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In Memory of Sadie
For you, with you, and because of you





Flutes, Bagpipes, Sunflowers, and Édith Piaf
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Sadie, if I could compose music for you, it would be an Andean pan flute song that evokes something soulful yet playful. It would be the type of song that mesmerizes you for its solitary beauty and its fragility. Sadie, if I could choreograph a dance for you, it would be an Irish jig —rhythmic, exuberant, and contagious. You’d leap, spread your arms, and invite all of us to follow you to dance with the bagpipes and fiddles. Sadie, if I could paint, I would fill a huge canvas with bright colors. It would have bright van Gogh sunflowers, reclining Matisse women, and a few wild swaths of bold splashes, like Jackson Pollock did with dripping paintbrushes, shovels, and pieces of rope. Sadie, if I could sing for you, it wouldn’t be an aria but a tune sung with the deep, raw voice of Édith Piaf: soulful, ancient, and full of poetry. It would capture everyone’s attention with its beauty and depth. You did that for me. You inspired me to look at life fully, in all its expressive facets. You embodied a spirit that embraced life in its soaring heights and depths.


—Written and posted on Sadie’s memorial website by Patricia Rengel, a family friend





Introduction


INEVITABLY, WHEN I TALK ABOUT MY DAUGHTER’S ILLNESS AND SUICIDE, people open up to me about their family struggles. People clearly want to talk but usually don’t because of the negative stigma associated with mental illness. Baring my soul—opening up about my family’s struggles with mental illness—frees others to open up as well. How could I judge others if I lost my daughter to suicide?


After my daughter died, I realized I knew very little of the mental health challenges that many of my friends and colleagues were facing, that so strongly shaped their lives, or of the suffering they and their families were enduring. Unlike some physical illnesses, mental illnesses are often hidden. People dealing with mental health issues do not have the words mentally ill stamped on their face. One person told me she doesn’t tell others about her mental illness because, in her experience, they will think differently about her, and not in a positive way. She told me that she struggles with the idea of giving up her “privilege of being perceived as normal” to share those experiences and possibly help shift others’ perception of mental illness.


Not only do stigmas about mental illness still exist, but it has become equally clear to me that because of these stigmas, people do not talk about their difficulties and therefore cannot help and support one another. Families, friends, and the mentally ill suffer as a result. My daughter and I were no different. Because of these stigmas, we did not talk much about what was going on with her and therefore may not have found the best help for her. That is a source of guilt that I will live with forever.


In this book, my daughter’s voice, through her writing, provides insight into the depths of a depressed mind and the impact that seemingly normal adolescent interactions can have on a person suffering from depression. My voice articulates the challenges a mother faces when thrown into the foreign morass of mental health diagnosis and treatment, the difficulty of accepting that your child has and may always have mental health issues, trying to separate “controllable” behavior from behavior caused by mental health issues, and the horror that comes with the realization that you do not know how to help. It demonstrates the recognition that desire, education, money, resources, hard work, and love are sometimes not enough.


Our journey through life took an abrupt and completely unexpected turn when my husband, Dennis, and I watched our precious, precocious, fun-loving daughter slowly sink into the murky waters of mental illness during middle school. Over the years, she was given a variety of ever-changing diagnoses: dysthymia, depression, bipolar disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, anxiety disorder, attention deficit disorder (ADD), and adoption-related abandonment issues. After every diagnosis, we bought books on the illness to try to understand it. We consulted with “experts,” but it was clear to us that even they didn’t know what was going on in her mind and didn’t know how to help her.


Some experts told us she should be on medication; others said she didn’t need to be, or that she was too young to be on medication, since her brain was still developing. We tried medication, and we tried to navigate without it. Some of the medications made Sadie feel dull or caused weight gain. Some made her suicidal. We tried therapy, a therapeutic wilderness program, and treatment centers. After a while, we realized that diagnosing her illness and finding the right treatment for Sadie was more trial and error than science, and that the medical profession really didn’t know what caused her illness or how to treat or cure it. She valiantly tried to help herself, but the depression and mental illness were stronger than she was.


Our roller coaster ride came to a sudden and horrible end in August 2008, when Sadie took her life at age eighteen. Our beautiful, bright, talented, and troubled daughter lost her seven-year battle with depression and, likely, bipolar disorder. I know now that we never really understood the depths of her hopelessness and pain.


