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To the beautiful people who sheltered me through my darkness.


And to A.,


our love is the best adventure by far.













PREFACE





To reconcile is to create a bridge between what was and what is. This book was my way of reconciling all that once defined my life, the person I was and the decisions I made; wounds that were incurred both as an undeserving victim and as a complicit participant. Healing doesn’t have a timeline and trauma doesn’t just expire. Time, distance, and recovery have given me the gift of perspective. Rarely in the depths of darkness do we know the lessons she is offering. While this book was written several years after these incidents occurred, the telling is portrayed as it was lived and experienced to the best of my ability. The following events, places, and conversations have been recreated from personal recollection, news articles, journal entries, letters, and interviews with those familiar with the events described. Names and identifying characteristics of individuals and locations have been changed to protect the privacy of those depicted and the chronology of events has sometimes been compressed. Memoir is memory resurrected, and our ghosts may be imperfect. Thank you, dear reader, for crossing this bridge with me.













PROLOGUE





THE CALL


The heart of January on the East Coast has brought a record-breaking cold front—a polar vortex, the news calls it. The winter wind stings the lungs with a bone-chilling freeze. Safe and warm in bed, my husband and I are awakened from our slumber by an early morning call.


“I need to head into work early,” Nick whispers in the predawn darkness.


“I thought you weren’t going to fly today?” I ask.


“I volunteered to take someone’s place. One of the crewmen had some pipes burst at his house.”


I sleepily watch his silhouette fill the dimly lit closet, my husband of two years—close-cropped jet-black hair and a mustache (at least until I beg him to shave it) contrasts sharply with his fair-skinned face, chocolate-brown eyes, and slightly crooked nose. His tall, lanky frame moves methodically as he pulls out his flight suit and combat boots like he’s done countless times before. The military tattoo on his arm ripples as he pulls his shirt on. He disappears into the bathroom to shave the stubble from his chin, my eyes growing heavy.


“Be safe, have a good flight,” I mumble when he leans down to kiss me goodbye. Rolling over, I steal a few more moments of sleep before my alarm sounds for work.


I wake to an empty bed. For a brief, beautiful moment between sleep and sunlight, I forget. I forget about the gut-wrenching pain that comes flooding in when I open my eyes fully. With consciousness come memories. Memories that weigh so heavy in my heart I sink further into the mattress. I slowly drag myself from bed and repeat for the hundredth time: You can’t go on like this. It’s time to let go. Maybe today I’ll find the strength to tell Nick our marriage is over.


I head to work under a gloomy sky that hangs over a gray city. A glacial chill sweeps the downtown streets. I park in a garage and ride the elevator to the office. From the high-rise where I work at a nonprofit, the views might as well be of a cemetery—everything is cold and lifeless. I shake off my peacoat, hanging it on the back of my chair.


“Hi, hun!” says Cat, my office mate. Her short blonde curls are moussed, and she carries a coffee cup in hand as she smiles from across the room. Like me, Cat is a military wife. Unlike me, she has two children. Cat is witty and unfiltered with expressions like: “They think their shit don’t stink,” and “Bless their heart,” her code for someone as dumb as dirt. I adore her.


“Morning,” I say, powering on my monitor. It blinks to life as I open my inbox. With everything going on at home with Nick, I’ve been withdrawn. My misery must be obvious; graciously, Cat doesn’t push.


After two and a half years of schooling to complete my master’s, I’ve landed an entry-level position on the fundraising team. It’s my first salaried job, a big girl job. Every day I pack a lunch, dress in business casual, and commute twenty minutes. At twenty-three, it feels supremely more adult than I am. But I love the mission of the organization and my boss, Daryn. Every day she shows up in perfectly coordinated outfits to court donors at lunch or have me attend young professional events with her. The three of us—Daryn, Cat, and I—make a close-knit team, bonded by weekly meetings and the occasional lunch or happy hour.


I click open a Word document to draft a thank-you letter to our most recent donor when a text arrives:


Still flying, baby. I love you so much.


A sharp ache pierces my heart. I believe Nick, but I don’t trust him. And the deep, quiet pain that’s been a constant for the past several months becomes momentarily staggering. He always texts me when he’s flying. No matter what. Our marriage may be ending, but he still says all the right things.


