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This book is my story.  It was not an easy task.  I am not a writer by trade.  Please know that I have done my best to get these emotions and history to paper.




It is only fair to give you a glimpse into what I call the “before times”.




After a divorce and a lot of life changes I had focused all my energy into business and success.  It is very important to know that I had made a conscience choice to exclude love from my life. Instead, I was more focused on how my life looked from someone else perspective. I thought I wanted the house, the car, and the business. My hyper independence was a constant barrier in allowing others to get close. I didn’t want love or closer connections.  I didn’t want to expand my soul.  I didn’t want to grow inter-personally.  




Deep inside there was a recognition was going against my soul path.  I chose to to ignore these truths.




It was only in retrospect I can identify just how closed I was to authentic connection.  So what follows is my journey of return to my true life path, through trusting what one teacher called “faith the size of a mustard seed” and another teacher called “pure desire”.  




Also, I would like to put a disclaimer that my views do not endorse any religion. They do however bring up questions faith.  











Part One




The Day








CHAPTER 1

The Devil Knocks Three Times

AS YOU START your day, do you ever wonder, what if?  Each time you finish something, do you evaluate and ask what if?  What if I had done this? What if I had done that? Would the outcome change?




I am rolling over in bed, the bright red letters glaring at me: 10:08.  My body is slow to wake this morning.  A smile flits across my mouth for a brief second as I thought about the fun evening last night.  The plan had been to go snowboarding this morning with James. We were supposed to leave town around 4 AM to drive up to the mountain but, somewhere around 2:30, we decided to delay the snowboarding a day.  Neither one wanted to go snowboarding with no sleep.  Probably wise, considering I can tell I am moving a bit slow with so little sleep.  Coffee will cure my snail pace in nothing flat.




	Today is the usual lazy Saturday morning routine. Except that I have not experienced a lazy Saturday morning in almost a year.  After a few sips of coffee my head was clear, and my schedule is empty for the day.   Most Saturdays, I am out riding my motorcycle by now.  There is almost always some motorcycle run or planned ride on the weekends.  My usual group friends are on a ride today, but I had decided to skip it in favor of a day of snowboarding with James.   




	After more coffee and a shower, I decided I might as well go for a ride myself. Nothing lengthy, but since it is a nice day, it would be good to get out.  Who am I kidding? Even if the weather isn’t perfect, I will still find any excuse to get out for a ride.




	It is the end of February and the air still has a crisp bite to it. Today is a full gear day.  Not only are leathers good protection, but leathers also add a lot of extra warmth.  As soon as I enter the garage, I am thankful to have the chaps and jacket on. However, all thoughts of warmth and comfort exit my head as soon as I see my Harley sitting there.  I can’t lie; I have a love affair with this motorcycle.   Ever since I was a small child, I have had a thing for choppers.  I think that was due to my father’s genetic influence.  




	I pushed the button on the wall, the door creaks, and groans before shuttering and beginning its ascent.   The sunlight bounces off the chrome bringing a smile to my face.   Twisting the key to the “on” position in the middle of the gas tank and then pushing the little button on the handle, the bike fire to life “BBB bbbbbbb bbbbbb pppp BBB” That rumbling sound only causes my excitement to rise.  Grabbing my helmet off the freezer and drop it on my head, I click the little plastic buckle into place under my chin.  There are several pairs of gloves on the freezer, a summer finger-less pair, a lightweight full finger, and a full coverage winter pair. No question, it is a perfect day for extra insulation.   




	Today I have to pull the motorcycle out and close the garage manually. The last ride was around town, so my saddlebags were not on the Harley.    As soon as I swing my leg over and settle onto the bike, I feel relaxed and invigorated at the same time. Briefly, I consider just leaving the garage door open. Instead, the responsible side takes control, and I slowly roll back down the inclined driveway and into the street.  Pushing the kickstand down, I ensure it’s in neutral, get off, run up into the garage, and punch the button and sprint back out and ducking under the closing garage just in time. 




	Finally! Now, where should I go?  It seems I have gone North on the last few rides. Since it is pretty cold out, I know I won’t be gone for too long.  South it is.  The Midway should be a scenic route. Maybe go down to Yuba City or something.  The most beautiful part of the Midway is just on the south side of Chico.  The most direct route from my house is through town.  It feels so wonderful to be riding.  