Her death shattered and forever changed us. We lost what brought us meaning, and we lost our future. Society lost what she would have brought to this world. And while we tried to pick up the pieces, we have never found them all. Sadie will always be in our hearts, but she has left a huge hole in our lives. We will never get over her death and will always deeply treasure her, but we are trying to figure out how to go on without her. As the Alliance for Suicide Survivors website fittingly describes:


Sometimes in life, events occur that fracture the very foundation on which we stand. Our life, as we have known it, is forever changed and we find ourselves in an unexpected struggle, first just to survive and then to move forward.


We tried many strategies to get through the days and months and years after Sadie’s death—suicide survivor support groups, counseling, compartmentalizing our minds so we could focus at work and grieve at home, pushing ourselves hard running or biking, writing, sleeping, and crying often. Suicide survivor support groups are helpful to many but they didn’t help me; attending allowed me to stay stuck in the past. Rather, it took many coping strategies and years of counseling and time passing for me to realize I needed to make something positive of our tragedy, to leave a legacy on Sadie’s behalf. It is so easy to be consumed by grief, but for me, getting stuck in grief would suggest my life had become meaningless, that Sadie’s life was meaningless.


So I forged ahead, reading books and scientific reports, searching for answers. I was trying to answer the “why” questions and to figure out what needed to be done to ensure that Sadie’s fate would not befall others. I wanted to determine what role I could play to make that happen. I kept coming back to the fact that mental illness affects a significant percent of the population, yet most people do not realize it. According to MentalHealth.gov, one in five American adults has experienced a mental health issue, one in ten young people has experienced a period of major depression, and one in twenty people lives with a serious mental illness, such as schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, or major depression. This means that some of your neighbors, coworkers, friends, and people sitting next to you at the soccer field are likely suffering from mental illness—though you probably don’t know which ones.


My reading helped me learn about breakthroughs in genetics, molecular and neuroscientific research, and technology and behavioral science over the last twenty years that have resulted in significant gains in our understanding of the complexities of mental health disorders. This work is allowing earlier diagnoses, uncovering new classes of drugs and therapeutic treatment, and improving our understanding of the link between genetics and mental health. Technology is allowing doctors and scientists to see differences in the brain activity of people with mental illness and to expand their understanding of the complex neural circuits that become disordered in mental illness. These developments are clarifying the interactions between the brain, behavior, and environment. Importantly, all these developments give me hope. While many of my “why” questions still have no answers today, I believe that these advances have set a solid foundation for more, accelerated progress toward treatment and cures—if sufficient funding is allocated to the necessary research. But how to make that happen?


As I thought about what to do, I wished I were an accomplished orator, someone who could stand up in a crowd or in front of legislators and, with just the power of my words, convince people to contribute billions of dollars to mental health research. But I am not that person. Rather, each of us needs to figure out how to have a positive impact in our own way. I decided I should leverage my analytical and leadership skills in some way that would not only help me through the grief process but also generate awareness about the impact of mental illness on society and influence others to push for and support funding for research. To best accomplish that, I decided to write this book. At least this is a start.


I could write an entire book on my journey through the grief process—the shock, the denial, the guilt, the profound sadness, the attempts to determine how to move on in life without Sadie. But talking about my grief won’t help someone else avoid Sadie’s fate; it won’t change the trajectory of new developments. So, while grief spurred this book and grief was my companion writing this book, the book is not about grief.


Rather, this book will show you what a horrible disease depression is, how depression and other mental illnesses can and do hit normal, happy families, and the devastation it leaves in its wake. The book describes the shortcomings of our nation’s mental health services and the shortcomings of the medical and scientific communities’ knowledge of how to diagnose and treat mental illness effectively, without dampening or destroying the creative gifts those suffering from it may have. While I highlight the poor state of our mental health knowledge and treatment approaches, I also provide useful resources and strategies for helping yourself or your loved ones today and share some of the recent new initiatives and developments that should give us all hope that the future will bring better diagnosis, treatment, and cures. Most importantly, I end this book with a call to action.


My hope in writing this book is that others dealing with mental illness will decide to open up and talk about what is going on, and that by doing so, we will help break the stigmas and start to realize that people’s mental well-being is as important as their physical well-being. That mental illnesses are as real as physical illnesses. That, just as happened with breast cancer and Race for the Cure, we can create grassroots efforts to bring the pain and cost of mental illness to the forefront of our public consciousness—efforts that will result in more funding for research and, ultimately, better treatment and eventual cures.


