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"You are going to die," I tell her matter-of-factly. And yet I am hoping she will disagree with
me, much in the same way that women will tell their friends, ''I'm thinking about going on a diet,"
and expect their obligatory rebuttal: "What?! You're crazyl You are sooooo skinnyl"
But Natalie just says, "Yes." She keeps picking at the blanket. I can see the veins runnIng
through her fingers, purple and pronounced through her translucent skin. Her scalp is smooth and
shiny, sporting the occasional chunk of peach-fuzz just below her left ear or above the empty arch
of her eyebrows.
Sometimes, when the nurses come in to take Natalie's vitals, I want to ask them if they know
that cancer smeUs like vomit. Like rubbing alcohol and shit and something else that is nameless
but still present, something wild and desperate, something akin to fear. These are hospital smells.
I want to ask them if they know this because my own knowledge, at times, is too much for me to
bear on my own.
I can request clean pillows, and extra grape Jell-O, and morphine-drip increases to help my
wife when she is writhing in pain and smashing her face in the pillow to keep from crying out.
The nurses and the occasional doctor enter her squalid little room periodically, their white Keds
squeaking. They check Natalie's bags of crystal-colored saline and yellowish-red blood. They deliver
mind-numbing drugs mercifully via syringes and intravenous drips in Natalie's thin white hands;
they replace bedpans without wrinkling their noses. I help them strip Natalie's sheets and change
her into fresh nightgowns. I wipe off her chin when she vomits, which is often, even though we
gave up chemo weeks ago. Her body is still too weak to handle the necessary medication.

The cancer is centered inside the core of her bones. It eats up the gritty yellow marrow, day
after day after day, always hungry for more. Natalie curls her legs up to her chest and locks them
with her arms, and I count the minutes with her until the next morphine injection. She grinds her
teeth and does not scream. Not once. Not ever. In the beginning I asked her what color the pain
was. Blue, she said. Blue sparks, sometimes mixed with a little red. The same color as when you
shut your eyes too tight for too long and your brain starts to spin a kaleidoscope of colors.
Sometimes I watch her in her pain, the pain I cannot lessen or take away or even share, and
I think of the birth of our first daughter, Katarine. From Natalie's very first contraction aU the
way to the sound of Katarine's first shriek, Natalie never screamed. The only sound I heard was
Natalie's own rhythmic breathing through her teeth; she wanted to get through her first delivery
without uttering a peep.
"Don't worry, Alek. I'm not going to be one of those women," she scoffed as we left for the
hospital. "You know, the kind who scream and throw things at their husbands: 'You did this to
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me, you bastard! I hate you!'" She laughed hysterically in the passenger seat, burying her face in her
right hand, her left positioned on her belly, just above the wet stain on the crotch of her maternity
Jeans.
"Cuss me out, if it helps," I suggested.
She didn't. I watched her face turn a most disturbing eggplant color in her valiant effort not to
make a sound, and true to her word, the only screaming we heard was Katarine's when she came
gushing from between Natalie's legs in a rush of blood and clear, yellowish fluid. Later, I looked
at the hand I had offered my wife throughout her delivery, and I could still see the half-moons of
her fingernails imprinted into my palm.
I know what cancer sounds like, too, because I can actually hear it feed on her sometimes, at
night, when I'm not supposed to be listening. It slurps greedily at her blood and muscles and cells,
devouring the marrow in her brittle bones like a plague of starving locusts that munch lazily on
a field of wheat, leaving it empty, hollow, porous. How many times since she got sick, I wonder,
have I reached for my wife in the rn.jddle of the night-out of habit-and gently slipped my
hand between her legs to wake her, and felt the sandpapery coldness of her skin? Natalie knows
to lessen the embarrassment that inevitably follows by pretending to be asleep. She'll groggily
murmur something I can't understand and roll away from me so that the moonlight caresses her
pale face. AJJ I can do is lie there beside her and wait because she doesn't want to talk to me about
her leaving. It's then that I feel, quite disljnctly, I am already sharing a bed with her ghost.

