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			“Life changes in an instant. 
The ordinary instant.”

			—Joan Didion, 
The Year of Magical Thinking

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The Phone Call

			I’m hiding in an empty conference room, trying to respond to urgent emails before my next meeting. Amanda, the head of recruiting on my team, slips into the room.

			“You’re not going to believe what Justin wants—hire thirty engineers in Berlin, India, and Santa Clara in four weeks.” She exhales loudly, shaking her head as she paces in front of me. “We all know it takes at least three months lead time in the current market to hire even one engineer.”

			“Geez, Justin is running so fast. As my kids used to say, he’s cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs.” I twirl my forefinger by the side of my head, spinning it the way my sons, Wesley and Adrian, used to do as little kids, hopping back and forth on their two feet like bouncy, midget marsupials.

			Amanda chuckles. “And I say four weeks is great if we’re hiring sixty sales clerks for Petco.”

			My phone rings suddenly. On cue, Amanda waves to me as she steps out of the room.

			It’s not a number I recognize, so I don’t answer, turning my attention back to reading my emails. My phone rings again for a while until it goes silent. Probably someone trying to sell me something or recruit me for a job. The phone rings again. Same number, 602 area code. Boy—these people are persistent! I think. I Google the area code. Phoenix. Crap. Mark’s in Scottsdale flying back to Lake Tahoe today.

			I immediately pick up the phone, feeling instant remorse that I hadn’t picked up earlier.

			“Jenny, it’s Mark.”

			“Hi, Mark, sweetie.” I’m glad to hear from my husband. But why isn’t he calling me from his phone?

			“The plane’s gone.”

			He sounds so calm.

			“I’ve been in an accident and I’m at the hospital.”

			Hospital. Accident. Oh, no.

			“The doctors tell me I’m in for a very…long recovery.” He emphasizes long.

			“Are you okay? Are you injured?” I feel dizzy, off balance. The room is spinning.

			“I love you, Jenny.”

			Why isn’t he answering my question? What happened?

			“I love you too, Mark…. What happened?”

			“I’m handing you to the doctor,” Mark says in his no-fuss voice. Maybe he didn’t hear my question.

			A professional, self-assured man’s voice comes on the phone. He introduces himself as Dr. Reese, the attending physician at Maricopa County Hospital in Phoenix.

			The doctor explains several medical facts about Mark’s condition, but I have no idea what he’s saying. At all. His words are so technical. I catch key words here and there, but they slip away before I can ask questions. Fluid bolus therapy. Hemodynamic stability. Stability, okay—I got that. But wait. What’s “hemodynamic”? Crystalloid. It’s so technical and he doesn’t pause for questions. I’m gripping the phone so tightly that my hand hurts. I slowly stretch my fingers out. I’m not following what he’s saying about Mark’s condition. He finally pauses. I should be all over him with my questions. After all, I’m the executive. Get more information. But instead, I’m overwhelmed. I don’t know where or what to begin to ask because I don’t understand him, starting from his first sentence. So I ask, “What happened to the plane?”

			“I don’t actually know.”

			What? How can he not know? I stop my mental torrent of questions, thinking that Mark and I are the kind of people who say to each other and others, “There’s nothing to worry about until we have more information. Why get worked up until we know more?”

			“So I assume his plane was in an accident?” What a lame question! I realize it the minute I blurt it out.

			“Yes,” he replies.

			“And you can’t tell me any details about how it happened?” Somehow I think knowing what happened to Mark’s plane will tell me more clearly what happened to him. I’m fidgeting with my pen, clicking it up and down. Click, click. Click.

			“That’s right.”

			I drop my pen onto the floor. I stare at it, feeling paralyzed and unable to pick it up.

			“Okay…” I take a deep breath. “I didn’t understand anything you just said earlier.” I close my eyes, in my desperate need to focus. “I just need to know this, Dr. Reese. Bottom line—are his injuries life-threatening?”

			“Yes, they are.”

			“Okay, that’s all I need to know.” A rock seems to have dropped into my stomach. It feels so heavy. “I’ll catch the first flight I can to get there.”

			“Of course.”

			“Thank you.”

			I brush the heavy feeling aside. Something instantly switches on. I will myself to feel calm. Deep breathing. In, out, in, out. Just breathe, they always say in my meditation app.

			After a few deep breaths, I kick into high gear now that I know Mark’s life is at risk. I run to my desk, attempting to find everything I need to pack up in my backpack. All I can think about is, How fast can I get to Phoenix? How fast? How fast? I grab my purse out of my drawer. Debra, one of the leaders on my team, walks by. I pull her aside.

			“Debra, Mark’s been in a terrible plane accident.”

			“Oh, no!” she exclaims, wide-eyed. Her mouth drops open.

			Seeing her troubled expression is jarring, because in my attempt to control my whirlwind of emotions, I see how obviously terrible the news is. And I didn’t even explain what the doctor just told me.

			“In Phoenix. I’ve gotta go.” I nervously glance at my watch. “Like now.” I put my laptop in my backpack. Where’s the mouse? Oh, wait. I need my notebook, don’t I?

			“What can I do for you, Jenny?”

			I shrug helplessly. I don’t know. I grab my power cord. I need that.

			“Okay. No problem. You need to go home and find a flight to Phoenix. I’ll take care of everything here.” She mentions something about letting our CEO, Dan, and my team know.

			I need my pen. I grab it and zip up my backpack. Barely looking at Debra, who’s hovering, I pick up my backpack and purse and race out the door. Where’s my car? Where did I park? I’m searching frantically in the parking lot. I spot my car, two rows from the lobby. Thank God—I had gotten in early enough to find a parking space close to the building.

			The drive home is a blur.