Writing this book is what I can do. This is my role in helping to achieve the National Institute of Mental Health’s (NIMH’s) laudable vision of “a world in which mental illnesses are prevented and cured.”


That is the genesis of this book and of Sadie’s legacy.
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Storybook Beginning


WE FELT THE UNFAIRNESS OF THE SCRUTINY, FELT ANGRY ABOUT HAVING to go through a bureaucratic process when other people could just get pregnant and have a baby. But that was just the way it was. Dennis and I were fortunate; our lives were good. Except we wanted a family. So, in our typical, matter-of-fact, engineering way, we took on the challenge.


If you haven’t been in this situation, it is not uncommon to do some soul searching, as we did. Why do we want children? Do we just love children? Do we want to propagate our genetic line? Well, we both believed children would enrich our lives. They would keep us young and could give us a sense of purpose. We also felt we had a lot of love to give and decided a child (or two) would make our lives complete. For us, that meant adoption.


You have to really want children to go through the adoption process. Rather than just being able to choose to get pregnant and produce a child, you have to go through a security check to make sure you are not a criminal or child abuser, and a home study to be sure your residence is adequate; you have to provide personal references, and you have to market yourself to prospective birth mothers. In other words, you get put under a microscope and examined to make sure you are “fit” to be a parent, that someone else thinks you are good enough—in fact, the best person—to raise their child.


So Dennis and I put together a photo album of our lives and wrote a letter to potential birth mothers explaining why we would be the best parents for their child. We opened up our lives to public scrutiny, to be sorted through and picked over, and eventually an adoption agency deemed us worthy. Then, within a year, a birth mother chose us to adopt her child and invited us to be part of the birth process. How lucky we felt! We liked her. I went through Lamaze training with her. We were with her during labor and with her in the birth room of a Tacoma, Washington, hospital, when Sadie was born, on July 3, 1990. Three days later, we took her home and the rest of the world faded into the background. Sadie provided constant wonder and joy. Life just got better every day with her.


The next four years, living in Olympia, Washington, we basked in parenthood. My best friend had children about Sadie’s age. We both worked three days a week and spent many hours with the kids at the playground, at the beach, going on short hikes in the damp, green, heavily forested Pacific Northwest, searching for salamanders in the creeks and worms under rocks, reading books, and singing kid songs like “Baby Beluga” and “Banana-fana Fo-fana.” I had it all: a wonderful daughter, a professional job that I was able to do part-time, a husband, and a good friend to share it all with. We even invited Sadie’s birth mother to Sadie’s birthday party each year, choosing to stay connected, thinking Sadie would want to meet her someday.


And Sadie —well, she was a unique girl even at a very young age, extremely bright, funny, and passionate about life. If the kids wondered what it would be like to put a piece of pea gravel in your nose, Sadie would try it. If the kids wanted to bury someone in the sand, Sadie would volunteer. She always had to climb to the top of the playground structure. If I asked her to hold on to the handrails on her stroller when were going downhill, she would let go, raise her hands above her head, and shriek, “Yahoo! Faster, Mom!” When she was two and a half, I couldn’t skip a word in a book I was reading to her without her saying, “You missed a word, Mom.” After some outing with her son and Sadie when the kids were toddlers, my best friend said, “Sadie just marches to the beat of her own drum.” Even at age three! She loved who she was. I loved who she was.


Even though we were happy and fulfilled, Dennis and I were always looking for our next adventure and for even greener grass. During the winter of Sadie’s fourth year, we had twenty-eight days straight in Olympia with no sun. Twenty-eight days! Maybe I had seasonal affective disorder, or maybe I just wanted more sun. Whatever the reason, that interval sent me over the edge. I applied for and was offered a job in San Francisco, so we decided to move to a small town north of the city, Mill Valley, just before Sadie turned four. We figured it would give her a chance to get to know some of my family—including her grandparents—and, of course, we would have sunshine.


The relocation was a little harder for Sadie than we expected. Perhaps it was because I took a full-time job, or because we put her in a French immersion school, or just because everything was new and different and she had to leave her little friends behind. For the first couple of weeks in our new house, no matter how quiet I tried to be, she would wake up as I was getting ready for work and would hold on to my leg as I tried to leave, begging me to stay home. It was utterly heart-wrenching; each morning, I headed out in tears. Fortunately, rather than working full-time, Dennis decided to go to art school, so he was home before and after preschool for Sadie, and that seemed to ease the transition. Sadie, ever outgoing, eventually recovered from the move and made new friends. She actually recovered more quickly than I. It was hard to have to go to work when I knew Dennis and Sadie were home in the afternoons, playing and enjoying the sun.