Nick is an aircrewman who flies on one of the military’s many helicopters. Practically, he’s never gotten the chance to put his training to use and, much to his dismay, probably never will. The war in Afghanistan is ongoing, but all Nick’s done for the last few years is train—routine exercises and staged military games for flight hours and signoffs. He’d signed his enlistment papers right out of high school, an idealistic patriot who longed to serve his country. Those days we were just friends. These days my twenty-three-year-old husband complains that his job is frustratingly irrelevant.


The morning hours pass sluggishly as I type away. I jump, startled from a workflow, when my phone vibrates repeatedly on the desk. I don’t recognize the number on the screen, but the digits are local. I swipe to answer.


“Hello?”


A female voice fills the other end of the line, “Hi, yes, is this Sarah May?”


I roll my eyes. Probably just another spam call.


“Yes, it is, but I—”


“Sarah,” she interrupts, “I’m with the hospital. There’s been an incident involving your husband.”


My heart catches in my chest.


“Are you nearby?” the woman continues. “It would be best if you can come right away.”


My face grows hot. My hands tremble. “What kind of incident? What happened?” The words come out jumbled, demanding. Cat looks over at me.


The woman’s voice softens. “Sarah, it’s best you come here as soon as possible. Are you able to drive, or is there someone who can drive you?”


There’s a buzzing between my ears. I only hear part of what she’s said. “What happened? Is he okay?”


She ignores my questions. “Is there someone who can drive you?”


Panic descends at the thought that something has happened to Nick. “I’m fine to drive,” I snap. “I’ll leave right away. I’m downtown, so I can be there soon.” Pleading, I try a final time, “Please, just tell me . . . is he okay?”


“I’m sorry, I can’t say more. It’s best you come as soon as you can. We’ll tell you more when you arrive.” She pauses. “He’s asking for you, though, so that’s a good sign.”


I hang up, my stomach knotted with worry. When I rise to stand, my knees shake. From across the room, Cat searches my face with concern, having overheard the conversation. “Do you want me to take you?” she asks.


Already pulling on my coat, I shake my head. “It’s okay, but can you tell Daryn I need to leave for an emergency?”


“Of course,” she says, but I’m already out the door, running to the elevator.


I tear down the hallway and punch the ground floor button. Every second stretches relentlessly slow. I just need to be with him. My only thought, my only concern, is Nick. Nothing else matters. As if waking from a dream, I realize that so much doesn’t matter. As I wait, I pray. Please God, let him be alright . . . please, please, please. The prayer becomes a mantra of begging. Down the elevator. Through the lobby. The cold stings my lungs as I run on the wet cement. Please God, let him be okay.


I reach my car and jam the keys into the ignition, racing toward the hospital on adrenaline. Speeding, I run a red light. My hands tremble at the wheel. Breathe, I tell myself, but the panic is spreading. I just need to be with him.


I park at the emergency room and race through the doors. On the other side of the glass, I pause mid-step, stunned. The lobby is filled with news crews. A wave of booms, mics, and cameras greet me. Reporters mill, talking hurriedly. I push through the crowd and give my name to the receptionist.


“Follow me,” says the brunette woman behind the counter. We walk around the corner where she opens the door to a private waiting room lined with plastic chairs.


“Please,” I implore, “do you know what’s going on?”


She shakes her head. “I’m sorry,” she says, “but someone will be here to talk with you shortly.” She closes the door gently behind her.


I pace with anxiety, my heels click-click-clicking on the tile floor. My heart races against my ribs, my mind scrambled. What happened? Nick texted me earlier that morning from his flight like he always did. Why isn’t anyone answering my questions? My frustration grows. I need answers! If there are news crews outside, maybe I can find out what’s going on. I pull out my phone and search the local news. My eyes quickly scan the breaking headlines.


I freeze.


“No,” I whisper. My hand flies to my mouth. Everything stops. My eyes blur as my body wavers.


A helicopter crash.


I collapse back into one of the plastic chairs. My first instinct is denial as I scan the first article:




US MILITARY HELICOPTER CRASH CONFIRMED, RESCUES UNDERWAY





There are already breaking stories on multiple outlets from around the world. BBC. CNN. NBC.


Bodies are missing. Crew members are dead. My husband was on that helicopter.


“Oh my God.”


