for him, cleaned for him, saw to all of his basic personal needs. I even learned to cut his hair! I picked up his medications, ran the household: shopping, laundry, bank, library. I was the liaison person. I took all phone calls and made all of his medical appointments.




  And now there was nothing.




  No loving man in the house to look after. No loving man in the hospital to visit. No worrying about his treatments, care plan, prognosis, medical condition.




  Nothing.




  I felt empty. Worse, I felt totally off balance like the carpet had been pulled out from under me. I was dizzy, aching. My head spinning. My world turned inside out. Where do I go now? What do I do?




  Overwhelmed with feelings of anguish, I put my head in my hands and sobbed. Great wracking sobs. Never had I felt such grief, such excruciating suffocating pain. I was frightened, lost, completely disoriented.




  My breath came in short, painful spasms. Tight bands in my chest were squeezing the air out of my lungs. What was happening to me? Blackness lapped at the edges of my vision. Dropping my head to my knees I squished myself into a little ball, hoping to make the world go away. Hoping to dispel the blackness that was threatening to pull me under.




  Something whispered to my soul.




  Instinctively I looked up. A butterfly was resting quietly on the back of the Other Chair.




  The empty one.




  The one where David would normally be sitting. It sat quite still as if waiting to be noticed. Calm. Gentle. Serene. It was her peacefulness, her simplicity, her stillness that spoke to me.




  A poem sprang into my head: Do not stand at my grave and weep...




  Was that David’s voice I heard in my head? I stopped crying to listen. There was nothing more. I turned my attention back to the butterfly. It was an elegant shade of orange with black markings on its wings, like eyes.




  All at once I understood. According to Chinese belief whenever someone sees a butterfly, it is a soul come back from the dead to comfort those left behind. It brings a sacred message, “I am well. I am happy. Do not grieve for me.”




  I sat up in the chair and rubbed my eyes.




  “Did you send me this butterfly?” I asked the air, feeling my spirits lift a bit. Somewhere from the depths of my being, I knew it had to be true. My sadness had shifted, hope was creeping in and I was beginning to feel better. Could this really be a gift or message from David? I’d never seen a butterfly with these markings before. Monarchs, yes, there were plenty of those, but this was not a monarch. Later on I learned it was a buckeye.




  Night times are horrible. The house becomes eerie in its absolute quietness; the darkness chilly and frightening. I feel as if I’ve left this earth too, and I now exist in a whirling vortex, a foreign land, a distorted universe, where nothing makes sense.




  Where are the markers? The objects of reassurance to hold on to: his slippers under the bed, pants draped over the chair in the corner, cup of tea resting on the night table next to his eyeglasses. The familiar, comfortable world I used to inhabit is gone; irrevocably and ruthlessly changed forever. I lie awake in our bed, nauseous with worry and fear.




  Tears flow down my cheeks, thoroughly soaking my pillow. I miss David’s warm body next to mine, as I blindly reach out in the dark to touch his empty pillow. I know his pillow will forever be empty now, but I need to touch it in case he’d left a little bit of his essence behind.




  “Please send me a dream,” I entreat my newly departed husband, “so I know you are safe. So I know you are not gone to some dark and horrible place.”




  I awoke in the early pre-dawn hours, vaguely aware of David having come to me in a dream. What was it? If only I could remember! Squeezing my eyes shut I tried to recapture that elusive dream. I willed myself back to that place where I’d sensed my husband. And then I remembered.




  I was in a boat. I don’t know where it was going. I had a small child by the hand. Try as I would, I could not remember who this child was. I think it was a little boy. A grandchild? Nephew? One of my own boys? My husband as a child? Do you go backwards in time when you die?




  Dreams are funny. Time does not run like it does here on earth. My children are grown now, but when they come to me in dreams, often they are still toddlers or teens. So I don’t know who this child was.




  There was a stethoscope around my neck. David’s. He had been a doctor in this life. A gentle and respected physician, who loved and lived for his work. As we sailed along towards an unknown destination, somebody mistakenly addressed me as “doctor”. I was too weary to correct him (or her, I forget).