When I wasn’t at work, we spent much of our time outdoors, biking, hiking, or playing at the beach. The front yard of our small house was surrounded by fragrant honeysuckle and housed a large lemon tree that seemed to constantly produce dozens and dozens of lemons. Sadie and her neighborhood friends loved sitting out there, making lemonade and delivering the extra fruit to all the neighbors. If I close my eyes, I can still smell the gentle sweetness of the honeysuckle and hear the girls laughing on the patio, squeezing one lemon after another, the juice spraying a sticky layer on their clothes and skin. At least some of it made it into the pitcher for lemonade that they could sell at their street stand.


One day when I came home from work, five-year-old Sadie told me that she was going to take me biking up to the top of nearby Mount Tamalpais the upcoming weekend. She knew I had been wanting to bike the dirt trail and decided she would lead the way on her sixteen-inch kids’ bike. I didn’t really think she could make it, but she was so proud to be “guiding” me up the mountain, I didn’t want to discourage her. That hot, sunny Saturday morning, Sadie, Dennis, and I headed out on our bikes. By the time we were halfway up the two-thousand-foot climb, Sadie’s face was beet red from the heat and exertion, but she was determined to make it to the top and wouldn’t stop. We finally convinced her that we could cut over to the road midway up and head home for some ice-cold water, and could drive back to the halfway point the next day to finish the ride.


After three years in Mill Valley, I wanted more time with Sadie, so it was once again time to roll. I got a great job in Madison, Wisconsin, just two hours from Dennis’s hometown, where Sadie’s other grandparents and relatives lived. I could work fewer hours each day, reduce my commute time from an hour each way to just ten minutes, and not have to travel so much. The summer before Sadie’s second-grade year, we moved to the Village of Shorewood Hills—a small village bound by the University of Wisconsin, Lake Mendota, and the city of Madison. Dennis got a job working just a mile from our new home.


The move went very smoothly, and, once again, Sadie adjusted very rapidly to her new home and made fast friends in the neighborhood. The extra time I had with Sadie and Dennis was spent exploring our new neighborhood, meeting the parents of Sadie’s new friends, doing little sewing or cooking projects—just playing together. So much time went by without any problems that we couldn’t have imagined what awaited our little girl.


Never a Dull Moment
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The seven years we were in Madison turned out to be like living in Leave It to Beaver Land. On a typical summer day when she was in elementary school, Sadie would pop out of bed, pull on her team Speedo swimsuit, grab her towel and swim cap, and wheel her bike out of the basement. Sometimes I would get her to eat a banana, but most often she would say, “I’m not hungry, Mom.” So, along with a change of clothes, her father or I would put a snack into her daypack for her to eat after swim practice. If she remembered (or if I was vigilant), she would put on her bicycle helmet, then zoom down the driveway on her bike to the pool a few blocks away. Early mornings were usually beautiful in Madison—blue skies, not yet too hot or too humid. The outdoor pool was Olympic size, and it seemed as if every child living in our village was on the swim team starting in second grade. That was one of the great things about Shore-wood—all were welcome.


After practice, the girls would sit on the lounge chairs around the edge of the pool, warming up and eating their snacks. Then it was off to drama. Sadie loved theater, because—as she told me years later—she could be anyone other than herself. In her elementary-school days, however, I think she just loved acting and singing. A woman named Lynn ran the Shorewood theater program. She broke the kids into different age groups, and each group put on a performance at the end of the summer, onstage at the local high school. I don’t know how Lynn managed so many young, energetic kids, but somehow she was able, year after year, to corral them through daily practice and into creating a pretty good production.


After theater practice, Sadie would hop back on her bike and head home for lunch. During the summers, we hired someone to be around all day while Dennis and I were at work, to make sure Sadie got from one activity to another. Most summers, we hired someone from the French House, a Francophone cultural center and a private residence hall for French-speaking university students, or a French exchange student to help Sadie keep up her language skills. After three years at the Lycée Français in California, Sadie was fluent in French (although she had only a first-grade vocabulary), and we didn’t want her to lose that skill.


After lunch, Sadie would get back on her bike and head to the elementary school around the corner for its afternoon recreation program. The kids would play games: dodgeball, softball, tug-of-war. Again, most of the kids in Shorewood participated, and all seemed to love it.