I met Natalie when I was fifteen. Dad was stationed at the naval base in Nassau County
on Long Island, and I wound up working the stockmom with her at the Nav), Exchange. I was
stacking flats of warm Tab, one on top of the other, in the stockroom when in she came-this
rangy, lean girl with chestnut hair down to her butt and the longest legs I had ever seen. A festival
of dark brown freckles were splashed haphazardly across her nose and cheeks, and her green eyes,
set deep into her olive skin, shimmered with gold flecks. Initially, though, it was her butt that got
me. Natalie always wore miniskirts so short that whenever she bent over, I'd catch an eyeful of at
least half a cheek.
I professed my love to her in the supply room after work one day as we sat on boxes of Fritos
and cotton socks, drinking warm Cokes swiped from the dusty cases. It was mid-summer, and her
bangs stuck sweatily to her flushed forehead.
"Natalie," I said, flustered. "I love you." She smiled.
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She is thirty-eight, I think to myself. I married her when she was t\venty-four. I was so stupid
to think then that I had plenty of time to find out all of the things I don't know about her.

There was one winter in Vancouver when it was particularly cold. It snowed steadily one
Sunday morning and the drifts were knee-deep outside of the house. Natalie and I both had the
day off from work, and she had already done the crossword and read the comics in the Sunday
paper t\vice. The apartment was spotless, the breakfast dishes washed and put away. Natalie was
sprawled on the couch idly clicking through each of the three grainy channels we got free on our
television.
I wandered into the kitchen and, on a whim, threw open Natalie's cookbook. I flipped through,
not really sure what I was looking for, until the pages fell open to a recipe for French hot chocolate.
It called for heavy cream cut with one part water, chunks of chocolate, orange slices and a splash

of rum. Quietly, I reached under the kitchen counter and pulled out a saucepan to heat the cream
that we had leftover from the chocolate mousse Natalie had experimented with last weekend.
I heated the cream, cut it with water and poured it into a thermos along with the remaining
ingredients. I t\visted the cap onto the thermos, went into the bedroom to grab a blanket off the
bed, and carried them out to Natalie on the couch.
"Let's go," I said.
"Go where?"
"You'll see. Get dressed and let's go."
Bewildered, Natalie went into the bedroom and emerged two minutes later in her maroon
snowsuit and hat. I laughed, then grabbed her hand and pulled her out the door.
My plan was to drive us up to Mt. Hood, pull off alongside the road somewhere, drink the hot
chocolate with my wife and watch the snow. I thought it would be romantic, a nice change of pace.
However, I hadn't banked on there being nowhere to pull off. The snow on either side of the road
was piled so high that there was nowhere to go but up. So we just kept driving, climbing higher and
higher up the mountain, until we were parked outside of the mountain lodge at the summit.
'~lek,"

said Natalie, who by this point was cold and extremely annoyed. "What are we doing?

I'm freezing."
We had the station wagon's heater on full-blast, but it wasn't enough to combat the truly
wretched cold.
"Oh, quit your bitching," I told her. "Here, this will "varm you up." I poured her a mug of
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the hot chocolate. We both drank in silence-a comfortable silence-and watched the snow as it
drifted over the hood of the car. My wife shivered with cold.
Suddenly Natalie turned to me, lips blue, teeth chattering, and smiled.
"I love you," she said. "Thanks for making me do this."
I don't remember what I said.