	

There are few times in life when I feel so alive and so free. Riding motorcycles is one of those times.  For me, it is the ultimate stress reliever. Two blocks of riding, and all the concerns melt away.  It is a meditation of sorts. To be so wholly connected and to be at the same time.  




	As I make my way through town, I am so thankful to be out riding.  Turning the corner, I spot a friend’s Harley parked in front of JB’s Bar & Grill.  On a whim, I decided to stop in and see if Jeff wants to join me on my ride.  We have ridden together quite a few times.  We met when he bought my old Harley, the one parked in front of the bar.  Pulling into the parking lot, I swing around and back in next to his bike.   There are two other motorcycles I recognize here also.  




	Without going inside the bar, I head to the outside patio area. These guys are predictable.  As I open the gate, I am greeted with a chorus of happy hellos.   Jeff is sitting with several other people I know.  Everyone is seemingly enjoying themselves. “Would you like  a drink Liza?” Jeff asks. “No, I’m good. I was heading out for a ride.  Would you like to join?”

	

“Naw, I am having a pretty good time here right now. I think I am going to stay and hang out. But let me buy you a drink.” Jeff offers a second time.  Generally speaking, I am good with having one drink because I know my tolerance. I do have a stringent rule that I never ride after more than one beer.  Today, however, I just wasn’t in the mood for alcohol.  Last night probably is the reason. “Thanks, but I am just gonna ride,” I reply.




	“You really should stay. I will buy your drink,” Jeff offers for the third time.  Smiling with appreciation, I reply, “Yeah, think today I only want to ride.  I will catch you guys later. Enjoy your drinks” Waving at everyone; I am greeted with a chorus of goodbyes as I leave.




	Just as I break away from the edges of the town, I can feel such a strong sense of gratitude for being alive.  The air is cold, crisp, and clean.  The sun is shining.  Although there isn’t much warmth, it is nice and bright.  Rays of sun streaming through the trees that cover the Midway like a canopy. This section of the road always reminds me of the scene from the Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow. Old-growth trees line both sides of the road at evenly spaced distances. Their branches are reaching across the Midway to each other.   Rays of sunlight creeping through and dancing on the road.   A little part of me wishes this road was like this forever.  Seeing the end of the tree-lined area, I am saddened just a little bit that part is over. But before I can process it, my eyes are greeted with another fantastic sight. In front of me was an endless sea of white flowers and pink flowers making a canopy.   The almond trees are in full blossom. The faint sweet smell hovers in the air.  

	

Crossing a small creek, I can smell the water and the refreshing feeling of the difference in the air’s moisture. The trees on this side of the creek all have pink blossoms.  It is like a virtual sea of cherry tree blossoms.  As the road rises to cross the next stream, I am elevated above the orchards and am greeted by the seemingly endless white and pink blossoms. It is so beautiful.   I wish I could stay in this moment forever.

	

As the speed limit slows to a crawl for the unseen school, I know I am fast approaching the four-way stop.  Should I continue this way or cut across Durham Dayton road out to 99 South?  I reach the stop sign before I have made up my mind.  Coming to a complete stop, I sit there a little longer than average. There isn’t another car in sight, except for the old abandoned-looking pickup parked on the side of the road across the intersection.  




	Without even really thinking much more about it, I turn left onto Durham Dayton Hwy.  I never will know why it is called a highway. It is just a two-lane country road.  I have always enjoyed it because there are lots of trees.  The speed limit increases from 25 to 45.  One part of me wants to go a little faster, but the other part is just enjoying the ride.  As my speedometer hits 45, I settle into a comfortable ride. 




	Up ahead, I can see a green minivan coming in my direction. It is the first car I have seen in a while. The vehicle puts on its blinker to turn left and slows. I let off the throttle bit while analyzing if the minivan has seen me since it will either turn in front of me or wait for me to pass.  I can tell it is coming to a complete stop in the road. They saw me. I give the throttle a little roll and move back up to 45mph.  




