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ABSTRACT 

 

 

FOURTH-QUARTER PLAY 

 

by 

 

© Stephanie Evans 2017 

 

Master of Arts in English 

 

California State University, Chico 

 

Fall 2017 

  

 

 

 This memoir is a coming-of-age story utilizing three main segments: one 

focusing on a failed relationship with my father, another confronting mortality through the 

diagnosis of a chronic illness, and a third strand focusing on death through a work 

experience in a nursing home. These strands are braided in a loosely chronological 

sequence to explore these moments as they relate to the failed parental relationship. This 

relationship is sometimes explored utilizing the concept of sports, specifically basketball, 

as both an example of the relationship and a defining element reflected in the title. Present-

day reflection is sprinkled throughout each strand to define the change in the character on 

the page. Imagery and specific scenes show different sides to each story in both positive 

and negative lights. In the critical introduction, I discuss artists of inspiration as well as 

critical theories from Mary Karr and Philip Lopate as applied to my work. 
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CHAPTER I 
 

 

CRITICAL INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Crafting Changes 

As a reader, my first love is fiction. However, as a writer, I find myself drawn to areas of 

nonfiction, specifically the memoir and personal essay. Although I am still young, I have had 

many unique experiences in my life that lend themselves quite readily to the memoir. To be 

successful as a writer, I feel obligated to work through those stories and understand my 

experiences (and myself) to grow into my craft. Many of my experiences are unique and I feel 

like I have an obligation to share these experiences dealing with issues that are blatant parts of 

our society and yet are not often, or easily, talked about. I chose the experiences shared in Fourth 

Quarter Play as a memoir showing the painfully individual experience of being diagnosed with a 

chronic illness complemented by my experience working with the elderly and death. However, 

these more unique experiences are braided with the reflection of my relationship to my father. I 

chose to braid these individual experiences to create a story of a character struggling for identity. 

What surprises me the most is how each of these sequences have changed and shifted 

shape over time. The West Haven sequence started as a personal essay, while the chronic illness 

section has stayed in the memoir field. The focus on the relationship with my father felt natural 

and important for the development of character, and the role of this relationship grew 

significantly over time. All the individual stories slowly grew into one larger memoir detailing 

and centered on my understanding and relationship with my father through various lenses. 
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Narrative Structure 

I view Fourth Quarter Play as a coming-of-age narrative. The main elements of the story 

entail the self struggling to make sense of a focused but difficult world. The first movement 

centers on an iconic moment of newly achieved adulthood—my high-school graduation—that is 

tarnished by memories and ongoing struggles with the very notion of what it means to be an 

adult with the contrasting ideas of a failed parent. The movement centers on the idea of 

graduation, typically idealized as a coming-of-age ceremony, contrasted with images and scenes 

from ongoing childhood struggles with a difficult relationship with a father: 

All he saw was a girl smiling in her white robe, hugging him and holding a bouquet of 

roses. All he could see is the girl who played basketball, who smiled when she was told. 

He just saw the girl who listened to him on long road trips to away games, listening to 

what she did wrong over and over despite a gleaming all-tournament trophy in her hand. 

He just saw the girl who threw elbows as he taught her; the girl who never missed a 

game, even when she had pneumonia. I was the girl to whom he claimed money was tight 

and I was the girl who saw him buy a new truck a month later. (23) 

The idea of a happy graduation is thus challenged by the reality of the deteriorating relationship. 

The graduation scene starts a narrative that flashes back and moves forward, fully describing 

momentous occasions in which the feelings and relationships in the graduation sequence are both 

challenged and supported. 

During the next movement, the narrative focuses on a difficult and rare diagnosis at a 

pivotal time in adolescence-adulthood and how that shaped the narrator. In this section, I focused 

on creating a self that is dealing with the issue of the onset of a difficult chronic illness, Postural 

Orthostatic Tachycardia Syndrome (POTS). The character on the page struggles with being 
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vulnerable and accepting help and accepting the new limitations that such an illness creates. In 

this sequence, I describe reaching out to my father for support and not fully getting it. I used this 

scene to describe a simple moment in which he does not follow through: 

“You know, your cousin Kimmy is having some health problems too. Something with 

her legs, or a rash, or something. I’ll call Jimmy and see if I can get details.” I said that 

would be good, said goodbye, and got on the bus back to campus. 

He didn’t call Jimmy. (29) 

While simple, this moment shows the character in a vulnerable state. The failed support in this 

scene compare to later moments in which help is not asked for, and the character is much more 

passive, such as merely accepting a diagnosis and pills before leaving the hospital (40).  

The following sequence is an extenuation of those ideas when the character on the page 

deals with working around death at West Haven, an elderly care facility, while again dealing 

with being vulnerable in getting to know people who are knocking on death’s door. This 

movement is both more universal yet personal in the fact that, as a rather unique experience, the 

ideas presented and struggled with are not widely acknowledged, yet are still something of a 

theme present in the universal life. For example, I employ harsh language when describing a 

pitiful situation: 

Day one of three years of “caring for” decaying bodies, of wiping asses and giving 

showers and looking at adults as children, caring for them like babies. Day one of three 

years of pretending that everything was fine, of putting on a smile because there is no 

other way of dealing with the reality of death and decay of body and mind. (46) 

Caregivers are a small subset of the population, and therefore that aspect remains more of a 

unique or relatively uncommon experience, while death itself is universal, and most readers have 
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dealt with or seen death in some aspect. The various aspects and views of death ideally allow the 

reader to draw parallels into the death experienced in everyday life while still sharing my unique 

and personal experience. 

Describing life at West Haven was also one of my biggest challenges due to issues with 

memory. It was difficult for me to remember exact details, names, and chronology. Since I have 

been both ill and sleep deprived for the last several years, remembering the chronology of events 

was especially difficult for the story and most of my life. This was problematic for creating a 

chronological timeline, which may have been more beneficial to certain parts of the narrative. To 

work around this, I tried to piece together as many events as I could remember and created an 

external, physical timeline to help me work with the story. The result is a story in which I created 

a loosely chronological timeline, at least for the purposes of the story as a stand-alone piece. 

However, that is not to say that the narrative is not chronological. The overall narrative 

structure of past-tense remembered scenes and movements are loosely chronological, with fluid 

stories within. Within the three larger sequences, I include several vignettes to develop the 

overall themes in the sequence. For example, brief characterizations of residents of West Haven 

occur, such as Betty’s (46). The description of her searching for the phone to call her disabled 

son shows the link between her slowly narrowing life and my own. This vignette is 

complemented by the following comparison to my life: “I envied her. She, with her broken mind, 

could remember and love her son as she wanted to… sometimes, I wished I could do the same” 

(47). The vignettes allowed for exposition to flesh out the half-remembered elements. With the 

modern-day reflection, the essential elements of the scenes are commented on without the need 

for overly embellishing the scene. The exposition filled in some areas that simply aren’t 

remembered, or are colored by my modern feelings. Adding present-day commentary is a way 
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for me to both stay true to what memory I have as well as acknowledge the prejudice and bias 

present. 

 

Inspirations 

One of my inspirations is The Bride Price by Mai Neng Moua. Her story takes a 

multicultural approach by focusing on the traditions of the Hmong bride price, but despite the 

differences in culture, I found significant similarities and inspiration in her work. Moua’s story 

focuses on her Western disillusionment with the traditional Hmong bride price, putting her in 

conflict with her mother and family. The confrontations with her mother and family felt 

remarkedly like my own, and Moua’s unabashed retelling of extremely personal scenes was an 

encouragement for me to do the same. Moua’s ability to show her mother as a human, an 

individual person with successes and mistakes, showed me how to approach my own father. Her 

positive thoughts of her mother, such as the sacrifices for her children, mirror the positive 

memories I have of my own father. For example, Moua notes that “…though Niam was poorly 

educated, she made sure we went to school on time, did our homework, and graduated from high 

school or college” (Moua 10). These short but descriptive moments show the reader the mother 

Moua loves. These moments and the descriptions of Niam’s strength show the reader the good 

parts of the relationship that Moua wants back, allowing the reader to see the character behind 

the decision not to attend her daughter’s wedding. These moments were also important in my 

work and I intentionally included scenes with my father at the horse auction (24), a good 

memory, to give my father’s character the same balance Moua achieved. 

Conversely, in “Being Hmong and American,” Moua demonstrates an ability to discuss 

negative aspects of her mother. In this chapter, Moua dissects her mother’s refusal to provide her 
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with her traditional Hmong wedding clothes. She compares her mother’s refusal to her (Moua’s) 

own refusal to have the traditional bride price. In this scene, Moua details her pain at her 

mother’s refusal, as well as her mother’s pain at her refusal to have the bride price ceremony. I 

found such scenes, detailing pain and fault on both sides, to be helpful when detailing the 

imagined scene in the graduation sequence. In that scene, I detail what I wish I could say to my 

father: “I could imagine myself telling him to leave, saying the words, ‘I don’t want you here.’ I 

could see his face, eyes hidden by the prescription sunglasses he always wore despite the 

increasing darkness. Maybe they were shocked, hurt; maybe a little moist” (18). But the scene, 

much like the last paragraph, end with words unspoken, much like Moua: “I left as I had come, 

empty-handed” (Moua 72).  

Whenever I read a good piece of work, I am immediately inspired to try the form and 

mode of the published work. For example, Maxine Hong-Kingston’s book The Woman Warrior 

inspires me every time I read it. Kingston manages to be both completely honest in her stories 

yet sweep the reader into a world that blurs the line between fiction and traditional nonfiction. 

The chapter “White Tigers” is mostly an imagined scene, dealing with an imagined version of 

the self in her book based on a popular and well-known Chinese folk tale, Fa Mu Lan. Kingston 

states, “I would be a little girl of seven the day I followed the bird away into the mountains. The 

brambles would tear off my shoes and the rocks cut my feet and fingers, but I would keep 

climbing, eyes upward to follow the bird” (Kingston 20). This start to the imagined scene of 

becoming like Fa Mu Lan tells the reader of the character’s hopes and desires. Her dreams show 

the reader what she wants to happen, allowing for the reader to infer about her character as well 

as what she wants to be. But this scene is followed with the stark contrast of reality: “My 

American life has been such a disappointment” (45). The mastery in allowing the reader to 
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follow the narrator down a rabbit hole of imagination in a nonfiction piece is astounding, and 

serves to give layered meaning to the character when followed by the description of her 

disappointing American life. Kingston does not mince words, and is critical of herself as well: 

“Even now, unless I’m happy, I burn the food when I cook. I do not feed people. I let the dirty 

dishes rot. I eat at other people’s tables but won’t invite them to mine, where the dishes are 

rotting” (Kingston 47-48).  

It is the versions of the self in this memoir that inspired me to create sequences that 

similarly build off each other as separate stories, but are unified in the presentation of different 

versions of the self on the page. Nonfiction presents a unique challenge of staying true to fact as 

well as the development of different selves, so I employed Kingston’s methodology both to 

explain motivations as well as to tackle the larger, societal issues of death and decay, juxtaposed 

against the coming of age narrative. Kingston’s story “White Tigers” also allowed me to be more 

creative in my own narratives. I love her imagination in picturing and imagining scenes, and so I 

attempted similar ideas in the West Haven sequence. I took a comparable liberty and imaged 

what a physical form of death would look like, allowing for me to reflect on what death looks 

like, acts, and does:  

Instead of the traditional dark robes I pictured him in a uniform like mine, a pastel 

flower-blue in a shade of unflattering femininity. Maybe Death is a she; I don’t really 

know. I saw a face pale but greenish, like Mary’s as she struggled for breath. Death was 

just another worker like me, checking her pulse and writing her condition in a chart. 

Patient is exhibiting signs of weakening. Return at 0300 hours for final assessment. No, it 

was easier to see him as something other than human, something dark and evil that fought 

to take the air from Mary’s lungs. Maybe it was a battle, Mary armed with nothing but 
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her sweet smile and Death armed with a long cold hand that froze her smile until it fell 

off and Death kept it in his pocket so she couldn’t shout for help in the battle for her life. 

(66) 

Doing so allowed me to make observations and share with the reader both personal insight and 

an idea of what death means to a society in relation to old age. 

Another inspiring author is George Saunders. His bitter and sometimes overwhelming 

humor in In Persuasion Nation is a tool I utilized to talk about difficult and heavy issues. 

Saunders uses his humor metaphorically to discuss issues that affect our society and in an honest 

yet allegorical way. For example, in Saunders’s In Persuasion Nation, the titular story details 

commercials and advertisements come to life with secondary characters battling the main 

characters. The conflict details the omniscient torn green triangle emerges as GOD to the others, 

allowing the polar bear who steals Cheetos to question the existence of GOD and death. 

Saunders’s biting wit is apparent in this piece of dueling brands and mascots who cannot die:  

“The polar bear hits the ground and, because no one in this sub-universe without the 

express consent of certain important parties, does not die, but bounces” (Saunders 178). 

Saunders utilizes the concepts of GOD and death and turns them upside down, a tool I attempted 

to use with the personification of death and rather caustic commentary: “Death was just another 

worker like me, checking her pulse and writing her condition in a chart. Patient is exhibiting 

signs of weakening. Return at 0300 hours for final assessment” (66).  

I utilized wry humor to talk about death and aging, as well as the way age is removed from 

central view using care homes that function almost like prisons for the elderly: out of sight, out 

of mind: 
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I pictured his fluttering mustache accompanying his wheezing breath like a harmonica. I 

wondered if his knees were going to stay stuck up by his chin—when does rigor mortis 

kick in? Or does a dead body go completely flat first? It was almost funny, imagining 

wrestling with a dead body with knees up in the air. Would they roll him out like a 

bowling ball?” (58) 

Emulating Saunders’s dark humor allowed me to look at death more objectively, but also 

required more work to develop a roughly equal compassionate side. The harshness of the humor 

(such as comparing a dead body to a bowling ball) on the page can be difficult for the reader. 

Initially, this was of large concern for me with Fourth Quarter Play, as too much bitterness can 

make a piece almost unreadable. But time and eliciting the assistance of outside readers helped 

calm those fears, though also heightened my awareness of the compassionate side balancing and 

allowing the humor to exist. Although the harsh humor is not appreciated by all, it is an 

important part of my voice on the page which highlights both my age at the time of the events as 

well as the underlying emotions. Adding in more scenes of different deaths allowed me to 

develop other sides of the humor and compassion to show more clearly that, like Saunders, my 

humor and bitterness are mechanisms for dealing with an incredibly complex issue. 

I chose not to change the names of characters, especially in the West Haven sequence. 

Even though it is the story of several different people’s deaths, it is also a part of my life and my 

story, and I have some ownership in that. After some internal struggle, I decided to use the real 

names of the characters in my story. For me, this maintained the element of truth to answer 

audience expectations of the memoir, and helped me preserve a true sense of character. I also see 

this as a tribute to people who have taught me a lot about life, even if it was in their own death. 

