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  More Praise for Learning by Accident

  “Learning by Accident is an amazing love story, brain injury story, family story, and inspirational story all in one. The Rawlinses’ difficult journey will leave you realizing that anything is possible if you have a strong family.”

  —Jeff Ruskan, Chief Executive Officer, HealthSouth Rehabilitation Hospital of Virginia

  “After more than twenty-five years of working in brain injury as an occupational therapist, and as much as I know about its aftermath, Learning by Accident provided me with a much richer understanding of the emotional devastation it causes. This book will make you cry, laugh, give thanks, and believe in the power of love.”

  —Anne H. McDonnell, Executive Director, Brain Injury Association of America

  “As someone who has lived through similar events, Rosemary’s story resonates. Her feelings and fears and triumphs are so familiar, it’s chilling. Learning by Accident takes you page by page on a journey of love and family in the aftermath of her husband’s brain injury.”

  —Janna Leyde, author of He Never Liked Cake

  “A gripping, unforgettable account of the relentless stress, exhaustion and, at times, profound rewards of being a caregiver. . . . She is a compelling narrator, sharing her self-doubt and loneliness with honesty and absorbing detail. . . . Her deeply moving story underscores the need to support caregivers as much as patients and provides a useful road map for families facing such extraordinary challenges. This is an eye-opening, inspiring memoir about the true meaning of the vow to stay together in sickness and in health.”

  —Leslie Brody, author of The Last Kiss

  “This is a brave and honest book about a family’s journey through the first two years of severe traumatic brain injury . . . Reading it will be therapeutic as well as informative for anyone who has someone in their lives who has suffered a . . . debilitating brain disorder.”

  —Jenni Ogden, author of Fractured Minds
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  Author’s Note

  This book is my confession.

  Everyone said I was strong and brave when I cared for my husband as he recovered from a traumatic brain injury. But I was the cowardly lion who wanted to turn and run from the wizard’s booming voice across the room that declared the end of my life as I knew it.

  Until one day I asked myself, what is bravery? And a small voice (not what you’d expect—you’d expect a very big voice from bravery) said, “Bravery is simply taking a tentative step, then another, until you are walking—through puddles, deep trenches, and mud—till you reach the other side, and you’re running.”


  To Hugh —

  For teaching me life lessons every day, and for giving me two extraordinary daughters; and to my mother, for showing me caregiving at its best.

  In recognition of —

  All the caregivers who work tirelessly to help loved ones, sometimes losing and always rearranging their own lives in the process. I wish you peace.


  Fear can break us or stretch us—

  ultimately, it’s our choice.

  When everything falls apart, doors we never saw before start opening, and it’s up to us to walk through them and see what we can find, not on the familiar path, but on the path our entire life has been leading us to.


  Foreword

  As a medical professional, I have been called upon many times over the past thirty years to care for patients with severe head injuries. Little did I know that while I was caring for the patient described in this book, Hugh Rawlins, that his clinical course and experience, and that of his family, would be so compassionately, realistically, and humanly depicted in this book.

  As health professionals, we often concentrate on the science of caring for the patient and forget the human and emotional toll that it takes on patients, their families, and surrounding friends. This book describes in a touching, yet authentic manner, the effect that severe head injury can have on a patient, as well as his family and friends. In my reading of this book, I found a new and expanded appreciation of what patients and families experience during this time of medical crisis.

  Mrs. Rawlins has done the medical profession, especially those who treat head injuries, a great service by her warm and detailed description of her and her husband’s journey. I feel privileged to have been asked to write this foreword, and I feel privileged to have been involved in Mr. Rawlins’s care.

  John D. Ward, M.D., M.S.H.A.

  President and Chief Medical Officer,

  VCU Medical Center/MCV Physicians

  Hirschler Professor, Department of Neurosurgery


  Chapter 1

  Hugh

  April 13, 2002

  Hugh’s mind spins as quickly as the blurred spokes on the wheels of his bike. He pedals through a clear spring afternoon on the last leg of a twenty-mile route he has ridden for more than ten years: Springfield to Nuckols Road, right on Shady Grove, and into the Virginia countryside before winding around on Pouncy Tract by Rockville School. He’s determined to get back in shape. Logging far too many hours in the office during winter has taken its toll. The burning in his quads reminds him to get out more so he can rejoin the rigorous Saturday morning group ride he enjoys. Vowing to whip himself into shape in two weeks, he smiles inwardly, his mood elevated by the wind cooling his face as he quickens his pace. Dressed in full gear, he glides along, feeling the stress of the workweek evaporate as quickly as the sweat pouring down his face.

  He hears a car. Before he can glance over his shoulder, his head snaps back, and both hands fly off the handlebars as the bike is ripped out from under him. He feels his toe clips release, then he feels his body slide across the metal hood, smacking the windshield. Glass shatters into a million sparkling beads that bounce around him like a meteor shower. Tossed upward into an awkward flight, he shoots over the car roof, glimpsing blurred images of earth, sky, a truck, and treetops, until an earsplitting clunk sends blades of pain ripping across his forehead. His thick bike helmet cracks. Writhing in shock, he sprawls on the street, his skin scraped off in road-burned sections. His eyes close and open. One-word thoughts stab him into consciousness—blackness . . . sunlight . . . burning . . . girls.

  [image: image]

  A young nurse is on her way home from Lowe’s with her husband and son. Traffic stalls. Craning their necks, they notice a gathering crowd. “Must be an accident,” her husband says, “I’ll wait here. You go do what you do best.” She pushes her long hair away from her face, throws off her flip-flops, and runs. Several distraught people surround the accident victim. As the nurse approaches, she says to two men, “Don’t try to move him.” A towel roll has been placed under his head. “Has anyone called an ambulance?” she asks.

  “I think so,” answers a tall young man, voice shaking.

  “I’m an R.N.,” she says, kneeling. “I’ll stay with him.” Swallowing hard, she naturally blocks out the sound of cars whizzing by to make her quick assessment: blood and gunk flooding his ears, pupils abnormally dilated. Head injury—acute. The man’s eyes widen with unspeakable pain as he tries to talk while kicking his legs on the hard road.

