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			“I have found the paradox that if I love until it hurts, then there is no hurt, but only more love.”

			—MOTHER TERESA OF CALCUTTA
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			June 2004

			Karen Donnelly stood on the grassy overlook and gazed out at Long Island’s Southold Bay. The beach at Founders Landing had always been a special place for her, but lately it gave her no comfort. While the gentle surf lapped at the shore below, anxiety pulsed through her—a tide with a force all its own. The roaring in her head drowned out the summer breeze rustling through the nearby trees. She was in a constant state of tension, and no curative setting, not even the place where her best memories were born, could bring her peace of mind.

			She closed her eyes and took a deep, shaky breath. If she tried hard enough, she could slip into that other lifetime and ward off the melancholy that threatened to overwhelm her. It should have been easy to pretend it was thirty years ago. The same dense maple trees shaded the familiar spot where she stood. The same picnic tables still offered cool respite from the heat of the sun. The air smelled like it always had. But when Karen opened her eyes, she was still standing in her altered world. She looked around like a child lost in her own backyard. There was no sound of splashing water or laughing children rising from the beach like music from an old transistor radio. The picnic tables, once hidden amid the chaos of vacationing families and randomly parked station wagons, now sat like weathered sculptures on an abandoned landscape. There were no children playing, no dads barbecuing, no moms chatting over iced tea. It wasn’t peaceful or heartwarming. It was just sad.

			Karen swallowed hard and walked down to the beach. Over the past few months she had learned how to suppress the anguish. When it formed a lump in her throat and threatened to erupt in a raw scream, she swallowed it and kept moving.

			She removed her sneakers and felt her bare feet sink into the warm sand. Every summer growing up, when school was over and she came to the beach for the first time, Karen would cherish the moment her shoes came off, and they usually didn’t go back on until Labor Day. It was an annual ritual she had always associated with freedom. Did kids appreciate that kind of thing anymore?

			Karen looked around. Only three families were enjoying the beach, and only six or seven children were in the water. A few yards away, two teenage girls were sitting on the swings and pushing the sand around with their toes, ignoring their surroundings as they muttered discontentedly to each other. Their heads were bowed, their loose hair hanging forward like curtains of rebellion. They reminded her of her own nineteen-year-old daughter, Lori, who had been battling depression since adolescence and who already had a jaded view of life.

			Those young women should have been enjoying the best days of their lives hanging out at the wharf. But even that had changed.

			Karen looked over her shoulder at the rectangular building next to the parking lot. The place where she and her friends used to buy hamburgers and ice cream was now locked and empty. Sneakers in hand, she trudged back up the beach and stepped onto the porch, which was no longer swarming with kids. The old floorboards had been replaced and the white trim was freshly painted, but she remembered when the railing had been nothing more than a weathered plank of wood and the loose stair treads had been bleached gray by the sun. Karen had liked it better that way. She could almost see the people walking by, licking their ice-cream cones, leaving a mosaic of wet footprints. She could almost hear the slap of the dilapidated screen door as they came and went. In that other life.

			Mindful of her own sandy footprints, Karen walked to one of the windows and peered inside. Everything looked so different. The wharf, with its lively legacy of summer fun, was now a well-maintained park district property that was rented out for private parties. Even the concrete patio, where she used to play basketball with her summer friends, was now used only to set up tents and serve hors d’oeuvres. Those bored teenage girls on the swings should have been sitting on that rustic porch with an army of suntanned peers . . . flirting, playing their radio, and breathlessly caught up in summer romance.

			Shaking her head, Karen leaned against a porch post.

			Where was everybody? Why weren’t they chasing bees away from their Coca-Colas and playing Frisbee by the picnic tables? Why weren’t children burying their fathers neck-deep in the sand or playing with their plastic pails? Were they all at home on their isolated patios and swimming in chlorinated pools?

			When Karen had grown up, there had been no swimming pools in Southold. Why would there be any, when the Long Island Sound and the Southold Bay were within walking distance of every house in town?

			She was only forty-six. Things shouldn’t have changed this much. She should have been able to look out at the familiar horizon and feel like she’d come home. To stand under the maple trees and feel connected to the past. To breathe deeply and let the salty sea air evoke the joy lying dormant in her best memories. That was why she had wanted to move back to Southold in the first place. It seemed like the ideal antidote to the stress her family was going through. Somehow Karen thought residing in the house where she had spent her summers would bring back the happiness she’d experienced there. It should have been like coming back to her sanctuary.

			Karen kept glancing at the two teenagers on the swings and thinking of her own daughter, who was already scarred by tragedy. Nobody should have to endure what Lori had been through at such a tender age. She was still haunted by the deadly car accident that had almost claimed her life, and she was only starting to learn that it was okay to feel happy again. The process was painful to watch.

			Karen wondered if the girls on the swings had such a valid excuse for their discontented mood.

			She turned her attention back to the bay with a concentrated squint. The view of Shelter Island was familiar, but it seemed like a mirage leading her to a false oasis.

			A variety of boats dotted the bay—the colorful triangles of sailboats and the small white hulls of motorboats that whined in the distance. Karen had always loved boats growing up and often enjoyed fishing, water-skiing, and diving off the bow of a family friend’s nineteen-footer. Later on, after she and Mike were married, he used to say they were going to buy a boat because the Long Island traffic was such a nightmare when they tried to get to Southold on the weekends.

			But they never got their boat.

			Mike.

			The lump in her throat returned so quickly it almost cut off her air. She swallowed hard and looked at her watch. The home health aide would be leaving in less than half an hour, and Mike couldn’t be by himself. His multiple sclerosis had progressed so rapidly in recent months that he was now using the wheelchair all the time.

			Her Mike. The handsome, strapping love of her life. In a wheelchair.

			Karen slipped on her sneakers. Her legs were taut with tension, the muscles trembling, when she stepped off the porch. As she crossed the parking lot, she made a conscious effort to avoid moping like those two girls on the swings.

			Over the years, Karen had covered the half-mile distance from the beach to her family’s summerhouse a thousand times; she knew every crack in the road along the way. She knew the houses, too, although a few had been renovated over the years. It always struck her as ironic that the homes closest to the water were the smallest—modest ranches and bungalows that had been upgraded to year-round dwellings—while the homes closer to the main road, where Karen lived, were the larger wood-frames, colonials, and farmhouses on larger lots. There was one glaring exception to this oddity of early twentieth-century real estate. At the first bend in the road, where the pavement started to veer away from the waterfront properties, a magnificent old house sat on two full acres of land.

			Karen stopped to stare at the house through the wrought-iron gate, as she had done since she had been a little girl, recalling with an inward snicker how she had always dreamed she would live in it someday. Her life was far from the fairy tale she’d imagined back then. Would her daughter still be suffering from depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, would Mike still be in a wheelchair, if they lived in Karen’s dream house? It wasn’t a mansion by scope or definition, although she used to think it was. Set back off the road and overlooking the bay, the house had five gables, four chimneys, a wraparound porch, and more angles than her high school math book. Weathered statues still graced the front lawn, indicating that the house probably had had formal gardens back when it was first built.