While there is so much more to say about my time as a caregiver, for the purposes of this story, I 
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focused on the aspect of death. Personifying death was a way to normalize the character in the 

scene and to allow for conversation and confrontation for the character. As a very young adult in 

a rather unusual situation, death did feel normal. Personifying Death allowed me to see him as an 

individual while searching for a diagnosis for my health concerns as well as see death as a 

universal construct, inevitable at West Haven, “where death is a part of the normal experience” 

(50).  

The personification of Death also allowed for conversation and commentary. By 

personifying it into a tangible concept, death could become an entity: 

Death was just another worker like me, checking her pulse and writing her condition in a 

chart. Patient is exhibiting signs of weakening. Return at 0300 hours for final assessment. 

No, it was easier to see him as something other than human, something dark and evil that 

fought to take the air from Mary’s lungs. Maybe it was a battle, Mary armed with nothing 

but her sweet smile and Death armed with a long cold hand that froze her smile until it 

fell off and Death kept it in his pocket so she couldn’t shout for help in the battle for her 

life. (66) 

Confronting this entity allowed for me to contrast the dying elderly at West Haven with my own 

young self, young and with a presumably bright future. But with a chronic illness hanging over 

my head, death and dying particularly bothered me. The earlier sequence of my deteriorating 

health forced me to accept my mortality, as did watching people die. 

This obsession with death forced a focus on my sense of character. Since many of the 

stories and sequences focused on themes not typical for young adults, it became important to 

highlight my age and sense of character. The scenes depicting young and wild nights out (62) 

and the Tough Mudder competition (67) helped develop other sides of the character. While these 
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scenes might not be as weighted as other, more poignant scenes, including them became 

important to balance the character beyond thoughts of death. 

I would be remiss if I did not include Bessie Head’s A Question of Power as a major 

influence on my writing. Her semi-autobiographical novel charting the mental breakdown of the 

character Elizabeth intentionally removes frames of reference for the reader, creating a powerful 

narrative that mirrors her psychological breakdown. The chaos of the novel as an intentional 

element inspired me to utilize imagined scenes from the point of view of West Haven residents, 

starting with Betty (46). These abrupt changes in perspective are like the switches that occur in A 

Question of Power, as Elizabeth’s thoughts and experiences are influenced by real and imagined 

characters such as Sello and Dan. Sello is a real character in Elizabeth’s village, yet she imagines 

a different version of him in her mind and is deeply affected by the projected version of him. I 

am fascinated how these characters interacted as both real and not real, and in my work I chose 

to reflect that concept through the imagined scenes of West Haven residents.  

 

Exposing the current narrative 

One of the most significant struggles I had in braiding this overall work was in the use of 

the present character as a transition between sequences and ideas. Utilizing the present-time 

narration was a logical step in blending the pieces, but became much harder than originally 

anticipated. But Phillip Lopate demands such a present-day reflective narrator in his work To 

Show and To Tell: The Craft of Literary Nonfiction. In the chapter “Reflection and 

Retrospection: A Pedagogic Mystery Story,” Lopate opens with the line: “In writing memoir, the 

trick, it seems to me, is to establish a double perspective that will allow the reader to participate 

vicariously in the experience as it was lived (the child’s confusions and misapprehensions, say) 
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while benefitting from the sophisticated wisdom of the author’s self” (Lopate 26). This double 

perspective became central to the narrative in dissecting the emotions and resulting changes felt 

by the character on the page. I found I initially utilized many of the excuses Lopate describes of 

his students, such as a fear of ruining insights of the quest for self-knowledge (Lopate 30). His 

advice to one of his female students, to “let her narrator offer as much insight as she could about 

the experiences she had undergone and how she regards the younger self now” (Lopate 34), 

changed how I approached memories as I utilized present-day narration and summary to move 

between sequences:   

Most of the time, that’s what I remember. But sometimes, I try and remember the before, 

when my father was just Dad—yelling on the sidelines and sending me to the store for 

junk food we weren’t supposed to tell Mom about. Most of the time, real memories don’t 

come. Small moments flash by—I remember him reading to me as a child, playing with 

us when we were small. I can remember small moments, snippets of happiness. 

Sometimes, if I try really hard, I can remember actual moments of happiness. Of love. 

Before I saw my father with the eyes of an adult, the judging eyes of an adult that could 

see who he was. (24) 

By summarizing with present-day thoughts and feelings, I transitioned through memories to 

shape the character’s journey. 

The use of the reflective aspects of the narrative necessitated developing my current 

views and feelings of my relationship with my father, which is naturally complicated and 

continuously developing. I toyed with the idea of including a modern scene, four years after my 

graduation, to show the unchanged nature of our relationship. However, it was hard to develop 

this in a way that fit the story, as doing so would not offer much in terms of resolution. But that’s 
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what relationships often are: unresolved. I chose to end the narrative with more brevity. The 

ending is a short reflection on my current feelings regarding my relationship with my father, 

perhaps best summed up with the line “patterns can’t be changed” (58). The last paragraph 

describes driving my youngest brother off to college, providing a sense of closure regarding my 

father’s status as a parent (or lack of status). The sports metaphor is an apt description for this 

event: “The game is over. No more videos to watch, stats to track, or strategies to devise. What’s 

left? What’s left when the game is over?” (76). 

 The use of this metaphor as the conclusion of the narrative is fitting to me for several 

reasons. It reflects on earlier scenes that capture the nature of our relationship, both good and 

bad, and evokes a feeling of closure. I don’t know how my relationship with my father will end 

in real life, but on the page, it symbolizes what I wish would happen, which perhaps also reflects 

to the opening sequence at my graduation. In this, the title Fourth Quarter Play shapes the 

narrative. This title called on the focus of sports in my relationship with my father, but the idea 

of the last period also demands an element of finality, connecting to the concepts of mortality 

and death that occur at West Haven. The concept conjures ideas of the clock running down and 

desperation: desperation to not be sick and to have a relationship with my father. When the clock 

runs out, where will the character Stephanie be? Will she be able to have a relationship with her 

father? The clock ticks down to the small answers at the end. Ultimately, using this metaphor 

allowed me to focus on the scenes included, such as the conversation with my father when I first 

told him I was sick (29) as the last part of the game and our relationship. 
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Unboxed Memories 

One of the struggles I had with this piece was fairly representing my relationship with my 

father. It was difficult to put aside current emotions and focus on the story true to my memories. 

Naturally, it was difficult to write about my father in the context of five years ago when the 

information and emotions drawn for scenes are nearly identical to ones at current Friday night 

football games. The graduation sequence was particularly difficult to work with, as the scene is 

being replicated with graduations of my younger brothers. To maintain the structure of the 

narrative, and to keep as much fluidity as possible in the views of my father, I utilized separation 

between the sequences and exposition of present ideas. Previous sketches and cut lines and 

scenes from the narratives became crucial sources of information as I tried to piece together my 

thoughts of my father, then and now, to assess and discuss changes and connections between the 

sequences on the page. While the overall work contains conflicting images of my father, that is a 

natural extension of developing his character on the page relating to my own.  

Mary Karr’s The Art of Memoir discusses the concept of truth and painful memory. She 

sees truth as the heart of the matter, but acknowledges “truthiness” (Karr 9) as a flexible concept 

not easily defined. “The best memoirists stress the subjective nature of reportage. Doubt and 

wonder come to stand as part of the story” (Karr 14). Her demands for this artistic integrity in 

terms of honesty also acknowledge the considerable pain that this kind of writing can bring. But 

Karr knows that the pain is the important part—necessary for nonfiction: 

To watch someone scrutinize a painful history in depth—which I’ve done as a teacher 

and editor and while working with former drunks trying to clear up ancient crimes—is to 

witness not inconsiderable pain. You have to lance the boil and suffer its stench as 

infection drains off. Yet all the scrupulous self-examinations over time I’ve been witness 
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to—whether on the page or off—always ended with acceptance and relief. For the more 

haunted among us, only looking back at the past can permit it to finally become past. (12) 

I love her acknowledgement that pain is important to nonfiction. Examining the painful history is 

important in writing and that is what drives my writing. The “scrupulous self-examination,” as 

Karr describes it, is the bread and butter of the memoir, particularly for those she calls “the 

haunted among us.” Karr articulates truth as part of both the reader’s and writer’s experience. 

She calls for writers of good nonfiction to examine those painful parts to give shape to art by 

answering challenging questions about truth and meaning. She sees the difference between 

blanket truth and art and the evolving nature of memory and experience. She questions truth: 

“You could write a duller-than-a-rubber-knife misery memoir. But would that be ‘true’? And 

true to how you keep it boxed up now, or to lived experience back then?” (Karr 13). I grappled 

with the same question, particularly in my graduation scene (18). It is hard to recall the scene, as 

it is so steeped in emotion and colored by memory and later events and feelings. I go back and 

forth between the boxed-up memory and the lived experience. It is hard to unbox the memory, to 

examine it fairly and truthfully. But, as Karr acknowledges, doing so can come with acceptance 

and relief. 

 I worked with both Mary Karr and Philip Lopate’s calls for reflection and unboxed 

memories through vignettes followed with analysis. For example, the one vignette details a shift 

in perspective to a West Haven resident, Betty, as she searches for a phone to call Steve (46). 

This is immediately followed by:  

I envied Betty. While objectively pitiable—she was once head nurse at the local hospital, 

and taught nursing classes at the local state college, but had been reduced to a funny-
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looking character looking for her son who never visited—I envied her. She, with her 

broken mind, could remember and love her son as she wanted to. (47) 

These vignettes provide a moment to slow the narrative down and give the character on the page 

time and space to detail emotions and to make connections for the reader. These moments 

directly tell the reader what the character is feeling, rather than asking the reader to infer or put it 

together on their own. The analysis given directly to allow the character time to reflect and put 

answers together on her own. 

 

Next Steps 

A troubling and exciting thought it the idea of what’s next. What will I write next, where 

will it go, what will I do with it? One of the answers I found while writing this narrative is that I 

will continue to write about and develop the relationship with my father. This relationship 

became the focal point of this narrative, and I know I have much more to do with it. It will be 

important to discuss and return to, as it is impossible to ignore or not address in some way. I find 

inspiration in Tobias Wolff in this manner, as he has developed his relationship with his father 

across several works. His father features in his memoirs but father-son relationships dominate his 

work, such as in “Powder” from The Night in Question. The relationship is important in his work 

as it is important in mine, and I know I will need to continue to develop it. 

I feel it is especially important to share my story of chronic illness (in my case, POTS) to 

spread awareness and increase conversation on what it is like to be disabled in Western society. I 

am interested in writing short stories focusing on that topic for the disability marketplace, such as 

for focused publications like Kaleidoscope, New Mobility, and The Healing Muse. I have found 

success sharing pieces of my story with online support groups, and I feel that my work would be 



 

17 

 

accepted in the disability marketplace. I think any essays pertaining to my illness could also find 

a home outside of disability literature in such publications like Brevity. Other options include 

embracing the more controversial concepts in my nonfiction work to approach Barricade Books 

and OneWorld Publications.  

Writing about disability and illness is another reason I admire Moua’s The Bride Price. In 

addition to the strained relationship with her mother, Moua also discusses her physical illness 

and kidney transplant. I was inspired by her ability to write about both, and use one to inform the 

other. In The Bride Price, Moua states that she took a photo of herself on dialysis, “because I 

wanted myself to see what it was like to be on dialysis. I needed to display it all—the good, the 

bad, the ugly parts. I didn’t want to hide behind my clothes” (Moua 43). I do not want to hide. I 

want to showcase what it is like to be sick and what it is like to be poor. I want to share my story 

because when I read stories like Moua’s, when I feel like someone understands a part of what I 

am going through, I cry tears of relief. The feelings of kinship, or reading my thoughts on the 

page, are feelings I want to invoke in my own future readers. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

 

FOURTH-QUARTER PLAY 

 

I couldn’t help but notice the lights. The sun had set. The light had been fading with the 

ceremony, and by the time it was finished, the darkness was complete despite the glaring white 

lights. The bright, harsh white glow gave everything an eerie tint, as if I were dreaming and my 

brain didn’t manage the colors quite right. The lights looked so much bigger when standing on 

the field. They stood on harsh, rough wooden poles and faced inward, making the field a giant 

fishbowl. The edges were difficult to see—it made me feel trapped. I looked up at a cluster of 

lights and saw a giant swarm of bugs buzzing around it. They formed a cloud of smoky black, 

constantly moving around but never actually going anywhere. 

My gown was hot. The pristine white color was set off by the blues of the boys 

surrounding me. I preferred to sit with boys; I knew they wouldn’t get all emotional about a 

stupid graduation. It was, after all, not exactly a huge achievement. But the robe felt fake. The 

material was a cheap nylon, and I could feel the sweat trickle down my spine. It made me shiver. 

Everyone was so excited and I couldn’t understand why; I tried to fake excitement but it felt like 

an extraordinary waste of time. I was eighteen. I had a whole life ahead of me. Why was I 

dressed up like some graduation Barbie doll; why was everyone celebrating like I just 

accomplished something? 

Why did he have to come? I stood next to some friends and posed for pictures, trying to 

avoid him for as long as possible. I imagined telling him that I hated him. I could imagine myself 

telling him to leave, saying the words, “I don’t want you here.”  I could see his face, eyes hidden 

by the prescription sunglasses he always wore despite the increasing darkness. Maybe they were 
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shocked, hurt; and maybe a little moist. But his eyes were hidden behind the glasses. What I 

could see is his crestfallen face as his favorite child screamed at him to go. At first he was 

angry—how dare I defy him in public? But I didn’t even hear his words. The tone was enough. 

We all had developed a habit of running away from his anger. Once the anger faded, his bright 

red face turned ashen as he was hurt beyond belief that I, too, turned on him. 

I imagined his face. 

I wish I had seen that face. 

But I didn’t. The darkness was deepening and the weirdly glowing lights were getting 

brighter. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was dreaming, caught in a scientific lab where people 

were recording my actions as part of their experiment. If they put us all in the same area, how 

would we react? Who would break first? Not him. Dad never acknowledged shame. I didn’t 

know if he didn’t feel it or just dismissed it as unimportant, but shame was not something in his 

demeanor. He chatted idly with anyone who would listen. Probably about me. I was his favorite, 

after all. Not for brains—while valued, those were only good for getting the upper hand—but for 

sheer force of will. He trained me young, using basketball as an outlet for aggression. And I was 

aggressive. Part nature, partly initiated by the man screaming at every ball game to throw more 

elbows, hit harder. Be tougher. Even a broken nose and the inability to breathe wasn’t enough to 

get me out of a game when I was twelve. 