	Just as I am about to reach the front of the minivan, alarm bells start to sound. There is a white pickup truck behind the van.  No sooner has my brain identified the vehicle, I can see it veering into my lane in an attempt to miss the van.  The right front of his bumper hits the back left of the minivan.  Everything is happening in super slow motion. Each millisecond stretches out before me like an eternity.  The white truck’s front wheels have left the ground. I can see it about 8” off the road. As my eyes move upward, there is a big black puff of smoke under the truck’s left front wheel. He must be jamming those brakes hard. The front end of the truck is now in a direct path coming for me. The only separation is the length of the minivan. My gaze continues upward.  I can see his mouth dropped open in horror and his eyes so wide. 

	

Physics. Somehow in that split second, my brain can process a vast amount of information. I know deep down there no way this truck is going to miss me.  The best I can do is try to lessen the impact as much as possible.  I push the handlebars downward and to the right as hard as I can. “This is going to hurt!” is the last real thought.  I can’t watch the rest. I squeeze my eyes shut.

<timeline>








CHAPTER 2

Sound of Silence

FOR A FEW seconds, there was just me, flying through the air.  During this time, I can only say it felt like my guardian angel had its wings wrapped tight around me like a swaddling blanket.  There was no fear.  There was no sensation of a hard impact. 




Laying there on my back, it feels like a substantial weight on me. It is hard to breathe.  My right hand instinctively goes up to the left side of my chest. My hand makes contact with something heavy. Starting to push, I can feel it is the handlebars of the motorcycle.   With a few more pushes, I get a slight sense of relief, but it is still challenging to get enough oxygen into my lungs. 




My hand then reaches up and unclasps the strap holding my helmet on and then brushing it back off my head with the back of my arm. It’s then I reach up to my eyes and grab at the riding glasses. I can feel the broken plastic and glass pieces as I pull them off my face and drop them. 

Just then, a voice says, “Don’t move!” There is an urgency and a sense of control in the man’s voice.  I can feel his hands grabbing my neck. “Be still, and don’t move,” he states in a very commanding tone.




“What is your name?”




“Liza,” I reply.




“OK Liza, my name is Darren. You’ve been in a bad accident, and you need to be very still! OK?”  




Listening to his instructions, I started to stay very still.  




My temporary moment of stillness is suddenly shattered by mind-numbing pain. 




“You call 911! You direct traffic!” His voice was loud and commanding.

The pain coursing through my body more intense than anything I have ever experienced.

“Liza, I need you to keep talking to me, OK?”




“OK”




“Do you have an emergency contact or someone we should call?”  




Trying to think and deal with the pain was almost impossible.




“Yes”




“Do you know where we could find it?”  




It takes a moment but then I remember I had stuck the little mini wallet in the front zipper pocket of the leather jacket.  In there was a business card with a small note on the back 	

“Mom, If anything happens while I am riding, just know it happened while I was living my dream. 530-555-0101”  

My mother had always been the sole objector to my riding due to safety concerns. 

“It’s in my front jacket pocket, the middle one with the zipper.”

The pain is so intense. I don’t think I can take much more of it. It is just too much.  In the distance, I can hear a siren. Maybe this means an end to the pain? Just hang on until the ambulance comes.




“Liza, how are you doing? Keep talking to me.”   




“It hurts so bad!”




“I know. Help is on the way, OK.”




“The firemen are here now.”

I can hear all kinds of directions being given. Somebody is informing me they are starting an IV.  My spirit sinks just a little, knowing the siren was not the ambulance.  I want this to be over. 

	Don’t relax! Don’t let go! Keep your eyes open!  Stay focused! The train of conscious thought rolling through my head, repeating these phrases over as I  lay on the ground. “Whatever you do, DON’T PASS OUT.” The last phrase is screaming through every cell in my body between mind-numbing pain that threatened to make me want to give in and succumb to the agony. 

Laying on my back on the side of the road, I can only see a small field of vision through my left eye. “Don’t let go!” screams that voice in my head. The pain is excruciating. I know my leg is broken in a few places because I can feel it hanging off my body at a weird angle.  I can’t tell if the weight of the leg or the breaks are making me feel like this. 