I remember everything else, though, exactly how it happened. How Natalie slipped away so
fast and yet at the same time fought so hard that you couldn't understand why she didn't just
win. I remember the doctor who cried when he gave us Natalie's test results. Dr. Wright-God, I
remember him. How he gave Natalie three months and here she is, a year and a half later, hanging
on by a thread but somehow still there. How he told us, "(hemo and radiation are options, Mr. and
Mrs. Anderson, but in your wife's condition and at her stage of illness, I simply don't think ... " The
complete, utter, sheer misery of not knowing. The forgetting of the simple things from before.
The despair of nothing mattering anymore, not when you stacked it against the blood draws and
the X-rays and the bone scans, and the violent vomiting that lasted for days. Not when compared
to her beautiful chestnut ponytail releasing itself in clumps from her scalp, her brittle bones and
the wheelchair and the ramp I built for her that leads from the driveway to the porch.
We both have done our damnedest to hide it from the girls.
"I don't want them to remember me like this, Alek," Natalie warned me. "I don't ever want you
to bring them to the hospital." Even in the last weeks, when Natalie was still living at home, she'd
let the girls crawl all over her in bed, gri tting her teeth against the pain as they unknowingly placed
excruciating pressure on her aching bones. She would cry out when her own father tried to touch
her, but never the girls. They can't know.
What the hell am I supposed to tell the!!! lIJiJen you c~o?

When Lynn and Katarine were born, eighteen months apart, I watched Natalie transform. You
would have thought she had been waiting for them her whole life. I never saw anything else like it.
By this time, we could finally afford to rent a country house from my sister Annie and her husband
in Amity, Oregon-a tiny town with one stoplight and exactly one general store that charges an
arm and a leg for a quart of milk. We loved it there. As the girls got older, Natalie lived to push
them in the tire swing on the side lawn and take them looking for Wacs. She cut up cucumbers and
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sprinkled them with rock salt for Lynn, who seemed to have developed an insatiable penchant for
anything salty. She took walks with the girls to the main road to collect the mail and through the
orchard to gather walnuts and cherry blossoms that fell from the trees. On weekends, the three
of them watched me crush the grapes I picked from our tiny vineyard, and they helped me haul
sawdust and set mousetraps in the cellar. We always made pancakes on Saturday mornings and let
the girls have the run of the orchard property in the summer.
As for Natalie and I, all of our old arguments seemed to have completely disappeared. I was
no longer the disappointment or the failure. I had now reached the exalted status of Father, the
one who had given Natalie the girls. My wife looked at me now with such love and gratitude
that I often did not recognize her. The girls changed everything. Both of our lives had a brand
new purpose. At night, sleeping next to my wife with the girls in the next room, I felt a kind of
completeness I could not name.
This is what I want to remember.

D awn is throwing itself against the windows now, warming up the curtains, the cool floor tiles
and the yellow lint pile. Natalie stirs next to me in the hospital bed; she has been sleeping fitfully
since her last morphine injection at 3 a.m. Suddenly, her eyes fly open and she looks at me with
that something takes me a moment to recognize: fear.
She opens her mouth but no sound comes out except a dry, cracked ''Accchhhhh. Accchhh
ahhhh."

I can feel what is coming and I am not anywhere close to being ready to face it. This last
night has been the worst one I have ever experienced with Natalie. Her heart rate had dropped
to dangerously low levels three times, then rocketed back up. I scoot my chair closer and take her
hand.
"Natalie? What?" I ask her. "Tell me. I'm here."
She swallows, which I can tell is painful, and takes a minute before she tries to speak again.
Her mouth is dry and cracked from the morphine, so I drip some water from the Dixie cup on the
night stand onto her lips. She swallows again. Speaks.
''Alek.''
"No. Come on, Natalie. Don't."
''Alek, I am so tired."
She is silent again for a long while. Finally, I venture to speak.
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"Natalie, you have to help me with the girls."
She nods, and immediately I feel incredibly guilty. I am the lowest of the lmv. My \vife is on the
edge of death and I am burdening her. I hate myself, but I can't help it.
When she leaves me, it is so slight and delicate that I almost wouldn't have known if I hadn't
been pressing on her hand. I feel her heartbeat slow to a flutter, and finaLly peter out like a broken
wing. I sit there for a fuLl ten minutes watching her eyes, which are still open, memorizing their
gold-flecked green, before a nurse comes in and buzzes the doctor. I leave the room before I see
them start to unplug her rvs and puLl the sheet up. I don't want to remember this. I can have just
this one little thing.
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