			Arriving home, I park the car and sit in the driveway thinking about how horrible the news is. How do I explain this to our boys? I need to stay calm. Calm. Wesley’s my kid even though he’s twenty-six years old, a strapping big guy like his dad. I need to protect him from whatever is happening. Don’t rattle him. Wesley’s sensitive and occasionally suffers from panic attacks.

			Wesley is lying in his familiar spot on the couch in the family room. His contract job wrapped up recently and he’s been applying for jobs online.

			“Hi, Mom!” He’s surprised to see me at this time of day. I never get home before six o’clock.

			I carefully put down my backpack and purse, composing my thoughts.

			“Wes, I have some bad news.”

			His mouth is slightly open as he stares at me.

			“What?”

			“Dad’s been in a plane accident.” I work hard to keep my voice even.

			“Oh, no.” Wesley’s face crumples. He gets up from the couch.

			“He’s in the ER. I talked with the doctor just now.”

			“How is he?” Wesley approaches me, standing close, facing me.

			“Not good, Wesley. I didn’t understand what the doctor said—but it’s not good.”

			Wesley hugs me. I hug him back but I feel like a robot, going through the motions. My body feels stiff and awkward.

			“I’ve gotta get to Phoenix today. Can you help me out while I pack?” I ask.

			“Sure, Mom.”

			“Check the next available flights from San Jose to Phoenix, will you?” I briskly climb the stairs to my bedroom. Wesley follows me.

			“Will do,” Wesley replies and disappears to find his iPad.

			Okay, focus Jenny. I need to quickly pack in case Wesley finds me a flight that leaves soon. I pull out my suitcase, place it on the bed, and begin looking for any summer clothes I can find. It’s hot in Phoenix, right? I start haphazardly throwing anything that looks as if it’s for summer into my suitcase. Shorts, short-sleeved tops. I picture Mark lying on a gurney at the hospital calling me. Stop. Don’t go there. I need to pack. I can’t miss the next available flight. I just can’t. My neck feels hot, panicked at the thought of missing a flight. I move faster, conscious of my jerky movements as I continue packing, literally throwing everything into the suitcase.

			The suitcase is half full before I think to Google the weather in Phoenix. I might be there for a while. Ninety-five to ninety-nine all week. Hot. I start digging around my closet for my sandals. Shoot. Where are they? I pull out a bunch of shoes to find sandals in my closet. Shoes pile up around me—it’s a mess but I don’t care. The first pair I find I toss into the suitcase.

			It suddenly occurs to me that I need to let Mark’s family know—his brother, his sisters, his cousin. Between throwing in my sandals and more clothes, I send texts to Mark’s family in the Midwest. His youngest sister is farthest away in New York. Since I don’t know much about Mark’s condition, all I can tell them is what I know—that Mark’s been in a bad plane accident and it’s serious, though I don’t really know what that means when his sister Rene immediately responds, asking for details. I tell her I don’t know. I’m flying to Phoenix ASAP and promise to send an update when I know more.

			I have no idea what I’ve packed, but I zip up my suitcase after I text them. It makes me feel better to know Wesley and I aren’t the only ones close to Mark who know what’s happened. I don’t know why but it does.

			Wesley manages to get me on a flight leaving at 6:15 p.m. It gives me enough time to get to the airport. I’m relieved.

			I start hauling my suitcase down the narrow stairs.

			“Mom, let me get that,” Wesley calls from behind me.

			“It’s okay, honey—I got it,” I reply, continuing my march down the stairs with my luggage. It’s heavy.

			“Are you sure? I can get that for you,” he calls again, with a mixture of concern verging on impatience.

			“No, no!” I wave him off. “I’ve got it!” I continue lugging my heavy bag down the stairs.

			I want so badly to keep him at a distance, not to involve him yet. It’s a way of protecting him from all this. This—I don’t even know yet what this is really.

			“I’ll drive you,” Wesley insists, grabbing his keys.

			In the car a text pops up from Sue Tessman, a friend who had moved to Phoenix from Madison, Wisconsin, with her husband a few years ago. She mentions that Steven, Mark’s brother, updated her about Mark. She asks for my flight information so she can pick me up at the airport and take me straight to the hospital to see Mark. I’m grateful she’s there because I don’t know anyone else in Phoenix.

			Wesley and I ride in tense silence while he drives me to San Jose airport. I text my sister in LA and my close Wellesley friend, Suzie, in Denver, who is our boys’ godmother. I feel like command central. I’ve let everyone who needs to know, know. It feels good to do something. A welcome distraction.

			When I get to the airport I check in. My phone rings as I’m walking to the gate. Another 602 area code. Phoenix again. I pick up. It’s a professional, smooth-sounding man’s voice asking if I’m Jenny Brandemuehl. He mentions that he’s from some aviation company at Scottsdale Airport. I confirm my identity and yes, I’m Mark’s wife. He asks me questions about Mark and the plane. I snap to attention. This must be part of the process of filing an accident report by the airport.

			While I talk with him, I continue my purposeful stride to the gate. I can’t miss this flight.

			“Tell us what happened,” he says.

			What? Don’t they know? They’re at the airport.

			“You tell me what happened,” I reply aggressively. “You’re there at the airport, aren’t you?” I’m exasperated—and really annoyed.

			“He was flying a Mooney, right?”

			“Yes.” Why don’t they know this already?

			He asks me more questions. I have no answers for almost all of them.

			“I don’t know anything,” I said. “I only just spoke with the doctor at the hospital.”

			“How is Mark doing?”

			Why would they want to know his condition? Aren’t they just collecting facts about the plane accident? It hits me suddenly. This guy’s got to be a reporter!

			My face feels flush as a tide of anger bursts through. “I can’t talk to you anymore.” I abruptly hang up. I hate them. These reporters will stop at nothing to get information. For a moment I lose track of where I am at the airport. I feel blood pounding in my ears and all I see is a blur of people walking by me. I step aside to escape the flow of people walking, close my eyes and take a deep breath. Ah, yes—I’m going to Gate 12. My legs have a will of their own and I start walking again.