  “Help me, help me,” he grunts. She kneels beside him and takes his pulse. He jerks away. “Leave me alone!” he yells. The nurse’s eyes travel up his arm where a chunk of torn flesh flaps on his elbow.

  “You’ve been in an accident. Lie still. Help is coming,” she says in the most even voice she can manage. Her face hovers directly over his as their eyes lock in the sunlight. “I can hear the fire trucks. They’re coming to help you. Hang on.” She can barely stand to look into his frenzied blue eyes. It’s as if they are screaming—pleading with her to understand a message she should deliver. “What is it?” she asks. He turns to his right, screams again in pain, as she spots the gold wedding band on his left hand. She knows instantly that he has a wife who needs to know how badly he’s hurt. What if she’s at home planting flowers at this very moment? Does he have children? She grips his hand tightly, joined in the horror of his pain and his inability to communicate. She watches the sun reflect the shock in his eyes. “What is your name?” she asks.

  He moans low and deep, as if he can’t hear her. “Stay calm. Keep still,” she soothes. “You’ll be fine.” Rubbing his arm in long slow strokes, she allows herself to take a deep breath. As an R.N. in the hospital, she has seen injury, but never the raw pain and panic of an accident scene. She knows that with every passing second, his life is ebbing away. She watches him grow weaker, more tired, but determined to live. “Stay with me,” she says louder when his eyes close. He opens them again, piercing blue orbs reflecting the sky.

  Traffic backs up despite the efforts of a twenty-year-old desperately directing cars. He checks in now and then with the nurse, his eyes glazed with tears. His tattooed arm directs bystanders to the roadside, forming an audience of paralyzed, whispering witnesses like a retaining wall around the scene.

  The shrill siren grows louder and louder until, abruptly, it stops. The nurse hears doors crank open, hurried footsteps. Within seconds, paramedics arrive. As she steps aside to let others take over, the injured man curses and thrashes in a wild burst of energy. It takes nine firemen to strap him to a body board.

  Running toward her van, bawling repressed tears, the nurse collapses into her husband’s arms. She buries her face in his shirt to drown out the primal shriek of the cyclist as he’s lifted onto the stretcher. Who is this man? How can she let go of him and leave him now? When she hears others scrambling in their search to locate some form of ID for the cyclist, she breaks away from her husband, runs over to the car that struck the bike, and sees a twisted knot of scrap metal wedged under the front fender. Peering under for clues, she finds none, so she continues to search for a wallet or saddlebag along the pavement. A few feet from the damaged car, she notices a policewoman speaking to a small group of people on the side of the road. An older woman glances over at her, oddly detached. A younger man is crying openly while gesturing to the officer.

  Off in a patch of soft grass, someone yells, “Over here!” A cell phone is rushed to a rescue worker who presses Contacts, sees the word Home, and calls the nearest trauma hospital with the number as the doors to the ambulance slam shut.

  The nurse feels a firm hand grip her shoulder. “Ready to go?” asks her husband. She lets her head fall on his shoulder. Minutes ago she was on a happy outing with her family. Now she hears only questions and the shrieks of a dying man in her head.


  Chapter 2

  I fumble with overstuffed brown bags and keys, stumble in the front door, and hear the phone ring as I dump paper sacks on the kitchen table and answer the phone.

  An urgent voice grabs my attention. “This is MCV Hospital—do you know a cyclist?” For a moment, I can’t speak. Then the voice shatters my silence, “Hello? Are you there?”

  “It’s my husband. Is he okay?”

  “No. A car hit him. He’s in serious condition. You need to come down here.”

  “How serious? What happened?”

  “It would be best if you could just get here right away.”

  “I’ll be there.” I hang up and stare at the phone, shaking. I have never been to MCV. I know it’s downtown, but two other hospitals are closer. Why the Medical College of Virginia? Instinctively, I call a few friends who could take me there, but I get their answering machines. Just as I hang up on the third call, the phone vibrates and rings loudly in my hand, making me jump before I push the button to answer.

  “Hello, this is MCV again. Can you give us his name? He had no ID on him.”

  “Hugh Rawlins, R-A-W-L-I-N-S. How did you know to call me?”

  “We found your number on his cell phone. Is he diabetic? He may need blood.”

  It was Hugh. I was hoping they had the wrong person. Blood? “No, he’s not diabetic. How do I get there? Give me directions from I-64 heading east.”

  I scribble the directions, stop for a minute, and take a deep breath. After pulling a list of phone numbers out of the junk drawer, I grab my car keys and run out the door. “Just drive. 64 East to Exit 74C, 74C . . .” I repeat to myself.

  At a red light, I call a cycling friend of Hugh’s and reach his voicemail. “Kevin, it’s Rosemary. I’m on my way to MCV. Hugh has been in an accident. I think it’s bad. I don’t know if I can do this alone.” My voice breaks up. “Please come.”

  Stuck behind a slow truck, I want to jump out of the car and run the rest of the way. My litany continues in a strained whisper, “Right on Eleventh Street. Right on Clay.”

  I find a space in the parking deck, jump out of the car, and race to the emergency room, where the full force of dread hits. A security guard steers me to a policewoman in the hall. “Your husband has been hit by a car,” she says quietly. “He’s in critical condition. He needs surgery. They are x-raying him now. I’m sorry, but can I get some information? I need his full name and a number where I can reach you later.”

  Bile rises in my throat as I answer her questions. A young woman in a white coat hurries over. “Mrs. Rawlins?” she asks. I nod.

  “My name is Karen. I’m here to help you. I’m sorry about your husband.” The two escort me to a small, narrow, whitewashed room with a few chairs, a box of tissues, and no windows. “Can I get some information? Correct spelling of your name? Your husband’s social security, insurance?” she asks.

  I numbly take out my ID cards and hand them over, “Can I see him?”