The door opens and the receptionist leads a woman into the room, a wife of one of the other crew members. I stand, quickly embracing her. The words fall out of my mouth with little thought. “Do you know what happened? Did you hear the news?” She shakes her head. I form the dreadful words. “There’s been an accident. A crash.”


Her turn to panic. “What?!” She exclaims, “Where’s my husband?” She wheels around, demanding answers. My own desire is reflected in her stricken face. The receptionist insists someone will come by shortly.


A chaplain enters the room and offers to pray with us. I bow my head as his lips move, but all I hear is a whooshing inside my brain. When he leaves, the other wife and I sit side by side in silence. She places her head in her hands as the minutes tick by.


Eventually, a doctor strides in. “I can take you back now,” he says.


We jump up and follow him. Outside the waiting room the throng of reporters has grown. I try to prepare myself, but for what, I don’t know. We’re ushered through double doors and into the emergency room unit. The other wife spots her husband on a gurney nearby and runs to him. I look up the hallway.


Nick.


He’s on the last bed. My feet can’t move fast enough as I stumble toward him.


A reflective blanket covers his body, but still, he is shivering. Monitors beep around him. Gauze has been wrapped around his entire skull. His left arm hangs limply in a blue sling. The smoke has charred his face black as tar. His eyes are filled with blood. Open gashes across his face beg for stiches. The sight twists my gut. But he’s conscious. He’s breathing.


“Nick, baby . . . I’m here.” I kneel down by the bed and reach for his hand.


“Sarah,” he croaks.


The extent of his injuries paralyzes me. I hear my voice speaking, but the sound is automatic. “Yes, I’m here. I love you so much.”


He’s having trouble breathing, a half-ragged sound that’s taking too much effort. “There was a crash.”


“I know,” I say, “it’s all over the news.”


Through disjointed breaths, he tells me what happened. Fire. Impact. Raft. Rescue.


His bloodshot eyes find mine, the whites soaked through in nightmarish red. “I fought for you,” he says. “In the water, I prayed. I prayed to survive so I can get my life straight.”


My heart swells and I gently squeeze his hand.


“I survived for you, Sarah. For us, for our children.”


I nod. We don’t have children yet, but I know what he means. He means our future, our forever.


He whispers, “I’m so sorry. God saved me so I could be a better husband. I promise.”


I look at the man before me. His face is burned black. His body is broken. But he’s alive. It’s the only thing that matters.


“It’s going to be alright,” I say.


He closes his eyes and grimaces.


A doctor arrives to tell us that Nick will be moved upstairs to a private room as soon as his body temperature stabilizes.


“His head?” I ask, motioning to the layers of gauze concealing something ominous.


“Yes, he’ll need an operation, but we’re working on those in urgent condition first.”


However surreal this is, however unimaginable, however nightmarish . . . he’s alive. He could have died. He almost did die. The same thought rings in my head like the consistent beeps from the monitor. Beep. I need him. Beep. I want him. Beep. I love him.


This changes everything. Today isn’t the day I tell my husband our marriage is over. Today is the day we’ve been given a second chance.


Nothing, not even the affair, can come between us now.














PART I

ORIGINS


















1

DEPLOYED






SEVEN MONTHS BEFORE THE CRASH


The night before Nick left for his six-month deployment overseas, we cuddled into the early hours of the morning, trying to stay awake, to squeeze out our last precious moments together. I woke at 3:00 a.m., lights still glowing, his chest rising and falling. My eyes traced his outline, memorizing his face, committing the vision to heart, as if I could keep him preserved.


Melancholic, too sad to speak, we sat at the airport, holding each other tight. When it finally happened, Nick pulled me in close. He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, his brown eyes glassy as he kissed the top of my head. Lifting my chin and staring intently down at me, he said, “Be strong, baby. Remember, it’s us against the world. I love you so much.”


Trembling, holding in my own tears, I nodded as we kissed a fierce goodbye. Before I knew it, his airplane had disappeared from sight.


As I walked back into our second-story apartment, happy photos on the walls only heightened my grief and highlighted the sharp aloneness. Home didn’t feel like home without Nick. I’d never lived by myself. Growing up with six brothers and one sister, alone was a rare occurrence. And in college, I always had roommates. Closing the door behind me, I uttered a prayer. Please let these next six months go quickly.