My brother John was too bull-headed to get along with someone equally stubborn. Dan 

was still too skinny and too young to be athletic enough to cause my father to exhibit pride; that 

would change. My sister Christine didn’t even fit the mold, with only one high school sport 

season. And Dad thought tennis was too boring to count, anyway. She was too tall and too 
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skinny, with none of the anger and physical aggression bred into the rest of us. Plenty of spite, 

but more likely to make the morning news for her brain than her brawn. 

        All of us, including Mom, were there. We were surrounded by the whole town, milling 

about on the football field and pretending not to stare.  

        He must have known that it would be awkward. He came back, after leaving for several 

months (I prefer the phrase kicked out), to an event that included, well, everybody. He was the 

black sheep. But maybe he didn’t know; maybe he didn’t know that all of the people he had 

scorned, looked down on, and tried to buy with his cheap and manipulative personality, would 

relish the chance to shun him. He never really had friends to begin with; the man had no idea 

how to manage a lasting relationship. Not even with his children. Any conversation outside of 

sports or ways to make a quick buck were outside of his comfort zone. 

        I finally rendezvoused with my broken little family. Christine was glued to my mother, 

acting as safety shield. Mom’s shoulders were so tense they stuck up at a noticeable and 

awkward angle. Chris wore the traditional stony face that we all shared, our way of telling our 

little world that we don’t care, and screw you, thank you very much. On her, it looked disdainful 

as we clumsily embraced. 

        Dad stood awkwardly to the side. John stood with him about ten feet away from the rest. 

Clearly, he had already taken sides. They were macho men, and heartily disapproved of any 

woman who had the guts to stand up to them for any reason, however valid. I avoided making 

eye contact with either one of them. I made straight for the scrawny little scrap of nothing with a 

mop of flaming red hair. His hair was the only thing that retained its true color under the 

shocking bright lights. Dan was eleven, and nearly as tall as me. It only took him to his thirteenth 

birthday to surpass my disappointingly-short 5’9”. I hugged him, wishing he were the only one 
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there. It would have been so much easier. I kept coming back to hug him, trying to shield him 

from potential scenes that could occur. He was too young for this. 

        Dan at my side, red hair flaming in the greenish glow from the lights, I hugged my 

mother. A friend presented me with roses. I held on to those all night, creating a sort of shield. 

Finally, Mom demanded—quietly whispered in my ear, of course—that I talk to him. I obeyed, 

fake smile plastered across my face. 

        I gave him a hug and I could see that he was smiling. It was probably his normal smile, 

but to me it was repulsive. All I could think about was my future and its tenuous financial 

standing. I had been working night shifts for the last three months of school—7 p.m. to 3 a.m.—

for college money. All of my exhaustion and anger were building and the smile on his face was 

insulting and nauseating. I wanted to run away from that hideous smile and pretend he never 

came. Cutting ties outright would have been easier. 

I imagined a scene in which I began to speak. He sounded as if he had a long speech 

prepared for me; it was so awful it almost made me laugh, how he grilled me about my future 

and my plans and what I was going to do with my life. How dare he ask about my future, the one 

he seemed intent on destroying? My life was riding on the scholarship I had received, taking me 

away and transporting me to a university four hours away. A place shiny and new, attractive in 

the fact that not a soul there knew who I was. 

        “So what’re you gonna do now?” 

        “Uh, don’t really know, Dad.” I hadn’t really talked to him in at least a month. I dodged 

his calls. He drove all the way from Reno to go to my basketball banquet, but messed up the 

dates. He had arrived for my State FFA degree ceremony instead. He declined to attend and 

drove back to Reno that night. 
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        “No, seriously, gotta get your life together! What’re your plans?” I wondered if he even 

knew what college I was planning to attend. I am pretty sure we had that “conversation,” but for 

some reason he persisted. 

        “Well, I’m going to UC-Merced. Full ride and all that.” No thanks to you. 

        “You gonna play basketball?” 

        “No. I have to keep my grades up for scholarships. I might try out, though.” 

        “You got a plan? You need to try volleyball. You were better at it anyway. Maybe if you 

actually have a good coach you can get money for that.” Probably not, considering I had stopped 

playing two years ago. But his constant and persistent questions made me nauseous so I stopped 

talking. He lost the right to ask questions when he gambled away any hope I had for a college 

fund. 

        “Seriously, kid, what’re you going to do?” Was I supposed to know? I stopped replying 

and stood tight-lipped, waiting for the tirade to end. 

        The glow from the lights made him look older than he was. His red skin was sallow and 

ugly as he continued to badger me with questions. I grabbed Dan and tried to turn away, perhaps 

going to visit with more friends. Maybe run away, jumping the half-fence that trapped us inside 

the stadium. But some awful person decided it was picture time. I don’t remember who it was, 

but they deserved a medal for a complete lack of tact. How does a broken family decide to pose? 

All together, pretending everything is normal as people stare? Or is this the time to establish 

sides taken, with different poses for each parent? But don’t forget the fake smile! 

I held on to my roses. I stayed close with Dan, making sure he didn’t understand the 

awfulness that was creeping around us all. I don’t even know if I still have any of the photos 

now, and I sure don’t even remember what we did. I do remember that we all looked green, as if 
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the photo wasn’t real. The lights were blinding and eerie, creating odd shadows and emphasizing 

the fact that no one looked happy. I think we were strewn about in a line, avoiding body contact 

like we were all hot to the touch. I can remember Dad asking for one with me. He tried to hug 

me as we arranged our smiles for the camera. I kept my roses between us, preventing any 

unnecessary show of affection. It wouldn’t have been real, anyway. 

All he saw was a girl smiling in her white robe, hugging him and holding a bouquet of 

roses. All he could see is the girl who played basketball, who smiled when she was told. He just 

saw the girl who listened to him on long road trips to away games, listening to what she did 

wrong over and over despite a gleaming all-tournament trophy in her hand. He just saw the girl 

who threw elbows as he’d taught her; the girl who never missed a game, even when she had 

pneumonia. I was the girl to whom he claimed money was tight and I was the girl who saw him 

buy a new truck a month later.  

My mother didn’t know about most of it. None of us did. My sister and I talked about 

what each of us knew, individually, and pieced together a picture. I don’t know why we 

bothered—it didn’t change anything. But it helped us feel justified in the little contact we 

maintained with our father. I knew about the truck, she knew about the poker accounts in our 

names, and Mom knew about the stock trades. But all we really cared about was that Mom and 

Dad filed bankruptcy and separated; Mom couldn’t afford the divorce. 

But, strangely enough, when I stood on that graduation field, that wasn’t the part that 

really bothered me. What hurt the most was the leaving. He had left us—just walked off like we 

didn’t matter. And he thought that coming back for something like that, a ceremony of some silly 

and useless achievement, meant that everything was okay. That it didn’t matter what he had 

done.  
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But it did matter. Mom had tried to get him to stay. I was there when she confronted him. 

I was the silent witness, saying nothing, as she told him he was done as a husband, but that he 

could still be a father. I saw her beg him to stay—to be a father—and I saw him refuse. He had 

no reason to stay, he said. Apparently, casinos and online poker were more important than his 

children.  

 

 Most of the time, that’s what I remember. But sometimes, I try and remember the before, 

when my father was just Dad—yelling on the sidelines and sending me to the store for junk food 

we weren’t supposed to tell Mom about. Most of the time, real memories don’t come. Small 

moments flash by—I remember him reading to me as a child, playing with us when we were 

small. I can remember small moments, snippets of happiness. Sometimes, if I try really hard, I 

can remember actual moments of happiness. Of love. Before I saw my father with the eyes of an 

adult, the judging eyes of an adult that could see who he was.  

 

I can remember when we bought my horse. I had been horse-crazy for most of my 

childhood, and continuously harassed my parents about the fact that our two acres could very 

easily house a horse. My mother had horses as a child, and told us stories that only fueled my 

obsession.  

One sunny day in April, Dad took me down to the local fairgrounds for the sheriff’s 

county horse auction. “Just to look,” Dad kept saying as we walked around at the preview to look 

at all the horses. Bays, chestnuts, roans, palominos, there were horses of every size and color 

everywhere. I ran around in excitement, petting everything that I could as Dad talked to various 

horse owners. When I finally calmed down enough to listen, Dad sat me down and showed me 
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the auction preview catalog. Over a hundred horses were for sale. He went through each page of 

the catalog, showing me what the signs and symbols meant, explaining the minimum bids and 

how the auction went. We picked out horses that were a good deal—balancing minimum bid and 

things like training, age, etc. Dad said we might “bid on a few,” since there were some that he 

identified as a screaming good deal.  

When the auction started, we were seated in the third row. I loved watching all of the 

action—hands subtly moving bright yellow pieces of paper, bid callers yelling out, and the 

auctioneer’s smooth voice as the horses in the ring snorted and pawed at the shavings. I inhaled 

the smell of dirt and sweaty cotton as the auction continued, excitement and hope slightly fading 

as horses we had selected walked away with someone else’s bidding number. But my ultimate 

favorite was the most gorgeous horse I had ever seen—a deep buckskin, shining gold with deep 

brown eyes that gleamed with the adventures my eleven-year-old self knew we could have.  

“Oh, Daddy, look!” I squealed and pointed at her as she was led around the ring, nose 

flaring at the smell of so many people packed in the small space.  

 “What the hell are you doing?” Dad urgently whispered as he yanked my arm down. I 

froze as the caller yelled and pointed right at me, the auctioneer continuing his stream of words: 

“Hey-ya, abbidabida, four-five here to this nice young lady, anyone see five? I hear five 

ibabidabeda…” he continued shouting into the microphone, hardly seeming to pause for breath 

as the bid caller continued pointing at me. I felt frozen, held in place by the bid caller’s accusing 

finger. I saw Dad flipping through the catalogue in the corner of my eye. I couldn’t breathe, see, 

smell, think, or do anything besides stay perfectly still as everything seemed to swirl around me.  
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 “Forty-five, sold to the young lady in the plaid shirt!” My ears could barely discern the 

words as I turned to Dad in a complete panic. There was no way I just accidently bought a horse! 

No way no way no way no no no no no …. 

 But Dad was smiling at me, laughing as he threw an arm across my shoulders. He nodded 

at the lady in front of me who was showing her yellow number to the bid caller. I let out the 

breath I had been holding for so long and apologized to Dad, who laughed and said I was a 

natural. 

 At the end of the day, I did go home with a horse—a pretty young bay named Babe. She 

served as our faithful kid-horse for years, teaching each of us how to ride and cantankerously 

carting us around our back acre, and she kept the star thistle at bay with her soft velvety mouth.  

 

But now, I really only remember our relationship defined through sports. That was my 

favorite version of my Dad, back when I played basketball. I loved it—then, it was all I focused 

on—but it was really for him. Because he was there. He came to most of my practices, talked 

with my coach, drove me home from games. When I played basketball, he was my dad. 

 I remember when he taught me how to be tough. Basketball, he said, wasn’t about being 

bigger—it was about being tougher and smarter.  

I remember one practice when I was on fire. I was everywhere, energy seeping through 

my limbs as I caught every pass, made every basket. I remember the feeling of jumping, reaching 

for the rebound, with that satisfying feeling of a perfect execution. The ball seemed to fall to me 

like it belonged in my hands, my body already positioning for the perfect landing. But suddenly, 

nothing was perfect, my foot wasn’t there, my mouth letting out a scream as I crumpled in pain. 
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My foot, my ankle, something was wrong, I could feel it as I rolled over my ankle that was so 

tight and on fire. 

 “Did you hear a pop?” my coach asked over and over and I didn’t know. All I felt was 

pain and anger at the tears the refused to stay behind my tightly shut eyes. My teammate 

Courtney said sorry, she heard a pop, and said that her foot hurt from me landing on it.  

The next day my foot was so swollen I couldn’t get my shoes on. I unlaced and loosened 

everything I could reach but the damned shoe wouldn’t get on my stupid foot. I tried to walk to 

the kitchen to get more ice and my foot was so swollen I couldn’t get it flat enough to even try 

and walk.  

I remember crying as I showed Dad, embarrassed and worried about the game that day. 

“Ah, come on, it’s not too bad,” he tried to tell me. “Just let me tape it up and you’ll be 

fine.”  

I remember Dad leaving his monitors full of poker games for me, driving me to the next 

town over for the emergency clinic that could see me before the bus had to leave. He carried me 

from the car to the waiting room. He left the poker at home and waited as I got my ankle poked, 

prodded, and X-rayed. I remember his gentle hands as he fitted the crutches to my height and 

rushed me home to elevate and ice it, one last effort to let me suit up for the game.  

It didn’t work. After my crutches and I hobbled onto the bus, Alicia shrieked when she 

saw the swollen purpley mass that was my foot. My mouth twitched in a hard smile as my eyes 

burned. 

 

Sitting on the bench was the hardest thing I have ever done. When the game was 

mercifully over, I hobbled to the bus and sat by myself. The window showed soft orange lights 
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outside as the mist slowly covered the glass from my hot breath. My body had betrayed me. I had 

never felt worse. I called Dad, softly crying and hoping he wouldn’t hear the sobs as I replayed 

the game, play-by-play over the phone. 

Two days later, and there was still a purple mass where there was supposed to be an 

athletic ankle. Dad knew just what to do—his favorite remedy. When he sat me on the edge of 

the bathtub and brought the first bucket of ice, I shoved my foot in as deep as I could and 

watched the clock tick by. Dad brought a chair and sat next to me, keeping track of the time and 

talking about nonsense as I gritted my teeth to ward against the cold. 

Five-minute rest. 

Then the next bucket came. Steam danced on the top as Dad set it down in front of me. I 

tried not to think about the near-boiling liquid and just stomped my foot in, wedging it as best I 

could against the edge of the bucket.  

“Now keep it in as long as you can. It’s going to hurt like hell, but it’ll heal it quickly.” 

Quickly. That was the goal. It is weird how much I trusted him, and didn’t ever question 

the need for the immediate fix. Just why was it so important to play? Back then, it was all I did—

I enjoyed the fact that I worked harder than everybody else, took pride in my superiority. But I 

never could quit tell myself why. Why the hell did it matter who ran the fastest, or hit the 

hardest? Dad always championed the fourth-quarter ideal—play just a little harder, go a little 

longer, finish the game with a bang. It was his rule for everything. I championed that rule, and 

despised those who didn’t—or couldn’t. When my teammates got an injury, I secretly mocked 

them for not being tough enough to push through. They weren’t willing to push as hard as I 

was—or let themselves be pushed, as I was.  
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My tongue was bleeding when the first ten minutes were up. My skin was angry and 

pleading for mercy as I rested for five minutes, wiping my sweating face with a towel Dad 

wordlessly handed to me. Then he came back with another bucket. I hated the sight of it, that 

stupid lime green, pretending to be cheerful while it sent angry green men to hack at every nerve 

ending I had. Ten minutes of cold and ten minutes hot, repeated over and over, longer than I care 

to remember. It was worse than the original pain. Dad smiled as he saw my teeth clenching as I 

jammed my foot in as deeply it would go. 