  Upon awakening, the message was clear. David was within. We are one.




  The house is so quiet. I wander around from room to room shivering. Where is he? Why are his things here and he’s not? Is he all right? The kitchen light flickers, but I ignore it. What am I doing in this house? There is nothing to do here. No one to look after.




  I’ve never lived alone before. I was married right from my parents’ home when I was 19. Even after I divorced my first husband, I lived with my children. Life was never quiet, never dull. Anyone who has lived with children who grow into noisy teenagers knows the happy sounds of doors slamming, phones ringing, voices calling from every room in the house. A house that always feels alive – even in the middle of the night:




  “Mom, did you sign my report card?”




  “Mom, there’s a spider on my ceiling!”




  “Mom, I feel sick! I’m going to throw up!”




  It’s not just living all alone. It’s the nerve-racking conspicuous absence of sound. David’s oxygen concentrator was running 24/7, filling our home with a constant humming, droning noise. And yet that noise was reassuring, for it meant that David was alive. He was hooked up to a plug-in-the-wall machine that made oxygen out of room air. He could not survive without it. Absence of this humming noise, meant absence of life. The only time that machine was silent was when we had a power failure. And that was scary.




  It was December 2009, somewhere around midnight. David and I were cuddled up in bed, drifting in and out of sleep. Freezing rain slashed at our windows. Strong winds screeched, rattling the glass panes as if trying to find a way in. Suddenly, I heard a loud CRACK, as frozen branches snapped off the trees. One of them hit our roof with a thud.




  “Who’s walking on our roof?” Hubby asked sleepily.




  “Santa’s reindeer,” I murmured nuzzling the back of his neck.




  Delicious waves of sleep enveloped me, yet something was nagging at the back of my mind and wouldn’t let go; something swimming through the fog, persistently trying to get my attention.




  Go away.




  I was tired from all the Christmas busyness. Happy for the celebration with family and happy it was over. Sleep was inviting, beckoning. David was already in dreamland. It doesn’t take him long.




  The wind continued to howl, blowing and shrieking like a banshee. Did I leave a window open? Not likely in this weather. Something was still tugging at my consciousness; would not leave me alone. I could hear “it” screaming.




  Screaming? Piercing shriek? An alarm? Yikes! Suddenly I was up like a shot!




  The power was out!




  I should have known. That loud crack might have been a tree branch, but could just as easily have been a power line snapping in the storm.




  No electricity meant no oxygen for David. In a flash, I switched on the portable oxygen cylinder (which lies like a sleeping dog curled up on the floor beside our bed), popped the nasal cannula up his nose, then ran out of the bedroom and downstairs to shut off that screaming alarm. I pulled the plastic tubing out of the now silent (and useless) oxygen concentrator, picked up a flashlight and ran down another flight of stairs to our dark and dusty basement, where the emergency cylinder lived. It was huge, almost as tall as I, which was why it was hidden away, in the depths of our cellar.




  I quickly located the valve on top of that huge cylinder, slapped the wrench-like tool in place and twisted it “open”. Then I adjusted the rate of flow, specifically for David’s needs. His disease had progressed to the point where he needed a high flow of oxygen. The higher the flow rate, the more oxygen consumed and the faster that life-saving oxygen would run out of the tank.




  Fortunately, our supplier had come by the week before and filled the tank, so there was enough oxygen to last the whole night through, if needed. While I was downstairs, I picked up the phone and called Hydro to find out how long this power failure would last. Not more than an hour or two, came the recorded reply. Then I went back to bed. And changed David’s nose hoses (took out the cannula attached to the small portable tank, and exchanged it for the one I’d just hooked up to the long-lasting cylinder in the basement).




  David was drifting off to sleep again, but by this time I was wired. I could not go back to sleep. What would have happened if I had not heard that alarm? I’d been taking sleeping medication over the past month, which would account for the deeper quality of my sleep; my brain gratefully sinking into oblivion instead of jumping at every little sound. But never in the wilds of my imagination did I think it would be possible to NOT hear that shrieking alarm! If we had both gone to sleep with no electricity in the house, David would not have woken up in the morning. Guaranteed.