			It looked more run-down than Karen remembered, and perhaps a lot smaller, but gazing at it still gave her a ripple of awe. She gripped the bars of the fence and did what she always did—tried to envision what it looked like inside. She never knew who lived there and had never ventured onto the property, even as an inquisitive child. She simply conjured up her own décor over the years and imagined the worthy inhabitants of the house on Terry Lane. Of course there would be a grand Victorian parlor and a library and a boudoir for the lady of the house. Karen could clearly see a refined family comprised of mother, father, and three or four well-mannered children eating breakfast on the rear patio, their crisp summer clothes reflecting the morning sun and their golden hair tousled by the bay breeze.

			Every once in a while Karen had inserted herself into the picture. Thinking back on this made her smile. It was impossible to imagine her struggling family today sitting anywhere near a Victorian parlor.

			With that reality always in the forefront of her mind, Karen turned and resumed walking. As before, she made sure her head wasn’t hanging forward and her gaze wasn’t drawn to the pavement beneath her feet. With her chin up and her eyes ahead, she spotted someone walking toward her as she neared the main road.

			Before Karen could even see the woman’s face, she felt a small shiver of recognition ripple up her spine. Her mind went back to a time when she and her sister Helen would see a tall, slender lady walking along the road at an unhurried pace. Sometimes they would see her passing their house, other times they would see her in town or on one of the side roads. She always wore a long black linen shift and carried a straw tote. A pair of sunglasses rested on her narrow nose, and her dark, shoulder-length hair was pulled back with a wide clip. Sometimes she cradled a towel and a book in her free arm.

			They had dubbed her “the woman in black.” She was like an apparition . . . a nameless, mysterious figure who spoke to no one and was always walking by herself. During the rational hours of daylight, Karen and Helen assumed the woman in black was on her way to the beach. But in their bedroom at night, when they were trying to scare each other in the darkness, they used to say the woman in black was lurking outside in the moonlight, casting spells on unsuspecting family members while they slept.

			“She comes to the window when we fall asleep,” Helen would say, eager to make her younger sister squirm.

			Karen tried not to stare as the woman drew closer. She kept telling herself it couldn’t be the same person. That was more than thirty years ago.

			Now the woman’s hair was streaked with gray, and her aristocratic face had been hardened by too many hours in the sun. But Karen recognized her nonetheless. Wait till Helen hears about this, she almost said out loud.

			The woman looked her way and gave a little nod as she passed.

			“Hi,” Karen offered in return. For a few moments she resisted the urge to turn around and check that the woman didn’t disappear into thin air like a ghost. Finally, she looked over her shoulder.

			The woman in black had stopped at the driveway of the house with the five gables, and she was checking the mailbox. Then she continued up the driveway and slipped into the side entrance.
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			Mike sat at the old Formica table and struggled to lift a spoonful of diced fruit to his mouth in quaking slow motion. His ability to perform the most basic functions was dwindling. Fast. And what was his incentive to keep trying? This wasn’t a war he was going to win, and everyone knew it. Why should he suffer through the battle with MS if the end was already decided? Wouldn’t that be masochistic?

			The struggle to feed himself might have been worth it if he were hungry. But his appetite had long since waned, along with his will to live.

			Just as he was about to drop the spoon and give up, Raymond, his home health aide, chimed in from across the table to encourage him. “Come on, Mr. Donnelly, eat some more melon. It always tastes better in summertime, don’t it?”

			Raymond was a young Jamaican who traveled from one house of sickness to the next in a beat-up old Buick. Yet his love for life always shamed Mike into going the extra mile—at least for the four hours he spent with Raymond every other day. The guy was worth his weight in gold, not only because he brandished enough brute strength to lift and bathe Mike, but also because his basic human compassion gave people in Mike’s condition the necessary push to stay alive. It was that simple. They especially appreciated him in the Donnelly house, where Karen could no longer handle the physical demands of her disabled spouse.

			Yes, indeed. It had come to that.

			As Mike struggled to bring the spoon to his mouth, the screen door on the other side of the house banged shut. Swift footsteps scurried through the living room and into the kitchen.

			“Sorry I’m late,” Karen said, catching her breath. She gave Mike a fleeting glance, like a parent checking on a sleeping baby before addressing the babysitter. The family cat, a gray tabby named Bitsy, dashed into the kitchen and began doing figure eights around her feet.

			Raymond rose to his full, imposing height. “That’s okay, Mrs. Donnelly,” he said in his singsong island accent. “We were just having a little fruit salad.”

			A quick briefing on the last four hours followed. Raymond reported the details of Mike’s day, and Karen asked a few pertinent questions. They smiled and nodded like two old friends discussing the latest baseball stats.

			As Mike listened to the exchange, his jaw clenched with frustration. His wife and the foreigner who cleaned his crippled backside talked about him as if he weren’t even in the room.

			Mike allowed the spoon to clatter to his plate, but nobody noticed. Instead, Raymond turned to him and flashed his good-natured smile—a dazzling gleam of white, straight teeth against his very dark skin. “See you Wednesday, Mr. Donnelly.”

			Mike nodded good-bye.

			As Raymond made his exit, so did any remnant of the good mood he had brought with him. By the time the old Buick left the driveway, Mike knew his highly infectious discontent had filled the void. The air in the kitchen crackled with tension because of it. But it was too powerful for Mike to contain. He watched Karen in brooding silence as she fed the cat and emptied the dishwasher. It was only late June, and she was already suntanned, mostly from working outside and going on her extended hikes. Her light brown hair, once a sleek variety of dark blond, showed the kiss of the sun for the first time in years. She wore it shorter now, but when she twisted it up and carelessly clipped it to the back of her head to keep it off her neck in the heat of summer, she looked seventeen again. She was not well endowed, but her slender, graceful body and lean, athletic limbs were the envy of her middle-aged friends. Nobody looked better in a pair of khaki shorts and a tank top than his Karen.

			“What do you feel like having for dinner?” she asked, bending over to put a saucepan away.

			Mike knew he was being overly sensitive, but lately Karen seemed to bristle with nervous energy whenever they were alone, busying herself with household chores. She seemed to have a hard time looking him in the eye for more than a few seconds. So he purposely didn’t answer her question.

			The pots and pans clanged some more, and then Karen straightened up. “What did you say?” she asked, swiping at the flyaway wisps of hair that floated in front of her face.