“Look at that! Impressive! His eyes were bright as he explained to my brothers how 

much this treatment hurt, showing them how deeply I shoved my foot into the bucket. He even 

called his brother Jimmy, bragging about how brave I was as he got the next bucket. I didn’t 

know how to tell him how much it hurt, how much I wanted to stop each time he brought me a 

fresh bucket. But how could I? He smiled as I bit my tongue.  

Ten years later, my ankle still hurts. I remember when a friend tried to borrow a pair of 

my boots, and she was so shocked that one of the ankles was stretched out so much more than 

the other. I had never really thought about it before then—the permanent damage of seemingly 

such small actions. Was it worth it? I remember the game I missed in such vivid detail, but I can 

barely remember most of the others. All I remember of the next game, the game it was so 

important to play in, was the pain of hobbling around in sports tape so thick I could barely tie my 

shoes. I sure hope we won.  

   

I remember other things. I remember when I talked to my friends about what was going 

on. I thought it would be better to just talk about it and get it over with, to rip off the Band-Aid 
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and move on. I spilled the beans to my FFA officer team, as if it were on our meeting agenda to 

inform everyone that my life was falling apart, please don’t sign me up for snacks next week. 

I can picture them, sitting around a table at Tom’s house, spending our monthly planning 

meeting eating corned beef and cabbage. The cabbage was more tasteless than I expected and I 

kept adding pepper to make it less slimy. One teacher was there. I just blurted it out, right in the 

middle of dinner. 

“I just wanted you guys to be the first to know. My Dad spent everything we had and we 

are bankrupt. And he left. He is in Reno and I hope that they are getting a divorce. So… that’s 

what’s happening.” 

I remember somebody, I don’t remember who, put their arms around my shoulders as I 

set my jaw against the tears. The arm felt heavy, like wearing a social burden on my shoulders. 

But it was also oddly comforting. I would not cry. I refused, and stopped talking because my 

throat refused to let anything other than a sob escape from the hard pit in my stomach. 

After a prolonged awkward silence, the one person I disliked the most started expressing 

her response filled with the appropriate amount of sympathy with pity—no, sorry, I mean 

empathy. That’s what she was aiming for. I do remember the words of my teacher. He lived 

down the street and I babysat his kids sometimes. 

“Hey, man, you know I might be getting a divorce too.” And then he started a monologue 

about some imagined trouble with his wife and two young kids. I remember being so mad that I 

didn’t say anything. I knew that this was probably his way of trying to make me feel better, some 

sort of twisted comradery. Probably not. He always was an ass.  

But his reaction was not the worst. I remember, all too clearly, how my career in the 

Future Farmers of America ended. I spent all four years of high school in the Ag room nearly 



 

31 

 

every day, participating in almost all of the many year-round FFA events and traveling 

competitions. My best FFA friend was Erin; we were both too mature for high school and shared 

not only a birthday, but a healthy disdain for the world. We spent every other school day in the 

Ag room, talking at a record pace as we completed our officerly duties. We also spent those days 

with Ms. Canon—or just “Cannon,” we so cleverly called her at the time. Canon lived one street 

over from me; her son was friends with my brother, Daniel. We were once close. Once she even 

gave me a ride to school when my car wouldn’t start and Dad couldn’t tear himself away from 

the eight online poker games he had going all at once. 

Canon somehow missed my uncomfortable announcement of family drama to the officer 

team. She missed the corned beef and cabbage, the hugs, the awkward conversation. I didn’t 

think anything of it. Since I told the officer team, I assumed everybody knew. But somehow 

Canon fell through the loop. I know because on this particular day, at least a month or two after 

that awkward sharing time, Canon let me know exactly what she thought about my struggles. 

She stormed into the Ag office where I was sleeping, guarded by Erin. And then the 

yelling started. To be honest, I had no idea what ignited the fiery tirade. I think I had forgotten to 

do something, perhaps finish typing the minutes or complete the treasurer's report. 

        “What the hell?” I was shocked at her use of a word she frequently smacked me for 

saying. 

        “Uh, what?” 

        She stood in the doorway, feet apart, staring me down with all the ferocity of a coyote. 

Instantly, a long list of all of the possible things I had done wrong ran through my head, 

repeating in my head as I stammered an apology. 
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        “I’m sorry... I, uh, forgot to—” She cut me off before my half-hearted apology had fully 

left my lips. She wasn’t listening. 

        “Why isn’t it done? What have you been doing? Apparently, not your job!” Her words 

stung. I worked hard. I had spent my entire spring break in this office, completing the duties that 

another officer was too lazy to do. 

I straightened my spine and looked right back, a tiny ball of irrational anger flaring up in 

the face of the onslaught I had no idea I had started. 

“I’ve been busy. I have a lot going on, okay? I’ll do it later!” 

Mistake. 

Canon started screaming, her words barely making sense as her buggy blue eyes looked 

like they were popping out of her head. They were angry and upset and hurt all at the same time. 

“Oh, you were busy?” She stressed the word, barely able to spit it out in the venomous 

tone she had adopted. Now she was a snake, hissing, looking as if she were about to strike. 

“You have no excuse! You don’t do anything. Oh, but you find time to talk to everyone 

else! You weren’t too busy to tell everyone else what was going on, but definitely too busy to tell 

me! No, I had to hear from Mr. Lloyd what was happening!” 

Her screams attracted an audience of freshmen that who piling into the classroom with 

the ring of the bell. There was only one door out of the office, and she stood in front of it. I was 

trapped. It felt like a nightmare. People began to pile in the doorway behind her, ogling and 

staring like visitors at a zoo. When I think back I imagine bars on the door, turning the room into 

a cage. I didn’t understand what was happening. Wet drops of shame made their way from my 

eyes and pooled around my lips, salting a further mark of humiliation. 

“Ms. Canon—” 
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“No! You don’t get to talk! I have helped you from the day you walked in that door. And 

you didn’t bother to tell me you were in trouble?” 

“But it was my—” 

“I was ALWAYS there for you! You never even bothered to ask for help, you little 

ingrate! No, you just do everything by yourself, try and skate through life, never giving a damn 

about the people around you!” I tried to speak, say anything to defend myself. Erin was my 

lifeline, sitting next to me and sharing at least a part of the tornado that was raging. I remember 

trying to talk with the tears streaming down my face, willing to say anything to make it stop. 

“What was I supposed to say?” 

“Say? SAY? You could have said anything! You could have come to me! You told Mr. 

Lloyd, you told the officers, you told everyone beside me! After everything! Do you know how 

that makes me feel? He doesn’t care! I care!” 

“You—you couldn't have done anything. I didn’t know what to sa—” 

“ANYTHING! You could have said anything!” With that, I looked away. No one had 

ever seen me cry before, and I would be dammed if a bunch of freshmen would continue to see 

me like this. As if she heard me, Erin subtly got up and closed the door behind Canon. I could 

hear her shooing the kids back to their desks, standing guard lest anyone else see. I was sure the 

surrounding classrooms could hear. 

“Look at me!” I turned my swimming eyes back at her. She started to cry too, her voice 

choking as she screamed.  

“I could have helped you. But no, you’re too proud for that!” Her words came at me like 

tiny swords poking the knots in my stomach and chest, stabbing them until I could only produce 
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more tears. I just sat there and prayed over and over to please, God, just make her stop just please 

please please. I wanted to be anywhere but there. 

Canon wiped her nose on her sleeve. She was a little quieter now, although I still felt that 

her words could be heard for miles. She got in one last shot. 

“Well, you get what you deserve. You never ask for help and it’s your fault you don't get 

any. Don’t ever ask for anything from me again. I’m done with you. You deserve whatever the 

hell you get.” And with that she walked out the door, strangled voice yelling at the freshmen to 

sit down and take out their books. 

You deserve what you get. Those words felt like they were branded on my heart, 

repeating and echoing inside my head over and over and over. I grabbed my bag, not caring that 

its unzipped compartments were spilling things as I ran. I ran out the door, going so fast that 

nobody could see my tear-stained face. I don’t even remember where I went. I think I went to my 

beloved car, a beaten-down ’93 Taurus—Grampa Harvey, I called him—but I maybe I just went 

to the track and ran the circles until I was numb. 

 

 It took me a long time to finally understand why I cared so much about Canon’s outburst. 

As awful as it was, she said what she felt, and I couldn’t. I still can’t. To this day, I have not once 

told my father how I feel. I still see him at my brother’s Friday night football games, and I do 

nothing. I avoid him during the game and pretend I don’t see him yelling on the sidelines as I sit 

with my mother. I give him and my sweaty brother a hug after the game, discuss the many bad 

calls by referees and coaches alike, and leave. He texts me happy birthday and I say nothing on 

Father’s Day. I tell myself it’s for the greater good to pretend we have a relationship—I need his 

tax information for my scholarships and grants, so I have to be nice to keep our yearly phone call 
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about the FAFSA. But it’s a never-ending excuse. First it was for me, now it’s for my younger 

brothers. Years of stalling, of pretending I can’t confront him. But I could. I could unleash years 

of anger, like Canon did, and move on. But I don’t. 

At my graduation, my head overflowed with the things I should have said. I did, and still 

do, have so much I want to say. I have that imagined battle waiting in my head, when I can hurt 

him at least as much as I have been hurt. But it’s too late. All he can see is the girl in his photo, 

smiling in her white robe, hugging him and holding a bouquet of roses. 

 

 But holding in pain like that doesn’t work; it manifests in other ways. Less than a year 

after graduating high school, my body stopped being able to handle the stress of constant hatred 

and uncomfortable conversations I wish I didn’t have. I suddenly started fainting daily, 

sometimes multiple times a day. I didn’t tell anyone at first, but when I passed out in the middle 

of choir class, it was hard to pretend it didn’t happen and I was sent to the student health center.  

 

 I remember sitting in the doctor’s office without moving. The chairs were uncomfortable 

and I was an hour early, but it was the only bus from campus that got me there in time. The walls 

were crushing, pushing on my limbs with a harsh grey feeling. I sat on the edge of my seat, 

pretending to read the pamphlets in front of me. Thinking of suicide? Not yet. Having trouble 

away from home? Not sure about that one. The student health center had ugly florescent lighting 

that made my pale skin look like the wicked witch of the west. The marks of years of basketball, 

volleyball, and fitness only took a semester to melt from my body and my dress pulled tight 

against my chest with every breath.  
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My hands shook as I called Mom into the waiting room. It was hard to talk to her. To 

pretend that everything was okay when it wasn’t. Was I supposed to ask her how it felt to have 

your husband abandon your family? To suddenly be single after twenty-plus years of a bad 

marriage, with four children relying on you for support? Was I supposed to ask if we were going 

to lose our home, if my younger brothers were coping with the sudden and angry departure of 

their father?  

I knew the answers. I didn’t ask. 

“They’re sending me for more tests.” I explained how I fainted in the middle of choir 

class. The small health center on campus had poked and prodded, listening to my chest with a 

variety of machines. All they could tell me was that something wasn’t right, so I was sent across 

town at a cardiologist’s office. I recognized the name—Dr. Lakireddy, the name of the campus 

auditorium.  

 

 I sat on tissue paper. It felt like déjà vu. They glued itchy things to my chest. They 

listened. I got an X-ray machine that time: it felt like an added toy in the little happy meal that 

was my life. 

 I was not allowed to leave for another four hours. When I was finally released—no, 

“discharged,” I sat at the bus stop by myself. It felt so peaceful, surrounded by the customary fog 

that dampened my view. In my moment of weakness, I called him. I felt like a little girl again 

when I heard his voice. 

 “Hey, kid!” He always called us that. Kid, like he was marking his territory, claiming us. 

Or maybe it was a way for him to communicate some kind of connection, making sure we knew 

we had a father.  
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 “What’s up?” His voice sounded so eager to hear from me. Maybe he wasn’t used to 

living in Reno, not yet used to me living on my own in a college dorm four hours away from 

home. But that wasn’t his home anymore, so I guess the distance really didn’t matter. 

 “Well, I just got out of the doctor’s office.” I walked him through the timeline—fainting, 

tests, more doctors, more tests. Nothing found, nothing to worry about. If I said it often enough, 

would I will believe it? My eyes stayed fixed at a spot down the road, where the bus would 

materialize in the mist. I just wanted to go home. But home wasn’t on the bus route.  

 He offered to come get me for the weekend. “Reno weather would be good for you,” he 

said. “I have a few free nights at the casino coming up.” He made Reno, Nevada sound like 

Paradise. Like a vacation to Hawaii. But I knew better than to count on him for adhering to small 

details, like picking me up and making sure I was home in time for class on Monday. I promised 

to go to Dan’s football game that weekend to say hello. 

 “You know, your cousin Kimmy is having some health problems too. Something with her 

legs, or a rash, or something. I’ll call Jimmy and see if I can get details.” I said that would be 

good, said goodbye, and got on the bus back to campus. 

 He didn’t call Jimmy.  

 

My face was covered in fingers tickling me. They were soft, dancing, falling away and 

turning into small brown leaves on the dirt as something pulled me away. I blinked. A monster 

raged inside me, pushing my eyes this way and that so I couldn’t see which way was up or down 

and my insides were twisted and knotted together and the monster took me to a dark, black room 

with no door for escape. 
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Then something else was pressed on top of my nose and cupped my chin. It smelled 

funny. It pushed something into my nose. I breathed. It whispered as it was pulled deep inside 

my lungs. Light forced itself into my eyes. Someone was talking. I said my name. I said the 

president’s name. I didn’t know if it was Saturday or Sunday.  

Mike the paramedic stabbed my arm about six times trying to get the IV in. My arm 

started to hurt as fluids rushed in and I felt the straps keeping me tied to a gurney. I felt every 

twist, turn, and hill swish around inside me as the ambulance with no lights took me to the 

hospital.  

My head came back to earth and reattached to my body and it brought wet drops that 

overflowed from my eyes as I tried to untie myself. Mike held me down. I negotiated myself into 

a sitting-up position. I saw the lights of the city flash through the tiny window that filled with a 

fog that slowly began to obscure my view. I was normal again.  

“Hey, Mike, thanks for the ride and all, but I’m good now. Any chance you can let me off 

here?” I smiled and pretended I wasn’t terrified. He laughed. 

“Sorry, darlin’, this isn’t a taxi.” 

I argued. The sick feeling was back in my stomach as ugly green bile started to surge. 

When they wheeled me in I shut my eyes tight. I’m dreaming. This was all a dream. 

It had to be. 