The next morning greeted me with an empty bed and an emptier heart. Pulling the duvet around me tighter, the untouched pillow beside mine served as a painful reminder. “I miss you already,” I whispered to the memory of him. It would be the first of many words spoken to a ghost.


Nick was on the other side of the world. His days were my nights. I knew we could do it, but I hated that we had to. I was a military wife. It was my responsibility to be strong and independent while he was gone. Loneliness was a sacrifice, but I was proud of him, proud of his service. Even if he didn’t love his job, he was serving our country. We’d already endured months-long stints apart and shared conversations preparing us for this deployment, the longest one yet. Before he left, he assured me, “We’ve got this. We’ve finally grown into the couple we’re supposed to be.”


Communication and loyalty were our cornerstones for a successful deployment. To minimize any risk, we agreed not to have friends of the opposite gender. Sadly, we knew too many couples whose marriages had floundered in the military, whose spouses had cheated. Thankfully, the challenges of distance weren’t new to either of us. After all, Nick and I had fallen in love without ever going on a date. We’d said “I love you” before we’d even kissed.


I was nineteen when our love story began. I returned home that summer after studying abroad in Cyprus and volunteering at a refugee camp in the West Bank. Back in my small California town, nothing had perceptibly changed; but for me, everything felt different. The suffering, the poverty, the blatant injustice. I couldn’t forget it. I had one year left before college graduation. Confronted with my privilege, the pressure to decide an uncertain future loomed. I became unglued. Shaken to the core with anger in the face of oppression, yet left reeling with my smallness and insignificance. I wanted someone to understand me, to serve as my anchor in a sea of swirling doubt and the unknown. I was a teenager who wanted to be saved, but being rescued is not the same thing as being loved.


A boy I’d known from high school became my savior. Nick had been a grade below me. We were friends, never more, even though he’d tried. His boyish charm was in his flirtatiousness that extended to seemingly every girl. One-on-one, he was empathetic in a way that made a gal feel seen, heard, special. It was a gift he often used to his advantage. Once, our gaze had met from across the room at a party. He stared with hungry eyes, shameless, undeterred. It didn’t matter that I had a boyfriend at the time, didn’t matter that I had written off Nick and his pursuits as trivial.


But at nineteen—feeling lost and lonely—I no longer dismissed him. Instead, we reconnected. It started with a phone call where we talked for hours. Stationed across the country, he opened up about his disillusionment with the military. Service wasn’t the act of glorified patriotism he’d hoped for. Although we once shared a zip code, our upbringings couldn’t have been more different. I was a middle child in a small army of siblings, my parents devoutly religious and loving but limited by marital struggle. Nick was an only child, raised by a single mother whose entire universe centered around him.


On that fateful call, his words became the balm to my loneliness and self-doubt. Somehow, he knew just what to say to ease my pain. All of a sudden, I was the girl he was making feel seen, heard, special. “I’ve always admired you, Sarah May,” he said. Something stirred between us, a curiosity, a desire. That was the first of many phone calls that became our origins. Then, the letters began.


We romantically poured out our hearts, old-fashioned style, with a stamp. Sending each other page after page of our deepest fears and desires. With each envelope, the feelings we had for one another intensified. The letters became filled with admissions of how much we cared for one another. There was the letter that arrived with his dog tag. The letter I sent him tucked into my favorite book. We were swept away by the idea of an us without ever going on a date. Over the course of six months, through words penned and lengthy phone calls, we had become a thing.


Our relationship hadn’t come without challenges. We continued exchanging letters, but on the next call we would fight. Turmoil then bliss, on then off. The only way to see if we could truly work was to be in the same room together.


The opportunity had come over Christmas break my final year of college. Neither of us knew what to expect when I pulled up to his childhood home that winter day. There was so much between us, but at the same time, nothing at all. My hands shook with nervous anticipation as I turned into his driveway. Bracing myself, I parked and took a deep breath. When I looked up, there he was.


He stood outside the doorway, his hands stuffed in gym short pockets, a yellow T-shirt stretched across his torso. A confident smile streaked across his face. His jet-black hair was cut short in a classic military fade. His cheeks flushed from the cold, his brown eyes landed once again on mine. Time seemed to stop.