			When I reach the gate, I text Sue my flight arrival information. She tells me she’s trying to get into the hospital to see Mark. When I find a seat in the crowded gate area, I sit down. It’s only then that it occurs to me that I should Google to see if there’s a news update about what happened to Mark. I read a 12News article:

			Pilot in critical condition with severe burns after plane crash in Deer Valley

			The cause of the crash Tuesday afternoon near North 31st Avenue and Deer Valley Road is under investigation.

			PHOENIX—A man has severe burns after a plane he was piloting crashed and caught fire near North 31st Avenue and Deer Valley Road, according to the Phoenix Fire Department. Phoenix Fire said the 50-year-old man was the only passenger in the plane.

			The plane nearly hit at least one driver during the crash, firefighters said. According to crews, a bystander pulled the pilot from the plane as flames engulfed the aircraft.

			The pilot was rushed to the hospital and remains in critical condition. Phoenix Fire said the man suffered 2nd- and 3rd-degree burns. Firefighters said the man was awake and talking when he was taken to the hospital.

			It is unknown what caused the crash.

			The Federal Aviation Administration says the plane was a single-engine Mooney M20. The plane burst into flames again as crews dismantled and towed the wreckage from the scene.

			The FAA and National Transportation Safety Board will handle the investigation. It typically takes the NTSB a year or more to determine a probable cause of an accident.

			Deer Valley Road was closed between 31st Avenue and 35th Avenue for an extended period of time, Phoenix PD says.

			Severe burns. I can’t stop staring at those words. Fuck. A string of profanities pour into my mind. I want to scream. I look around the gate area. People are sitting quietly, reading their phones, listening to music. A woman is feeding her baby. How did this happen to Mark? My beautiful, beloved husband. How did this happen? I’m shouting silently in my mind in a private bubble that no one around me can hear. The world goes blurry again. I wipe away tears that I’m barely aware of until I realize that my face is wet.

			My flight’s being called. Hastily I put my phone away and get into the boarding line.

			The flight to Phoenix is only a couple hours long. I resist the urge to use the in-flight Wi-Fi and look up “second-degree burns” and “third-degree burns.” I promise myself I’ll do that when I get to Phoenix. I need to stay calm and wait until I talk with the doctors. I don’t want to get wound up before I get an update from Mark’s physician.

			It’s dark outside when I step out the door with my baggage at Sky Harbor International. A wall of dry heat hits me immediately. No matter how hot the day is at home, it’s always chilly at night. So this is Phoenix.

			I quickly spot Sue in her red Cadillac SUV. I hug her and hold onto her a little longer than usual. She’s a familiar and reassuring presence. Once she starts driving, she explains that she visited Mark briefly at the hospital before she came to pick me up. Sue works at a life sciences start-up and sounds very knowledgeable about all things medical.

			“So I talked to a Dr. Hale.”

			I’m confused. Who is he? I had pictured Dr. Reese from my phone call earlier. I stay quiet, wanting to know what was shared with her.

			“He said that they put Mark into a medically induced coma because the burns are so traumatic and painful. The sedation helps him with his condition as well as the treatment.”

			“Did he say what type of treatment Mark will receive?”

			Sue shook her head. “Only that for tonight they’re giving him fluid intravenously and monitoring his vitals closely.”

			“So you saw Mark?”

			“Yes.”

			“And how did he look?”

			“You should know that he’s completely wrapped up in bandages.”

			“Oh.” I’m trying to imagine it while digesting the fact that he’s in a coma. “So I can’t talk to him?” I think of the brief call he and I had.

			“I’m so sorry, Jenny. They sedated him pretty quickly after he arrived in the ER.”

			So they must have sedated him after he called me. I see him lying on a gurney again.

			I don’t see much of Phoenix on our drive because it’s dark out. Maricopa County Hospital, where the Burn Center is located, is near the airport. Sue parks close to the brightly lit emergency room sign at the entrance. As we walk through the parking lot in the warm evening, it occurs to me that the only times Mark and I have been at a hospital at night were when our boys were born. This is new.

			A police officer is behind the check-in counter in the ER. It strikes me as odd that it’s not a regular receptionist. We make our way to another lobby with a security entrance to the Burn Center. Sue presses the intercom button to let them know who we are and the name of the patient we’re visiting.

			Once inside the burn unit, Sue and I follow the instructions posted on the wall. It’s quiet except for the steady hum of machines in the individual patient rooms. Everyone has his or her own private room and a square two-foot by two-foot peephole window to the right side of each door. Sue shows me the visitor protocol. We put on yellow hospital gowns and wash our hands thoroughly with soap and warm water. Next we pull on blue latex gloves. Sue explains that the nurses told her the environment has to be super clean for burn patients to prevent any possibility of infection.

			Sue leads the way to Mark’s room, which is quiet and dimly lit. I glance at the clock. 8:30 p.m.

			Mark is lying on the bed, wrapped in white bandages. Sue had told me he would be bandaged up, but nothing prepares me for seeing him this way. He’s a huge mummy. His chest and legs look big because of the dressing layers. Mark’s already a big man. Is he really in there somewhere? I look at his face, where the white coverings look sticky. His face is fully bandaged as well, except for his eyes, which are closed. Mark is hooked up to a machine that’s rhythmically breathing. In and out, in and out. Otherwise, it’s completely silent in the room.

			It doesn’t yet fully occur to me how bad things are because he’s wrapped up in these pristine white bandages. I’m not sure what Mark looks like underneath. I would be afraid to look.

			A nurse walks in and examines a machine with a screen. From the screen reading I can see she’s checking his heart rate and blood pressure.