			Her skin was flushed from bending over, and, sure enough, her hazel eyes—eyes that Mike had been able to read for more than twenty-five years—rested on him for only a heartbeat before turning away to focus on the few items in the drainboard. Inside his withering body, Mike could feel his spirit losing the battle to rise above his circumstances. “I didn’t say anything,” he replied, wishing he could make her look at him like she used to. She used to gaze at him like she wanted to dive inside of him.

			Karen’s eyes were flecked with colors that danced with her moods. Humor, passion, wonder . . . she could never hide her thoughts from him. Now she wouldn’t even look at him. Was she trying to hide the repugnance and disappointment that had to be simmering beneath the surface?

			Mike felt like someone had cut off his air.

			“What do you want for dinner?” she asked again. “I’ve got to get something going. Help me decide.”

			“I don’t care,” Mike replied. “Make what you want.”

			Karen’s movements became quicker, more agitated. Mike knew his apathy was draining her patience, but he couldn’t muster much zeal for anything. How could he, when he could barely eat or go to the bathroom by himself anymore? But Karen, bless her heart, didn’t call him on it. Not yet, anyway. He knew the day was coming when all the pent-up resentment and aversion would come spewing out of her like a giant volcanic belch. How could it not? Karen had given up so much for him and their troubled daughter: her job as senior editor at Pell Publishing, her circle of friends in the city, her love of reading and literature—even her involvement with the Multiple Sclerosis Foundation. She didn’t have to tell Mike how she had exhausted every effort to make the best of their situation, when he had already given up.

			He wouldn’t blame her if she started hating him. Maybe she already did.

			“I’ll just throw some hamburgers on the grill, then,” she said.

			Again he didn’t respond, but watched quietly as Karen continued to dart around the kitchen. Either she didn’t perceive his silent suffering or she chose to ignore it. He couldn’t for the life of him imagine that Karen didn’t see it. She was his soul mate.

			But how could he believe she chose to ignore it? That possibility was far worse.

			“Are you going to finish that?” she asked, pointing to the bowl of half-eaten fruit on the table in front of him. The melon and grapes had been cut up so small, a six-month-old could have eaten them without choking.

			He shook his head.

			Finally Karen gazed at him more directly, but her eyes were clouded with hurt. Had she read his mind? Karen could never ignore what was happening. And she could never hate him. Maybe she was trying to find a way to deal with everything. Or maybe she was just worried that he wasn’t eating enough.

			Either way, Karen was never one to nag or complain. She simply picked up the bowl and tossed the uneaten fruit into the garbage can without a word.

			Mike wanted to ask her what she was thinking. He wanted to ask where she had walked and if she felt that moving to her family’s summerhouse in Southold had been the right thing to do. Was she happier? Did she feel a little more at peace?

			Did she still love him, a mere shadow of his former self?

			He longed to hold his hand out to her and pull her onto his lap. He watched her youthful, lithe body with its toned muscles and feminine strength—familiar and attuned to their mutual needs—and he wanted to express his love and desire for her with every cell of his humanity.

			Except his humanity was failing them both. And they were quickly becoming strangers.

			The discontent was now a giant black hole, and it sucked them in completely.

			Mike slowly drove his motorized chair out of the kitchen and into the living room. He picked up the television remote but didn’t press the Power button. Instead, he stared at the black screen and listened, still focused on what Karen was doing in the other room. The dishwasher was opened. The water was turned on. Dishes rattled. The water was turned off.

			He looked at the remote in his unsteady hand, but the numbers and buttons were out of focus. Why did Raymond always turn the damn TV off, anyway? Mike wanted to throw the remote at the screen, but he didn’t have the strength.

			For a moment there was silence in the kitchen. Mike heard Karen dialing the phone. He wondered who she was calling.

			“Hey!” she said. It was a happy sound—Karen’s old voice greeting someone she loved. The only time Mike had heard that voice around the house in recent months was when she was on the telephone. “Yeah, I know,” she said. There was a pause. “Getting by. Taking it day by day. So how are things in Chicago?”

			She had phoned Helen. Karen had been calling her sister quite often as of late, but that was no surprise. They leaned on each other on a level Mike never really understood. “It’s a girl thing,” Karen always told him.

			Mike sighed. He used to roll his eyes when Karen made that claim. And she would laugh.

			In the ringing silences of the one-sided dialogue, Mike could easily fill in what Helen was saying on the other end. When Karen wanted a real therapy session with her sister, she took the cordless phone and went outside, out of earshot. In a way, Mike was jealous of Helen because she was probably the only one who had insight into Karen’s true feelings.

			And every time they spoke, he knew Helen said that she wished they lived nearby, because Karen would say, “I wish you and Dave were closer, too.” Then a few tears would slip from her eyes. Tears Mike wished he could wipe away.

			But today Karen had something other than her unfortunate lot in life to discuss with her sister. “You’ll never guess who I saw today.” Her words were laced with girlish excitement. “No. No. Wrong again. I told you you’d never guess. Are you ready? The woman in black!”

			Mike frowned. Who was the woman in black? It must have been someone they both knew pretty well, because he actually heard Helen’s reply from the living room: “Get out!” Yet it wasn’t someone he had ever met.

			“It was her, I swear!” Karen was laughing now. It was a sound that lifted his spirit and wrenched his heart at the same time. “Yes, Helen. I swear. The woman in black. She was still wearing a black dress, although God knows it can’t be the same one. But I think she was carrying the same straw tote bag with the big sunflowers on it. I passed her on my way back from the beach at Founders Landing.”

			Mike closed his eyes. Karen’s walk had brought her to the place where they had first met. He wanted to ask her if she had gone there to think about better days. More than that, he wished he could’ve gone with her.

			“And you’ll never guess where she lives,” Karen continued. She was acting like this woman in black was some famous movie star she and her sister had worshipped as children. “You know that beautiful big house overlooking the bay on Terry Lane?”

			Another loud “Get out!” was followed by more chatter.

			“No, she wasn’t just visiting. At least it didn’t seem that way,” Karen said. “She checked the mailbox and went in the side door without knocking.” Pause. “I know. Can you believe it?” Pause. “She nodded hello to me. So I guess she’s not a ghost after all.” More laughter.

			Mike finally turned on the TV. The Yankees were playing in Baltimore.
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			Karen flipped burgers on the grill out back and then sat on a tattered old beach chair under the apple tree to prepare the salad. Now that summer had officially arrived, and after spending the last three months unpacking boxes, she was trying desperately to appreciate her surroundings and feel at home. Somehow that was easier to do outside in the fresh air.

			Away from Mike and the anguish that consumed her when she saw what was happening to him.

			As her hands tore the lettuce, Karen looked up at the back of the English colonial that had been her family’s summerhouse for more than half a century. It had been built in the 1930s, with oak floors, a brick fireplace, and thirty-eight windows with numerically matched screens. Karen’s father had spent far too many weeks of his vacations scraping, painting, and cleaning those thirty-eight screens and storm windows while her mother kept nagging him to replace them with the more modern variety.