A world had been created between us. While distance had kept us physically apart, emotionally we had become completely entwined. He knew everything about me. I knew everything about him. Without a thought, I jumped from the car, pulled by the force of him. The last few feet of distance disappeared as I dove into his arms. Any doubts, any reservations, they all fell away in that embrace.


He picked me up with ease, my head buried into the crook of his neck, heart beating against his chest. “Sarah . . .” he whispered softly in my ear. The wanting beneath his words was palpable. I breathed him in, the smell of Old Spice, his hair still wet from a shower. He was thin, tall, but muscular enough. More than right, somehow, he felt like home. He held me a minute longer. We didn’t need to say a word; we’d said it all in our letters and calls.


He released me, his fingers finding mine, pulling me inside. I floated behind him into a den. Beer brands glowed in neon. A worn pool table occupied the center of the room surrounded by dirty leather couches. I feigned interest in a game of billiards, but pool was the last thing on my mind.


Gently, he pushed me up against the table, green suede at the small of my back. I had longed for it, imagined that moment a million times, but when it finally arrived, the surrealness left me reeling. We stood inches apart. Electricity built between us, buzzing like the signs on the walls. All the months of distance and longing had led to this one moment. All our dreaming and desire collided into form.


Nick slowly bent towards me. His lips landed on mine. Gentle, warm, tantalizing. His hands ran down my waist, pulling my body near. The fire built into a wild, untamed inferno that consumed us entirely. He hoisted me up onto the table as I wrapped my legs around him. Shoving pool balls away, he laid me on my back, unbuttoning my jeans. Nothing else mattered. Just him. Just us.


Over that holiday break, we were inseparable. Infatuated kids, too young to buy our own alcohol let alone rent a car or a room at most hotels. Blissfully wrapped up in youth, ignorance, and the sweet naivete of believing we had it all. We became the gushy, over-the-top, roll-your-eyes-at-us kind of couple. He met my massive family and charmed his way into the fold with mostly flying colors.


During the following months, we combatted long distance by texting constantly and talking for hours every day. I drifted away from friends my senior year of college as Nick and I grew closer. When I could, I flew standby to visit him. Our pattern of turmoil then bliss continued—exploding into fights about the smallest things, then making up just as quickly. Impulsive, jealous, demanding all of each other, utterly obsessed with keeping the other happy. It was a gradual descent into making him my everything, but he also made me his. Ours was that kind of relationship. Consuming.


After graduation, I packed up my entire life and moved to the East Coast where Nick was stationed. The wait was finally over. No more stamps. No more lengthy calls. I was headed to graduate school to study conflict resolution and he would continue his enlisted service.


I moved in with him into his military block apartment. Very quickly, his life became our life. We played like little kids, but made love with passion and intensity. We fought hard, but bounced back stronger. Late at night, holding each other with a desperate need for more, always more, we talked about our future. Even though we were young, we talked about marriage, how many children we wanted, where we would settle down, what kind of home we would have.


Three months after moving in together and a few days shy of my twenty-first birthday, we flew back to California for a family wedding. Adamantly, Nick suggested we visit my favorite gardens at an old estate. Surrounded by thousands of blossoming roses, he released my hand.


“Sarah May . . .?”


I turned to see him kneeling with a black box in his outstretched hand. A gold ring glittered with diamonds. My vision blurred as my hand flew to my mouth.


“Sarah,” he repeated, “you know I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you. You know that I trust you. I’ll never take you for granted, and I’ll always work to keep you happy . . . Will you spend the rest of your life with me?”


Swooping down, I embraced him so hard I almost tackled him to the ground. Finding my voice, I uttered the words that would change my life forever. “Yes, yes, yes!”


We exchanged vows five months later, on a perfect day on the California coast. It was crystal clear and temperate, the early morning fog having disappeared with the sun’s rays. I walked too fast down the aisle, quaking with nerves, my bare feet sinking into sand, sunshine on my face. A silky strapless dress hugged my body tight. My long blonde hair was meticulously curled and pulled up with white flowers. My gaze was locked on Nick. Not on the aisles of white plastic chairs filled with family and friends or the people gathered on the nearby pier to watch. Not on my sister and bridesmaids or even the dazzling horizon of endless blue. Nothing else existed.