			“Does everything look okay?” I ask her, hesitant because I’m a little afraid to hear her answer.

			“His blood pressure’s a little low but that’s normal in burn patients,” she explains matter-of-factly. “We’d worry if there’s a severe drop in pressure, which can be an indication of septic shock.”

			I nod, taking it in. With a start, I realize I should introduce myself, which I do. She is Linda, Mark’s night nurse tonight. Linda has a kind-looking face. She bustles about in a competent manner.

			I introduce Sue.

			I watch silently as Linda checks the breathing apparatus. “What’s that machine for?” I ask.

			“It’s Mark’s respiratory machine. The good news is that he didn’t suffer a lot of smoke inhalation, which can damage the lungs. We get a lot of patients who suffer from that, and you can die from it.”

			“So that’s good.”

			“Yes. But because your husband is in a medically induced coma, he needs help breathing.”

			“Where exactly are his burns?”

			“Let me check.” She pulls out Mark’s chart and looks through it. After a few minutes, she says, “Okay, his arms, his chest, his torso, his back…um, both legs and feet.”

			“My goodness. Where is he not burned?”

			“His right butt cheek. Not his left. His lower stomach wasn’t burned either.”

			“What about his face?” Sue asks.

			Linda looks at the chart again. “His face is burned but not as badly as the rest of his body.”

			“Why are the bandages so sticky on his face?” I ask.

			She explains that they use medical-grade honey on less severe burn wounds. It sterilizes and helps the skin heal and regenerate with minimal to no scarring.

			Sue and I marvel at how something organic and natural can have such healing properties. She and I go on and on about this. We enthusiastically clamor around this fact, grabbing a lifeline in our desperate attempt to find something positive to hang onto.

			I ask Linda if there are any doctors around for me to speak to. She explains that the doctors have left for the day and that only an intern is around. She’s quick to mention that Dr. Williams, the head of the Burn Center, will definitely be in touch to meet with me.

			The room is quiet again except for the respiratory machine. It’s a strangely comforting indication that Mark is breathing and alive.

			When Linda leaves the room, Sue and I decide there’s nothing more we can do. I stare one last time at Mark before we leave. It’s just so much to digest. I’ve never seen anyone in a coma, never mind knowing that it’s Mark in there somewhere in this silent mummy body. I can’t talk to the man I’ve had animated conversations with almost every day for thirty years. Mark, the man who loved a good debate—is now unconscious and silent.

			When we get back in Sue’s car, I feel very tired. All I want to do is crawl into bed as soon as I check into my hotel room. Sue tells me that the Arizona Burn Center is among the best in the country. They take care of burn patients not just from Arizona but also from New Mexico, Southern California, and northern Mexico. She says that luckily this facility wasn’t far from Mark’s crash site. I nod. “That is good.” But my own words ring hollow. It’s such a small consolation when Mark’s so horribly injured.

			I’ll plan to come back tomorrow. My text alerts keep pinging. Mark’s brother, Steven, and his sisters, Rene and Michelle, are working on flights to get to Phoenix tomorrow.

			When Sue drops me off at my hotel in downtown Phoenix, I’m impatient as the receptionist rattles off breakfast hours, the fitness center, blah blah blah. I just want to get into my room and climb into bed. I desperately want to turn my mind off.

			Should I call Adrian now to let him know what’s happened? Adrian, our twenty-three-year-old son, is in graduate school at ETH Zurich, in Switzerland. I glance at my watch. Nine-fifteen here. Phoenix is nine hours behind Zurich. Six-fifteen in the morning there. He’ll be asleep for a few more hours on a student schedule, which means he won’t be up until eight or nine. Adrian needs a lot of sleep; he has ever since he was a little kid. There’s not much he can do now anyway. Best to catch him first thing tomorrow morning, which would be afternoon for him. That’s soon enough for him to find flights to Phoenix. I pass out in bed without noticing what time it is.

			Sometime after I fall asleep, my phone rings. What time is it? Midnight. Who would be calling this late? Groggily, I look at my phone. Adrian Brandemuehl.

			“Mom?”

			“Hi, Adrian,” I croak.

			“Someone reached out to me on Facebook just now.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“She asked if Mark Brandemuehl is my dad.”

			“What?”

			“Mom, what’s going on?” I can hear an edge of near-panic in his voice.

			It’s those crazy reporters. I’m suddenly wide awake. The sheer audacity of them to contact Adrian. Poor Adrian. So this is how he’ll find out.

			“I was going to wait until the morning, Adrian, but your dad’s been in a bad accident with his plane.”

			“What happened?”

			“I don’t really know yet. The doctors don’t even know.”

			“How bad is it?”

			“He’s in a medically induced coma because he has severe burns. Apparently the plane must’ve caught on fire.”

			“Oh, no.” I can picture the shocked expression on Adrian’s face. I feel terrible sharing the news with him. There’s a part of me that desperately wants to protect our boys from all this.

			“The doctor told me his injuries are life-threatening. I’ll know more tomorrow.”

			There’s a pause. “I’ll look into flights to Phoenix,” he replies finally, in a subdued voice.

			“Yes, that would be good.”

			Adrian sounds unnaturally calm, even for him. Wesley’s the excitable one in our family. The rest of us tend to be fairly composed, including Mark. But the reality of this situation hits me hard. The snapshot of my beloved husband in mummy form is jarring. It is unbelievable that he was conscious enough to call me from the ER earlier.

			“I’ll let you know what flights I’m able to get, Mom.”

			“Okay, honey.”

			What a horrible way for Adrian to find out! It’ll be important for me to protect our privacy as a family. Agitated, I thrash around in bed for a while after our call ends. It takes me a long time to fall back asleep after the call.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Prognosis

			Steven, Mark’s younger brother from Michigan, is the first to arrive. He’s the runner, Mark’s the football player. Their voices have the same timbre and cadence when they speak, the one giveaway that they’re brothers. This morning we have a meeting with Dr. Williams, the head of the Arizona Burn Center.