 

Then I lay curled on my side on my tiny hospital bed. My stomach felt like it had been 

scooped out of my body. The whiteness of the hospital closed in and I kept my fists clenched and 

my eyes closed just to hold all the pieces of me together.  
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I was scheduled for a tilt-table test. The TTT was some hellish invention that thought it 

was a clever idea to strap the patient to a table at 70-degrees for some period. (Ten minutes? 

Thirty? I don’t remember how long, because it seemed like such an easy thing to do at the time.) 

The fancy machines would record the heart rate to record the physiological response to the 

“stress” of standing for a period. While I waited, the tech couldn’t find any space in my arms for 

an IV so he stuck it on my thumb. I forced a laugh and asked if my arms look like I was a heroin 

junkie. He didn’t appreciate my humor. 

I was trapped inside the endless hospital. Everything was so white and bright. I always 

thought death was supposed to be peaceful, but this was loud. People I didn’t know were talking 

and passing off my bed to the next person in line. I pretended that it was a giant game of tag and 

subtly poked the next person in line. They looked at me like I was crazy, so I withdrew my hand 

and hoped there wasn’t a request for a psych eval floating around. 

At least I knew I wasn’t dead when I entered the testing room. Death wouldn’t have 

giant, beeping machines in every corner. But maybe they were death, those faceless people who 

wouldn’t play tag with me. The nurse in pink strapped me to a table and covered my hair with a 

blue gauze hairnet. I held my breath and tried not to scream. 

She made the table stand up, seventy degrees exactly. My itchy hospital socks started to 

slide off. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do, so I stared right at her and tried to figure out a 

game plan in case she was death and decided to kill me while I was strapped down. I wiggled my 

hands to check if I could reach her eyes. 

Then a green slime monster came for me. He pulled my head off and threw it around the 

room until I couldn’t see anymore. He put things inside my skull. I thought it was a bomb and I 

screamed. 
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The monster finally released me and the nurse in the pink uniform unstrapped me from 

the table. She handed me a small white towel to wipe the puke from my mouth. She passed me to 

a man in baby blue and he got me a fresh gown. 

The doctor was smiling when I was finished changing and was talking to Mom in a 

corner of the hallway. I walked up and he handed me a thick packet of papers: white paper filled 

with rules and a side of tiny white pills. Pills that meant the difference between standing and 

falling. Pills that were supplemented with more pills, and diet changes, and lifestyle 

modifications. Pills that decided how my body would move and react to any given situation.  

Mom asked how long I was supposed to take the pills. No one had an answer. What did 

they care? They solved the problem, it was time for me to leave. I walked out the door into the 

bright sunlight, nineteen years old and a college dropout with a medical condition no one could 

pronounce. Apparently, scholarships are only a thing if you are able to complete the semester. 

Maybe if I had something recognizable, like cancer, it would have made a difference. Maybe not. 

Mom wanted me to write to the school, appeal, try something to stay in school, but I didn’t know 

how. Or maybe I didn’t want to. Maybe it was easier to just give up, stop trying to be a normal 

freshman girl having a normal life. I didn’t feel normal. Nothing that was happening to me was 

normal. 

To be honest, I tried really hard not to think about what was wrong with me and the 

future I had lost. What was the point? Talking about it couldn’t make it go away. Crying 

wouldn’t fix it. I could see my mother’s disappointment in me, in my life. I think not being able 

to see what was wrong made it so much worse, harder to accept. It made it that much harder for 

me, too. I looked the same but everything somehow wasn’t the same. It wasn’t something I could 
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push through—somehow, the should-be-temporary, fourth-quarter push had become the rest of 

my life. Thinking about how awful I felt didn’t change that. Remembering the future that 

suddenly wasn’t didn’t make it come back. Somehow, in one year, my adjectives had gone from 

“promising future” to “unsure, check back later.” Any future I had left was too depressing to 

think about.  

I still don’t really talk about what I have. Dysautonomia confuses anyone without a 

medical degree (and, honestly, most people with one). It’s even worse when I try and name the 

specific condition—Postural Orthostatic Tachycardia Syndrome, POTS. Any variation of the 

term just inspires confusion and awkward explanations that no one really understands. Anytime I 

go to the ER, I have to explain it to the attending nurses and physicians. It gets old. I mostly just 

try and ignore the constant dizziness and fatigue and pretend everything is fine.  

 Being diagnosed with a chronic and incurable disease—an invisible illness, to boot—

should have made me feel closer to my father. He has struggled with diabetes for years and is not 

exactly healthy. But it didn’t. I hated him for being type two—preventable, and for having 

something people could sympathize with, or at least recognize. It seemed so easy for him to be 

better—just eat healthy, maybe exercise, and maybe check his blood sugar occasionally. But he 

didn’t. I never even saw him check his blood sugar or try and change his diet. It just seemed like 

he gave up. Maybe diabetes was his way out of a life he clearly didn’t want. Or maybe having to 

confront the fact that something was wrong was just too difficult, and it was easier to give up and 

pretend the life insurance he stopped paying would take care of his family in a way he never 

could. 
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I remember when he was diagnosed. It was about a year after my brother was born and I 

was in second grade. Dad was working from home, managing the antique store by bringing my 

brother to the store with him once a week. He was also coaching my softball team. I remember 

he was angry all the time and I hated every minute of practice. Dad insisted that I be catcher, 

when I knew I was a way better pitcher than Courtney. Dad tried to explain that since he was my 

dad, he couldn’t let me be pitcher—it wouldn’t be fair. But I didn’t care. I took out my 

frustration on the ball as I learned to hit. “Pretend the ball is my face,” he would yell at me as I 

swung over and over. I kept trying to hit the stupid ball at him, but it kept going over his head. 

“Again!” he would yell at me over and over, with no patience for my attitude or inclination for 

the sport.  

 But Mom sat us down, with Dad, and explained why he fell the other day. He had passed 

out because he had diabetes, and that while he would be fine, we were going to have healthy 

dinners as a family.  

 Those dinners didn’t last long. Dad came at first, and angrily passed around plates of 

green beans, but he quickly found other interests. His online poker games started going later, so 

he would eat with us between hands. But it was hard to tell when his break was coming— “Ten 

more minutes,” he would say over and over, so we usually ate without him. Mom mostly made 

him sit at the table for prayers, but he would go running off to play the next hand as soon as we 

were done.  

 The biggest change I remember was the Diet Coke. I can’t remember what he drank 

before that—regular Coke, probably, but for some reason I can’t picture it. Instead of orange 

juice or something like that for his sugar levels, Dad had Diet Coke. I used to steal swigs when I 

got home from school. We weren’t allowed to drink soda—just milk and water for the rest of us. 
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So I would sneak in when no one was looking, quickly sipping the sweet dark liquid, careful not 

to drink enough to be noticed. Sometimes, when he was out, Dad would send me down the street 

with a few dollars to get a bottle—two if they were on sale. If I didn’t volunteer the change, he 

sometimes forgot about it, so I had a small stash for candy on the next trip.  

 He still drinks Diet Coke. At Friday night football games, he is usually standing on the 

sidelines (probably yelling at a referee) with a small silver can in hand. When I think of my dad, 

that’s what I picture—an old man, fairly tall, leaning on the short black fence that surrounds the 

football field. He always wears the same clothes—loose khaki pants, man sandals, and a 

Hawaiian shirt that looks like it belongs on a grandpa visiting the beach. It’s hard to pinpoint 

why, exactly, but he just looks unhealthy. Maybe it’s the obvious lack of self-care: ruddy face, 

protruding stomach, inability to sit completely still.  

But I guess I am more like him than I care to admit. I never talk about being sick, either. 

Most people, some of my best friends, don’t even know there is something wrong with me. I 

don’t bring it up at work. It’s easier to pretend I am what I look like: young and healthy, without 

a care in the world. Without the easy pity-party of something recognizable—cancer, MS, or 

something visibly obvious like a wheelchair, that little part on an application that asks about 

accommodations needed is a great box to fill out if you don’t want to get hired. Besides, who 

would hire a young, inexperienced girl with some strange medical problem no one had heard of? 

Major red flag.  

But after I was diagnosed (and officially dropped out of college), I did find a job. West 

Haven Assisted Living was an easy choice—I had worked there during high school and it was a 

block from my mom’s house. I really don’t know why West Haven hired me to begin with—I 

was their first experience with someone from public school. I remember being impressed by the 
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length of the application; at least five pages, including the short answer portion. It was more 

detailed than most of the tests I had to take in high school. But I didn’t know any better. I was 

merely stoked to have an interview—there weren’t many opportunities for down-on-their luck 

kids in a town of 7,500. They originally interviewed me at length, almost two hours. It was kind 

of weird, being complimented on my attire during an interview; they apparently couldn’t 

recognize the basic black skirt and white button-up shirt as a part of the required FFA uniform 

from high school. They also complimented me on my Statement of Faith; somehow, in the two-

hour interview, they never quite figured out that it was a paraphrased version of their own. 

Maybe they just weren’t well versed in how lazy people pass high school. Or maybe they just 

weren’t familiar with how lazy people pass public high school, since I was their first employee to 

have been a victim of such wayward upbringing. That should have been my warning. But I never 

saw the signs, and instead called Mom with good news. 

I must have told my dad, too, but I can’t remember it. It wasn’t like it was a secret, but it 

just didn’t seem like something I would have felt the need to share with him. I probably 

mentioned it, off-hand, at one of my brother’s football games. Or maybe I didn’t tell him, 

intentionally. It would have been so awkward. How could the conversation have gone? “Hi, Dad, 

good to see you. By the way, I am now a college drop-out working a block away from my 

childhood home that we might lose. Thanks for the help! How’s life in sunny Reno?” I never had 

much experience sharing news with my dad. He was there for the things he cared about—any 

basketball game where we won a trophy or when I broke my nose, he was there. Everything he 

wasn’t there for just didn’t matter as much. I was hard to find a new balance, with his not being 

there now a permanent and acknowledged thing. 
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        I completed the (extensive) paperwork during orientation with two others—Sam and 

Linda. Sam was a very obese guy with glasses and basketball shorts that were more than a little 

tight. Wade commented on Sam’s casual attire, but said (with what I learned would be classic 

Wade patriarchal passive-aggressiveness) that he would “let it slide, since Sam is an old brother 

in Christ.” 

        Wade himself was the perfect example of business casual. Khakis and a short-sleeve, 

buttoned-to-the-top red plaid shirt fit well, but did nothing to distract from the fact that he was a 

very homely man. Very thinning sandy hair spiked on the top of his head, and strangely gapped 

and small teeth were aggressively flashed as Wade smiled at everything. Something about his 

too-straight posture, his unwrinkled but casual demeanor, told me that it would probably be wise 

if I kept my mouth shut about any comments concerning his appearance. 

        Wade’s trainings were centered mostly on the New Testament (but sporting an apparent 

Old-Testament-judgement vibe) and his own stories of how to care for the elderly residents, now 

my new job. There were a lot of Bible verses I don’t remember, stories clearly reflecting Wade 

as the Christ-like savior in moments of crisis, and a few bits of legal information—like the fact 

that yes, West Haven was allowed to discriminate in hiring restricted to only Christian workers 

as protected by law as “a Christian organization.” There was a seventy-two-page binder with 

code of conduct and ethical expectations of all “Christ Care Workers” in the organization that we 

were required to sign. It took forever to get through, because fifty-three-year-old Linda admitted 

she didn’t have a high school diploma and couldn’t read, so we all took turns reading aloud. 

Rules included admitting Christ as our Savior, following all Ten Commandments and similar 

Jesus teachings, and making sure our polo was buttoned at least two buttons, which somehow 

applied almost exclusively to female attire.  
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I started the next day because, I would later discover, I was young and cute and modest 

(most of West Haven employees were bright and cheery eighteen or divorced fifty-year-olds). To 

be fair, Wade had his misgivings about me because I was from public school and had insisted I 

didn’t have a boyfriend. (I am still unsure if he merely didn’t believe me, or thought that must 

mean I had carnal knowledge of multitudes of men. Or maybe he was worried that meant I was a 

lesbian, which was somewhere in Dante’s ninth circle of hell; but probably the former, since I 

am pretty sure Wade never read Dante.) I showed up the next day in my pants and a nice collared 

shirt, ready to rack up those hours for my first paycheck. Blythe the receptionist, incidentally 

Wade’s wife, escorted me to the new building—Alzheimer’s and Dementia care—quickly 

inputting the code to open the door with a heavy hand as she smiled, handed me a nametag, and 

asked me what my boyfriend’s name was. I stammered something polite and non-committal as I 

walked through the heavy door into a large room with fifteen-foot ceilings and a large linoleum 

square in the middle of the otherwise-carpeted floor. I walked through the room quickly, 

disturbed by the eerie lack of furniture, toward the back wall and swinging kitchen doors. Day 

one. 

Day one of three years of “caring for” decaying bodies, of wiping asses and giving 

showers and looking at adults as children, caring for them like babies. Day one of three years of 

pretending that everything was fine, of putting on a smile because there is no other way of 

dealing with the reality of death and decay of body and mind.  

Which is worse—to know you are dying, or have your mind die first? 

 

Betty needed a phone. 

 She wandered all over, asking every unfamiliar face she saw.  
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 “Do you have a phone? I need to call my son.” 

 “I need a phone to call my son. Steve? Where are you, Steve?” 

 Betty walked around in circles, pushing a large and strange-shaped pink thing in front of 

her. Whenever she walked away from it, someone would walk her back and close her hand 

around the stinky black rubber handle. So Betty walked with it, always searching for a phone. 

 Finally, she got her hand around the hard plastic. The cord was confusing, but Betty 

ignored it and started hitting numbers that her failing eyes probably couldn’t see. The order 

didn’t matter. She needed to call her son. 

 A lady in a blue shirt took over. Betty protested, trying to make this person see what she 

was doing. 

 “No, you don’t understand. I need to call my son, you see. He is ill, he has… problems, 

and I don’t know where he is. He is supposed to come home every day and I haven’t seen him. 

Have you seen him? Have you seen my son?” 

 The woman in blue handed the black shape back to her. Betty held it upside down, unsure 

what to do. The other woman righted it and suddenly she could hear him! She could hear Steve! 

 “Hi, Mom.” 

 Betty’s face lit up in a smile that made her huge blue eyes fill with joy that she had 

finally found Steve. 

 

I envied Betty. While objectively pitiable—she was once head nurse at the local hospital, 

and taught nursing classes at the local state college, but had been reduced to a funny-looking 

character looking for her son who never visited—I envied her. She, with her broken mind, could 

remember and love her son as she wanted to.  
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It didn’t matter that she hadn’t seen him in years. She loved her son, and that was enough. 

She wasn’t weighed down with memories; she couldn’t even remember the fights, the 

disappointments Steve had inevitably given her over the years. Her brain chose what to 

remember, and the result was that she loved him. Sometimes, I wished I could do the same. 

 

And then there were people like Meatha, who couldn’t remember anyone, even family. 