			Karen grinned to herself and pictured her father climbing up and down the ladder to work on the windows. She realized how valuable those old-fashioned windows were when a friend of hers built a house and paid more than twenty-five thousand dollars for reproductions of the same style. She also realized that her father, a corrections officer at Rikers Island and a World War II veteran, enjoyed his tedious maintenance projects more than going to the beach. He thought he was fixing up his retirement home, and it made him happy. If he had been able to see the future, where his wife would die before he retired and the reward for his fifty years of labor was half a decade of chemotherapy, perhaps he would have relaxed in the sun a little more.

			Her smile quivered and turned into a taut line.

			The same thing had happened to her grandfather, who originally bought the house back in 1953 for a laughable fifteen thousand dollars. He enjoyed it for all of three years and died of cancer before Karen was even born. When were people going to learn?

			Karen saw them everywhere: her father, her mother, her grandparents; it was all so bittersweet, being in the house. Living in the house without them, calling it her own. It felt odd, as though they were going to come walking around a corner and Karen would find herself tumbling back in time to when she was twelve years old again.

			She wanted to plant a vegetable garden like her grandmother’s, which used to take up half of the backyard with its perfect rows of hardy plants. But with Mike’s physical demands and Lori’s emotional ones, Karen had not gotten around to it. In its place was an uncultivated patch of tangled weeds, which made her feel like she had let her grandmother down.

			The house needed a paint job, especially those windows. The lawn needed mowing, and the shrubbery was overgrown. It certainly never looked like this when her grandmother and her parents were alive. But Karen couldn’t allow herself to get stressed out if the place didn’t look like a Thomas Kinkade painting. When Mike got too sick to work, and Karen had to give up her job to take care of him, they were lucky to have a mortgage-free house to live in. They were also lucky her sister Helen didn’t need her half of the real estate value up front. Helen knew her sister’s life was a shambles and had suggested that Mike and Karen sell their house in Massapequa and move into the house in Southold with Lori.

			Now the three of them seemed to be floating in some kind of limbo, waiting to see if they could nestle themselves into some mode of contentment. At this point, even a mundane complacency would have been acceptable.

			So much for appreciating her surroundings and feeling at home.

			Lori’s Honda pulled into the driveway around five-thirty. Karen’s stomach clenched, not because of her daughter’s emotional instability, but because it was getting harder to keep from going over that edge herself. Lately she couldn’t help but wish Lori was stronger so she didn’t have to walk on eggshells all the time. Everyone around her was so fragile.

			Karen could predict every frame of the ensuing scene. She watched her daughter get out of her car and then march over to the dog run next to the garage. That was where Luka, the family’s lovable, slobbering black Lab, whizzed back and forth on her chain until Lori came home to set her free. Once liberated, Luka came bounding across the lawn to lick Karen’s face and neck. It was the same every day. Karen quickly moved the food out of the way and tried not to grimace.

			Her stoic efforts were lost on her daughter, who was a staunch animal lover.

			“Why do you insist on keeping her on that stupid run all day?” Lori asked. “She doesn’t even have enough shade over there. For God’s sake, Mom, she’s black. How would you like to be out in the hot sun in a black coat all day long?”

			Karen didn’t have an answer. Day in and day out, she tried to explain to her daughter that Luka was too big and clumsy to be in the house all day, that she had to be tied up outside when the health aide came, and that living so close to the main road was a danger to a dog who thought the whole neighborhood was her territory. But Lori, as usual, believed her dog was neglected and maltreated while she was off working as a waitress at a local seafood restaurant.

			When Luka began sniffing around frantically, Karen became alarmed. “Don’t let her near that grill!”

			“She smells the food,” Lori replied. “She’s probably starving.”

			“Well, if I give her anything from the table other than filet mignon, you tell me I’m killing her.” Karen realized she had to redirect the conversation, so she asked, “How was work?”

			“Busy,” Lori replied. “But at least the tips were good.”

			Karen jumped on the positive response. “That’s great. I guess the summer tourists are going to make you richer over the next few months.”

			Lori squatted down to shower more affection on her dog. If she were able to relate half as well to human beings as she did to members of the animal kingdom, she would’ve been more socially at ease. “That used to be us, remember? Summer tourists.”

			Luka seemed more interested in belly rubs than the salad, so Karen figured it was safe to resume cutting cucumbers. “I still feel a little like a summer tourist,” she confessed. “I guess we have to go through a winter before we’re really locals.”

			Lori straightened up, and the dog immediately went into orbit around her feet. “Is Daddy inside?” she asked, leaning forward to steal a few slices of cucumber from the bowl.

			Karen was tempted to slap her daughter’s dog-slathered hands away from the food, but she refrained. “Yes, he’s inside. Where else would he be?”

			“You’ve got Luka baking in the sun when she should be inside and Daddy inside when he should be out here with you.”

			Karen clearly heard the accusation in Lori’s remark, but she let it roll off her. Lori had to blame somebody for everything that was wrong in her life, and at the moment Karen had the broadest shoulders.

			She looked up at her daughter, whose resemblance to Mike was so striking. Lori had inherited her father’s dark, wavy hair and deep blue eyes, complete with defined brows and long black lashes fanned against fair Irish skin. Unfortunately, she had also inherited his thick bones, heavy musculature, and manly height, which her psychotherapist felt added to her self-consciousness. Of course, Karen felt guilty that she was fashionably thin and looked better in trendy clothes than her daughter, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Sometimes she wished Lori had been born a boy. A son would’ve felt blessed to have his father’s build, especially if he wanted to follow in his footsteps and be a firefighter.

			“Dad’s watching the Yankees game on television,” Karen said in a benign, noncombative manner.

			“That’s all he does lately,” Lori replied.

			“Well, why don’t you go talk to him? Tell him about your day at work.”

			It seemed like a logical suggestion. Lori had never stopped being a “Daddy’s girl.” Even now she rarely passed his chair without flicking the brim of his baseball cap or giving him a quick hug around the neck.

			But when Karen went inside half an hour later to tell her husband and daughter that dinner was ready, she found Mike still staring at the TV and Lori upstairs in her room tending to her pet guinea pigs with her headphones on.

			Karen was too exhausted to be angry. She couldn’t fix them. She couldn’t change what had happened to them. And trying to stay positive in spite of it all was fast becoming one great effort in futility.

			She put dinner on the table, but nobody knew how numb she was inside.
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			Karen strolled down the dry goods aisle at the Wayside Market. It had morphed from a small country deli, where her grandmother used to send her for milk, into a gourmet food store complete with organic produce and a prime-cut butcher. It had been three months since Karen had moved to Southold, yet running errands still had a Twilight Zone effect on her. Places and things appeared familiar, but sometimes she had the feeling she had never really been there before.