			Dr. Williams looks as if he’s in his late forties or early fifties, with some gray in his hair and wire-rim glasses. He has a genial face with a self-assured air about him that causes me to feel immediate calm. Soft-spoken and firm at the same time, he has a combination that creates instant confidence that we’re in good hands, most importantly for Mark. Dr. Williams introduces himself and waves us into his private office. With the door shut behind us, Steven and I sink into the deep leather couch. When Dr. Williams begins speaking, the room seems to close in on us. I feel hyper-aware of everything he starts to say, as if a bright spotlight is on the three of us. When the doctor mentions that he’s originally from Ohio and did his residency at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Steven mentions how wonderful Wisconsin is and how their family is from a small town there. Steven feels an instant kinship with people who attend UW or who grew up in a small town.

			Dr. Williams smiles and continues. “After my residency, I did my fellowship at the University of Washington in Seattle and moved to Phoenix very soon after.”

			Steven nods attentively.

			“I’ve been in Arizona now for more than twenty years. I really love it here and consider Phoenix my home. I’ve raised my family here.”

			Dr. Williams moves on from our initial pleasantries. My mouth feels dry as he starts discussing Mark’s condition.

			“Mark suffered third-degree burns on the majority of his body,” he says quietly. “Severe and serious burns like this impact a person differently depending on their age. A young man in his twenties will have a significantly higher rate of survival than someone older, like Mark. The mortality rate increases significantly with every decade.”

			Steven and I are silent as we digest this statement. Mark’s such a tough guy. Since he had grown up on a farm, I never thought of him as anything but sturdy, strong, and a sheer force of nature. When Mark and I were first dating, a young woman who worked on my team in New York laughingly described what it was like to run into Mark on the coed soccer field. “When I ran into Mark, it was like hitting a brick wall.” And this came from a woman who was five feet ten inches tall and physically tough in her own right.

			Dr. Williams continues. “The work before us is to aggressively debride his burned skin and treat his body with strong antibiotic ointment.”

			“What do you mean, ‘debride’?” I ask.

			“Remove his burned skin layer. We do it continuously to prevent infection.”

			That’s so tough on his body. Poor Mark. So this is what he’s in for. I’m suddenly relieved that he’s in a coma and will be spared knowing what’s happening to him.

			“Time will tell how Mark will do, especially in the next two weeks.”

			It seems good to have a time frame to focus on. I glance at Steven. He looks pensive, his mouth in a tight grip. He spent so much time as a kid with Mark running around playing and working on their family’s farm. This is so hard for him too. He and Mark are close in spite of the physical distance between them over the years—Mark in California, Steven in Michigan. Steven used to tell me that very few people understood what it was like growing up in a small town. Many more people know cities and suburbs. It was part of the special bond he felt with Mark.

			Dr. Williams’s calm voice breaks through my thoughts. “Debriding involves surgery. Mark will be in multiple surgeries in the next couple weeks. We have to keep things clean to prevent an infection.”

			“Our skin is our body’s largest protective covering,” Dr. Williams explains. “Think about how massive that is. When a burn patient’s natural barrier is gone, they’re vulnerable to infection.”

			“How much of Mark’s body is burned?” Steven asks.

			“Around 80 percent.”

			I search Dr. Williams’s face for clues about whether we should be seriously concerned, but his face is neutral.

			“What are his chances?” Steven asks. I’m glad he doesn’t come out and say it more explicitly. Will Mark survive this? I suddenly don’t feel ready for that discussion. I stare at the bookshelves behind Dr. Williams, fighting an overwhelming desire to escape the room. It feels claustrophobic. It takes all my attention to stay focused on staying put on the couch as my gaze shifts to the door. I take a long, deep breath.

			“If a twenty-five-year-old is 90 percent or 80 percent third-degree burned, they have a better chance than someone Mark’s age. He’s what, fifty-nine years old?”

			I nod. He’s just shy of sixty. I cling to this fact, as if his being fifty-nine and not sixty will give him some extra advantage in the survival numbers game. His birthday is July 4, and today is June 12.

			“But he’s so healthy,” I insist. “He was just at the Mayo Clinic and received a clean bill of health, including his heart. It’s why he flew here on his plane from Carson City.”

			“That’s good to know,” Dr. Williams replies. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to get your permission to have access to Mark’s health records from Mayo. It would be helpful to us.”

			I nod. “Of course.”

			“Burn patient survival rates correlate more with age although good health can help. But the most important factor is simply age,” Dr. Williams pronounces in a gentle but firm tone.

			Steven has a few more questions about Mark’s condition and burn trauma in general. When he’s done, Dr. Williams looks straight at me and asks, “What do you want for Mark? Do you want us to keep him alive at all costs?”

			“Yes.” My answer is immediate, but then I realize I’m not sure what it means in terms of Mark’s condition.

			“He may be handicapped.” Dr. Williams has already anticipated my question.

			My mind goes to Mark’s legs. He’s an avid hiker and skier. There isn’t a mountain that he hasn’t wanted to hike or ski.

			“What about prosthetics?” Steven asks. “For his legs.” He’s a step ahead of me. “Like that Olympic South African runner, Oscar Pistorius. Aren’t they making amazing advances in prosthetics?”

			“It’s possible. We just don’t know yet at this early stage,” Dr. Williams replies.

			I’m sure Adrian knows someone in the biomedical PhD program at ETH Zurich who’s working on advanced prosthetics.

			“He might lose the use of his hands. We don’t know yet but it’s a possibility,” Dr. Williams continues in a soft voice.

			“That would be hard,” I reply. “He loves to bake, cook, grill, work on his cars.”