By midafternoon, Sadie would come home, relax, and curl up with a book; she was a voracious reader. One evening a week, she played on one of the many Shorewood Hills children’s softball teams. On softball night, parents would gather at the school field, where the kids would don their colored team T-shirts. There were usually four games going on at the same time in different corners of the field. The parents hung out on the sidelines, chatting and cheering on their kids. Everyone enjoyed being outside on those beautiful summer evenings.


On nights when there was no softball, the kids often gathered to play hide-and-seek or kick the can in the streets. Usually one kid (often Sadie) would get the game started; the initiator would run from door to door, saying, “Let’s meet in front of Jamie’s house!” Soon, kids would start running out of their houses, all heading to Jamie’s to play. Eventually, they would get thirsty or hungry and would all descend on one of their parents’ houses for a snack. More often than not, we would have to call or head over to Jamie’s street to tell the kids it was time for bed.


Once school started, all these summer activities ended and it was time for frolicking in the autumn leaves and playing soccer. When winter came, the Village flooded the school field for ice skating and ice hockey, and the kids spent hours sliding down bumpy tube runs on the snowy hill near there.


A few events that occurred during these years really express who Sadie was and what our lives were like before everything became so complicated. They come to mind whenever I think of those days in Madison, I suppose because they remind me of what an interesting and amazing person Sadie was—and, equally, because they make me sad that mental illness snuffed out someone with such potential.


Otter Lake
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Family vacations were always a great time when Sadie was in elementary school—when she was old enough to participate in the same activities as Dennis and me yet still young enough to enjoy spending time with her family. One of the vacations that she absolutely loved was our annual fall trip to Otter Lake, near Stanley, Wisconsin, with Grandma and Grandpa. Sometimes during those trips, I would feel myself standing on the periphery, thinking about how just watching her brought me so much joy. Those weekends had an impact on her, too; by the time she was eight, a typical day on one of these trips was a source of great joy to her. On one such day in 1998, after we settled into our regular campsite by the lake, the grandfather-granddaughter fishing expedition started. I stood at the lakeside and watched Sadie and Grandpa march out on the dock toward his trusty fishing boat. Her flip-flops clicked against her heels as she marched on the old, sun-bleached planks. The breeze stroked my cheek for a moment, and my lungs filled deeply with the menthol aroma that the pines breathed over me. I squinted at the boat—the two fishermen painting a beautiful scene. Sadie turned her head and beamed that dazzling smile at me, chin up. Her arm poked high out of her plump blue-and-yellow life jacket, and she bounced in her seat as she sent me a long, flapping goodbye wave.


When they were a few hundred yards out, about halfway to their lucky spot, I could hear the high hum of the twenty-five-horsepower Mariner motor echoing off the rock faces on the far shoreline. Sadie stood up and arched over the fish finder, toward the stern, her open hand shielding her eyes so she could check the screen. I can imagine the conversation they must have been having: “It’s eighteen feet deep here, Grandpa!” The brim of his ball cap bobbed as he nodded to acknowledge her. He eased up on the throttle, and the aluminum boat with the black stripe lowered back into the water, slowing gently to a quiet cruise. Sadie leaped to the bow and peered into the deep water. She always hoped to see a fish below as they glided to a stop at the favorite spot. The magic spot.


Sadie turned around, and Grandpa turned his head forward. They were eye to eye. I bet the excitement pumped in her chest. Grandpa’s round face changed for the moment. His no-nonsense mouth curled up just a bit at the edges. His smile lines squeezed into cracks at the edges of his blazing blue eyes. Sadie’s eager hands wrestled the slimy worm as she slid the hook into it. Two minutes of struggle, and it was good enough. She swept her pole over her head, and the line whipped out far. The bright orange bobber landed with a splat and turned upright. The trap was set. She stared at it, now sitting motionless, waiting. And waiting. She must have been thinking, C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mon! as she gripped the cork handle of her pole more and more tightly, ready for the moment.


The bobber dipped for a tiny instant. Then again. Then again. Then stopped. “Is now the time to jerk, Grandpa?” Sadie was still staring, watching for the tiniest little twitch in the water.


“No, not now,” Grandpa said. She frowned, and her body again became motionless with anticipation, her muscles tense and at the ready. “Now!” Grandpa shouted.


She shrieked and gave a sudden yank on the pole. The tip launched skyward, and she felt the pulsation of the tiny fish fighting against her. Sadie reeled it in, and Grandpa helped her remove the hook from the fish’s mouth—a bluegill. He clipped it onto the stringer, and it flipped and flapped as he lowered it back into the water for safekeeping.