She was the craziest-looking woman that I had ever seen. Both of her huge, bright-blue orb-like 

eyes stared in different directions, unless she was really, really focused on something. Usually 

she only focused on her imaginary sewing: her hands were constantly moving, threading the 

needle, the stitching the fabric in big, long beautiful sweeps of her arm. Occasionally, when she 

was really lucid, she would be able to look at a person straight in the eye, but that was rare.  

I kind of liked her crazy eyes. She would talk all the time, constantly, and I could never 

tell if she was actually talking to me, if she knew I was there, or if she was just in her own 

reality. Probably the former, but sometimes I talked back and pretended we were having the 

same conversation. Her teeth, however, were just creepy. She only had a handful left, so when 

she smiled wide with her crazy eyes, she looked like she crawled out of some horror movie. 

On my first day, Meatha went a little crazy. Crazier than usual, I mean. She wouldn’t stay 

still: if left alone, or unwatched for more than about fifteen seconds at a time, she would start 

scooting out of her recliner. Marianne sent me in with instructions to “watch her,” whatever that 

meant. I went into the living room, old sneakers squeaking on the linoleum and my lungs 

constricted with nerves, to find crazy old Meatha with her legs swinging over the edge of the 

armchair, slowly scooting her way to freedom. Where she wanted to go, I have no idea. The 
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place was strategically locked with automatic doors and codes for everything. If you knew the 

current year, you could get out, but Meatha knew little more than her name. 

“We’ don’ jus’ s’and there, hel’ me!” Apparently, she was normal enough to see me 

staring at her little tiny bird legs swinging in the air as her butt slid to the ground.  

“Alright, Meatha, let me help you!” I got this. I got this. Just keep her in her chair. That 

proved easier said than done.  

Fifteen minutes later, Meatha was still squirmy, but firmly planted in her chair, since I 

was holding her hands hostage while I sang every song I could think of. The other residents in 

the living room didn’t seem to mind—another woman kept nodding her head to my music and 

saying, “Fine, fine” with a half-smile on her face. I started repeating hymns—apparently, you 

can sing the chorus of “Go! Tell it on the Mountain” sixteen times in a row and the only people 

who will get mad are your coworkers. 

 

It soon became my job to feed Meatha daily, since I could keep her captive long enough 

to finish a meal through my not-so-extensive musical talents. At the request of my coworkers, I 

at least tried to vary my set list. I learned the hard way that dairy was not a way to ensure a good 

shift—the exploding Depends taught me that. I fed Meatha dinner every Monday through Friday, 

dodging her sewing hands and staying on one side of her head so it looked like at least one eye 

was focused on me. 

  

 When I got to work, I always liked to sit in the break room for a few minutes before I 

started. Being early meant you could steal a few snacks and make sure there was a good walkie-

talkie left. Since staff could be scattered throughout the building and need immediate assistance, 
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we used talkies to communicate. We were supposed to use code: “Marianne, what’s your 10-20” 

to ask where she was, “10-4” to signal some level of pretend understanding. We used room 

numbers to name residents so news wouldn’t be broadcast everyone, but somehow the gossip 

spread anyway. I liked the talkies—even though I was a cool and collected adult, I had a childish 

fascination with toys. Using a walkie-talkie seemed so cool! 

I enjoyed the few seconds of calm in the break room before I relieved the a.m. shift, 

before they hit me with a barrage of crazy details and stories and things to remember and sent me 

off in all different directions to clean up messes they didn’t want to. I pulled out A Connecticut 

Yankee in King Arthur’s Court and was halfway through outsmarting Merlin when the door 

opened and Linda came through. Her eyes were a little puffy. 

 “Meatha passed.” That’s all I remember her saying. There was probably a lot more she 

said, something like “She is with God now,” or some other religious sentiment, maybe a Bible 

verse, but I can’t remember. It felt weird—I was going to clock in and start work like normal, 

and yet my most time-consuming charge was not going to be there. I knew I should feel sad, and 

I was, but I was also… something. I didn’t even know what. I still don’t. What do you feel, what 

are you supposed to feel, when you work at a place where people are expected to die? Where 

death is a part of the normal experience? 

 “When did she go?” It was weird. We always talked about death as if they were going 

somewhere—she was moving on, going to a better place.  

 “About ten minutes ago. Don’t worry, you don’t have to do anything. Just don’t let 

anybody into her room.” 
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 There was a dead body in her room. Was I still supposed to call it—her—Meatha? Or 

was it “the body,” or some official-sounding term? I wasn’t trained for this. No one told me what 

to say, or how to act.  

 My coworker, Jessica, handled all the details. The coroner was coming to take her, and 

then it would all be as if she had never been there. 

 Everyone was agitated. While no one was sane enough to be told that his or her friend 

had died, it still seemed like every person there was on edge. Gary, who never said a word, just 

sat there with his protruding eyebrows and existed, kept mumbling words and trying to get out of 

his chair. I got a lump in my throat when I saw his legs start flailing, like a super-sized version of 

Meatha’s sprawling limbs. Betty wouldn’t sit still and wandered around the facility, doing 

patient and steady laps around the dining room with her bright pink walker and mismatched 

clothing. I had my hands full, but was grateful for the distraction. I could feel Meatha’s locked 

door staring at me. The light grains of the wood seemed to have eyes, pouring into my back, eyes 

that followed me around the place. Her name was still on the door. Should I take it off? It felt 

mean to try and erase her so soon, so I left it there. Maybe I was too afraid to go near the door—I 

didn’t want to touch it, let alone go inside. Jessica asked me if I wanted to say goodbye. Luckily, 

Gary chose that moment to drop his shoe from his seat in the recliner, so I rushed over to help 

him and chose not to answer. 

 How do you say goodbye to a corpse? 

 

Sometimes, when I look at my father, I wonder what he will look like as a body. How 

much longer could he have left? He is sixty, now—twenty years of diabetes and various other 

health concerns have taken an obvious toll. I can’t even imagine what would happen to him if his 
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mind decays first. Where does the blustering old taxi driver go when he can’t drive taxis 

anymore?  

 His body will probably give out first. Who will find him when it finally does? How long 

will it take someone to notice that he is gone? Maybe life will be easier when he is. The chapter 

finished, book closed. Closed before he has a chance to ruin the tenuous remains of any 

relationship he has left. 

 What happens to dying people who are poor? Are they left out on the street, locked in a 

basement? How many people can’t afford the $3,000 a month—starting—to pay for a room 

smaller than my dorm? But I guess I didn’t consider the sunshine yellow color on the walls, the 

attempt at cheeriness, to make the checkbook feel like the walls shared with bodies not yet dead 

is worth it. 

 Dad will probably be on his own. Dead at sixty-five from a preventable disease, found 

half-decayed after a neighbor complained about the smell.  

 

Gene was furious. He paced back and forth, stooped back making him look like a turtle 

peering out of his shell. But turtles are rarely that angry. Gene’s cloudy eyes were glazed with 

emotion, but whenever they contacted clearer ones, they suddenly contracted and were focused.  

“This is MY house! I built this whole thing with my bare hands! IT’S MY HOUSE, 

DAMMIT!” 

 

 He kept yelling, running his hands over the yellow walls to prove his point. He didn’t 

know where his room was, but it didn’t matter. This, to Gene, was the house he built for Anna. 
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 Anna, meanwhile, sat quietly in a corner, eyes misty as she watched Gene roam around 

and around. Every so often, when he came close to her, she spoke loudly to him, trying to make 

him see. See her, see reality, it didn’t matter what she wanted him to see: he couldn’t see out of 

his own head anymore. So Anna sat in a corner and tried not to cry and Gene wandered around, 

claiming this was his house, and asking her if she had seen his Anna? 

There was water in Gene’s face. He spluttered, spitting out the warmth that poured from 

the ceiling. He was naked, in a room, and someone was handing him a cloth. His hands grabbed 

it and started washing as a stranger’s voice echoed off the tile. 

“Gene, you need to wash yourself. All of yourself, do you understand?” Gene kept 

rubbing his leg with the cloth, over and over, in a circular motion that made his skin slowly turn 

bright red. His face softened as the water began to feel good, just as it had for years. Hot water 

was a luxury that he now coveted. 

 But someone was touching him. He turned, finding a young hand holding another white 

cloth, rubbing his back, his butt, and his penis. Gene smiled.  

“Anna! Come on, sweetie, I—” But a voice interrupted him. 

“NO, Gene. Not Anna. Anna isn’t here. It’s time for your shower.” 

 Gene’s face grew troubled. His Anna wasn’t this mean or short with him.  

“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you. I’m sorry. 

I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Anna.” Gene reached out and tried to grab the hand, but it pulled itself 

away. The voice began ringing through the room again. 

“Gene, it’s okay. Anna isn’t here. She will be back tomorrow. Let’s rinse you off.” 
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Gene couldn’t respond because the water was running all over his head, leaking into his 

mouth. He spat. He suddenly sat down, reaching for a small bench with his hands. The bench 

was cold. 

A hand brought him a towel. 

“Anna! Thank you, sweetie! 

Then the voice began the routine again. 

 

Marianne screwed up. 

I knew it, she knew it; everyone whispered about it behind doors. Marianne was a 

MedTech (Medication Technician), the floor supervisor and in charge of receiving medication 

packages, storing them properly, and pouring them into tiny little cups with the resident’s room 

number written on the top to be distributed at certain times of day. It wasn’t hard, necessarily, 

but there were a lot of rules and laws associated with exactly how and when medications could 

be handled. And paperwork. Lots of paperwork. That part was hard, since a lot of the staff were 

middle-aged divorcees with less than a high school diploma.  

But today, Marianne messed up. She gave Gary—giant, Parkinson’s-ridden Gary—the 

wrong blood pressure medication. I could see it in her face: she knew she messed up. When I 

started my shift, her muddy brown hair was frizzing up and her face was red and blotchy as she 

fidgeted this way and that, checking paperwork and counting medications to see if, by some 

miracle, she hadn’t messed up. 

Gary’s face looked weirder than usual. While he normally didn’t have much of an 

expression, now he had a sickly greenish tone that made him look like a huge, wax paper-doll. 

Colleen, one of three actual bosses, was holding his hand and patting his face. It looked 
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extremely uncomfortable for all involved. I hugged the wall, hovering in the background, not 

sure if I was supposed to jump in or wait until ordered to do something. 

Paramedics walked in. Even if they didn’t wear uniforms, they would be easily 

distinguished—slow but direct pace, swagger, usually at least one weird mustache in the pair. In 

a workplace with a gender ratio of approximately thirty women to about five men, it was a game 

to see who would get to meet the paramedics. Bonus points awarded if they were cute! 

The navy-blue clad men wheeled the stretcher toward Gary and joined the small crowd 

around him. I instantly named them Too Short and Ew, Mustache! It took a lot of very loud 

talking and handholding to get him to talk or respond under the best of circumstances, so it was 

difficult to tell if something was actually wrong. But Betty started wandering around without her 

walker, and by the time I found it (in one of five usual hiding places—hidden in an unused 

bathroom), I had missed the action, because Gary’s prone head had just whisked out the door.  

 

The next time I saw Gary, it looked like he had shrunk. Formerly a big, tall, hunched over 

but relatively solid man, he now had legs that looked like they couldn’t support his weight. He 

was bed ridden—it might not have seemed like much of a difference, since he needed the aid of a 

walker and a human helper just to get the dinner table before, but being officially bed-ridden is a 

bad sign. 

 

That’s when we start saying goodbye. 

 

He didn’t look real: his too-thin legs were too white and stiff. It seemed like he was stuck 

in a permanent fetal position. I tried to straighten out his legs so my stomach would stop 
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churning at the sight, but he was locked in with his knees up by his chest. The simple white piece 

of paper taped to the wall held a record of all activity for him: every four hours, he was turned on 

his other side, and Depend-diaper checked every two. His bowel movements were noted too, and 

water intake. He couldn’t really sit up enough, or see or focus enough to take real food, so he got 

Ensure, the adult nutrient supplement that kept his broken body going. 

I hid in his room when my coworker Allison made me crazy: her useless dribble grated 

on my nerves, so when there was a quiet moment when she wouldn’t kill anyone when left on 

her own, I went to “change Gary” for the tenth time that shift. The wall in his tiny room held a 

lot of plaques—awards for newspaper excellence, awarded to Gary Mortenson, Pioneer Press. I 

hardly recognized him in some of the pictures: he was standing straight, looking the camera in 

the eye, and wearing clothes that way too clearly marked the era as the 1970s. Mustard brown 

was not a good color on anyone, but Gary looked nice in these pictures. Nothing like the broken 

doll on the bed. 

I sat next to him, cross-legged on the floor, and listened to him breathe. It didn’t sound 

pleasant, more like a whistle with fluff stuck in it. But at least he was breathing. I had heard from 

my talent of silently sneaking up on the med room and standing behind the open door so no one 

could see me, the gossip stating that he now had an infection. Maybe that’s why he couldn’t 

move, speak, or do anything that resembled human activity. Well, technically he was wearing 

diapers and being fed through a bottle, so I guess that made him more like a baby. It was sad to 

see a 65-year-old man wearing nothing but a blanket and grossly over-sized diaper. But, to be 

honest, it made me feel better about myself—at least I wasn’t as broken as the rag doll sprawled 

on the bed.  
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I sat on the floor, quietly enjoying the break for my throbbing feet, as he breathed in and 

out. He never seemed to acknowledge my presence, but I liked to think he knew I was there. His 

sister-in-law, his only family, went to my church, so somehow I felt obligated to see him 

through.  

It was time to turn him. It was such an ordeal: grab the edges of the sheet underneath him 

(if the flat sheet wasn’t underneath the hunched figure, or if it was bunched underneath his butt, 

then you were screwed), turn his crab-like appendages toward you, making sure nothing was 

getting squashed, and pulled, squatting like weight-lifters who don’t want to have hunched backs 

like Gary. My hand slipped off the sheet I was using as leverage, and he half-slid off the bed, 

hugging me sideways. He didn’t make a sound when I did some strange flailing-like motions to 

somehow throw him back on the bed, luckily on the side I was aiming for. Awkward teenagers 

should not be in charge of using muscle coordination—it was apparently too much to ask that I 

calmly rolled the man on his other side so he didn’t get bedsores. I made sure to fix his sheets so 

no one would be the wiser about my little spazzy moment, and left for the night to enjoy a whole 

two days off before repeating the process. 

 

But Gary had other plans, or maybe someone, God, Death, the three Fates, had other 

plans for Gary. When I clocked in, grabbed my talkie, and braved myself for the new day, 

Marianne told me Gary had died.  

I peered into her face, wondering what she thought or felt. Marianne had given him the 

wrong pill, he went to the hospital, and now he was dead. I felt like blaming her for his death. 