  The storm continued throughout the night. The power came back on, then went out again. I connected nose hoses and machines and disconnected nose hoses and machines. And then did everything in reverse. Hubby slept on, but I did not get much sleep that night.




  That was seven months before he died, and despite the fear and anxiety, I wish with all my heart that we could be back there again, snuggling and cuddling in our warm bed.




  My children, bless them, all wanted to do something to help, to ease my pain. I had repeatedly refused their kind offers over the weeks while David was in hospital. What could they possibly do? I couldn’t even think. Every waking hour was spent at the hospital. There was nothing of importance to be taken care of at home. I couldn’t have cared less if the house flooded and floated away. Housework was not even attempted.




  But now I allowed myself to soften, to release, like air slowly hissing out of a balloon. I felt limp, yet open and finally able to receive help. I think it was more of a passive surrender than an actual reaching out for help.




  Brenda dove right in (now that I’d stopped resisting), by making requisite phone calls and handling all administrative details with the funeral home. She had been in touch with the Crematorium and was calling to let me know that things were moving on schedule.




  “Everything is fine, Mom, the cremation will take place at 11:00 tomorrow.”




  “Oh Noooooo,” I wailed at my poor daughter, “I did NOT want to know that! There is NO WAY I want that picture of David in my mind. Noooooooo!”




  “Mom! I’m so sorry. I thought you’d want to know!” Brenda sounded so upset that I paused to take a deep breath and launched instinctively into mothering mode.




  “It’s okay,” I said feeling my way through this. “It is meant to be. Somehow I need to know this information. It’s okay. It’s okay.”




  This last bit was said more to myself than to her. I was attempting to come to terms with this information that I had so adamantly refused to hear. Picturing my dear husband going through the flames was something I Could Not Do.




  I hung up the phone, curled up in the chair and wept. I felt sick. I felt weak. How could this have happened? I did NOT want to know. My heart was breaking once again with this new knowledge. How could I handle this?




  Agitated now, I jumped up from my chair. I needed to move, to escape. Out of the kitchen and into the hallway.




  What to do, what to do?




  Nothing. I can’t change anything, can’t pretend that conversation never took place. I moved on into the living room with its thick, soft, but aging carpet, through the dining room skirting the china cabinet, and found myself back in the kitchen.




  Reaching for a tissue, I took a few deep calming breaths and blew my nose. “Now just relax (I told myself firmly), this is all meant to be somehow. I’ll just have to go with it. I can handle this. There has to be a reason for it, so just go with it.”




  During the night I woke up shuddering. I could feel my heart quivering, as David’s had in the hours before he died. I could hear breathing and smell the musky smell of death.




  I awoke the following morning with a feeling of dread, a wrenching in the pit of my stomach. How will I get through this day? How will my dear husband? Just because he’s dead doesn’t mean he can’t feel anything. What happens if he really can feel the cremation? How do “they” know? How does anyone know what happens after you die. Especially in the first few hours, days, weeks? What if he’s really not dead?




  I spent the early part of the morning in busy work. Washing dishes, sweeping the floor over and over, cleaning all the mirrors in the house, putting in a load of laundry, walking around in circles. The kitchen lights flickered, dim then bright then back to dim again.




  At 10:45 I made myself a cup of coffee and stepped out into the backyard. I crossed over to greet our ancient oak tree, Grandfather Oak. Easily a hundred years old, he doesn’t mind that my clothesline is fastened to his bark. He doesn’t mind that David nailed a bluebird house to his trunk one fine spring day. He is patient and wise and sits smack in the middle of our backyard.