			Her life was enough of a Twilight Zone without ordinary trips to the grocery store making her question her sanity.

			A box of cereal bearing a picture of a sunlit wheat field caught Karen’s eye. She picked it up. There were only three ingredients on the label. When she looked at the price, she almost laughed out loud. Six dollars? Who paid six dollars for cereal? Was it some kind of marketing experiment to see how much people would pay for just wheat flakes and a drop of honey?

			Karen put the sunlit wheat field back on the shelf and picked up some generic corn cereal. Lori liked it, and Mike hardly ate anymore anyway.

			She made her way to the front of the store. Just as she was thinking how things couldn’t get stranger, she spotted the woman in black in the checkout line. She was holding a small tin of tea and a package of deli meat. Definitely not a ghost, Karen thought. Wait till Helen hears about this. Without hesitation, Karen got behind her in line. She couldn’t help it; the woman intrigued her beyond reason. Even on a jaunt to the local market, the woman in black was wearing her trademark attire and carrying her straw tote. The only difference Karen could see was that her sunglasses were perched on her head, revealing large brown eyes that were earthy and serene. The woman in black didn’t turn around when Karen put her items on the counter, although she was courteous and direct with the cashier. She wasn’t standoffish or stiff; she was simply an entity unto herself.

			Before leaving, the woman glanced at Karen and gave a barely noticeable nod in her direction. Face-to-face, Karen could see fine wrinkles around her eyes, and the slight leathering of her suntanned skin showed her age, which was probably in the mid-sixties.

			“Hello,” Karen said. She wondered if the gesture denoted recognition. Her gaze followed the woman in black as she set the sunglasses back on her nose and breezed out of the store. Through the window, Karen watched her cross the main road at her usual unhurried pace.

			“Do you know who that woman is?” Karen asked the cashier. “I’ve seen her walking all over town ever since I was a kid, but I’ve never met her.”

			“Who, Grace Mitchell? She’s been around forever. One of those eccentrics you hear a hundred different stories about.”

			Karen’s curiosity was piqued. “Like what?”

			“Well, I heard she was a nurse years back, but not in a regular hospital,” the cashier said as she scanned Karen’s items, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Supposedly she worked for one of those holistic institutes and traveled around the country with some band of quacks. But that was a long time ago, and these days I hear she’s some sort of religious hermit or a New Age channeler or something. Lives all by herself in that big old house. She could be celebrating Black Masses in the basement for all we know.”

			“The house on Terry Lane?”

			“Yeah, that’s been in the Mitchell family for generations.” The cashier met Karen’s gaze as she started bagging the items. “Did you grow up around here?”

			“We were summer folks.”

			“Well, when I was a kid we used to think that house was haunted.”

			Karen was surprised. “Really? I always thought it was grand and romantic.”

			“That’s because you only saw it on nice summer afternoons. You should have seen it on a dark Halloween night, when the moon was out and the leaves were off the trees.” The cashier rang up the total. “That’ll be seventeen twenty-eight.”

			Karen fished in her bag for a twenty. “Wow,” she said. “My sister and I used to think she was so mysterious. I guess we weren’t too far off the mark.”

			As the cashier handed Karen her change, she leaned forward to let her in on another secret. Her voice dropped even lower than before. “Grace Mitchell has always been a little strange, but there are a few stories about her that aren’t so far-fetched. Some people say that she had some kind of major breakdown years back, and others say that she lays low because she’s dodging an arrest warrant in another state from her days of medical hoodoo. I guess it was just too easy to believe she was some kind of witch or something.”

			Karen hoisted her bag of groceries. “You never know,” she said, more mystified than ever about the woman in black.
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			The bathwater was as cool and refreshing as a deep pond on a hot day, and Mike was immersed to his armpits in its womblike comfort. Closing his eyes and resting his head on the rim of the old porcelain tub, he savored the remedial effects of feeling weightless and unburdened by movement. He was tempted to pretend he was in his old body, intact with its extraordinary strength and inexhaustible energy, but it would have been too painful to open his eyes and see the reality of his withering self. The indiscriminate daylight exposed his atrophying legs—two white, shapeless branches with knobby knees and ankles. The dark body hair that was once an external coat of virility now just floated around his pale skin like mossy seaweed on a shipwreck. His waist was the size of a woman’s, his stomach concave and twitching with his pulse. Even the sight of his own genitals horrified him. It looked like some drowning slug had crawled up between his legs, had died on a dark bed of grass, and was decaying in the sun.

			How was he supposed to relax and appreciate anything?

			Even if he could tolerate the sight of his own ravaged anatomy, how was he supposed to accept the fact that another full-grown man was in the bathroom with him, making sure he didn’t unintentionally (or intentionally) slip under the water’s surface?

			Mike finally opened his eyes. He glanced at Raymond, who was sitting on the closed toilet seat flipping through a magazine. The young man looked so strong in his snug red T-shirt, so relaxed with his long legs crossed. Mike never felt insecure in his grip. He never feared he would end up on the floor somewhere between the tub and the wheelchair. The water was never too hot or too cold, so Mike could take a bath without worrying it would exacerbate his symptoms. It was as if Raymond had always cared for someone with MS and had grown up thinking this was a routine part of everyone’s day.

			A gentle breeze moved the bathroom curtain above the tub. Mike watched as Raymond reached to close the window. He was an imposing figure, with his enormous shoulders, melon-sized biceps, and wide torso. His body cast a shadow on Mike as he loomed over him.

			An imposing figure, like Mike used to be. Now Mike was merely a shadow in a bathtub, a shadow that had to be protected from drafts. And his home health aide, who should have been appreciated for his admirable work ethic and profound humanity, only reminded Mike of all he had lost since the onset of his primary progressive multiple sclerosis.

			Mike closed his eyes again.

			He had been a decorated fireman for twenty years. He had carried grown men on his back while toting fifty pounds of gear. From the time he had been a child, he had played sports year-round and probably could have landed a scholarship to college. Instead, he pitched for the FDNY baseball team and ran for every charity event he could fit into his schedule. When he took off his shirt, women of all ages stopped and stared. One year he was even August’s pinup for the FDNY Calendar of Hunks. His friends never let him live that one down. They tacked it up on the wall at the firehouse and threw darts at it.

			These were the same friends who drank with him, played cards with him, railed against the politicians with him, and brought their families to the Jersey shore with him. When he was first diagnosed with MS nearly seven years before, they even went into denial with him, carrying on as if everything would be fine. But then he started stumbling and quaking. Still they covered for him. Finally, he was forced to retire. At first his friends made it a point to stop and see him when they could. Then the visits dwindled. Now they barely even called on the phone. Mike knew it was too painful and awkward for them, especially his friends from the job. He knew they couldn’t bear to look at him.