   Breathing is rough, and I can’t help but feel that I can’t get enough oxygen. “Please, can someone straighten my leg? It hurts so bad.” I choke out to the fireman working on me. “It is right where it needs to be,” they tell me. I am momentarily filled with disappointment, but the logic overrides, and I must accept they know what they are doing.  The left side of my body is wracked with pain. Deep down in the core of my soul, I know one truth at this moment in time. Don’t pass out. If you pass out, your soul will cross the thin divide of life and death.  If you relax just a little too much, you will leave this world. I don’t know how I know this, but I can feel it is true. 

   The firefighters are cutting off my clothes.  I hear someone ask. “How long ago did you call that ambulance?”  Another deeper voice responds, “I called them like 15 minutes ago.”

“This is taking too long.  Someone call 911 again and get an ETA on that ambulance! We are losing time”. Darren says, taking a much more commanding tone.

	I can’t take much more of this mind-numbing pain.  I need it to end. “Don’t give in” that internal voice chimes in again. Each time I feel close to taking a deep breath and just letting go, the alarm bells start raging. 

	One deep breath and an exhale, and I know I can end this pain, but I am not ready to go. There are things left for me to do in this world. It would be so simple and easy to relax and let go.  

	It is at that moment I know I need more help.  Without even thinking, I reach my left hand upward and say, “Please pray for me.”  Immediately I can feel someone holding my hand, and I can hear prayers being said. There is something deeply comforting about the presence beside me. 

  

I need the pain to go down. Each second seems like an eternity.  




“OK, Liza, I need you to hold super still for a moment. We are going to put a collar on your neck. Just let us guide you.”




“OK”

My head is moved ever so gently, and the collar is attached, holding my neck in a secure position.   I can hear them saying something about an immobilizer or something. They are deciding which to do first, that or the backboard.   

“We are going to secure your leg now. Try to be still.”




The white-hot searing pain is the whole universe for what seems an eternity.  Once they finish, it still hurts beyond what you can imagine, but a little less than when it was hanging loose.  But then again, it could just be the feeling of being secured and having what I can sense as a floppy mess of bones and tissue wrapped up like a cocoon. 




They feed me more instructions about being still as they roll me onto a backboard and start strapping me down. Just as the sound of sirens fills my ears again, I am greeted with another sound. A helicopter is landing somewhere close.  

I need this to end.  

“Should we take her in the helicopter or the ambulance?” I hear one of the voices ask.




“That shouldn’t even be a question! It has already taken way too long for both to get here.  You are taking her in the helicopter!” Says another voice which I think belongs to Darren. Thank goodness there is someone here with some intellect and critical thinking skills.




You might assume the ambulance or helicopter means relief, but that is not the case. I can feel myself being lifted off the ground and moved. My nerves are translating the motions of each person’s steps.  Then there is the awkward loading into the confined space of the helicopter. A female in a helmet looks down over me. She introduces herself and lets me know she will be taking care of me on the ride to the hospital. 




Never in my wildest imagination did I think the pain could get worse than it already was. The moment the chopper started, each circulation of the rotor blades hit me like a brick wall. Woop  … woop.. woop. Woop woop woop. Woopwoopwoopwoop! The jarring sensation not allowing the pain to even settle between each harsh thud of the rotor blade. I was very thankful they had at least strapped me in tight.  




Don’t pass out. Just hang on. Stay awake. Be alert. 

I know how far south of town we were, so I knew the helicopter ride wouldn’t be that long, but in that condition, every second seems like a millennium.  When we finally approached, and the blades slowed after we landed, I thought, “finally! This pain will mellow out”.




  I could feel the gurney being pulled out of the helicopter—more agony. The roof was some asphalt or rocks that were not smooth! Every embedded stone was causing more little earthquakes of pain to shudder through my body.  People were shouting things all around me, but I couldn’t make out the words. I hear the doors opening and felt another large bump as we cross the threshold to the interior of the hospital—a smooth ride at last. 

“We are going to scan you, so we need for you to be super still, OK?”




“OK,” I mumble, hoping the pain would go away soon.

The gurney is pulled out of the machine and stuck in the other direction. 

“It’s done!” I hear a voice over an intercom. There is a rush of people around me. Someone puts something in my IV.  Immediately everything goes black.