She signed the paperwork for his death two weeks ago with the tiny little pill she had mistakenly 

given him. Did she feel bad? Or was she trying to pretend that it wasn’t her fault? Did it matter 
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that we all knew he was going to die anyway, and it just came a little sooner rather than later? I 

turned away so her ruddy face would stop making me ask questions I didn’t want to know the 

answer to. 

I pictured his fluttering mustache accompanying his wheezing breath like a harmonica. I 

wondered if his knees were going to stay stuck up by his chin—when does rigor mortis kick in? 

Or does a dead body go completely flat first? It was almost funny, imagining wrestling with a 

dead body with knees up in the air. Would they roll him out like a bowling ball? 

If I didn’t look at his actual body, see what he really looked and smelled like, then I could 

keep the funny images in my head. If I didn’t go into his room, then it wouldn’t matter if he were 

dead, because I wouldn’t see it. I wouldn’t know what his eyes really looked like with no soul 

behind. Without the view of his body, I had my imagination: I could picture him alive, better 

than he actually was when I had known him, able to smile and laugh and pick up his massive 

tennis shoes without tripping.  

It was two o'clock when I starting avoiding his door. The day was normal. I had more 

time without having to go and check on Gary, turn, feed, and change him, but I also had fewer 

places to hide from Allison’s useless chatter and inability to keep Betty attached to her walker. 

At least Betty retained the instinct of holding onto the wall when she made a break for it, so I 

didn’t have to chase after her every five minutes and try and convince her to use her awkward 

and cumbersome walker. 

Four o’clock came and still Gary’s door stayed closed. Was I supposed to do something 

special? Marianne had said that the coroners would call when they were on their way. The 

coming coroner weighed on my mind: what would I do when they got here? Would I have to go 
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in and see him, the body, whatever death-removers called it? If they didn’t get here soon, would 

it start to smell? 

     

Six o’clock and time for dinner. I prayed the coroner would call like he was supposed to. 

What if he just showed up and I didn’t know what to do? The MedTech, now turned over to 

Jessica, was supposed to deal with it, but she was covering One and Two, so if she wasn’t here, 

what was I supposed to do? 

Just after dinner the call came. Jessica told me that they would be there in fifteen minutes, 

and to keep the residents away from his room so as not to obstruct the coroner’s business. I hung 

up the phone, puzzled. What on earth was I supposed to do with twelve residents with varying 

degrees of Alzheimer’s and dementia? Jessica had said to make sure they were out of the way—

whatever that meant.  

     

West Haven was very particular about their views of death. It was a part of lives, more so 

than normal, but there were unwritten rules for talking about it. As a religious organization, West 

Haven was an extension of the local Evangelical Church—it wasn’t until years later that I 

discovered that it was another name for “crazy misogynistic cult.” Either way, there were rules to 

death—it was a positive thing, always. The soul had moved on to a better place. They were with 

the Lord now. There was never a doubt that every person we ever cared for went straight to 

heaven—despite the persistent views of Biblical literalism making life hell for the staff. But if 

we obeyed all Ten Commandments, and our honored our boss’s every word, maybe we too could 

reach the better place that the broken bodies were waiting years to see.  
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But the one thing we were never to do was remind residents of the other side, or show 

them what death looked like. Surely many of the old war veterans, and many of the women who 

nursed and gave life, understood what life looked like when it was gone. But we were not to 

remind them. When the coroner came with his stretcher and ominous black bag, he came in 

secret, so no resident would ever feel his presence until they could no longer feel anything. At all 

costs, we perfect little feminine flowers were to keep the ugly side of death, the business of 

carrying a dead body, from residents who were waiting for their own ride out of our pleasant 

yellow walls. 

 

Jessica came running in, bright blue eyes wider than usual. Jackie was right behind her, 

keeping her stride up so she wouldn’t be late clocking in. Neither said anything, but Jessica 

nodded at me to silently tell me that it was time. Show time! Come watch the amazing me make 

twelve people magically disappear!  

Jackie ran in and we frantically grabbed walkers, half-throwing them at the closest 

resident, regardless of ownership, and using the walkers as leads to herd people into another 

living room. Luckily, Two was designed as pods: a central living room with six doors leading 

into the bedrooms of the individual or shared room of the residents. Gary’s pod was the living 

room most commonly used, so Jackie and I started parking residents in the adjacent living room.  

Betty was the most difficult—she was quiet and sneaky, and a soon as she was given her walker, 

she would immediately set it aside and begin wandering in the other direction. I gave Jackie the 

task of quickly moving Lorrie as I rounded up others, chased Betty, then herded a few more into 

the other living room. Lorrie was always the hardest to move—at around 280 lbs., she was not 
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easy to get out of her seat, and while very pleasant, her swollen feet always seemed to protest 

walking at all times, and especially so if she were rushed.  

Finally, everyone was mostly seated in the other room. Jessica held the door open and a 

gliding stretcher with a neatly folded body bag floated in. Jackie and I looked at each other, 

panicked. Since we could see it come in, then we would see the unfolded, full body bag come 

out! I didn’t know if these residents in Two, afflicted with vary stages of memory loss, would 

even know what they were seeing—if they could see that far. Maybe we should just take away 

resident’s eyeglasses? We tried to turn the residents away from the opening, but collectively 

staring at blank walls is apparently only interesting when it is not beneficial to the situation.  

So Jackie and I got creative: we started singing. Random hymns that both of us knew 

seemed mostly to include Christmas songs, so we had a momentary Christmas in July party with 

twelve residents nodding their heads and tapping their feet along with our slightly desperate 

voices. My voice stopped a little when I saw the stretcher coming out of Gary’s room, much 

fuller and lumpier than when it went in. I looked away and kept continued “Silent Night.” 

 

 I still have no idea why, but I think Gary reminded me of Dad. The parallels are there—

Gary was once a nice man who eventually got locked in his own mind. In my more rational 

moments, I can see that, in a way, Dad was taken from me, too—he just fell to the invisible 

disease of addiction. The dad who would miss everything to make it to my basketball game just 

didn’t know how to skip the poker game for other things, like state awards and birthdays. It isn’t 

really fair that I blame him for who he is—an addict. But addicts always bring down those 

around them, so it’s better to cut and run. It makes it easier to write him off and ignore his 

attempts at remaining a parent via text. Dad, like Gary, slowly just became an old man that hung 
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around, nice enough in his own way, but nothing more than an old man who, deep down, we all 

thought of as an inconvenience.  

 

I didn’t go out very often—hazards of working nights. But every once in a while, I would 

get the urge to pretend I was a normal college student when my old friends from high school 

wanted to “party.”  One night, my friend Natalie got us tickets to a concert. Our friendship 

predated my memory, but in more recent years, she was a friend that would support my goals of 

a good time. We weren’t exactly legal drinking age, but that had no effect on our fun; I had my 

sister’s ID and enough confidence to buy a bottle of Jack Daniel’s from WinCo. 

 One bottle later—with subsequent time for hair and make-up, of course—and we were 

ready for the concert. As the sophisticated city girl, Natalie called the taxi cab, and we took shots 

until it showed up. I felt like another person—while I had showed up in a new shirt and tight 

shorts, Natalie had remade me into a diva, complete with a short dress and corresponding jewelry 

and hair. When we got to the concert, people noticed us—me, Natalie, and her cousin Mary, all 

of us with big hair and tight dresses, artfully created to look as if we had just woken up. As soon 

as we walked in the door, we soaked up the attention and started to dance, noticing the attention 

but pretending we didn’t. We continued like that for hours, until the shots caught up with me and 

we needed to leave. The night air was cool and was a welcome relief after the hot, stale and 

weed-filled air. There were cops milling about everywhere, blocking the way to the parking lot, 

but we calmly walked past them and piled into our cab, pretending it was just a normal weekend. 

 It was funny to think about what a normal weekend was for me compared to some of my 

friends. Most spent their time at concerts and bars, planning outfits for parties and cramming 

time to study between outings with the local frats and going to the gym, whereas I was cleaning 
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up human feces with a smile and grateful there wasn’t more. It was fun to sometimes play the 

part—normal college girl, with a short dress and a fake ID. But it never felt quite real. My 

normal persona was always a mask. How was I supposed to care about normal things like boys 

and grades when I spent forty hours a week caring about people who were supposed to die? 

 

 “Hey!” Zonia shouted at me as she tried to wake me up from my impromptu nap. 

“My turn. Go finish your meds.” For a tiny person with a soft voice, she could be very 

persuasive. 

“Fine. Meanie.” I stuck my tongue out at her and laughed at the funny face she made in 

return as I punched in the code to leave. It was dark out, no moon, and I used my cell phone as a 

light to cross the short parking lot to the other building. If I hurried, I might have time to finish 

my homework before my shift ended at three a.m., just in time for class at nine.  

No such luck.  

 

Mary was in the hospital dying and was coming back on hospice care for her last hours; 

Darlene’s oxygen machine broke; two residents fell; and somehow, the other building needed my 

help. I was the only person on-shift trained in lifting. I was working up a sweat, talking on the 

phone with the repair company for the oxygen, yelling at caregivers on the walkie-talkie to 

“Hold on, I will get there in a few minutes!” when I had time to pick up the fallen residents, 

extending caregivers to stay late and deal with the five pull strings going off in addition to the 

three undone showers, and attempting to distribute the meds on time at 2000 and 2100. And then 

Mary came back. 
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           The ambulance came in as I was lifting a 280lb Jim off the floor by myself so useless 

Alison could go put impatient Wilma to bed. I distantly heard “Resident 120 is back in the 

facility” over my walkie-talkie and grimaced as the pulled muscle in my back screamed with the 

exertion of lifting Jim. Once he was safely returned to his comfy armchair I sped off to check in 

with the EMTs before they left.  

As I entered 120 I could smell it. Not many people realize it, but death is not 

instantaneous. It comes early, perfuming the room as a warning of its approaching presence. 

Mary was once bright and cheery, a woman who would spend ten minutes telling me “Oh, 

honey, your mother would be so proud of you. You are so sweet, I can’t thank you enough,” 

when I merely shut her window. But that woman no longer existed. The Mary on the bed had her 

eyes screwed up tight, body trembling with small chills and tremors that had caused her slightly 

ridiculously bobbing head to shake continuously when she was still Mary. She lay on her side 

like a baby, breathing in short rasping breaths that made the hairs on my arm stand up. Every 

couple of breaths was punctuated by a gurgling sound, as if she were choking. I tried to prop up 

her bed so it would drain. The EMT (the hot one—Zonia would be so mad she missed him!) 

handed me a small syringe pump and pointed to her mouth. 

Three syringe-filled-with-lung-mucous moments later, my pager-talkie combo reminded 

me that I had another resident on the floor in addition to three more wanting my assistance. And 

I was neglecting my real job of distributing and pouring medications. But poor Mary was still 

unconscious, fighting for every breath. I ran out of the room and heard her breath increase to a 

continuous dry-heave sound.  
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That was the beginning of the longest night of my life. Mary required more and more 

attention, in addition to all of my other duties. And just when was I supposed to complete my 

homework? Oh, right, I guess life and death scenarios came first. 

At midnight, I called hospice. Of course, her nurse didn’t answer her phone! But there 

were only two of us in the building, and despite the fact that I was the most efficient and quickest 

person on staff, it was not enough. The other twenty something residents felt the chill of Death 

and seemed afraid to sleep, as if they were afraid Death came with a two-for-one coupon.  

           Two in the morning saw me falling asleep on Mary’s bed, mucous syringe falling from 

my hand. I couldn’t decide if I wanted her to pass and get it over with or hang on until the end of 

my shift. It sounds bad, but three days on fourish hours of sleep tends to quiet one’s morals. I 

sponged out her mouth with a tiny pink sponge attached to a stick—it looked like a lollipop, only 

it was really the only way to give the comatose Mary water to soothe her dry and hacking mouth. 

But bells were ringing. My pager went off again with a little ding-aling-aling-aling as 

Zonia called for me to help turn Irene, who had pooped the bed and was too big for little Zonia to 

get cleaned up by herself. I ran off to help.  

At 2:15 a.m., I had to wake up four people just to remind them to go to the bathroom. I 

actually didn’t mind because it gave me a chance to sit down while a half-asleep resident sits on 

the toilet. 

Then back to Mary. It took me ten minutes just to give her pain medication, dissolving it 

under her tongue. Her breath came faster and faster, as if she were racing toward death. I needed 

a hospice nurse. Caregivers like me have no power or knowledge to do anything other than give 

meds exactly as the doctor ordered, and I wasn’t even technically allowed to do that since West 

Haven decided that it was easier to have me just do that work rather than actually credential and 
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pay me. Mary needed more than me. She needed a real nurse, a doctor, anybody other than a 

twenty-year-old kid who could barely keep her eyes open. Surely life ended with more grace 

than this? 

But it doesn’t. Mary died as everyone else there would eventually. We try and pretty the 

place up, pray, and get attached, but there is no denying it is a place people go to die: a death 

farm breeding depression and decay.  

As my exhausted brain struggled to stay awake I found myself picturing (maybe seeing) 

Death. Instead of the traditional dark robes I pictured him in a uniform like mine, a pastel flower-

blue in a shade of unflattering femininity. Maybe Death is a she; I don’t really know. I saw a face 

pale but greenish, like Mary’s as she struggled for breath. Death was just another worker like me, 

checking her pulse and writing her condition in a chart. Patient is exhibiting signs of weakening. 

Return at 0300 hours for final assessment. No, it was easier to see him as something other than 

human, something dark and evil that fought to take the air from Mary’s lungs. Maybe it was a 

battle, Mary armed with nothing but her sweet smile and Death armed with a long cold hand that 

froze her smile until it fell off and Death kept it in his pocket so she couldn’t shout for help in the 

battle for her life. 

Mary looked less and less human as she got closer and closer. She started as an 

unconscious wax zombie and sounded like she just ran a marathon in cement shoes. Just before I 

left for the last time, her labored breath stopped. It resurfaced, one last struggle against death, 

and then she died. I held her hand, said some kind of prayer, and left the room. 

 

Usually after a bad shift at work, I called Natalie to sign up for the next party night. 

Maybe putting on the normal mask helped—pretending I was young and care-free made it feel 
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real, if only for a few hours. I think I liked being with someone who knew me from before 

everything—before being constantly sick, before talking about my dad made me the subject of 

pity. I could just take a shower and do whatever reckless thing we could think of. Typically, it 

was just dancing and drinking. But one weekend, it was planned—we did an obstacle course: 

Tough Mudder.  

It was Natalie’s brilliant idea: twelve miles of dirt, grime, and military obstacles that we 

would complete with our friend, Kendall. It was supposed to be a fun, bonding experience for us, 

with a cute photo-op at the end. I was excited to try it—excitement only slightly marred by the 

fact that I hit a bad spell and was sick for the three weeks leading up to it. 