  I had gathered up an assortment of candles from around the house. Most were tealights, but there were some deep blue and white pillar candles too. I placed them all in a circle around the mossy base of Grandfather Oak. Sitting on the ground, I made myself comfortable and lit each candle one by one. I sipped my coffee and poured a little for David under the tree. I sent him Love. I prayed. I sang songs. I told David that I loved him and that I’d never abandon him. It felt like he needed me for this ceremony, this terrible time of “going through the fire”, so I put a picture in my mind of David and I holding hands. I wanted him to know that I was with him; that we were going through this together. I encouraged him. I nurtured him with my love, just like I did when he lay dying in that hospital bed only a few days ago.




  After a while I blew out the candles and just sat. Quietly. For a few moments more. I needed some time to be still. To breathe gently, to absorb, to assimilate what had just happened. I needed to rest for a moment before leaving this place-under-the-tree, which had now become sacred.




  Instinctively, I looked up to the heavens searching for David. Was he somehow flying away? What happens to his Soul now that the body is no more? I thought his Soul had already gone at the moment of death. Was there still a little bit left behind somewhere? Or is it like a process that takes a while to complete, as if the Soul hovers somewhere between heaven and earth for a period of time before finally departing?




  Gradually I became aware of sounds around me; ordinary sounds that had been muted as if I’d been swimming underwater. Now I could hear the drone of an airplane overhead, a car door slamming, footsteps, people talking. It was almost as if I were awakening from a strange dream or a long sleep.




  The summer sunshine felt warm against my skin; the air soft and gentle on my bare legs. The ground underneath my bottom had become hard and lumpy. Time to get going, I told myself.




  I couldn’t resist taking another look at the sky. Was David watching from somewhere up in the clouds? Was he nodding and smiling at me sitting in our backyard? I rather felt that he was. Whether that made any sense or not, didn’t matter one bit to me.




  I stood up and stretched my legs that had become stiff with sitting. I shook off the grass and bits of dirt that had collected in my skirt, and went back into the house. I just had time to put my coffee cup in the sink and fill a drinking glass with water, when the doorbell rang. I was tempted to stay in the kitchen and not answer, but I peeked through the window anyway, just in case. Standing on my doorstep were two official-looking men in dark suits.




  Alarmed, I took a quick step back. Had I broken the law by lighting candles under a tree? Had somebody complained? Were those men from the city of Hudson? Did they think I’d been trying to burn down trees in my backyard?




  Realizing it was too late to run away, I forced myself to reach for the door handle. Cautiously pulling it open, I was met by eager smiles and in-your-face pamphlets.




  Jehovah’s Witnesses.




  Oh no! I did not want to talk to anybody right now, but it was too late. I had already opened the door.




  “Hello,” said a pleasant-looking man, “my name is David.”




  What? screamed my brain. David? And then I lost it.




  I doubled over as if punched in the gut and cried and cried and cried. Right there at the door. Those poor men just stood there. They looked at each other, then back at me.




  “Ma’am? Ma’am? Are you having a bad day?” asked the man who had identified himself as David.




  I could not stop. I could not help myself. I howled.




  “Ma’am?” he repeated.




  Finally, with a great deal of effort I managed to pull myself together.




  “A bad day? A bad day?” I wailed at those men. “My husband passed away three days ago and his name was David!”




  They just looked at me.




  “I’m so sorry. Would you like to hear a scripture?”




  “Excuse me? No!” What on earth would I want to hear a scripture for? I wanted my husband back! Not words or readings, or strange men standing on my front porch.




  They tried for a few more minutes to interest me in their literature, but soon gave up. They were not getting through to me. Nor I to them, apparently.




  The gentlemen turned to go, but now I wanted them to stay. I wanted to cling to that man whose name was the same as my husband’s. Looking deep into his blue eyes, while tightly clasping his hand in both of mine, I asked, “How old are you, David?”




  “Forty-five.”




  “You’re still young and I hope healthy, so don’t you dare die on your wife!”




  “No, Ma’am.”




  I watched them as they turned and walked away, down my front steps and out onto the driveway. I’ll bet they were so relieved to get away from this crazy lady and her house of sorrow. I doubt they’ll be stopping by ever again.