Part Two




Waking Up








CHAPTER 3

First Moments

BEEP BEEP BEEP




beep beep




        My mind feels like it is deep inside a black hole of nothingness, except for this infernal high-pitched beeping sound. Nothing works. My body feels like a lead weight. A mild desire deep inside wishing those constant and erratic beeps would stop. Suddenly, something is clenching my arm. Tighter and tighter the grip becomes until it is almost too much. I want it to stop. Forcing my eyes open as the world around me begins to come into focus. My brain doesn't seem to register everything.




	Cough cough! Auggh! A violent jolt rips through my body. I can't breathe. There is an intensely strong pressure in my throat.  Instinctively my right-hand starts to reach up and feels a foreign object over my face. I'm trying to grab it, but my arm doesn't seem to reach up enough to grasp the object on my face. In the distance, I can hear voices.




        "Hang on there," "Don't try to pull it!" "It's okay!  We will have that off of you in a moment."  Someone is over me now, and I can feel them lifting something over my head.  "Just relax. You have a feeding tube in." "We are going to remove it now, so try not to fight it."




       I can feel several sets of hands touching me.  "This is going to feel a little weird." And without hesitation, she begins to pull the longest tube out of my throat. Just as I feel like my oxygen supply is over, the tube finally disengages from the back of my throat, at which point I start gasping for air. Trying to lift my head to see what is happening, my strength fails, and my head falls back to the pillow.  My lungs still feel starved of air. Before I can say anything, a plastic mask is being slid over my nose and mouth, and suddenly I feel a small amount of relief.




        As the oxygen starts filling my body, my brain starts clearing. I am in the hospital. Right. There was an accident.




	"Do you know where you are?" says the nurse, still holding the tube just pulled from my body.




	"Yes, I am in the hospital," I reply.




	"Which hospital?" She probes




	"Enloe," I respond. My brain flashes back to the moment I entered the hospital.




	"No, you are at Sutter Roseville."




	She says the words, but it doesn't compute. I find my brain grasping at the words like sand through a sieve.

	

	"What year is it?" She continues




	I only want to rest. I am so exhausted, to the very core of my soul. Then it dawns on me she is checking my brain function for damage.




	"2004," I respond. I know the answer is correct.




	"Who is the President?" She asks next




	I want her to leave. I already answered your questions. Can't you tell I am okay? 

	

	"Bush," I respond. Hoping she will leave me alone now.




	"What hospital are you in?" she pushes.




	"Enloe!" I already answered that question! I can feel myself getting angry. Why is she treating me like a baby?




	"No. You are in Sutter Roseville." She says in a very flat voice.




	I clearly remember going to Enloe. I remember! I know my brain is working.

        

        Having seen this exact scenario on TV numerous times, but it still feels so different living it. My heart is racing. Sutter Roseville holds no meaning for me. The name is foreign to me and try as I might, I can't seem to think of any reference to Sutter Roseville that would make it more than just a name. Give me some hints. Tell me where it is near. Give me a landmark.  I can feel the frustration rising. I want to argue with her. I clearly recall Enloe.




	BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP




        There is some alarm going off near my left ear. I see the nurse's focus shift to something above me and out of my line of sight.




        Even with the blaring shrill beep grinding away, I find it oddly settling as it has shifted her focus away from me and her endless questions. There is quite a lot of frantic action as she tries to make the machine quiet.




        She finally has silenced the noise and immediately turns around and rushes out of the room.




        Now I can sleep.  Just as my eyes start closing, the pressure begins in my right arm again. Building stronger and gripping my arm like a vice. So uncomfortable. It seems an eternity when finally the pressure eases up and goes away.  I close my eyes. I need sleep. I am so exhausted. No sooner had the lids of my eyes closed than seemingly chaos broke out in my room. A voice on my right




	"Wake up. Don't go to sleep!"  




There are like five people in my room. All of them busy doing something at such a frantic pace.




	BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP!  Another alarm starts sounding.




        I am afraid. My heart feels like it is going to pound right out of my chest. Another alarm joins the first.  All around me a chaotic frenzy. I am scared.  Nothing is making sense. It's just those little machines beeping. Everyone has a look of stern professionals.