She grabbed another worm from the bucket, slid it onto the hook, and cast out her line again. This time, she reeled in a small crappie. She pulled in one fish after another—fast enough to keep her attention for a good while. But eventually, when her focus wandered and she started to goof around in the boat, Grandpa signaled that it was time to head back to shore.


The boat glided slowly and bumped against the dock as they returned. Sadie proudly lifted their full stringer of small bluegill and crappie high, to be sure that I could see the catch from a distance. “Mama, Papa, look!”


We shouted, “Wow! Good job,” and clapped our hands as I trotted barefoot onto the dock, to the boat. I helped lash it and unload the gear. Sadie still held the fish and would not risk the bundle’s being in anyone’s hands but hers. We gathered all the stuff, and Sadie led the way, in a hurry to get to the campsite and show Grandma and Papa. As I rushed to keep up with her, she launched into her high-speed babble, telling me all the details of the hundreds of exciting moments out there at her favorite spot and with Grandpa and how she was really good at catching almost all the fish that bit and how she didn’t pull too quickly anymore when the bobber went all the way underwater and didn’t they get lots of them and it was the best fishing trip ever. Grandpa smiled and winked at me. She says that every time.


At our cozy campground, Sadie jumped right into preparing the freshly caught fish. She stood on a stepstool between Grandpa and Grandma, all shoulder to shoulder at the old plank cleaning table, and I watched them from behind. Grandpa, on the left, passed each fish to Sadie as he filleted them. Sadie dunked them in a small rinsing bucket, patted them dry with a paper towel, then passed them to Grandma, who moved artfully in the last phase as she swished each fillet across her soft puff of breading on the wax paper. It was her age-old blend of corn flour and pepper, plus a little something that she called her secret.


Once she had cleaned all the fish, Sadie took a break, heading into the camper to read for a bit. She crawled into the upper bunk and curled up with her book. Just a quick little rest—twenty minutes or so—before she headed back out to the fireside. The fillets sizzled and popped in the cast-iron skillet, sitting on the grate over the fire at the perfect level of very hot. I knew Sadie’s mouth would be watering as she breathed in the buttery-fresh aroma against the earthy smell of the wood fire. The sun was setting over the darkening silhouettes of the treetops.


Many years later, I sat in my olive-green armchair by the front window, the late-day sun beaming through the panes. I reached over to a stack of books on the floor to find something to read. There sat one of Sadie’s journals. I lifted it and set it gently in my lap, and as I opened it slowly, I saw the title “Otter Lake.” As I read her poem, I visualized those camping trips as a sort of slide show that flashed by in a rush of vivid moments. She was almost alive again.


Otter Lake


The dock creaks and sways as I run out on it


and sit down on the edge.


I can hear my mom chopping wood and in the background,


dry pine logs crackle in the fire.


I look out over the turquoise lake,


bordered with the sunlit pines


and blanketed with bright blue skies.


I see fisherman bringing in fish.


The sky is filled with cries of “I got one”


or “that’s a big one!”


The boats start motoring in, and then everything is quiet.


Slowly but surely the crickets,


like a chorus of musical instruments,


add their music to the silence.


Then the sounds of dinner add their music to the melody.


The popping of fish is the percussion.


The chatting of the hungry campers


serves as the instruments and the crickets


add their chorus to the background.


I go into Grandma’s camper and sit down to a dinner of fried fish,


Caesar salad and strawberry pastries for dessert.


Yum! It has been a long day.


The Dog-Wash Operation
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Other memories come to my mind—memories of a girl who was so engaged in life, she was always getting into something. Then my thoughts become about how I never knew what she would be up to next. We never had a dull moment.


One sunny summer day while Sadie was on break after completing fourth grade, I was straightening up the kitchen and enjoying some music on the stereo. The songs drifted through the air as sunshine filled the sky. I was content with my task, and I knew that Sadie was outside, playing close by.


Popping out the front door to check on her, I saw Sadie standing on the lawn with a big, long-haired dog. They were both sopping wet. A dog? But whose? I wondered—we were a cat family. One of Sadie’s arms reached over the dog’s tall shoulders to hold it steady. The other was the arm in action, the hand rubbing in circles through the wavy coat. Then she stooped to grab the garden hose. Soap suds plopped onto the grass as Sadie sprayed down the dog. His ears were drooping, his head held down with concern while he shivered a little, but he stayed still. Sadie tried to control the pressure by squeezing her thumb over the cold, brass end of the hose. The uneven gush hissed and went sideways and then downward, blasting off the dog’s back and straight into her face. She was squinting and giggling and laughing through all the commotion.