			“But his mind would be intact,” Dr. Williams adds.

			“He loves to debate.” I look at Steven. His brother knows what I mean, although Steven would describe Mark as “argumentative.”

			“Mark has a formidable intellect.” I hear the passion in my voice. I’m proud of who my husband is.

			“He could read,” Dr. Williams offers. “Books, the internet.”

			Suddenly it’s all so clear. “You know what? Even if he can’t do the more active things he loves, he would want to see our boys grow up and live their lives.” I’m on the verge of tears thinking of how much Mark loves our boys and what a great dad he is. I hear my voice cracking. “And he could use his big brain. And he could socialize and debate with friends. And drink beer and eat. He loves food.” I’m impassioned as I ramble. “So yes. Please do everything you can to save his life.”

			“Do you have any other questions?” I ask Steven. “Because I don’t. I think I’ve heard all that I can absorb for now.”

			Steven shakes his head and silently mouths, “No.” He has a furrowed brow.

			We stand up and thank Dr. Williams. Before we end our meeting, he tells us that they structure the care for burn patients around three-week segments. Every three weeks they rotate the doctor who takes the lead. The next three weeks will be led by Dr. Jameson.

			Later, when I’m in Mark’s room, a text pops in from a friend mentioning that he Googled the Arizona Burn Center and discovered it’s one of the top burn centers in the country. The fire department chief who was in charge of Mark’s rescue and transport to the facility told me that they rushed Mark to the ER within fourteen minutes. It was important to him to impress upon me how fast they were in getting Mark to medical treatment. How fortunate we are that Mark’s crash site was so close! It was only eleven miles. Between feeling reassured that Dr. Williams is more than competent and how fast the first responders acted, I’m grateful. In this high-stakes game of survival, it makes me feel that both factors could give Mark a fighting chance.

			A nurse appears in the room and looks carefully at Mark’s vitals. Appearing satisfied, she turns to introduce herself to me as Alyssa.

			“I was here the day that Mark came into the ER,” she says.

			She has my instant and full attention. What was Mark’s physical condition, having survived the plane crash? I have no idea since he’s fully bandaged up like a mummy. I’ve studiously avoided reading the news articles about the accident because Sue said there were photos. I couldn’t stomach looking at them. I had asked Sue to describe what the articles said about the day of the crash. I knew that Mark got burned when the right wing of his plane clipped two light poles and caught fire.

			“Reaching you on the phone was all Mark could talk about. He was insistent about calling you.”

			I think about Mark with his third-degree burns.

			“How is it possible that he had the presence of mind to call me when he was so burned?” I ask. I am now educated on that by Dr. Williams.

			“When a person has third-degree burns, their nerve endings are gone and their skin looks white,” Alyssa explains. “Mark felt no pain. He probably didn’t fully understand how bad his burns were because he just saw white skin. The skin doesn’t get dark from the burn until later.”

			Her explanation is both a relief and a shock, a relief that Mark mercifully didn’t feel pain but a shock that his nerve endings were burned off. Dr. Williams hadn’t mentioned that.

			“We had to remove his wedding band when he checked into the Burn Center from the ER. But don’t worry. I’ll personally make sure they give it to you.”

			I shudder at the image of a hospital attendant sliding the ring off Mark’s ghostly white, burned finger.

			A man in scrubs enters the room and introduces himself. His name is Dylan and he is Mark’s respiratory therapist. He’s here to check the respiratory machine several times during his shift. It’s what keeps Mark breathing while he’s in a coma.

			“You’re Mark’s wife?” he asks.

			I nod.

			“Your husband is something else,” he says with admiration in his eyes. “When he arrived in the ER, he asked, ‘Doc, where am I burned?’ Dr. Reese replied, ‘Your arms, your legs, your back, your chest. Oh, and one butt cheek.’ Your husband asked, ‘Which one?’ Dr. Reese said, ‘Your left. Your right butt cheek didn’t get burned.’ Your husband said, ‘Oh, great! That’s my good side.’”

			Mark has always been spirited, but what Dylan relates makes me appreciate that much more how incredible my husband is.

			“In all the years I’ve worked, I’ve never had a patient make a joke in the ER like that!” Dylan exclaims. “What an amazing guy! That he could be so funny and have the presence of mind to say something like that given what had happened to him!”

			I feel a little choked up and look away for a moment while Dylan busies himself with printing out Mark’s respiratory chart.

			“I can tell how much you and Mark love each other,” Alyssa says. “The way he insisted on reaching you before he was sedated.”

			“We’re soulmates,” I say simply. There’s no need for any more words to describe our marriage and who we are to each other.

			“How long have you been married?” Alyssa asks.

			“Thirty-one years come July 2. We’ve had so many wonderful years together.” I feel tears coming on.

			It’s quiet while Alyssa takes a reading from Mark’s blood pressure monitor. Steven shows up, having taken some calls in the waiting room.

			“What made you decide to become a burn nurse?” I ask, trying my best to keep it together.

			“My dad was burned badly from a fire in our backyard,” she replies.

			“What happened?” Steven asks.

			“He was trying to get a fire started in the backyard and poured some gasoline and it exploded. He had second- and third-degree burns on 70 percent of his body. That was fifteen years ago, so the treatment and skin graft technology weren’t as advanced as they are today. He still has a lot of pain from his burn injuries.”

			She carefully swaps out Mark’s blanket with a clean one, efficiently folding up the one she took off him.

			“It’s why I became a burn nurse. After what my dad went through, I wanted to help other burn patients. I know what it’s like for them and their families.”