  “Yes, in just a moment, before he goes up for surgery.” Why, if this is so urgent, does everything feel like slow motion?

  I look at the police officer. “Who hit him? Was that person hurt too?”

  “No, he was the only one hurt. I’ll be going now. Is it okay if I call you later for more information?”

  I nod.

  Karen takes over, “Would you like to call someone?” she asks.

  “No. Not now.” I say it slowly as though trying to stop time. My mind is as blank as the bare walls of the room.

  A woman comes in and introduces herself as the hospital chaplain. “I’m sorry about your husband, Mrs. Rawlins,” she says. “It looks very serious. What religion are you?” Her voice sounds overly calm.

  “Episcopalian.”

  “Can I help in any way? You will be able to see him, but I must tell you, it’s a massive head injury. You may want to say goodbye. Be prepared for the worst.”

  “No. I won’t . . .”

  Karen hands me a tissue. Her voice is sweet, like a family member. “Is there anyone nearby who can come here to help you? You should have someone with you.”

  “No,” I repeat. “I won’t say goodbye.”

  “Can I get you a drink of water?”

  I shake my head no.

  “Your husband has multiple injuries. But the most serious one is his head injury. He needs surgery now; we will bring him up soon. We’ll certainly do everything we can. Come and see him.” She gently takes my hand.

  “I can’t believe this,” I whisper as she guides me like a child across the hall. Hugh is lying flat and still on a gurney, the light over him casting a garish glow. People mill around him, but I’m unaware of what they’re doing. He looks dead. No, I tell myself, he’s just asleep. I walk over to him and lay my hand on his chest in disbelief. He is real—lying on a gurney—about to have surgery. I’m transfixed. Through hot tears, I see his solid frame dressed in colorful cycling clothes as he walked out the door just a few hours ago. We had said the most casual of goodbyes, no kiss, no hug . . .


  Chapter 3

  A whiff of alcohol startles me back to the present. Still in disbelief, I lift Hugh’s hand, bruised and swollen at the knuckles. His black cycling shorts are torn and his jersey has been removed. His tan, muscular thighs are streaked with lines of blood now drying to a dark crust. Gazing at his unconscious face, I lean close to his ear, “Please don’t leave me, Hugh Rawlins, don’t let go—I don’t want you to go. Mary and Anna need you. I love you.” Sensing someone nearby, I look up. An orderly nods sympathetically as Hugh is rolled away for surgery. A gentle tug from Karen tells me to follow.

  I’m across the hall in the white room again. “Sit here,” Karen says. I register short phrases floating off the cloud that cushions my mind against the onslaught of bad news: “Brain surgery . . . very serious . . . long operation.” My mind and heart bounce racquetballs off each other, the logical and the hysterical colliding.

  “Mrs. Rawlins, is there anyone you can call to sit with you?”

  “Not really. My children are at a party. I have no family here. Hugh’s parents are in Florida and mine live in New York.” Tears stream down my face. I rub them off and wipe my hands on my jeans. “All my brothers and sisters live out of state.”

  “Don’t you have any friends?”

  “Yes, but they’re out. I already called some on the way over. I’ll be alright.” I feel small, curled up like a bug against a huge foot pressing down on me.

  “Let me give you a moment. I’ll be right outside,” she says and leaves me to gather myself. I hear faint murmuring as she consults someone.

  My mind drifts back to the day and night before it all happened, wondering if I could have changed the course of events by stalling, lingering, or making love to Hugh when he sent me all the right signals. I resurrect and relive every second, every word, impression, and look he gave me in the twenty-four hours before he was hurt. “Stop it!” I tell myself. “What does it matter anyway? It happened. It’s done.” Still, like a winding newsreel, it replays in my head.

  The night before he crashed, all four of us were home. Hugh and I heard the slamming of a door and the muffled stampeding of a carpeted race downstairs before watching Anna half slide and nearly fall into the hallway with her sister in full pursuit. They had spotted their ride to the eighth-grade dance from the upstairs window. “How can two tiny dancers sound like such a herd of elephants?” I whispered to Hugh, making him smile.

  Anna skidded by us first, clad in a tight little skirt and fitted shirt, perfect for her thin, straight frame. She brushed soft kisses on our cheeks, turned dramatically, opened the front door, and strutted across the green lawn in mock sophistication. Glancing over her shoulder with a wide smile, her blonde curls bouncing, she waved one last time. “We are in big trouble,” Hugh whispered to me.

  After hopping on one leg to adjust a flapping shoe strap, Mary followed with a hurried hug. Even while sprinting to catch up to her sister, she moved gracefully in a swirling skirt of violet flowers, her long brown hair cascading down her back.

  “Stay away from the boys!” Hugh shouted to them, only half joking.

  “Sure, Dad!” Mary called back, her eyes rolling with innocence and mischief.

  “Those girls are growing up way too fast. Too many guys are calling them. Do you know all these kids?” he asked with a serious look, hesitating to close the front door.

  “Well I know that one of them said he had a dream that you were chasing him with a chainsaw, so I guess they all know you are an over-protective father!” This brought a sinister smile to Hugh’s face. “They’re fourteen-year-old boys, hon. How bad can they be?” I said with a shrug. His eyebrows shot up as if to say, “Pretty bad!”

  Hugh stared at the empty spot where the car had turned the corner. “It sure is strange to think of them going to a dance,” he mumbled.

  “C’mon. Let’s go around the block and eat at that little place by Michael’s. I don’t feel like cooking,” I said, nudging him in the waist.

  At the restaurant, we talked over drinks.

  “Do you have any townhouse work to do with Lee this weekend?” I asked.

  “No painting or anything, but he called me today to say he saw a few new condos on the market. Trouble is, both of us are too busy with our day jobs to look into new rentals.” He wiped buffalo sauce off the corner of his mouth and asked me about the girls’ plans.

  “A few friends are throwing a surprise birthday party for them at the ice skating rink. They really have no idea, especially since they already celebrated with us. They won’t want me to hang around.”