I let the door shut, hopped down the three porch steps, and took a few steps toward her. Sadie lifted her head and beamed proudly at me. I asked her, “What are you doing?” She stood upright, still with one hand on the dog’s collar. Blowing at stray wet hairs that were clinging to her face, she told me that she was running a dog-washing business. “Oh, really?” I asked.


She held open her palm and turned it upward, then swept her arm in front of her like Vanna White revealing a bedroom furniture set. “You see? I have everything I need! Isn’t this great?”


Strewn in a circle of puddles at her feet was an array of supplies: a bottle of shampoo, a little, bright blue bottle of perfume (who knew where she had found that?), a hairbrush. I noticed that there was even a blow-dryer on the porch, hooked up to an extension cord she had dug up somewhere in the garage.


A bright cardboard poster was propped up against the tree by the street, facing outward to catch the eye of anyone passing by. The poster was covered with splashes of large, colorful handwriting. I walked closer to the tree and quickly read the headline: “Dog Washing—Regular and Deluxe!” Deluxe was priced higher, of course. I turned back around and saw that Sadie still had her “client,” the dog, by the collar and was rubbing a big, damp towel over his thick coat. She dropped the towel and let him shake off, his tags jangling and flinging water droplets into the sunlight like some wild, rotating sprinkler. This operation was clearly the deluxe service. The client dog was due for his blow-dry-and-perfume treatment.



The Palm-Reading and String-Cheese Venture


[image: image]


Another sunny afternoon, after my workday, I drove slowly along the quiet, shady streets that led home. As I neared the entrance sign of our quaint little midwestern village, I caught a moment’s glimpse through the trees of some child jumping up and down with flapping arms. One more glimpse, and I wondered, Is that my nine-year-old daughter? I squinted and peered more closely, driving more quickly, and could see that, sure enough, the girl in a purple shirt and leggings was Sadie. What is my child doing now? I hurried ahead and then quickly parked alongside the curb. By now I could see her running toward me with a big, proud grin on her face. I called out, “Sadie, what are you up to?”


“I’m flagging down cars, Mom!”


I got out of the car quickly, a bit surprised. She trotted up to me, pulled my hand, and hurried me over to the spot from which she had chosen to wave down cars. She had obviously selected the place because it was in plain sight, so she could surprise the motorists with her dance. Our green cooler sat on the ground beside her. She bent down and flipped it open, and I saw string cheese inside. “See?” She giggled. “I’m selling palm readings, and if people are hungry, they can buy string cheese for an extra fifty cents. Do you want me to read your palm, Mom?”


I never could have imagined back then that someone so extraordinary and full of life could sink into depression at an early age or be in such internal pain that she would end her life so young. I suppose that is one of my points: that mental illness may strike despite many things—despite decent parenting, despite a happy childhood, despite whatever.


Don’t get me wrong—I have asked myself endless times, What did I do wrong? Was I a bad parent? Did we move too many times? Could I have prevented her mental illness? And I can easily think of things I did wrong—things I wish I had done differently—but, after a great deal of therapy and reflection, I don’t believe we caused Sadie’s depression. She had a good life, and mental illness still struck.


The Great Polar Bear Plunge


[image: image]


Exuberant is the word I associate most with Sadie’s behavior on our annual winter trip to the Wisconsin Northwoods. There we would join eight or ten neighborhood families at the Afterglow Lake Lodge, a homey and warm and welcoming place that sat right on the edge of a small, forest-rimmed lake.


After the long drive up north, stepping through the lodge’s big main doors was a wonderful scene. Next to a blazing fire in a huge stone fireplace, our friends waited to greet us. The knotty pine walls were aglow, bathed in warm lighting. Large, soft couches completed the inviting scene. We took off our winter coats and placed our pot-luck dish on the long wood countertop, eager to join the fun.


Sadie, joking with her friends, seemed to be in her element. They would run up to the counter in little bursts to grab a bit of food, then trot back to the action. The rest of us were scattered all around the room, talking and laughing and enjoying a big meal. Board games, singing, and good conversation carried us for a few hours.