        "Get four units O neg stat," one of the nurses says in a loud commanding voice.




        Someone is injecting something in the IV. I just lay there paralyzed. Afraid. So scared. I feel like I just had multiple adrenaline rushes all at once. My heart is racing like a runaway train. Faster and faster. Why am I so scared? Then it all goes black.




        When I wake, a nurse is standing at my bedside.   She says hello and tells me her name, Arryn. Which I immediately forget. I am not kidding. For the life of me, I don't understand how I could forget what she told me two seconds ago.




        "Do you know where you are?" she probes.




	Of course, I know. I am in the hospital. My mind flashes back to the earlier conversation. This time I reply the same in hopes to evade that unknown place that I can't remember.




        "I am in the hospital."




        "Sutter Roseville," she adds.




        The name 'Sutter Roseville' means nothing to me. This time I agree with the nurse repeating back to her.




        "Sutter Roseville hospital" It's a lie. I remember going to Enloe. If that is what she needs to hear, so she leaves me alone, I will tell her that.




        "Do you know what year it is?"




        "2004," I respond.




        These responses seem to be enough for this nurse, which is a good thing because I don't have the energy to continue the conversation.




        "It's really good to see you awake finally. I have been your nurse for several shifts now. It's nice to see you make some progress. You probably have a ton of questions. I will do my best to help you know what is going on. You were in a terrible accident. As you already know, you had a feeding tube in for the last week to help provide you with nutrients. That was probably the most uncomfortable part, taking it out.  We have an oxygen mask on your face to supplement your oxygen supply.  Speaking of tubes, you will want to be careful of your left side. There is still a breathing tube attached that is helping to keep your left lung inflated because you suffered a full collapse of your lung.  On your finger is a pulse oximeter measuring the amount of oxygen you have in your body.  You also have a catheter so we can monitor your fluids. We also have you hooked up to a heart monitor. That is what all those leads are." Her hand is lifting several bundles of wires to my line of sight. "We are also monitoring your blood pressure every five minutes." As she said that, I realized what that sensation was I had been feeling in my right arm. "You also are hooked to an IV so we can give you blood and medicine. You did have a feeding tube, but now that is out. So you are definitely making some progress."




        My whole body is exhausted. Listening to the nurse talk had taken all my strength. I just want to sleep. 




        "I am going to go check on my other patient. I won't be gone long," she says as she leaves the room.




        I lay there half-awake, listening to the soft beeps of the monitor. The sound of the oxygen being pushed into the mask, staring at the little blue light above the door.




	Have you ever experienced true terror? Well, that is as close as I can get to describing the underlying feeling deep inside the very core of my body. All of me wants to run. Run far away from everything here. The reality sinks in rather harshly that I am confined to this bed. Not only by the sheer fact that I am so weak I can't even sit up but also by the endless tubes and cords tethering me to at least five different machines.




        As I lay there somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, my brain seems to be working overtime. But then again, so does every part of my body. I fear falling asleep. Even when fully conscious I seem to be fighting an internal battle to organize my thoughts. Between the drug-induced stupor and the sheer exhaustion, I feel like I could easily pass out at any moment. But, instead, that small voice deep inside rises again. "Don't sleep. Don't let go".  

        

	Suddenly I realize that the nurse has entered my room. I must have shut my eyes for a moment. Then, she asks, "How are you doing?" as she checks the numerous different monitors.




        "Okay" is all I can manage to say, and even that seems like climbing a mountain.




        How could I possibly explain to the nurse how I felt?  Besides, it would take too much energy to say it. But I also know I don't have the strength to explain myself. So before I can start feeling guilty about the little white lie, she tells me she has my pain medication replacement.




        "May I see your wrist, please" Thankfully, my left hand seems to be mostly free of tethers and leads and only has two wrist bands. One is white with a bar code, and the other is bright orange. Lifting my hand to the top of the bedside rail, she gently takes my hand and scans the bar code on the wristband. "Thanks," she says as she turns and grabs the plastic bag of medication. She then scans the bar code on the bag.




        "High tech system you have," I say in a weak voice.