  Dear God, is this never going to end? My heart was torn in two, did I need the added stress of people coming to the door trying to convert me? Especially someone with my husband’s name? Why did this have to happen? What on earth made me open the door to Jehovah’s Witnesses?




  And then it hit me like a ton of bricks. Here was confirmation. Confirmation that the ritual I had performed under Grandfather Oak was the right thing to do. How else could I possibly know that David (my David) wanted, no not just wanted, needed me to be there with him? He needed my love and prayers. He needed my spiritual presence as he was going through the cremation process. Everything was mysteriously working the way it was meant to. And by David showing up at my door, I knew my David had found a way to say, “Thank you.” There is no other explanation. The timing has to be perfect or the message does not get delivered. Coincidences don’t happen.




  The Gathering




  My husband did not want any fuss. He was a humble man, a gentle and kind-hearted healer in this life. And so in death, his instructions were clear: no stone, no funeral, no viewing, no obituary.




  However, early one morning, just before dawn, I was walking around the neighborhood in my pajamas and flip-flops. It had been another sleepless night, and not knowing what else to do, I got up to walk. Walk through my grief, move, do something, anything to lessen the pain. Nobody was up at that hour, as evidenced by early morning newspapers plonked at the end of each driveway.




  It must have been the rhythm of those papers, as I walked by. Meaning, I’d walk and look at a newspaper; walk some more and look at another one. But I didn’t really see what I was looking at. Instead it was the rhythm that snagged my attention. The persistent repetition of driveway, newspaper, driveway, newspaper eventually poked its way into my consciousness, waking me up. You’d think the hypnotic rhythm would put me to sleep, rather than grabbing my attention. But the pattern forced me to see not one newspaper, but many. Almost every one of my neighbors subscribed to the Montreal Gazette.




  Well that does it, I decided on the spur of the moment, I’m going to write an obituary, and put it in the paper. I’m sorry, sweetheart, I know you didn’t want this. Well, I didn’t want you to die either, I rationalized.




  My husband was a well-known and respected member of our community. After his diagnosis, however, he chose to hide, to lie low. He did not want people to know he was ill, especially his patients. In his mind, doctors treated patients, they did not become patients.




  But (I continued the argument in my head) David’s former patients and our small community need to know. Did they have the “right” to know? I don’t know. I barely knew what day it was. Somehow, even though everything else in my life was twisted this seemed to make sense. I would write my dear hubby’s obituary.




  He didn’t want one, my mind taunted me. Well then, I compromised, I’ll just omit the personal details. Nobody has to know what he died of. In fact, I won’t even publish his date of birth, then nobody will know how old he was either.




  This is what I wrote:




  

     NELLIGAN, Dr. David John




  July 3, 2010




  Slipped quietly from this earth with peace and dignity on July 3, 2010, surrounded by his loving family. A gentle healer, a gentle soul, he touched many lives. Gone, but never forgotten, for how could we forget his intelligent mind, wise spirit, and compassionate nature? Raise a toast if you will, say a prayer, make a donation to the charity of your choice, or simply send a caring thought his way, as there will be no funeral at his request.







  The obituary was printed in the Montreal Gazette on Saturday, the week after David’s death, which turned out to be on the very day of the “gathering”. I was in no shape to plan and organize anything, however, my dear daughter took on the task. By organizing this gathering, wake or whatever it was called, she was also going against his wishes. But she felt very strongly that David’s passing should be marked by a family gathering, not ignored.




  I planted myself on the living room sofa and let everybody work around me. Josh, David’s youngest son, and his family were staying at our house, as they were from out-of-town. I did not clean up, did not make food or even coffee. For the first time in my adult life, I allowed others to take care of me.




  It was an odd feeling, this surrendering, but then, I’d had to surrender David, didn’t I? He was gone, cruelly ripped away from me. What more was there to give up? Nothing was more important that David; everything else existed in shadow. I was already hurt beyond repair, nothing could touch me now.