  Hugh’s eyes creased sympathetically. Our knees touched under the table in the cramped booth. “Any new clients this week?” he asked.

  “Two: a Capital One analyst and a store manager who works at Talbot’s. Her résumé will write itself. I hate to say this, but I’m getting tired of writing résumés. There are only so many ways to say the same thing.”

  “Hire people, grow the business, or go back to school. You always planned on finishing your degree,” Hugh said.

  “Oh, I don’t know—it’s so time-consuming and expensive. When are you and Anna going to start surfing again?”

  “Soon, I hope. I need a wetsuit that fits, though.” He tapped his stomach and smirked.

  “Think Mary will go?” I asked. Hugh finished his Jack Daniels. I savored my red wine. My salad and his burger were plunked down in front of us.

  “She’ll go if Amanda goes; those two are joined at the hip. It’s weird, but she does look more like Mary than Anna does; people have mistaken them for twins instead of best friends. Anyway, I hope Mary tries it again. She’s such a great swimmer.”

  “It’s funny because when I took the girls to see Titanic, Anna was scared to death and covered her eyes, but Mary was fine, and now it’s Mary that’s skittish in the water. She told me she hates the jellyfish and not being able to see the bottom, but I think it was that show, Summer of the Sharks.”

  “She wants that Roxy surfboard, though,” Hugh interjected.

  “Yeah, and she knows you won’t pay for it unless she learns how to ride it.”

  “I hope she comes. It’s more fun with both of them.”

  Hugh held the door for me as we left the restaurant. His old-world manners had charmed me from the start. Once home, I checked our voicemail and kicked off my shoes. As we flopped onto the couch together, Hugh signaled me with his eyes. “Alone at last,” he whispered. His arm tightened around my waist as I picked up the remote and kicked away the throw pillow blocking my feet. In a halfhearted attempt at romance, his hand wandered under my shirt. My squirming told him to stop, so he rested his hand on my hip after a retaliatory squeeze.

  “Sorry, hon. I have to pick the girls up soon. What do you want to watch?” I asked.

  “Anything,” he said, breathing against the back of my neck. Within minutes, he nodded off. Just as I felt sleepy, I slipped away, rubbing his humid breath into my shoulder. I closed the door quietly and left to pick up the girls.

  Inside the dark van, Mary reported, “There are no tall boys to dance with. The only two tall boys have girlfriends. But we all danced in groups anyway.”

  “Mom, check this out, a new dance,” Anna said as she demonstrated the percolator, making us all laugh out loud as she jerked spastically while strapped in her seat belt. Her snorting laugh made us double over.

  “Stop it! I’m trying to drive,” I yelled, still laughing.

  Mary cut in, “When we get home, I want to show you the wedding veil I found on the Internet. It’s gorgeous, Mom. It’s called a mantilla. Wait till you see it!” She has been planning her wedding since she was five years old.

  “Which one is this, Mary? Veil number ten already?”

  “No, honest, this is the one,” she insisted.

  Saturday morning, Hugh left early to mow his parents’ lawn not far from our house since they were not yet back from their winter stay in Florida. I threw a load of laundry in the washer and heard Mary call down the hallway, “Can you buy Snuggles, Mom? Amanda’s mom uses Snuggles and it smells so good!” Back in the kitchen, I stole a minute to look at the newspaper while the girls primped for Skate Nation. The sound of the upstairs shower and calls from room to room told me they were choosing outfits and heaping the floor with wet towels and abandoned clothes as they dressed for their afternoon out.

  Hugh returned around lunchtime to grab a sandwich. “How does this look, Dad?” Mary asked him. She stood with her hands on her hips to show off a new shirt.

  Without looking at her, he mumbled, “You always look beautiful, honey.” Grunting audibly, she huffed past him back to her full-length mirror.

  “Did I say something wrong?” Hugh whispered to me in a baffled tone. I cocked my head and shrugged. He retreated upstairs to change his clothes and rejoined me in the kitchen.

  “What do you want to do tonight?” I asked.

  “How about Training Day with Denzel Washington,” he said, clomping on the kitchen floor in his cycling shoes. He stopped to fill his water bottle at the sink and added, “I’m going for a short ride. I’ll be back soon to mow our lawn.” Against the plain white walls and natural cabinets of our kitchen, he looked like a Times Square billboard in his multicolored cycling jersey. Some say our kitchen is like a bowling alley; the girls asked us not to install a breakfast bar so they could practice their dance turns across the floor.

  I swiped away small crumb pyramids from the table, stacked dirty dishes, and headed toward the sink in my usual clean-up mode. “Okay, I’m dropping the girls at Skate Nation. I’ll pick up the movie at Blockbuster and meet you back here.”

  Hugh strode to the garage for his bike. “Bye!” he yelled, and the door slammed before I could answer. Up to my elbows in hot bubbly water, I wondered again what was keeping me from going back to school.

  While driving the girls to the skating rink, I kept quiet, careful not to ruin the surprise for them. Instead, I wrote a grocery list in my head.

  “Pick us up at ten, Mom?” Mary asked as we pulled into the parking lot.

  “Hey, can’t I even come in for a minute?”

  “If you want,” Anna said hesitantly.

  I walked into the lobby with them and saw their delighted faces as friends yelled, “Surprise!” After a quick kiss, I discreetly slipped out as they stood by the sheet cake and stack of gifts. One grocery list later, I stepped into the house clutching brown bags of food. The phone rang, and a voice tore my life out from under me with one question.

  “Do you know a cyclist?”
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  The words reverberate as I sit in the emergency room. Slumping in the chair, I close my eyes. Rorschach blots of blackness drop beneath my lids as I feel a light sweat break out all over my body. Someone fans me with paper. “Put your head down for a moment, Mrs. Rawlins.”

  Yes. I know a cyclist.