At the altar, my mom rose to join my dad in giving me away. I looked at Nick with anticipation and smiled. We faced each other in front of the officiant, entranced. The beauty of spending an entire life with someone stretched before us, an open book, ours for the writing.


When the officiant offered me the microphone to declare my vows, I accepted with shaky hands, but I’d memorized every word.


“My wonderful Nick, my promise to you is forever. A love never ending, commitment and loyalty undying. My respect, admiration, and appreciation are unwavering. I promise you my friendship through all the years. To always support and encourage the man you are and the man you will be. In difficult times, our faith in God and dedication will see us through. In good times we will treasure and cherish all our blessings. In all we do, all we will go through, I will never stop loving you.”


I swear Nick looked at me like I was the only woman in the entire universe. He took the microphone and pulled out a folded piece of paper.


“Sarah May,” he read, “my promise to you is forever. My commitment unyielding, unwavering, and undying to our cause. In every day that passes I promise you will know I love you, that you truly are the most beautiful and spectacular woman I will ever know. You will always hold my affection and my gaze, my heart, my passion and desire, my forever and a day. In good times and bad, you will find me nowhere else but by your side.”


I wiped away a tear. That was it. When I said, “I do,” I gave Nick more than my heart, I gave him my future, my life, all of me. For better or for worse.


He took the ring from his best man and slid it on my finger. Forever and a day inscribed on the inside. I did the same, our gold bands glinting in the sun. The rest was a blur: speeches, dancing, champagne, our honeymoon in Hawaii.


We were only a year and a half into our marriage, our forever and a day. The only thing between us and the rest of our dreams was this deployment.





My first trip to the grocery store after Nick’s departure was overwhelming. Polished tile leered. Bright bulbs felt like an interrogation room. Aisles stretched to infinity. I stood completely stumped in the produce section. What did I like to eat? I couldn’t remember. What should I cook for myself? If the vegetables could speak, they would remind me I used to be a vegetarian. Before Nick. All I could think about was what he would like, what would make him happy. Maybe I was once my own person, but I’d given myself entirely to loving him. Shaking off indecision, I walked each aisle and scanned the shelves, as if they could remind me who I was and what I used to enjoy.


I quickly found the trick to negotiate the chasm my husband’s absence left. Stay busy, fill my schedule. It was easy to do. Between my last semester of graduate school, working full-time for a nonprofit, and assisting a wedding planner on weekends, I rarely had a day off. I went to church when I could, but it felt so lonely without Nick that I often skipped service. The weeks passed. Work, eat, exercise, sleep. Repeat. With the fourteen-hour difference, finding time to talk was difficult.


When I missed him most, I imagined our reunion: the magical moment our eyes would meet. Running into open arms. The effortless pickup. Whispering, “Welcome home, baby.” Kissing through happy tears. It would arrive before I knew it. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself, blissfully unaware.














2

MONSTERS






FOUR MONTHS BEFORE THE CRASH


The familiar Skype tone sounded. I scrambled to answer, and Nick’s face filled the screen. Those conversations were my lifeline. We would laugh and flirt; sometimes it escalated into phone sex. Other times we dreamt about our life post-deployment. I smiled into the camera.


“Baby,” I chimed, “I’m so happy to see you! How was your day?”


The sour look on his face quickly dissolved my joy. He was stoic, his shoulders slumped, no smile.


“What’s wrong? Is everything okay?”


His voice was hard, edgy. “No. Not really . . . it’s been a bad day. It’s so frustrating out here. The leadership sucks. We never get to fly. There’s always something wrong with the helicopters. I’m having a hard time, and I just feel so far away from you. From home. From us.”


I tried to be sympathetic with this new normal. We barely talked and when we did there was less connection, more distance. Increasingly pessimistic and withdrawn, Nick rarely asked how I was doing. We ended up having petty arguments where I apologized even though I didn’t feel like I should. Frustrated and impatient, I wished he would just snap out of it. Get over it! I wanted to say. You signed up for this! Instead, I tried to remind him that deployment was temporary. At the end of those few months, we could look forward to spending the rest of our lives together.





I headed into downtown and settled in at my desk. Cat greeted me cheerily, country music playing in the background. We caught up as I took a seat and sorted through a stack of letters—checks waiting to be cashed, donors to be thanked. Fundraising wasn’t my dream job, but it was a first step in the right direction.