  David’s brother and his wife arrived, looking tired after their long drive up from Vermont. I stepped forward to welcome them and promptly burst into tears. They had been regular visitors at the hospital, and were present just hours before David died.




  “I was not going to do this,” I wailed, holding tight to David’s brother.




  I had wanted to be serene, dignified, and able to cope. I did not want pity or commiseration, for that would send me tumbling over the edge. A good friend of mine who had also lost her husband was able to keep it all together. She was dry-eyed throughout the funeral. At the time, I wondered if she really missed her husband or was just very good at keeping her emotions under control.




  Several neighbors rang the front doorbell. They must have read the obituary in the morning paper and kindly stopped by to offer condolences. I could not answer it; did not want to face anybody except family. John, David’s eldest son, took me out to the back deck, away from everyone for a while and sat with me while I cried. Somebody brought a cake, somebody else flowers, and somebody else looked after the well-wishers.




  I don’t remember much about that day. Did I eat? Was the food good? Were the grandchildren well behaved or out-of-control? Who was actually there? The house was full, and I remember looking around the room at all the faces. There were brothers and sisters, spouses and in-laws, children and grandchildren. But where was David? He should have been with us. This was his home. His family were here. Where was he?




  Whatever else happened that day is just a haze in my memory now. But I do remember the feelings I had when everybody left and I was alone again. Part of me was relieved. The noise and people were gone. But another part of me was beginning to panic. What do I do now?




  Is it time to eat? No, I think we did that. Time to sleep? No, it’s still sunny outside. Housework? I looked in the kitchen. Somebody had cleaned up. Should I go for another walk? No, I was tired. So what do I do? How do I go on with life? I can’t. Plain and simple.




  Where are you, David? Are you all right? Please can’t I just see you? Hug you? Talk to you? Why does this have to happen? There were no answers of course. The ceiling lights in the kitchen flickered, but I paid no attention.











  Chapter 3




  Scatt ering of the Ashes




  It sounds so macabre. This person who I’ve loved and lived with is now reduced to a pile of ashes. How demoralizing. How strange. Could I even do this?




  It had been 10 days since David’s passing. Josh and his family arrived a few days earlier, and since they lived clear across the country, it made sense to scatter his Dad’s ashes at this time before they all returned home, to British Columbia.




  Standing at the bedroom window in my nightgown, I watched as the sun struggled to rise in a rose-tinted sky. Clouds, heavy with moisture, appeared to be suppressing its eager golden glow, as if determined to hold back the day. Eventually they drifted away as if losing interest, and by the time I’d eaten breakfast and showered, only a lingering haze remained. The air was humid with a lazy, mellow feel to it; the kind of day you can relax into as if all was well with the world.




  Strange. All was not well with my world, but I wasn’t going to argue with Mother Nature. Let’s just get on with the day, I thought.




  Josh and his family had driven over to Thompson Park, a soccer field that sloped gently down from the road to the shores of Lake of Two Mountains. We had chosen this location to scatter David’s ashes as it was close to home. Both John and Josh had played soccer in the park when they were schoolboys, Dad happily coaching from the sidelines.




  Josh, Christina and their two children were sitting on a picnic blanket in the grass when John and I arrived. John had offered to pick me up and I was thankful for that. I didn’t want to go alone. I didn’t really want to do this at all.




  The water table was low this year forcing us to wade out a ways, past rushes and reeds to find a suitable spot. It had to be a place where the water was deep and flowed swiftly enough to carry David’s ashes away.




  I looked around and saw sailboats in the distance. It was very peaceful to watch the boats as they glided smoothly along the lake. I could hear bullfrogs croaking somewhere in the shallows, and the steady hum of insects. Willows by the shoreline waved their long, slender limbs as if in greeting.




  All was serene.




  Everything as it should be on this beautiful day, except that my dear husband was about to be scattered to the four winds.




  Strangely enough, I did not feel raw or sick or helpless. I felt fine. I felt calm.