Eventually, Dennis, Sadie, her friend Maggie, and I started yawning, as did others, so we said our goodbyes and found our coats on the crowded hooks. We headed out for the crunchy and crisp walk back to our cabin, our cheeks flushed from the full night of laughing and singing and shouting. Back at the cabin, we tossed our coats and scarves on the couch and headed straight to bed.


I woke up under our thick down comforter after a very deep sleep. Morning light came a bit late this far north, but I could hear Sadie already shuffling around and whispering to her friend Maggie about the Great Polar Bear Plunge, already playing mentor and providing tips on what to wear and how it all worked. This was one of Sadie’s favorite days of the year—she had told me!—but, then again, she had what seemed to be more than 300 favorite days out of the 365.


We finished a big, hot breakfast in the cabin, and the girls pulled on snow pants, heavy winter coats, cold-weather boots, and all the other accessories, excited about the first event of the day: downhill tubing. As families gathered at the lodge, we could see Derek, the owner, on his hefty bright red snowmobile at the edge of the forest, ready to tow kids to the top of the run. Tubing time!


We all heard the whir of Derek’s snowmobile carrying the kids up to the top of the hill, two by two, with their tubes lashed to the rear of the machine and a stream of powdery snow in the air behind them and huge, open-mouthed smiles on their faces. Each time Sadie arrived at the top and her tube was unlashed, she would shout a big “thank you!” and instantly run a few steps, slam down her tube in front of her, and dive on top, swishing off at high speed. She never hesitated. I watched her drag her gloves on the snow to steer her route to the biggest bumps while whooping and shouting and prodding the kids at slower speeds to push it to the limit.


A couple of hours later, we walked the path back to our cabins to warm up a bit. After we changed into dry clothes, I quickly heated up some soup and the girls practically inhaled it. The cozy indoor temperature tempted me to try to take a nap, but I knew that wasn’t in the cards—Sadie and Maggie were just too excited. In a flurry, they stuffed their swimsuits and towels into our big daypack. Dennis and I did the same. Seconds later, we were hustling up the trail back to the lodge, the kids running ahead and Sadie turning around toward us every few seconds, calling, “Let’s go!”


When we got there, families were gathered in the lodge in the big room at ground level. The kids were getting antsy; some had already changed into their swimsuits. The adults reminded them to hold back until everyone had a suit on and was ready to go. The kids’ breathing fogged the sliding doors as they pressed their faces against the cold glass to look out at the lake. Twenty feet offshore, a couple of men were working at the edge of a hole in the ice. One was swinging an ice chipper while the other scooped into the water with a shovel and tossed chunks aside into the snow. They were perfecting the work they had done with a chain saw the previous after-noon—the snap of the previous night’s subzero air had put a pretty thick layer of fresh ice on the water in the hole. When the ice was clear, they laid down a skinny carpet remnant to create a sort of runway to the hole.


“Okay, ready! Go!” one of the men yelled, and his voice echoed to us as they waved their arms in a big signal. One parent echoed, “Go!” As was typical of Sadie, she had already nudged her way to the front, and before the door was even fully open, she squeezed her way out and bolted toward the lake. One by one, other people followed. She ran to the lake, down the carpet runway, to where two men—the “grips”—each stood on one side of the rectangular hole, ready to grab Sadie’s arms (and then the arms of the next brave soul) as she jumped into the ice-cold water and then lift her back onto the ice. Everyone waiting their turn was chanting, “Go! Go! Go!” As Sadie ran across the snow, she shouted, “Dunk me deep!” She sprang off the edge, plunged into the water, and was submerged for more than a few seconds. Then the men lifted her up and swept her to her feet on the carpet and she beamed that big smile at the whistling and cheering crowd.


She took off toward the lodge, running barefoot through the snow. I knew she was headed to the hot tub. But then she paused, laid down, and rolled onto her back to make a snow angel. To Sadie, the icy prickles on her wet skin were a small price to pay; making fine art in the snow was priceless.


By late afternoon, part of the group, including Sadie, was still hanging out in the hot tub, steam rising everywhere, all talking big about their one unbelievable plunge earlier in the day. I could tell from Sadie’s flushed cheeks that she was tuckered out. She turned her head toward me, and we locked eyes. I smiled back and winked at her—I knew what she was thinking. I had watched her laps (plunges) throughout the afternoon, from tub to plunge to a new snow angel, and I had counted eight in all. I shook my head in admiration and thought, That’s my girl. That passion for life was one of the things I loved so much about her. It is people like her who make a difference in this world.
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