The trip started out as fun. We drove to Tahoe and sang the whole way. It was weird—I 

should have called my Dad and asked him to drive us to the event. It would’ve been the first 

useful thing his being a cab driver could have come in handy, since the only hotel we could find 

was in Reno. But I didn’t want to show him to my friends—what would Natalie think? She knew 

my dad, from the before-pictures scattered throughout my life. Kendall had no clue, and I was in 

no hurry to enlighten her to my misfortunes. It was better to pretend I was one of them, just 

another college girl on a weekend getaway.  

But the event was more than I bargained for. I could barely keep up with Natalie and 

Kendall as we ran from obstacle to obstacle, and tried to pretend they weren’t slowing down for 

me. At mile four the man behind me didn’t make it; the Arctic Enema was too much for him. 

Apparently jumping into a truck container of what felt like below-zero ice filled water was too 

intense. Who knew diving under a board that looked suspiciously like a guillotine and then 

jumping out before your icy breath stopped would be hard?  I was afraid to open my eyes when I 

dove under—what if my contacts froze? I would be blind without them, unable to finish the race. 
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But I dove under anyway. When I popped up from under the wooden guillotine, I was so cold 

everything was numb. My legs and feet felt like rubber. I tried to leap out of the plastic-lined 

container and failed. My breath started to catch and I knew I didn’t have long before my body 

failed. I grabbed the edge of the container and hauled myself out in an ungraceful motion, just 

happy to be moving forward. We had over eight miles to go. 

The event seemed to wear on and on. I watched as one woman went down, her body 

dropping of exhaustion at mile eight. She fell with a flying thud, sending dust swirling around 

her as she crashed into a heap of rocks, dirt, and sobbing human. Others cramped up, bodies not 

able to handle the running, climbing, jumping, swimming. We ran past them. 

Kendall, Natalie, and I were keeping up with our new best friends, a trio of cross-fit 

trainers that we met on the bus ride over. They were experienced—they had done this before. But 

even they started to wear as the day went on, looking just as tired and exhausted as I felt. 

Even Natalie started to show the wear of the event; her once white T-shirt was stained so 

dark that it looked black. Kendall was covered in so many layers of dirt that her skin looked like 

it had received an extended and rather streaky visit to a bad tanning booth.  

After mile eight, the trail went blissfully downhill, a sharp contrast to the seven miles of 

torturous obstacles up a rocky black diamond run that had made my legs scream in agony. I 

could hear the muscles straining almost as hard as my breath, my lungs struggling to function as 

I sucked wind in the climbing elevation. Mile eight was heaven. The winding, rocky trail had 

started to slope in a more generous direction. My legs screamed in painful gratitude as they 

began to trek the slightly downhill path. For the first time Kendall and I took the lead, beginning 

the sprint down the hill. Laughing wildly, we ran past the others as Natalie and the guys 
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mimicked our enthusiasm and tried to catch up. For a minute, we flew right off that mountain as 

we soared beyond a measure of excitement. 

Near the end, we couldn’t believe it was almost over. Just two more obstacles and then 

the finish line? It didn’t seem possible. It couldn’t be. Our bodies had grown so used to the pain 

that stopping didn’t even make sense, like the chaos of a nightmare. But we got in line anyway.  

Up first was a giant half pipe. It loomed far above my head, and looked scarier the closer 

I got. My body was slowing down, starting to hurt with tiny pinpricks of all-over pain as I could 

see the finish line. Just keep going, I thought. Almost there. 

I ran straight at the half pipe, a sprint that brought me halfway up, close enough to leap. 

There were hands at the top, waiting to catch me and lift me the rest of the way. I leaped, 

touching a childlike hand that was Kendall’s; she tried to grab me. It wasn’t enough. I dropped. I 

slid down the half pipe, collecting more bruises to match the others on my mutilated body. 

So close. 

I got up and run to the last obstacle. Everyone was there: Kendall and Natalie, the 

psychos who talked me into this. Our new friends were excited, shouting nonsense. It’s funny—

these guys were my best friends for six hours and I can only remember one of their names. 

George. He tells me it is time for our last obstacle. One more minute and it was over. Sixty 

seconds. It seemed too easy. 

It looked easy enough, this “electroshock therapy.”  It was a muddy plain, with a bunch 

of strings hanging down like bright yellow eels. Those eels were powerful bits of hotwire, 10,000 

volts. Gee, who wouldn’t want to run through that? But at that point, all we saw was the finish 

line. It didn’t matter what stood in the way. Or so I thought. 

“You ready?”  
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We stood in a line and joined hands. One last show of unity before we joined the giant 

party that was on the other side. A cold beer awaits you, they said. It’s free. The after-party was 

just a short walk away and I was ready. I could almost taste the beer waiting for me, relaxing my 

brain (ironically, the only muscle that didn’t hurt) with its alcoholic hug.  

But George and Natalie were counting down, “Ready? Three…two…one…GO!”  We 

took off, sprinting with all the strength left in our dirty, muddy, mangled carcasses. Dirt shook 

off my legs as I splattered mud with every step. I was a walking dust cloud, like a tornado. I 

remember tensing my body, expecting the shock. We dropped hands a step away. I put my arm 

up to block my face, making sure I didn’t get zapped in the eye. I was smug, thinking I was so 

smart. A few more strides and I would be done! Nothing could stop me in my adrenaline-fueled 

exhaustion. I blinked. 

I opened my eyes to see nothing. Thick, brown mud and rocks coated my eyes and throat. 

I couldn’t move. I knew I was supposed to; hadn’t I been running and climbing and jumping all 

day? 

It seemed like that moment lasted forever, suspended in a world of thick black mud. I 

lived there awhile, drowning in the murky darkness. I finally got the strength to rip my face out 

of the mud. I took a deep breath. My lungs relaxed just a bit as they got the air they craved. I 

looked up. Yellow wires hung above me. What were they? Deep blue sky peered through what 

was to me a yellow haze. My knees felt the sting of the rocks and my nose began to throb in 

pain. After feeling nothing, I suddenly could feel every muscle in my body begin to shriek.  

“Come on! You can do it!” 

Natalie, the former cheerleader. I had never put much stock in the so-called sport, but 

here and now, it brought me back to the present. I blinked again. 
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Someone was holding my hand. Mud still coated my vision, making everything a brown 

haze. There were people everywhere as two people in bright yellow shirts held me upright. Every 

bit of my body hurt. I didn’t know how I was going to take another step. I had nothing left. 

I tried to mumble my thanks to the people who pulled me out of the hellhole, but I 

couldn’t form words. Someone put an orange headband on my head, crowing me with a band 

that said “Tough Mudder” like I was a queen. Maybe I was the Queen of Dirt, or the Empress of 

Confusion. Lady of the Mud. People were on all sides, in my face, holding me up, shouting. 

“Are you okay? Oh, my God! You’re bleeding!”  They kept yelling, confusing me. I felt 

so horrible; I still couldn’t catch my breath. I didn’t know why people were shouting at me, what 

they wanted or exactly what was happening. Monsters were closing in, colors shooting at me 

from every direction. My eyes threatened to cry but I didn’t have any water to spare. 

“I’m okay!” A knee-jerk response. I was always okay. But this time was different. Once 

my brain could focus and see the people around me, different words started coming out of my 

mouth. George—at least, I think it was him—brushed the mud off my face, peering into my eyes. 

It felt like I was in another person’s body. And that body had just been kicked by a horse. 

Multiple times. 

“Are you okay?” George looked at my face. His eyes were wide as he surveyed the 

damage. 

“I’m not okay,” I managed to sputter. My teeth were coated in mud and it spewed out as I 

tried to talk. My voice sounded suspiciously like a panicked sob. 

“Dude, your face is bleeding. You need to go to the hospital.” 

“What happened?” 

“Are you okay?” 
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“Did you black out?” 

I wanted to tell them to shut the hell up. Those voices, crowding me and invading my 

brain, they didn’t know me. They couldn’t understand this pain and confusion and outbreak of 

emotions happening inside my head. I wanted to throw up, releasing everything until I felt 

nothing and could just be for a moment. 

I finally realized I was in my own body, holding onto Natalie’s hand and Kendall’s the 

other side. I had never felt so awful; I wanted to vomit, cry, and hack off all my trembling limbs. 

But my instinct took over. Don’t cry. Don’t you dare cry. You made it through that whole damn 

race!  I could hear my father’s voice ringing through my brain: “It’s the fourth quarter. You’re 

that close. Fourth quarter play, give it all you got.” I repeated it over and over in my head as I 

fought with all my strength to control my tears. I wasn’t sure I could walk, but I was damn sure I 

wasn’t going to cry. I even wanted to be back on the mountain, still suffering.  

I thought the race was hell. I was wrong. The finish line was. 

I got some help to walk a few steps, and then Kendall became my crutch. I felt so stupid, 

leaning on a person half my size to help me walk. We hobbled toward the First Aid tent; it 

seemed cruel to have it so far away. Who the hell came up with that idea?  That walk was worse 

than the entire challenge. When I finally made it to the white-tented haven, I collapsed in a cool 

metal chair. Cold. I knew that feeling. It felt good to collapse, to not have to think or move ever 

again. Medics went to work, and I felt my brain return to a normal speed as the fog receded. I 

wasn’t all right, but I was finally sure I was alive. I was pretty sure, anyway.  

 

Later, I wondered what had really happened when I blacked out—before the concussion 

and miscellaneous and obligatory medical tests. When I met Natalie in the hospital waiting room 
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I grilled her for information. I must have gotten zapped first thing; she said I flew about five feet 

and landed on my face, which was awesome to hear. As I pieced together the information, I 

asked Natalie one last question.  

“So, who pulled me out? I need to say thank you.”   

She looked confused. “What?” 

“Who pulled me out of the mud? The ones in the bright yellow shirts. They grabbed me 

and pulled me out of the mud. I don’t remember what they looked like.”   

Natalie’s confusion wasn’t lifted. “No one pulled you out. You just fell, and got up and 

ran out.” 

I stared at her, unbelieving. Natalie smiled and looked at me, laughing. 

“You’re a badass.” 

 

When I was finally released from the hospital, I called my father and told him. I 

described every detail, talking about each and every obstacle. Every detail I could remember. I 

could hear his smile over the phone as he told me how proud he was, how he would send 

Grandma the picture of me with my orange headband. I was careful not to keep the conversation 

going too long—I didn’t want to ruin the moment—but, for those few minutes, it felt like I had a 

father again. I guess that’s all it takes. Most of the time, I can’t look at him without feeling a rage 

boiling deep inside when I think off all the times I went days without sleep, going from work to 

school and back again, just to keep a roof over my head. But, if I try, I can be glad that at least he 

taught me a strength he never learned himself.  
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I am still not sure why I suddenly quit being a caregiver. Not long after Mary died, just 

after Tough Mudder, I was working a normal night shift. It was the point in the night that became 

the fourth-quarter sprint—late enough to be exhausted, but not yet near the finish line. I slowly 

punched the Coumadin into a medication cup and carefully marked my initials in the appropriate 

line in the MAR (medication administration record). I had to go slow because I still wasn’t 

seeing all that straight and mistakes in medications killed people. I didn’t want to call Death by 

accident. 

The next pill missed its mark. It fell on the floor, a tiny white symbol of everything 

crashing down. Pale drops of water starting to fall from my own eyes as I started at the stupid 

white pill, wondering if anyone saw. I could just pick it up and put it back in the cup. Majorly 

against the rules, but wouldn’t necessarily hurt anyone… I bent down, sniffling at my own 

failure to put a stupid pill in a stupid cup. As I stood up, I smacked my head, harder than I 

thought possible, on the door to the medication cupboard I had left open.  

I fell to the ground and stayed there, too upset with myself to even try and get up. I was in 

a locked room with a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door. No one cared if I got back up.  

The lights on the ceiling looked funny. Maybe it was the tears in my eyes; maybe it was 

my concussed and pounding head swimming from the hard edge of the cabinet door I had 

stupidly left open. I couldn’t even take care of myself, how was I supposed to take care of all 

these people?  

Maybe if I just stayed on the thin blue carpet no one would know. Maybe no one would 

make me get up. I had the only key to the room. I could just stay here forever and watch the 

lights dance across the room.  
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I don’t know how long I sat there. It could have been ten minutes or three hours. I have 

no idea what made me get off the floor. Maybe it was a reflex to just keep fighting. Maybe 

sitting there was so much work, feeling the weight of dozens of people relying on a teenager with 

no real clue how to take care of herself, let alone anybody else. What difference could I make on 

a death farm?  

 

Now, when I tell people about my father, I say he lives in Reno and the same 

conversation plays out. “Oh, why is he there?” “Was he a deadbeat Dad?”  “Do you still talk to 

him?” I never know how to answer any of the questions. No one really seems to understand that 

families can still fall apart after twenty years—it isn’t fair to call him a deadbeat. But sometimes 

I really want to. I look at my partner’s relationship with his father, my friends, my coworkers, 

and see something I just don’t have. Have never had. A coach, maybe. An uncle living in the 

same house. But it isn’t the same. 

Once, I thought I was closer to Dad than anyone else in my family. But, looking back, it 

all feels like nothing. Watching him walk away, hearing my mother beg him to stay and be a 

father, forget to claim children on the divorce form, shows a side of him that I didn’t know how 

to acknowledge as a kid. Or maybe it just didn’t matter to me as a kid. I played basketball and 

that gave me moments when I had a father. I felt loved on the court. Those moments helped me 

ignore everything else. But, over time, the pieces come together and a picture forms. 

And my picture is angry. Angry at his selfishness, anger at his indifference to anything 

that didn’t concern him. Anger at his anger. I am so angry that I still cry when I write this. 

But of course, he doesn’t know this. Patterns can’t be erased. My younger brother still 

plays basketball, so we hug after every game and talk about my non-existent career in sports. 
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Sometimes he even gives me money on the days he wins the poker game, anyway. It feels like he 

pays me to talk to him, a transaction in which he remembers he has a daughter.  

 

It’s muggy when I drive Dan to college. He drives the car my father bought him, telling 

me all the amazing features it has, like a radio. The gas mileage is great, he tells me.  

“I can go visit Mom or Dad on, like, one tank of gas!” He talks about Dad’s newest news, 

such as the woman he lives with and all the money he makes as a cab driver. I pretend to listen 

and pretend I care. I have seen the new woman, I think her name is Vicki, at Dan’s football 

games. She seems nice enough.  

It feels like the end of a chapter, each county line he crosses taking him that much farther 

away. Maybe its’s a new beginning for Dan. Not for me. For me, it is the end. Dan, the youngest, 

was the last one to play sports. None of us can play anymore, injuries piling up to make the 

endeavor fruitless. No more videos to watch, stats to track, or strategies to devise. What’s left? 

What’s left when the game is over? 
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