  Chapter 4

  Doctor’s Notes:

  The patient had a Glasgow coma scale of six. His vital signs were otherwise stable and on a ventilator immediately on arrival at the emergency room. The patient’s examination was significant for bilateral epistaxis. The midface was stable. The patient did have some road rash to the back. Trauma series X-rays were performed in addition to a head CT that showed a right frontal contusion, a left parietal epidural hematoma, a right nondisplaced skull fracture, a left mastoid fracture (near ear), a subarachnoid hemorrhage, a left parietal depressed skull fracture with pneumocephalus and a mild midline shift. The patient also had a T12 compression fracture, and a right orbital wall fracture. The patient was loaded with Dilantin and Mannitol and was emergently taken to the operating room with neurosurgery for evacuation of the epidural hematoma.

  “Mrs. Rawlins,” the chaplain prods, “you won’t be alright alone. You need to call someone to be with you.” She sits opposite me with Karen, whose nametag reads Trauma Coordinator.

  He’ll be fine, I tell myself. In an hour, they’ll come back and say the surgery went well and Hugh will be home in a few days. The doctor will have good news. Why are they trying to panic me like this?

  “Please call someone,” Karen echoes softly.

  “I could call my friend, Kelly, but she has small boys and her husband is away. I don’t want to bother her.”

  Karen stares into my eyes. “Bother her! Call her now. You are going to need help!” Her firm tone shocks me into reality.

  I fumble through my purse with a shaky hand to find a list of phone numbers. I can’t remember any phone numbers. Hugh always remembers the numbers.

  “Call your friend. It will be easier to wait with a friend. You also need to call family.”

  “They all live out of town. Should I really upset them like this?”

  “Yes!” The word feels hurled like a stone. Softly, she continues, “That’s what family’s for. They’ll want to be with you.”

  A wave of nausea flips my stomach as someone grips my elbow and I’m shepherded to a seat placed directly beneath a wall phone out in the hall. Karen and the chaplain drift a few feet off, keeping me in sight as if allowing a child the breathing room to perform some newly learned skill under watchful eyes.

  I call Hugh’s mother, Rita, in Florida and tell her they need to come quickly; Hugh had a bad accident, he’s having brain surgery. She cries, “No! No!” Between sobs, and with help from her husband, she says they will drive, so they have their car in Richmond.

  Next, I call my own parents. I can barely control myself as I speak. “Oh dear God,” my mother repeats. I want them to appear instantly. On a roll now, I call Kelly, my neighbor. Satisfied that I will have a friend, the chaplain holds my hand and offers a prayer before walking me to the surgical waiting area.

  Kelly arrives by herself so quickly I wonder what she did with the kids. “The boys are fine,” she assures me. Her blue eyes water over like shiny marbles. “I don’t know what I can do for you, Rosemary. I don’t even know what to say, but I’m here for you.”

  “Having you here is enough, Kelly. Thanks for coming. I don’t want to wait alone.”

  We sit mostly in silence. There is no chitchat, no reading of waiting room magazines. Every so often, we look at each other, smile weakly, and look away. It’s too painful to read each other’s thoughts.

  My friend, Debbie, Amanda’s mother, arrives with her husband, Jeff. “The girls are at Skate Nation till ten,” I say.

  “I know. Amanda’s with them,” Debbie says.

  “Would you mind picking them up from the party later and just tell them I’ll be home soon? I want to talk to the surgeon before seeing them.”

  “Sure, Rosemary, I’ll bring them over to my house. Don’t worry about how long it takes.” She engulfs me in one of her warm hugs. Jeff sits nearby, shifting uncomfortably in his chair the way men do when they can’t fix something.

  “I think I forgot to bring money for parking,” I say. “I didn’t know you had to pay for parking here.”

  Jeff perks up. “Here, Rosemary, take this.” He pulls out his wallet and hands me five twenty-dollar bills.

  “Jeff, parking costs $2.00 or something.”

  “Don’t worry, just take it. You don’t want to have to go to the bank. You might need it.”

  His face is so sincere, and his gesture so kind, I stuff the wadded money in my pocket while thinking of all the days of parking this $100 will cover. Will I need fifty days of parking? The thought blocks my breath, like the shock of cold water after a high dive. My eyes squint as though trying make out images through a fog of smoke. Wedged into a corner of my chair, I feel oddly detached from everything and everyone. I’m told my husband might die today. Inside I chant, “Don’t die, Hugh. Hold on.”

  Hugh’s cycling buddies, Kevin and Rick, arrive and speak to the police officer who has just entered. They want facts.

  “This could not have been Hugh’s fault,” Kevin says to her. “Hugh has been riding his bike for years. He’s a fanatic about safety. I know he was in the right lane and did nothing wrong. I would bet my life on it.”

  Ironically, Anna and Mary are the bike safety poster children for the school system. A picture of them riding along the road single file in helmets is portrayed on posters all over the county.

  “We’re still gathering information for the investigation phase,” the officer explains. “The person that hit your husband is an older woman. As soon as I know more, I’ll get back to you.”

  As the officer starts to leave, Kevin gestures her to one side and they talk quietly. I sit down, trying to erase the pictures in my mind. Now I picture a distraught old lady having nightmares about the moment of impact.

  At ten-thirty p.m., the doctor calls on the surgical waiting room phone to say Hugh is out of surgery and is resting in the Neurosurgical Intensive Care Unit, called the NSICU for short. It will be at least an hour before I can see him. Keith Emerson, our minister, waits calmly with us.

  “Where are Mary and Anna?” he asks.

  “At their own birthday party. . . . No, by now they’re at Amanda’s house. Debbie picked them up. I don’t know what to tell them. I don’t want them to see their father like this.”

  “Rosemary, they’re old enough. I suggest you go through this as a family. Otherwise, they’ll feel left out and resentful. If you want, I’ll go pick them up so you can stay here.” I know he’s right. I just cannot bear to feel the pain of all three of us together.

  “No Keith, if you show up, they’ll really worry. They’ll think the worst.” I take a deep breath. “I’ll go,” I say. “I can’t see Hugh right now anyway.”