Helping others had always brought me the greatest joy. I was an idealist who believed that people were good, that individual acts of courage could alter history, and that ultimately, justice would prevail. I was transformed by watching the Invisible Children documentary at a high school assembly and mission trips to Mexico, yet life in the rural town where I was raised felt sheltered and small. I set out to make it bigger.


At sixteen years old, with bangs, braces, and acne, I saved every penny from a weekend waitressing job to go to Croatia with my best friend and her family, then set out alone across Europe. Shamelessly, I wheeled a polka-dot carry-on in jelly shoes across Italy, France, Switzerland, and the Czech Republic. Wildly naive and raised Christian, the trip provided me with many important firsts. First time to drink (and subsequently black out when I took one too many shots of absinthe), to dance all night then wander out of clubs at sunrise, to appreciate art, architecture, and history, but most importantly, to open my eyes to the vastness of the world, with all its beauty and brutality, richness and rawness. The experience injected a lust for more.


Three years later, I would study abroad and backpack sans bangs and braces. I lived out of an oversized green pack and navigated with a dog-eared Lonely Planet across Egypt, Spain, Morocco, Germany, and Greece. My big sister joined me to travel through Israel and Jordan. Her globe-trotting with Semester at Sea had served as inspiration for my own adventures. Together, we explored Petra by candlelight and Wadi Rum with Bedouins. We lathered each other with mud at the Dead Sea and wandered through Jerusalem’s old quarters. I was inexplicably drawn to the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the history, the complexity, so much so that I would volunteer at a refugee camp. Undeniably, it was my time in the West Bank that had spurred my decision to apply to graduate school and study conflict resolution.


In my dreams, I’d land a job with the United Nations or the State Department or an NGO in the Middle East. In the meantime, I was working my first salaried job in what I hoped would be a meaningful career.


Strange that someone so passionate about peace would end up married to a man in the military. But I knew Nick before he enlisted. And I saw the unhappiness his decision brought him. The military wouldn’t be for life. Both of us couldn’t wait for the day he got out. Only a few more years and we would never have to be separated for months at a time again.





A few nights later, my Skype sounded again. I muted my new guilty pleasure—Below Deck—and hastily ran my hands through my hair. I swiped across the phone screen and Nick’s mustached face appeared.


“Hi, babe!” I exclaimed.


“Hey,” he greeted me. His jaw was set, his brown eyes downcast as we briefly caught up. He seemed off. Again. Abruptly, he announced, “There’s something I need to tell you.”


I paused, apprehensive.


“Something happened a while back that I’ve been feeling really guilty about. I didn’t want to tell you sooner because we’ve been doing so good with the distance.”


The words triggered an avalanche of anxiety.


“What happened, Nick?” It came out more demanding than I wanted it to. Silence. I prompted him again, “Whatever it is, you can tell me.”


He cleared his throat, avoiding my penetrating stare. “A few months ago,” he stammered, “a girl at work saw one of the nude photos I sent you.”


“Okay . . .” So, she saw it over his shoulder? Not the end of the world . . .


“Since she’d already seen it . . . she asked me to send it to her.”


My head snapped back, my face crinkling in disgust. What kind of girl does that knowing he’s a married man?


“So . . . I sent it to her—”


“WHAT?!” My voice was loud, incredulous. I nearly dropped the phone.


“I sent it to her,” he repeated. “She’d already seen it . . . so I didn’t think it was a big deal . . . but then she said she wanted to know what it would be like to be with me.”


I felt like I might throw up.


“That’s when I realized I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to tell you sooner because I knew it would upset you.”


My brain tried to piece together what he was saying—what he had done—when he had done it. A few months ago means it would have only been a month into deployment . . . so he’s been keeping this from me for two months? I closed my eyes tight, like I could deflect the information, but it struck old, painful wounds.


“Sarah? Say something,” he begged.


“I don’t know, Nick. Honestly . . . I’m upset you let that happen . . . but I’m even more hurt that you didn’t tell me sooner.”


“I know. I messed up. I shouldn’t have done it.”


“No . . . you shouldn’t.”


“What can I do?”


I made him wait.


“Honestly, I don’t know. We promised each other, Nick. No secrets.”