			He was dying the slowest death imaginable. At the age of forty-nine, he was forced to acknowledge that someday soon he would probably be in a nursing home, totally incapacitated, a prisoner in his own body. On some cosmic level, he should have considered himself fortunate because he had been forced to leave active duty a year before the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001. He could have been another casualty on that fateful day—another name on the wall at the firehouse. Yet any healthy, productive man, if given the choice, would have preferred going down with the World Trade Center towers if the alternative was to live out the rest of his years in such demoralizing physical decline.

			“Mr. Donnelly?” Raymond’s resonant voice breached the silence. “You all right?”

			Mike opened his eyes and saw Raymond kneeling beside the tub, peering at him with concern. Thank God it wasn’t pity. Just concern. “Yeah,” Mike rasped. “I’m all right. If you can call this all right.”

			Raymond gave him a tight grin.

			Mike tried to grin, too, but it was hardly cheerful. Raymond went into motion and immediately drew Mike’s attention away from himself. He talked about the New York Yankees as he began to wash him, his confident hands dipping in and out of the water almost as an afterthought. The topic of baseball momentarily detoured Mike’s train of thought, and he actually chatted while Raymond helped him lean forward to lather his back.

			“I don’t know what Steinbrenner was thinking,” Mike said. “I knew that trade was going to come back to slap him in the face. I don’t care who it is and how much they’re paying out. Did you see what happened in Cleveland?”

			“They’re still four games ahead,” Raymond said.

			“Yeah, but they’re sweating it out because this guy isn’t holding up his end of a ten-million-dollar deal.”

			The brief respite from reality came to an end when Raymond rinsed Mike off and began to lift him out of the tub. The bliss of weightlessness also came to an end, and Mike’s muscles trembled violently as Raymond hugged him around the torso and hauled him forward. For the first time, Raymond actually grunted and strained, because Mike couldn’t make his body cooperate in the least. His arms were draped around Raymond’s neck, but there was no strength in them to hang on, and his legs could not bear his weight.

			“Oh, God,” he muttered.

			“I got you, Mr. Donnelly,” Raymond assured him.

			Mike’s heart hammered against his rib cage, thrust into panic mode by his total inability to stand or pull himself forward. Raymond lifted him out of the tub and put him in the chair without any help. Mike couldn’t even whisk his dripping hair back because he was too weak to lift his hands. It felt like the last of his energy reserves were being used to keep his heart beating and his lungs panting. When Raymond stepped back, Mike could not feel the stream of urine that was arcing up from his own body. But he saw it, and he was horrified. It looked like some silly fountain lacking water pressure.

			Raymond matter-of-factly dropped a towel onto Mike’s lap. He didn’t acknowledge in any way that his own clothes were soaked or that Mike had just pissed himself. He was professional all the way.

			Mike couldn’t take it anymore. The towel grew warm on his lap, and Raymond laid a larger towel across his shoulders to prevent further chill.

			“Oh, God—” This time it was like a voiceless sob.

			“It’s okay, Mr. Donnelly,” Raymond said, stepping to the linen cabinet. “We’ll just get you some clean towels.”

			“I pissed on you!” Mike gasped in disbelief. No amount of soothing talk or competent caregiving was going to pacify him, especially since Raymond hadn’t wanted to put him in the bathtub in the first place. For weeks the occupational therapist had warned them that it was no longer safe or practical, but Mike always talked Raymond into it because he didn’t want to give up those few moments of blessed immersion.

			That was Raymond’s reward for being kind. After nearly getting a hernia, he got pissed on.

			Mike didn’t want to face it. The doctors had already advised him to get a permanent catheter, but Mike kept putting it off. Why would he want to endure a surgical procedure that would leave him with a tube jutting out of his lower abdomen? How could he admit, after catheterizing himself for years, that it was one more thing he couldn’t do for himself anymore? Worst of all, a permanent catheter would mean the end of a very basic human function, rendering that part of his anatomy more useless than it already was. The final emasculation.

			It was all happening too fast, and he wasn’t going to be able to keep the truth from Karen much longer. In just the past week his weakness and spasticity had worsened considerably. He was no longer able to hobble into the bathroom with his walker and clean himself.

			If he couldn’t be of any help in moving his own weight, how was Karen going to do it by herself?

			Raymond was in full motion again with washcloths and clean towels, murmuring softly to Mike the whole time. “Don’t give it a second thought, Mr. Donnelly. We’ll put everything right in the laundry.”

			“I pissed on you!” Mike kept saying, getting more upset with each choked exclamation. Ten years ago he would have thrown an old-fashioned, bellowing tantrum to mask his grief with anger. But he didn’t have the energy or the will to drum up the passion of rage, so the tears leaked out of his eyes unchecked. Just when he thought he couldn’t be more humiliated.

			“Maybe it’s time to let the doctor put in that catheter,” Raymond said as though they were still talking about baseball. He pulled Mike forward and set out clean towels beneath him on the wheelchair. “I know you’ve been trying to avoid that, Mr. Donnelly, but now your health and safety are at stake. I’ll talk to the occupational therapist about a shower chair and a Hoyer lift to get you into bed. God knows Mrs. Donnelly wouldn’t be able to move you on her own.”

			Mike’s arms were once again draped around Raymond’s neck, and this time he buried his face in his health aide’s hard shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice breaking.

			Raymond eased him back down, and Mike was grateful that he waited a moment before releasing him.
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			Karen flipped through the Wine Enthusiast magazine even though the words and pictures weren’t registering in her weary brain. The eastern sky was just beginning to brighten with daylight, and she was already up, sitting at the kitchen table with her steaming cup of coffee.

			She had always been an early riser, even back in high school when most of her friends slept until noon. By the time she attended college, Karen realized that she couldn’t change her biorhythm and accepted that her most productive time of day would always be before lunch. When she was working as an editor, the bulk of her manuscript assignments were handled in the morning. She saved meetings and other less cerebral duties for the afternoons.

			Even after leaving her job and moving to Southold, Karen woke up at the crack of dawn. Lately she had been getting up before the neighbor’s rooster even started crowing. It was better than lying in bed and thinking about the many ways her life was slipping away. If she let her mind race for too long, fear and anger crept in like insidious demons, and she would start imagining the worst possible scenarios. Or, even more debilitating, she would start to dwell on all she had lost.

			An advertisement in the magazine finally caught her eye. A young couple were on the beach at sunset, sharing secret smiles and clinking their goblets together. Sunlight sparkled on the water and in their chardonnay.

			She slapped the magazine shut. A friend had sent it to her because there was an article on how vineyards and wine making had saved the farming economy on Long Island’s North Fork. But Karen was a little too preoccupied to care about the flavor nuances of some local cabernet or the recipes it complemented. Her husband was asleep on the sofa bed in the living room because he didn’t want to use the stair lift anymore—the man who should’ve been drinking wine on the beach with her at sunset.