  Kelly offers to drive me. Trying not to crumble, I greet the girls on Debbie’s front porch and walk with them to the car. They exchange quizzical glances, wondering why Kelly is chauffeuring. Kelly offers them both a warm greeting while clearing the back seat for them.

  “Mom, what happened?” the girls ask in unison as they step into the car.

  “Dad’s been in a bad accident. A car hit him on his bike.”

  “How bad is it?” Their hesitant voices pierce my heart.

  “The doctors don’t know yet, but he had an operation on his brain. It’s pretty serious. Dad is strong, though. We’ll just have to wait.”

  Back at the hospital, our friends and minister keep vigil. Word of the accident has spread. There are two waiting rooms, one outside in the hallway, and the other one right inside the NSICU for close family members. A nurse guides us into this small waiting area. Mary, Anna, Kelly, Keith, Kevin, and Rick arrange themselves around the circular table while I pull up a leather chair.

  Once we’re settled, the nurse speaks. “As you’ve heard, he came through the surgery and is stable,” she says. “I just want to prepare you for what he will look like. He will have a lot of IVs and a bandage on his head from the surgery. He has a feeding tube and catheter. He has a brain injury that we are monitoring very closely and he may not be responsive. We will try to wake him up every two hours or so for neuro exams.” Everyone listens intently. No one knows what a neuro exam is, but we don’t ask.

  Looking directly at Anna and Mary, the nurse continues with a firm tone, “Your dad is a very strong man in good physical shape. These things are on his side.”

  I notice the concentration on Anna’s face. She often watches documentaries of real-life surgeries on television. She wants to know all the details of Hugh’s medical care. Mary is more sensitive, hesitant about seeing her dad in a hospital bed. She inherits her uneasiness from me. I always hated needles as a kid. My brother John loved biology. He often succeeded in grossing me out with talk of blood and guts.

  I decide to go in alone first, to gauge my own reaction so I don’t alarm the girls. As I walk through the ICU, past several critically ill patients, I want to turn around and bolt out of the hospital. Then I see Hugh.

  He is asleep. His face is perfectly unmarked beneath the bandage wound tightly around his head. I stare at his beautiful sleeping face before taking in his whole form. He’s covered in sheets, hooked up to monitors and tubes. I approach cautiously.

  “Hey, hon. Can you hear me? It’s Rosie. The girls and I are here with you. You had an operation but you’re going to pull through this. I love you. Can you hear me?”

  No response. A chill of dread runs through me as I return to the conference room to gather the girls. When I enter, Mary is curled up in a straight-back chair, crying. Anna is stoic and quiet.

  “Girls, dad is sleeping. He looks okay. Want to see him?”

  “I want to see him . . . but . . . I don’t know.” Mary’s face is streaked with tears.

  “I’ll go,” Anna says and stands up. I take her hand and bend toward Mary.

  “Dad knows you’re here with him, Mary. He knows you love him. He can feel it. I’m sure. You don’t have to be standing right next to him.”

  “But I want to be right next to him. I just . . .” her voice breaks off.

  “Take your time. There’s no rush. You can see him when you’re ready. I’ll bring Anna. We won’t be long.” I squeeze her arm and her chin touches her knees as she sniffs and wraps her arms around her bent legs. Kelly draws closer to her and nods at me.

  Anna strides boldly through the ICU, her dancer’s back as straight as a stick. She stares directly at the other patients unflinchingly. When she first spots Hugh, she walks right up to the head of his bed, grips the railing, and begins speaking. “Hi Dad, it’s Anna.”

  A nurse stands at the foot of his bed monitoring his vital signs. “You can hold your dad’s hand and get close if you like,” she says. Without hesitating, Anna takes Hugh’s swollen hand in her delicate one and leans in to speak to him.

  “Hi Dad, it’s Anna. You look good, Daddy. Keep fighting. We’re all here with you.” When he doesn’t respond, she shoots me a look of disbelief. “Daddy, I love you,” she says in a shakier voice. When she hears no response, she glances at the bleeping monitor by his bed.

  “What does that number in the upper right-hand corner mean?” she asks the nurse.

  “You can call me Kathy,” says the nurse. “Here we have his heart rate—it’s steady. And this one is his oxygen level. Ninety-eight is a good number.” Anna stares at the machine. “Anna, I want you to know, I will be with your dad as long as he’s on this floor for every one of my night shifts, and I will take extra special care of him. Okay?”

  Anna nods, satisfied. She kisses Hugh’s cheek. “Let’s go back, Mom.”

  We cling to each other all the way to the waiting room. A different nurse is speaking to Mary when we arrive. “I think you’ll feel better if you see your dad,” she’s saying.

  “I can’t.” Mary’s eyes well up. “I just don’t . . . .”

  The nurse repeats in a soft voice, “He looks different because he’s been injured, but he’s still your dad—nothing to be afraid of.”

  Mary looks at Kelly. “I will if you will,” she says, and then she looks at me. “Mom, I don’t want you to feel bad, but can you wait here? I’d rather go with Kelly.”

  My feelings are hurt. I want to be the one to comfort her, but I realize I’m an exhausted mess with red, swollen eyes and not exactly the rock of Gibraltar right now. “Sure, Mary, whatever you want,” I murmur.

  Mary grips Kelly’s hand as they leave the room. A thousand thoughts flood my head about Hugh, about Mary and Anna. How can I help them? Coffee appears in front of me. I touch the cup but don’t drink it. Keith is speaking, but I can’t concentrate enough to hear him. Soon, Kelly and Mary are back. Mary appears a little calmer, relieved to have it over.

  Now that the girls are settled, I return to Hugh’s bedside. Kathy slips a chair beside me. “I doubt he’ll wake up anytime soon,” she says after a while. “It’s after midnight. He’s in for a long hospital stay. You better go home and get some rest, even if it’s only a few hours. You can call us anytime for an update.”

  I tuck the ICU phone number in my wallet, not wanting to go, but I know the girls will not leave me here alone—and I have the horrifying thought that I should tend to the living, our children. Before we leave, Keith prays with us. After a respectful silence, Kelly turns and says, “Rosemary, girls, can’t I drive you home? You can get the car tomorrow.”