“I know, baby . . . I’m so sorry. I messed up. It was so stupid.”


At least he told me. He’s sorry. He knows it was wrong. I took another breath. My mantra since getting married sounded in my head: Pick your battles, Sarah. I opened my eyes and struggled to find the right words. “Thank you for telling me. I’m really glad you did even though it hurts. We have to be honest with each other, Nick. This is already hard enough as it is.”


He still wouldn’t meet my gaze.


“I love you. It’s going to be alright. We’ll get past this. Okay?”


He nodded slowly, but engaged less and less. Feeling him withdraw, I pressed again.


“It was just a mistake. I know you’re sorry. I forgive you.”


When we hung up, he felt no closer than when the conversation began. A void stretched, more distance than I knew what to do with. I drifted back to reality and finished watching Below Deck, but my mind was fully consumed. The fact that he even told me about the photo was a positive sign, right? His guilt was an indicator he knew better. Being mad would only push him away. I had to be strong to get us through this deployment.


The apartment felt claustrophobic, the couch no longer comfortable. Running away to join a yacht crew of messy millennials and set sail for the Caribbean suddenly sounded rational. A shadow of doubt stirred in my heart. Beneath the promises and vows, underneath the convincing facade of confidence in my husband, something lingered. Fear. The intolerable terror of being hurt again. An intimate knowing that the people we love most in life can wound us the deepest.





My dad had been unfaithful. I’d found out by accident after overhearing my mom talking on the phone to her friend. “Sex addict,” she’d whispered, her eyes swollen, face red, shoulders shaking. I had no idea what that meant. I was eleven, maybe twelve. My sister told me they had sat us siblings down before this to break the news, but I had no recollection of that. I just knew, as a small girl who didn’t even know how to have sex, that this was bad. The pain in our house squeezed the walls like a vice grip. Betrayal was a monster. Unlike the shadows I thought I saw in the dark, this was the real monster. This beast brought out my mother’s rage and triggered my father’s shame. Their fights would last hours, if not days.


My siblings and I walked on glass when we came home from school and felt the tension, a telltale sign the storm was imminent. Mom’s fits of fury could erupt at anyone for the smallest provocation, the full force of her rampage directed at whoever made the unfortunately timed mistake. The one who couldn’t find something in the fridge. The one who hung up the phone when she wasn’t done talking. The one who overcooked the pasta. She would scream profanities and insults, her face crimson and contorted. Anger made her unrecognizable. How could I have known the words she screamed were those of her own father? I promised myself I would never be like her. Just as she had probably promised herself she would never be like the man who raised her.


I felt worthless and degraded when the rage was directed at me, awful yet sickeningly relieved when it was someone else. We all knew what to do. It was best to admit fault even if you didn’t do anything wrong. Apologize over and over and over until her anger smoldered. Just like Dad did. “I’m sorry,” I heard him say so many times I wondered what it meant.


Shame, unlike rage, is quiet. Yet I heard it just as clearly as my mother’s screams. It was whispering at the dinner table when my dad couldn’t touch his food. It choked the air around us when checks bounced or bills went unpaid. It spoke the loudest when Mom and Dad sat us down for yet another conversation. “I’m sorry,” my dad said with a crestfallen face, “I slipped up.” Outwardly, shame didn’t petrify the way rage did, but its lingering presence would leave many traces. I promised myself I would never marry a man who would betray me like my dad had betrayed my mom.


I wonder if the pain we’re so afraid of becomes a part of us, manifesting in countless known and unknown ways. Does it attract the very thing we most want to avoid? Is this what makes our voices loud and our words mean? Does it lead to cheap hotels booked by the hour to have sex with a stranger while your wife cooks dinner for your eight children at home, worrying about how to pay the bills? I wonder about those children; what they absorb, what they carry, and what they will come to believe about love and marriage.


I didn’t yet know that the monsters of my childhood were really just pain in disguise. And that one day, my own pain would be so ugly and frightening that I won’t know if I can survive it.














3

NEVER SAY NEVER






THREE MONTHS BEFORE THE CRASH


“Are we still on for lunch today?” Cat asked after I settled in at my desk.


“Definitely, let’s head out a little early to avoid the rush,” I said as we became engrossed in emails, the morning passing quickly.
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