			I know I should be curious about what her dad’s disabilities are as a result, but I can’t go there right now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Eyewitnesses

			Our families visit over the next few days. The Burn Center visitor policy restricts guests to two at a time in Mark’s room, but because they know our families are not local to Phoenix, they make an exception and allow three people. It’s cramped in Mark’s room when we rotate three people, along with the two nurses’ constant presence and the respiratory and physical therapists who show up at regular intervals. Mark’s hooked up to a plethora of machines surrounding his bed. His large respiratory machine is on wheels next to him by the window. There is barely room for two visitor chairs, so the third person has to stand. We’ve put up photos all over the one bare wall showing the smiling faces of Mark, his family, and his friends. A green-and-yellow Green Bay Packers flag hangs high on the wall near the ceiling.

			During my rotation into Mark’s room with Mark’s sister Rene and my friend Suzie, I notice an email that Patty, our real estate agent in Lake Tahoe, has sent me with an escrow document to sign and a request to make a payment. Mark and I had planned to retire in six months and move to Lake Tahoe full time. We were excited about a house we planned to buy. Mark was flying to Carson City from Phoenix on the day of his plane crash. That following Friday he planned to pick me up in San Jose and together we would fly to Truckee to look at the house. Caught up with what was happening to Mark, I completely forgot about the house.

			What do I do? Should I keep going with the house purchase? Do I keep our retirement dream alive? What would Mark want me to do? I feel a sudden heaviness in my chest. Mark and I knew how to think our way through just about anything in our lives, if we could just thoughtfully talk about it. For the first time, I don’t know what to do. I feel alone in this decision and stressed by the time pressure of funding the escrow payment to keep things moving forward.

			I look up from my phone at Rene and Suzie standing near me.

			“I’ve just received the request for escrow payment on the Tahoe house,” I blurt out to them. They both know about the house and our Tahoe retirement plan. “What do I do? Do I keep going?” I ask them. “Wouldn’t Mark want me to keep going with it?” Letting go of the Tahoe house means letting go of our plans.

			“Maybe buying the house now isn’t the right timing,” Suzie replies quietly. Rene’s looking at me attentively. Does she agree?

			“Yeah, but maybe Mark would want me to buy the house,” I say. “He was so excited about moving to Tahoe.”

			Suzie hesitates a bit and says, “Things are so uncertain right now with Mark’s condition. Are you sure you want to commit to the house? You can always look for another house when Mark recovers.”

			Suzie’s right. I send the realtor a note explaining that we need to cancel and why. She promptly replies, saying how shocked and sorry she is about Mark’s accident and that, of course, she’ll take us out of the process. She hopes that Mark will be okay. My entire body relaxes from the relief of making the decision.

			I watch the flood of emotions Mark’s brother and sisters are going through. I see it on their faces and in their bodies. Rene has an air of resigned sadness. She’s quiet. Michelle sits upright with her forehead furrowed a lot. Steven paces and doesn’t sit still. He’s always talking to someone or out in the hallway on a call. I know they’re feeling the full range of emotions I’m feeling, from disbelief—I can’t believe this happened to Mark—to worry. He’s so badly burned. Will he be okay?

			Reporters have somehow gotten my phone number and are trying to call me. They want to know how Mark’s doing. I’ve learned in just a few days not to answer the phone if it’s a local number that I don’t recognize. The only local friends I have are Sue, her husband Neal, and Jeff, Mark’s high school friend who was the last to see Mark before he took off from Scottsdale Airport. I knew they had had dinner together the night before because he had texted me a photo of the two of them at a restaurant in Scottsdale. A couple of high school buddies catching up on old times. Mark looked so happy.

			Larry, the burly, friendly receptionist at the Burn Center, lets me know he’s screened a couple of journalists trying to reach me at the hospital. But there is one note he passes through to me. It’s from the guy who pulled Mark out of his plane. He came by and asked Larry to pass on the note to me. When I’m ready, he wants to tell me what happened that day.

			I look at the note. It just has his name, Thomas Hunnicutt, and his phone number. I tuck it into my purse just as a call comes in from my friend Showa.

			“Oh, my God, Jenny. What happened to Mark? I just saw your Facebook post.” Her voice is higher pitched than usual. I had forgotten in the blur of the first few days that I had posted an update. A flood of responses showed up and I ran out of time and energy to read them all.

			After I explain everything to Showa, she asks what day it happened. When I tell her it was June 12, she goes silent for a few seconds and then tells me she had a dream a couple of days before that in which Mark was in a plane crash.

			My heart skips a beat.

			“Remember how Mark said he would fly you and me somewhere nice for a lunch to celebrate our June birthdays? So maybe that dream was just my feeling a little afraid of getting in a small plane. “

			Maybe. Or was it a premonition?

			I spend the rest of our call explaining his condition and the uncertainty regarding his prognosis.

			Suzie secures a two-bedroom Airbnb for me. The boys and I have been staying at a hotel in downtown Phoenix and it’s clear that I’ll be here for a while. Suzie’s my super competent friend from our college days at Wellesley, a former Wall Street executive and a whirling dervish on all practical matters. She’s also Wesley and Adrian’s godmother.

			The condo she finds for me is only twenty minutes from the Burn Center, which is part of the Maricopa County Hospital complex on Roosevelt Avenue.

			A few days later my sister, Teresa, and Suzie leave. Mark’s brother and sisters, Steven, Rene, Michelle, and our boys, Wesley and Adrian, remain. No one’s sure how long they will stay. We’re taking it a day at a time right now.

			I pull out Thomas Hunnicutt’s phone number and text him. He wants to meet us as a family to explain what happened on the day of the accident. I decide it’s a good idea to arrange a meeting while enough of our family is still here. I coordinate with him that he and his partner, Jakki, will come by the hospital on Saturday morning. The nurses suggest some semi-private rooms near the main hospital entrance for our meeting.