  Rick and Kevin walk with us to the parking deck, keeping watch over Mary and Anna like surrogate fathers, the brothers Hugh never had. Kelly drives us home in silence.


  Chapter 5

  Entreat me not to leave thee, or return from following after thee: For whither thou goest, I will go . . .

  —The Book of Ruth, Chapter 1

  Prayer from our wedding ceremony

  On the way home, scenes from our life together wash over me in a montage of split-second images, painting a wide streak of lush remembrance. In sharp focus, I see Hugh at age twenty on the day we met during a beach trip in the Hamptons on Long Island. A lean, muscular surfer boy with rugged good looks and chiseled cheekbones, he stands apart from the crowd and looks at no one. I cannot take my eyes off him. At six feet tall with rakish brown hair and a deep tan, he wears a tight shirt over hip-hugging powder blue bell-bottoms. He is the most handsome man I have ever seen. I intentionally bump into him.

  I see him lying on the cheap webbed lounge chair by the pool in back of the motel where I stayed that night, his hands clasped behind his head, looking up at the stars. I fall in love with his beautiful face and quiet, unassuming manner.

  I remember dinner in a wooden booth at Shippy’s restaurant, sun-drenched beach days with Hugh’s surfing buddies, walking in the sand holding hands while the wind blows salted strands of hair across our faces, slow dancing at the OBI South—days that turn to evenings that turn to nights we never want to end. We keep kissing through the screen door long after saying goodbye.

  I see him standing opposite me at the altar in a white tuxedo on the day we marry, staring into my eyes calmly while I shake with laughter and nervousness.

  I see him in our camping tent that springs a leak during a teeming rain; he’s leaning on one elbow, looking at me as if the sun is still shining. He laughs as I plunge in a fork and pull out a pot-shaped lump of glued-together macaroni, which I cooked on a hibachi fire in the woods. He’s paddling a canoe down the rapids of the Delaware Water Gap after I lose my oar in an unexpected lurch of the boat, the ripples of his back straining against the pull of rushing water. We’re playing cards in Chester Judson’s cabin in the woods; he rubs his chin when he knows he’s been dealt a bad hand. Later we make love on the straw mattress in that cabin, the old floor creaking in the stony silence of the forested night.

  I see him in the kitchen of the first beach cottage we rented in Lindenhurst, Long Island, bare-chested in surfing trunks, ducking the raw hamburger meat I’ve just thrown at him in a fit of anger because he laughed at my inept cooking skills. He’s charming our Italian landlady by sharing his pastry with her. In boxer shorts, he’s bailing out the cellar flood after a rainstorm. I see him running to catch his train to the diamond district in New York City for work and see him coming home late at night, struggling with career choices, changing jobs.

  I hear him say, “Let’s go off and make a new start. You always loved Vermont.” Vermont—my grandfather’s house on Crow Hill Road—the theater of my childhood vacations. It crystallizes in me like rows of spiky icicles that shimmer in the frigid afternoon light. I hear the crunch of his boots on hard-packed snow; watch him savor the smell of crisp, clean air filtered by dense canopies of leaves. I see Hugh shoveling snow so high it builds a wall along the driveway. I see him graduating from St. Michael’s College, smiling for pictures in his lopsided cap and gown. He’s raking endless piles of orange and yellow leaves at our first house with the red front door and the chipped cement stoop. We’re holding hands at the Church Street Marketplace in Burlington and feel like we’re strolling along the inside of a postcard where fall foliage flutters down on us like confetti along the brick road with the old church’s rising steeple at the end. We sip drinks at Leunig’s or Sweetwater’s, press shoulders in the dark Flynn Theater, and rest on the cool stone wall outside the Fletcher Free Library.

  I delight in the surprised look on his face when I tell him I am having our first baby. I see his mouth round in disbelief and amazement when he learns we are having two babies! The morning his twins arrive, he says, “Most babies are so ugly, but these two are so beautiful and it’s not just because they’re mine.” I picture him lying on the couch with Anna and Mary, two tiny living dolls sleeping on his chest, their heads almost touching at his collar bone, tiny bunches of his chest hair gripped in their dimpled hands. Hugh, with an infant in each arm at their baptism, long white gowns sweeping the floor. Hugh strapping them up carefully in their infant car seats and making faces at them in the rearview mirror.

  I’m cheering him on at the Howard Bank Bike Criterion with a twin umbrella stroller in tow. I jump with excitement when he passes his CPA exam despite zero sleep and midnight feedings. I see his broken front tooth after a Triathlon. He’s pulling the girls in their red wagon in the fall and snapping their snowsuits in winter. I feel him next to me on the ski lift at Smuggler’s Notch; see his Navy Thinsulate mitten resting on my thigh. Hugh at Terry and Tom’s house down the street, in the garage they are always cleaning out. Hugh saying, “Terry, you know I hate peas!” and Terry always serving them anyway.

  I see snapshots of Hugh waking up in the middle of the night to chase a nightmare away and rub a tiny back. I remember his perfect ears, small and pressed to his head, a sculpted, matched pair; the way his eyes change from blue to green to amber all in the same day; the way he surprises me with chocolate bars, the ultimate symbol of love for us; the way he touches me so gently it almost hurts from the intense desire it evokes.

  I picture him packing up his car to drive to Richmond and start a new job, the long goodbye, the slow motion of unwanted departure. I see him in the pool at the rented Wellesley condominium, Mary and Anna splashing him, their chubby legs dangling and kicking water over the coping. We check on our new house taking shape in Glen Allen with a walk through the skeletal wood frame every evening, our toddlers scooped up to avoid landmines of staples, nails, and splinters.

  I hear the thunderous music while watching the fireworks after the Richmond Braves Game on the Fourth of July at the Diamond; see the girls huddled against their father’s brick hard legs, Anna holding her ears against the piercing pops and explosions. I see Hugh diving into the pool at the Hungary Creek swim club, slicing through the water with fluid grace and steady rhythm. I see him eating frozen Milky Ways under the umbrella at the round wooden picnic table. At the ocean in Florida, he’s building sand castles with his cousin, Betty, and jumping over the waves with a gaggle of screaming girls.