  David’s boys and I opened the small box without ceremony, shaking out the contents until it was empty. I placed flowers in the water, gifts from sympathetic friends. It seemed fitting that they accompany my loving husband on his final journey. As I watched them float away, I wondered where they would end up. I wondered where David would end up.




  The Sons were crying, arms around each other’s shoulders. They were grown men and yet standing together in the lake up to their knees, I pictured them as little boys, holding tight to each other as Daddy went away; never to return. I walked back to shore, leaving the brothers to grieve, pray and share these private moments together, alone.




  Sitting on the grass, a strange feeling of calm, of peaceful release settled over me. It was most unusual and not what I’d expected. Where had this come from? I thought I’d feel torn to shreds at this stage, at this grievous ritual of scattering my husband’s remains and watching while they floated away, but I didn’t. It was as if everything was all right. David was telling me he was okay with it. Or else my emotions were numb, existing somewhere outside of myself or wrapped up in that soft fog that protects one from shock.




  A dragonfly appeared, its translucent wings glistening in the sunlight. Dragonflies are a powerful symbol of transformation, of light, of changes in the wind. I watched it for a bit, before it skimmed away across the water.




  Movement out of the corner of my eye turned out to be a butterfly. It was orange and black and pretty, not unlike the buckeye I’d seen on my back deck, except that this one was smaller. It was feeding on a clump of purple weeds that waved serenely in the light breeze. I watched it for a few moments as it delicately sipped nectar or whatever butterflies do and then darted away.




  Could that possibly be another messenger from the Other Side? The timing was right. The place was certainly right. Was I imagining things? A moment later it was back. It flew here and there, dipping and fluttering. I wondered what it was doing. And then I saw the other one. Now there were two. Both of them orange and black, flying and swirling about, as if playing a game of tag, or dancing to some inner rhythm. They made a cute couple.




  Goosebumps rippled up my arms as a strange thought popped into my head. Was this second butterfly – me? Am I slated to join David soon?




  Eeks! I’m not ready to go. Not yet!




  But perhaps David was only teasing me or trying to make me smile. They did look happy somehow, and carefree. Or maybe I was making too much out of butterflies and dragonflies, their meanings and behavior.




  The boys came back from the lake looking subdued, their faces reflecting the sadness in their hearts. We sat for a while in silence on the shore, our eyes naturally drawn to that spot in the lake as if keeping watch, saying farewell, or resigning ourselves to nature taking its course. Or perhaps we were hoping that by some magic, some last minute miracle, David would materialize in the middle of the lake and come home with us.




  Instead I saw sailboats gliding across the water. Were they the same ones as I’d seen earlier? Or were those long gone and these different ones? A heron flew into my line of vision, startling me.




  “Oh look!” I pointed excitedly, keeping my eyes on this magnificent bird in case it disappeared.




  Just as suddenly a second one appeared. She was a little smaller, but had the same blue/grey coloring as her partner. They looked to be a couple, their movements perfectly in tune with one another as they flew quite low, almost hovering over the water.




  I was taken back to a happier time years ago when David and I were at the beach, watching pelicans flying along in tandem, their wings outstretched. Then suddenly one of them would swoop down into the frothy waves to catch a fishy breakfast.




  It was wintertime here in Canada, and we had escaped to Florida for a week-long vacation. As we stood together in the sand, I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.




  Our days began with lovemaking; it was as natural to us as breathing. Afterwards, David would bring us coffee in bed. I felt like a queen, so spoiled and cared for. We’d sip and snuggle, sip and talk, gradually waking up to a new day.




  Life was perfect. I was in heaven.




  David appeared at a time when I was going through a particularly rough patch. His warm and gentle presence captivated me. Shy, sweet, and caring, he gently, yet persistently, wormed his way into my heart. Later on I would jokingly call him my persistent little worm.




  At that point in time, I was done with men, as in finished, kaput, no more! I’d been through a divorce. I’d been lied to, cheated on and scammed in another relationship, which left me angry and mistrustful of everybody. I also had a full-time job, three teenagers to raise and not much time for anything else.