			Rotating three at a time, Adrian, Rene, and I arrive in Mark’s room a couple days after Mark’s hand debridement surgery. Olivia and Dani introduce themselves as Mark’s nurses for the next three days. I’ve learned that the Burn Center nurses work three-day, twelve-hour shifts so the patient can have continuity of care during that time. Olivia tells Adrian and me that Mark’s temperature spiked and has been elevated for almost two days.

			“We had hoped his fever would resolve itself within forty-eight hours,” Dani explains while Olivia bustles in and out of the room and now sits at a computer station right outside Mark’s room.

			“So what does it mean for Mark?” I ask.

			“Most likely he has an infection that requires antibiotics, which we’ve started him on.”

			“What kind of infection does he have?” Adrian asks.

			“We don’t know. It could be in his lungs or elsewhere. Dr. Jameson ordered lab tests this morning. Once we get the results, we can be more targeted with the antibiotics.”

			“How long does it take to get results?”

			“Around one to two days.”

			Good—it’s fairly quick.

			“Let’s just hope it doesn’t negatively affect Mark’s kidney functioning. He’s been doing so well without needing kidney dialysis,” Dani says. “Antibiotics can affect the kidney. Mark suffered renal failure when he first arrived at the Burn Center. We put him on kidney dialysis for a while but took him off recently.”

			I vaguely recall one of the nurses explaining that Mark was suffering kidney failure when he was admitted but seems to be doing well without it now. There had been so much else to absorb and deal with that I hadn’t paid much attention to this detail.

			Olivia steps into Mark’s room looking for me.

			“Jenny, there’s a woman in the lobby named Cynthia who wants to meet you.”

			I’m immediately on guard. She must be a reporter. “Is she a reporter?”

			“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask Larry?” She points to the guy behind the reception desk. I walk out to where Larry sits.

			“I’ve been screening out the journalists for you.”

			“Thank you, Larry. I really appreciate it. Is this Cynthia person another journalist?”

			“No, she told me that she’s an eyewitness who was at the scene of Mark’s accident.”

			“Oh.” I’m torn. On the one hand I want to know what she saw. But I’m also afraid it would be too painful to hear the details.

			I could always tell her no, that I’ll see her some other time, when I’m ready. But will I ever be ready? I’ll need to be ready this Saturday when we meet Thomas Hunnicutt.

			“Larry, tell her I’ll talk to her.”

			“Are you sure?” He raises his eyebrows with concern.

			“Yes. Tell Cynthia I’ll meet her in the lobby.”

			I let Adrian and Rene know what’s going on. Before I leave, Adrian says, “Wait.” He shows me an online article from a local news channel about Mark’s plane crash.

			“I think she’s legit, Mom. She’s quoted as an eyewitness in this article. She told the reporter that Dad almost hit her and two other drivers on Deer Valley Road, but he pulled up to avoid them.”

			“Okay, I’ll go talk to her now.”

			Once I’m in the lobby, a friendly-looking woman gets up from her chair and approaches me, introducing herself. It’s Cynthia. We take a seat next to each other in a quiet corner of the lobby.

			“I’m so sorry about your husband. How is he doing?” she asks, her lips drawn with concern.

			“He’s in a coma. He’s fighting for his life.”

			“I’m sure he is. I’m glad he’s still alive. I came today because I wanted to thank him for what he did that day.”

			“What happened?”

			“I was driving home from work when I saw him flying his plane directly at me and two other cars behind me. I saw his face in the cockpit, the nose of his plane headed toward me. I thought I was going to die—when he saw me and pulled his plane up to avoid hitting me and the other drivers. All I saw next was that his plane crashed on the side of the road and there was a huge fireball. I pulled over and ran toward the plane.” She stops to take a breath. “The fuel was pouring out of the plane where one of the wings had ripped off. I knew the plane was going to explode any minute. I thought your husband was going to die then and there.”

			My head is throbbing. My God—it all sounds insane what happened, that Mark went through all that.

			“Then all of a sudden I heard your husband yelling for help. Another woman had also run up close to the plane. She tried to help while everyone else, a crowd of people, were filming everything on their phones. Then out of nowhere, a gentleman stepped in and yanked your husband out of the plane.”

			That must have been Thomas Hunnicutt. He and a couple of motorcycle mechanics carried Mark across the road to safety. I read about that in one of the articles.

			“The accident could’ve been so much worse. There were easily five people who could’ve died in those few minutes, but your husband’s split-second decision saved our lives.”

			Her eyes well up. “When your husband wakes up, can you please thank him for me? I’m praying for him and your family.”

			I nod, mute.

			“If you or your husband need any help, don’t ever hesitate to call me. Here’s my phone number. That day changed my life. I’ll never forget what happened. Your husband’s a hero. I’m glad he’s survived so far, and I hope one day I can meet him to thank him personally.”

			“Thank you. Thank you for coming by today.”

			“Bless you all,” she says. “I’ll be praying for Mark.”

			While she described the scene that unfolded, I was watching it with her in my mind. The fireball, Mark screaming for help. I’ve never seen Mark panic, scream, or cry. He was always so calm and collected. Poor Mark. I never use expressions like that to describe him. He was always so tough both physically and mentally. But I do now. Because he went through the unimaginable. What was it like for him to realize that his plane failed shortly after takeoff? If I were in his shoes, I’d be panicked and paralyzed by fear.

			After I explain to Adrian and Rene what happened, I look at Mark’s mummified body on the bed, and all I feel is an uncontrollable desire to wrap my arms around his broad chest. To hug him. But I can’t. Instead, I pull my chair up to his bedside as close as I can get and stare at him. I suddenly feel like screaming because he can’t talk to me. The room’s quiet with the gentle, rhythmic whooshing of the respiratory machine. I listen to Mark breathe. In and out, in and out. In my mind, I say, Mark! How did this happen? I can’t believe you survived. Thank God you’re alive.
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