			Karen rose from the table with her coffee cup in hand, once again trying to get away from her own thoughts. She went and stood at the back door, facing the yard right off the kitchen. Immediately the pungent smell of damp sea air and moist soil rushed in at her through the screen. She inhaled deeply, smelling the aroma from one of the few potato farms that were left on eastern Long Island. Decades earlier, the mornings always smelled like wet potatoes and cabbage, the two main crops of Southold farmers. It wasn’t the most pleasing smell, but it was one Karen associated with the cherished summers of her childhood. Between the long drags of country air and the fresh-brewed coffee, the fog in her brain began to lift.

			She went to the stove and refilled her cup. Now she could start making mental notes for all she had to do that day. A few of their friends were planning to come out the following weekend for the Fourth of July, and Karen looked forward to getting the house ready and preparing for a barbecue. Maybe having a couple of beers and sharing a few laughs with old friends would help her pretend things were normal for a little while. Hopefully they wouldn’t want to run for the hills when they saw what was happening.

			Putting that possibility aside, Karen sat down to make a list. She still had a week, but if she focused on what groceries to get, and if she jotted down a reminder to pick up a few bottles of local wine to share with their companions, then she wouldn’t have to ponder why Mike’s mental state had deteriorated so drastically in recent weeks. He had seemed to curl up and retreat into himself since the day he’d asked Raymond to put him into bed at four o’clock in the afternoon. Karen was hesitant to talk to Mike about it, knowing he might tell her something she didn’t want to hear. So she chalked it up to moodiness, which the doctors had told her to expect.

			But they didn’t warn her all hell could break loose.

			First Karen heard the soft moans and rustling sounds that meant Mike was shifting position in bed. Nothing out of the ordinary. But then the moans turned to grunts of exertion and gulps of air. Something was wrong. Karen froze and listened, her pencil stopping midword.

			Then she heard the crash.

			Karen shot to her feet. She flew into the living room and found Mike on the floor between the sofa bed and his wheelchair, wheezing and writhing like an animal that had been hit by a car. Skidding to her knees beside him, she pushed the wheelchair out of the way so he wouldn’t injure himself further. “Are you okay?” she asked.

			Mike was pale, disheveled, and shaking so violently, Karen was afraid he was having a seizure or some other traumatic medical setback. She tried to take hold of his hands, but he shooed her off like an insulted, independent child. When she realized his agitation was not a medical emergency, she should have been relieved. But she wasn’t. A different kind of dread threatened to undermine her.

			Karen knew she had to remain in control of the situation, so she grabbed Mike firmly by the upper arms. Just a few years ago, her petite hands would not have been able to get a grasp on those muscles. “Were you trying to get into the wheelchair by yourself?” she asked, checking quickly to make sure he wasn’t bleeding.

			His hands kept flailing at her, but to Karen’s dismay, she easily overpowered him. She recalled how Mike used to pin her without the slightest exertion and then laugh. Now she felt no resistance in those once-powerful arms. “Please leave me alone,” he begged.

			Karen looked at him, rising above the sting of his words. That was when she saw the shine of tears in his eyes, and she felt his shame slice into her like a sword. “Did you hurt yourself?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady and her mind clear. She almost wanted his injury to be physical so she could do something about it.

			“Please just go!” he said, his voice getting louder and angrier. “Go back into the kitchen with your coffee and your books!”

			She felt like he had punched her. Didn’t he know that she’d rather be watching TV in the living room with him instead of thumbing through magazines in the kitchen or reading on the porch? “Here, let me help you,” she said, trying to lift him the way she had seen Raymond do so many times.

			Mike twisted out of Karen’s grip with an impatient growl, but not before she realized his pajamas were soaked. She glanced at the sofa bed and saw the failed condom catheter lying on the rumpled, sodden sheets. Embarrassment tore through her as if his ravaged body were her own. But now she had to pretend it was no big deal. She had to act like none of it fazed her. For Mike’s sake. So she put on her best poker face before turning back to him.

			“Get away from me!” he finally roared in full volume.

			Karen, on the other hand, could barely speak. “Mike—”

			“The damn thing came off,” he said, his voice beginning to falter. “Are you happy? I wet the bed, and I didn’t even know it! I’m done for!” He started swearing with what appeared to be his last ounce of strength, cursing God and the day he was born. “Look at me! How in God’s holy name could I end up like this? What the hell did I ever do to deserve this?”

			Karen sat back on her heels, feeling utterly helpless. She didn’t know what to do, and she certainly didn’t have any words of comfort. And just when she thought things couldn’t possibly get worse, Lori came running down the stairs in her nightshirt. Karen held her breath as her daughter came to an abrupt stop on the last step and stared at her father in horror.

			“Daddy?” Lori whimpered, but soon she was caught up in the same crescendo. “Oh, God, what’s wrong with him? What happened? Daddy!”

			Mike looked like someone had stabbed him.

			“It’s all right,” Karen said in her most soothing voice, but her words did not help. Somehow her ability to remain composed was only making things worse. But she couldn’t allow herself to be caught up in their emotional maelstrom. She kept murmuring that everything was okay because she wanted to believe it herself. Mike’s condom catheter slipping off during the night certainly wasn’t a catastrophe in the grand scheme of things. “It doesn’t matter, Mike,” she tried to reassure him. “We’ll help you into the chair and get you cleaned up in no time. Lori can go to the pharmacy as soon as it opens, and you can wear the guards. You’ve worn them before. It’s not the end of the world.”

			Despite her attempts to soothe him, Mike continued to rant. And Lori started to cry.

			Karen had the odd sensation that she was floating above the scene. She realized she had two options. She could walk out, leaving her overwrought husband sitting on the floor in his own urine and relying on her fragile daughter to deal with it, or she could grit her teeth and ignore the drama to do what she had to do.

			Her only recourse was to try and embolden her daughter by appealing to her sensibility. “Lori!” she called above the pandemonium. “Please find it somewhere inside you to come here and help me. Your father fell, and he needs you.”

			Lori slapped her hands over her mouth.

			Karen focused on her daughter for a moment, willing her to take the necessary steps forward. As Lori stood on the stairs trembling, with her hands covering the bottom of her face and her pretty blue eyes awash with fear and grief, Karen saw the sweet, sensitive young girl who had been through so much. But she couldn’t go soft. Not now. “You can do it, Lori. Come and help your father.”

			He was always there for you. Now’s your chance to be there for him.

			Lori gripped the banister to descend the last step. She put one foot tentatively in front of the other and made her way over to her parents. Karen held her breath as Lori squatted down beside her and reached out a trembling hand to rub Mike’s back. For Karen, watching her daughter rein in her turbulent emotions for her father’s sake stirred feelings of hope. It was fitting that Mike’s steadfast, unconditional love for Lori would be rewarded with such a breakthrough.