  So when David came into my life, I pushed him away. I did not return his phone calls. Not that he wasn’t friendly or respectful. He was, and intelligent too, but I just didn’t want to have anything more to do with men. Wisely, he left me alone.




  Then one day I was at Fairview Shopping Centre in Pointe-Claire, browsing in Coles Book Store. That store no longer exists, but on that day in 1995, I looked over to see David reading the flyleaf of a book in the detective and mystery section. We chatted politely for a few minutes. Casually he threw out the suggestion that I join him for coffee and cheesecake at Calories. It was mid-afternoon, and having just finished work, he needed to replenish his energy. Coffee and cake sounded good to me too, but I hesitated.




  Sensing my reluctance he quickly added, “My sister will be there.”




  “All right,” I agreed with a smile. That did make things better. It wouldn’t feel like a “date” with his sister along. And so our relationship began.




  Perhaps it was his eyes, those kind warm brown eyes that sparkled with mischief when he felt safe enough to let his impish side out. Or perhaps it was his aura. He was a humble man, yet sure of himself, giving one the sense that he possessed a deep inner core of strength. Here was someone you could rely on, yet he would never foist himself or his opinions on anyone else. I instinctively felt safe with him. I could trust this man. And he had the most beautiful sensitive hands, full of lines which I could read.




  Throughout that spring and into the summer we’d meet at Calories after David’s shift at StatCare, the medical clinic which faces Lakeshore General Hospital in Pointe-Claire. Calories was a popular dessert place close by, with a terrace for sitting out on warm summer days. I felt at ease in this public place with this comfortable man, who I thought just wanted to be friends. We exchanged divorce stories. We talked about our children, our love of the ocean, libraries, books and book stores, music, strawberry cheesecake, and anything and everything medical. He was a family physician, and I had been working as a medical secretary for years. We spoke the same language.




  And so, in a story as old as time, our friendship blossomed into love.




  It was late afternoon when we returned from the lake but I thought I’d go ahead and prepare dinner anyway. Filet of salmon and fresh local vegetables were on the menu as I wanted something easy. It took very little effort to pop fish into the oven and vegetables into the steamer. A loaf of French bread and fresh butter complemented the simple meal. We sat around the dining room table; David’s two sons, daughter-in-law, grandchildren and me.




  The food must have been good for it disappeared quickly. I barely touched my plate. That peaceful feeling I had down by the lake had evaporated, chilled into the cold, cruel reality that David was not here, would never be here to sit down at the table with us.




  Ever, ever again.




  I could not eat; even the smell of food was making me feel ill. Listlessly I poked at crisp, green vegetables and pushed pieces of flaky salmon around my plate, pretending to eat. Everyone was talking around me, their voices fading in and out. Was my hearing going, or was this how one experienced shock? Pasting a smile on my face, I nodded in what I hoped were the appropriate places in the conversation. And picked up my fork again, stabbing into an unfortunate piece of broccoli, breaking it open.




  I wish this meal were over! My eyes started watering. All I wanted to do was crawl into bed, put the covers over my head and hide. Hide from what? Pain? Nobody can hide from pain. But rational thinking was not happening. I only had my feelings to guide me, and they were raw.




  Blinking through my tears, I stared down at the squashed broccoli on my plate and saw... a tiny worm!




  Ewwww!




  Quickly I looked up to see if anyone had noticed. Nobody had. I took my plate away and scraped it into the garbage. Why had I been the one to find a worm in my food? A worm of all things! Well, I suppose it was better than if one of the grandchildren had found it – or worse, eaten it!




  And then I remembered. David, that dear little imp, who had “wormed” his way into my heart and soul early on in our relationship. He would not give up, yet did not pester me. Instead, he gave me my space, let me be, until I was ready. So this was his way of being with us for the celebratory meal. Had he wormed his way into this too? I wonder.




  Recounting the story to Brenda later on, she said, “Mom, caterpillars do turn into butterflies, you know.” Ah, the butterfly story again. So was this little worm found on my plate another manifestation of David’s energy? Was I really stretching this time?
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