  A slideshow of Hugh with his girls plays through my mind: toweling slippery bodies after a foaming bubble bath, tying tiny sneakers, stealing their chocolate Teddy Grahams, watching them with rapt attention at their dance recitals, reflecting as they blow out the birthday candles year after year. I stifle a laugh at the thought of him squished on the sofa with them as he tries to stay awake through long Disney movies. His face goes soft on his fortieth birthday as he watches his eight-year-old girls sing “My Dad” to the tune of “My Girl” while dancing with top hats tilted on their heads. His cycling friends surround them with sweat from beer cans dripping down their forearms. I envision him running beside Anna’s mountain bike in the apple orchard, beaming because she is the only girl in the race and she’s beating the boys! I watch him listening so earnestly to Mary tell him all about her day. Her story winds around and around, but he never looks away; she holds his full attention and that pleases her. She tells him she’ll only marry a man who shaves his legs like Daddy. He does it to avoid ripping his hair with bandages after bike scrapes, but she likes the way it looks. Hairy legs are gross.

  Then suddenly he looks like an executive in a business suit and tie, with flecks of silver at his hairline. He’s holding a briefcase. Driving in profile with the car windows always down, wearing black Oakley sun-glasses. Mr. GQ. He glows in candlelight at dinner out with friends. He stands by Patty King’s huge wooden breakfast bar holding a napkin and eating a piece of shrimp, the room so crowded everyone’s shoulders touch.

  I see him straddled over his bike, joking with Kevin, Rick, and Jim in the cul-de-sac before a weekend ride. Popping over logs on his mountain bike. Hanging out with Fred at Rowlett’s bike shop.

  He’s embarrassed and tipsy after a few stiff drinks as he’s pulled to the dance floor to learn the electric slide with all the women in his department at the company Christmas party. I hear him say “Hi, hon” in the way he has greeted me at the end of every day for twenty-four years. I hear his exact tone and inflection and see him come into view, anxious for my response, eager to see me.

  I hear the door close as he leaves for the office in the morning. Sometimes he leaves too early to say goodbye. I hear him on the phone, “Working late again. You know how it is.” I sense him sometimes wanting more than I can give, wanting more from his career. I see him yearning, feeling the pressure of work, the monotony of long marriage, the pull of responsibility. Time has worn a path between us. We drift in the midlife doldrums unsure about our choices, wondering if we are growing apart.

  All that changed today.

  I see you, Hugh. I’m with you.


  Chapter 6

  Rosemary,

  My thoughts and prayers are with you, Hugh, and the family as everyone looks to the future and sees a remarkable recovery for Hugh. I believe this will happen and I know that as every second is filled with anxiety mixed with prayers, his body is healing. I believe he is in good hands and is being monitored carefully. I am here to support you and the girls in any way that I can, and/or that you need. We are spiritually bound—all of us on this earth—and whether spoken out loud or said silently, our prayers and thoughts are for Hugh, you and your family.

  Love you, dearest Rosemary

  —Letter left on the front porch with food from Bambi Jones, friend

  Like an alarm, the car pops over the bump in our driveway and jolts me awake. Kelly’s face looks worn. “Will you be alright?” she asks. I answer her with a weak smile before she drives back home. As we enter the house, I instinctively know that the slam of the front door is the sound of a chapter closing in our lives.

  The girls mope around the kitchen, checking the fridge but not eating anything. “We’ll be up early, so better get some sleep,” I say. We hold each other long and hard in a tight huddle. “C’mon, we’ll feel better if we get some rest.” Reluctantly, they trudge upstairs.

  I can’t stand to be in the bedroom. Unable to lie still, I get up and pace the floors as if Hugh might show up at any moment. Looking out the front window, I notice the porch light illuminating a word spelled out in all caps: huprman, the vanity plate on his Ford Explorer, a gift from the girls for Father’s Day a few years ago when he had back surgery. The surgeon joked that he had to use a razor-sharp knife to saw through Hugh’s super dense bones, so this became his new nickname. Hugh was mortified by it; he detests people who brag. Now I look at the word and foolishly wish he could be Superman. I wish he had pushed back that car with his superhuman power. My chest cracks from the longing and aching inside as I walk from room to room. Each time I enter the kitchen, I see his shadow leaving for the last time and hear the tapping of his cycling shoes as they echo on the kitchen floor. Finally, I climb the stairs, fall into bed, and sleep.

  [image: image]

  Thin bars of sunshine highlight the wall. It’s morning. Rolling over, I catch sight of the framed poem on Hugh’s dresser that Mary wrote for him as a Christmas gift when she was ten.

  Life is just one big bike ride

  It comes along with bumps and bruises

  And long breezy cruises

  Sometimes you’re swift

  Or you need a lift

  There are mountains to climb

  And hills to glide down

  And interesting corners to turn around

  When you’re on the road

  Watch out for cars . . .

  I can’t read on.

  “Watch out for cars,” I say aloud as I step out of bed and check the phone; no doctors have called during the night. Lee Facetti, Hugh’s close friend and business partner, knocks at the door as I’m finishing my coffee. He greets Anna and Mary with a smile that softens his Italian brown eyes. His perfectly combed thick black hair, khakis, and button-down shirt lend him an air of professional calm that defies the nervousness he expresses to me about seeing Hugh completely incapacitated. He drives us to MCV while I deliver an update. When I’m done, I attempt a positive voice, “No calls last night. No news is good news, right girls?” Anna and Mary sit quietly.

  Sensing their apprehension, Lee continually glances up at the rearview mirror and directs light comments to them. He lets out a hearty laugh when they tell him about their recent school dance. Upon entering the cavernous lobby of MCV, he tells a raunchy hospital joke, helping us release our tension. The joke is not nearly as funny as our overreaction to it.
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