			But Mike couldn’t see it as a breakthrough. Apparently the role reversal was more than he could bear, and things turned from bad to worse.

			Mike was quickly losing what little strength he had, and his tirade gave way to something far more disturbing—the wrenching sound of masculine sobs. Now, instead of pushing Karen away, he was turning to her in desperation, clawing at the old T-shirt she was wearing because he couldn’t get a firm grip to pull her toward him. “I don’t want her here,” he said, the words twisted in anguish. “Tell her to go. Please make her go.”

			Karen’s insides lurched when she realized he was talking about Lori. She knew that their overly sensitive daughter would perceive Mike’s request as utter rejection. Looking up quickly, she saw the look of bewilderment on Lori’s face. “He doesn’t mean it,” Karen said.

			Mike started to gag on his words. “Get her out of here. She can’t see me like this.”

			He was so upset, Karen was afraid he was going to start retching, on top of everything else. When Lori shot to her feet, Karen felt the tentacles of panic flutter up into her throat. “Lori, please don’t go,” she said. “He needs you. I need you.”

			But Lori ran. Karen watched with mounting despair as her daughter charged up the stairs to her bedroom. Not a minute later, she raced back down, fumbling to button her shorts and tripping blindly as she blinked through a stream of tears.

			Karen tried one more time. “Lori!”

			She was answered with the slap of the screen door and the revving of the Honda’s engine.
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			Karen ran until she reached the overlook at Founders Landing. But after the ordeal that morning, she didn’t have the strength to stand under the maples and gaze at the bay. She planted herself at one of the picnic tables, sitting on a weathered plank of wood and leaning her elbows on the table as though waiting for someone to serve her a sandwich.

			Most of it was a blur, but the most vivid picture in Karen’s mind was that of her husband, collapsed and sobbing on the living room floor. It was like a nightmare had subliminally planted its most disturbing image to haunt her.

			Karen sighed and ran her hands through her hair, which she hadn’t bothered to clip up today. Raymond wasn’t due to come until this afternoon, so Karen had to call the visiting nurse service, explaining that her husband needed someone sooner. They sent a nurse within the hour, who told Karen to take a break and go for a walk.

			God bless her.

			Karen had been desperate. After her daughter ran out this morning, she found herself teetering on the edge of hopelessness. It would have been so easy for her to call 911 and have paramedics come to the house, pick Mike up off the floor, and haul him away in an ambulance. He would have been admitted for tests and observation, and when the hospital deemed him eligible for around-the-clock care, he would have been placed in a nursing facility.

			But how could she bring herself to do such a thing? How could she set such a series of events in motion without thinking of the finality of it all?

			It was tempting. Especially after Mike told her to put the pillow over his face. He knew better than anyone what the future held for him. It was only natural for him to want to put an end to his misery. Their misery.

			“Stop talking like that,” Karen had scolded. “Get ahold of yourself so we can get you off the floor. I can’t do this by myself.”

			She had to put up her usual façade of tough love. If she didn’t—if she had sat on the floor next to him and started sobbing along with him—she would have been useless. Besides, if she let Mike see how his physical deterioration and utter despair were ripping her heart out, it would only justify his plea for self-annihilation.

			“I’m sorry,” he kept saying. For a man like Mike, the shame and weakness associated with his disease were far worse than any pain he endured.

			Karen knew it, but she thought she could diminish the shame by skirting around it. “Come on, we can do this,” she had urged in reply to his apologies. Her eyes began to sting with the deluge of tears she wouldn’t allow to fall. Her throat began to ache with the need to vent her own grief . . . to wail and mourn for a husband who wasn’t even dead.

			Yet she couldn’t allow such a dangerous chink in her fortress. She had to disconnect, even if it branded her as cold and impatient. If she dared to look directly into Mike’s deep blue eyes—where more than half her life was written—she would lose control.

			The ensuing hour had been unequivocal torture for them both. Mike eventually cooperated with her, and she managed, with every ounce of her athletic strength and a helpful surge of adrenaline, to get him into the wheelchair. But then she had to strip him down and wash him.

			Her hands shook as she peeled the drenched pajamas from his body and wiped him down with a soapy washcloth. She tried to pretend it was like any other chore, perhaps on par with changing Lori’s diaper, clipping her grandmother’s fingernails, or massaging her father’s feet while he was on his deathbed. Those were things she had done without thinking twice. Why did her hands shake, when washing Mike should have been the easiest task of all? She knew his body as well as she knew her own.

			But this wasn’t Mike’s body.

			Silence hung between them, suffocating them, demeaning them. Something that should have been binding and natural felt awkward and humiliating. Karen knew Mike was mortified by his condition. Yet she couldn’t begin to reassure him when she didn’t know herself how she felt.

			“I’ll understand if you want to divorce me,” he told her as she rinsed him off. His voice was hoarse. He was a defeated human being.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Karen replied. She glanced up at him quickly, and it only took a second for his gaze to pierce her to the soul. He was watching her with all of his anguish laid bare, and the sight of his watery eyes sent a pain searing into her chest. As a result, her swiping motions grew quicker and more flustered.

			Divorce him? How could he even say such a thing?

			He was letting his shame become bigger than her love for him, and it allowed a spark of anger to intensify her grief. She finished drying him off and flung the towel aside.

			“I’m serious, Karen,” Mike said. “After you put me in a home, you should be free to go on with your life.”

			“You only make things worse when you talk like that,” Karen said. Her knees clicked as she straightened up.

			“I don’t want you to live like this,” Mike said plainly.

			“I’ve got to do the laundry,” she announced, steeling herself by swiftly changing direction. She ripped the wet sheets from the sofa bed and carried them off in her arms, dropping a clean condom catheter on his lap as she rushed by.

			It occurred to her that he might have trouble slipping it on himself. Maybe that was why she was carrying a load of sodden bedclothes in the first place. But she couldn’t bring herself to ask him.

			Five minutes later, Karen stepped back into the living room. She found Mike slumped sideways in his wheelchair, weeping silently with his head propped in his trembling hand. He was still naked and shivering but refused to let her dress him or help him with the catheter.

			From the way he had been talking, he probably hoped to contract pneumonia and die. Or at least develop such a bad exacerbation of symptoms that Karen would indeed institutionalize him.

			That was when she had called the visiting nurse and requested a nonscheduled visit.

			She also had to call their friends and postpone their plans for the Fourth of July weekend. “Mike had a bit of a setback,” she told them. “I’ll tell you about it when things calm down a little.”

			By the time the visiting nurse arrived, Karen was ready to detonate. Her husband was suicidal, and her unstable daughter was off God-knew-where doing God-knew-what with God-knew-who. When the nurse told her to take a walk, she had started out fully intending to take a mind-clearing, cardiovascular-pumping, stress-reducing power walk to the town line and back. But she was too damn tired.

			So she ended up at Founders Landing. Where it all began.
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