        

	"Yes, it is. It is pretty cool because unless everything matches; the machine won't start pumping the medication." "We have eliminated the possibility of giving a patient the wrong medication," she says.  

        

        She enters a few notes into the computer and, with a flat voice, tells me she will be right back.  




        When she returns a few moments later, she has an ivory-colored box in one hand and some wand in the other with a cord in between the two.




        "This is a Doppler. I need to listen to your blood flow and check if we can find a heartbeat in your foot."




        She pulls the sheet back partially, and I can see my toenails all brightly polished. From here, it all looks normal except for the look of concern that is growing on the nurse's face. She starts putting the wand on the top of my foot while adjusting a dial on the box.  She makes another face and continues to probe. After several minutes there is a bit of noise coming from the box, at which point she exhales the breath she had been holding.




        "Good, I found a pulse. I was beginning to worry a bit. It has been touch-and-go with you. Sometimes I can find nothing, and sometimes, like now, a little weak pulse."

 

        "I told the doctors you were awake now, and we had removed your feeding tube. They will be by shortly to check on you."




        She turns to leave, but before exiting the door, she backtracks a step and erases some names from a whiteboard. She then writes something and leaves.




        It is a board with the nurses' names. Next to RN, it says Arryn. Below are two other names. One is the nurse's assistant. The other is an RT. I have no idea what that is, but there is a name filled in, Mark.

  

        I feel stupid for forgetting the nurse's name.  I can't seem to lock stuff into my brain. I hope the next nurse doesn't ask me. Why can't I remember those little things?




        My brain feels like a fog rolled in at moments. In other moments it feels empty and completely void. Before I can contemplate my brain function much more, the glass door slides open, and two tall men enter.














CHAPTER 4

Meeting The Twins




	THE TWO DOCTORS entering the room were an immediate commanding presence.  The first to enter the room must have stood about 6’5” tall.  Just one step behind him was another man just a few inches shorter.  Both are wearing typical white doctor’s coats with scrubs underneath and a stethoscope’s black cord bulging from the tops of their oversized pockets.  Their stride was in total unison as they entered the room.  Both men reached out and pumped the sanitizer at the door without even glancing at it.  The taller of the two men was the first to speak.




        "I am Dr.Finkemayor and this is Dr. Neiman. We are in charge of trauma orthopedics. It’s good to see you awake.  You have been asleep for a whole week. Actually, we put you in an induced coma for a week.  I don’t know how much you remember, but you were in a severe accident. You have suffered a collapsed lung, several broken ribs, your pelvis was broken in several places. There isn’t much we can do about that except just let it heal as is. You had multiple compound fractures in the femur of your left leg. We were able to piece it back together and put a metal plate in to hold it together. However, the majority of the damage was to the tib/fib region of your leg.”

        

        As he is talking, I can’t help but notice how serious he is. I don’t think he has given one hint of emotion since he entered the room.




        “Right now, you are in imminent danger of losing your lower leg. This is because you have had such extreme damage and in all likelihood we will have to amputate your leg.”




        I know he continued talking, but from that moment on, I could no longer pay attention. It was as if the very act of thinking had turned my hearing entirely off. Amputation! This statement doesn’t make sense. I just saw my foot. It was fine. In fact, it looked good, partly in thanks to the pedicure I had just gotten. All I could see in my mind’s eye was all five toes with that bright shiny nail polish. At that moment in the thought process, I realized they had removed the small toe ring I had worn for years. That makes sense.




        “…grafts. Dr. Norman and I installed an external fixator to keep everything in alignment. In addition, we have put a piece of bone cement in your Tibia to help keep it the proper length.  You are missing about 1.5 inches of bone.”




        My brain felt like scrambled eggs trying to keep up with the imposing character whose name I seemed to have forgotten.  




        “Let’s take a look,” he said as he pulled the sheet back; pain raced through my body as his motions morphed into a forest fire of metal shards coursing through my system. A big metal frame was attached to my leg. As soon as I realized the pins supporting the structure were drilled into my body, I had to avert my gaze. My stomach lurched a bit.




        “The nurse said she found a pulse. That is a good thing.” Only then did he seem to pause for a moment. “It’s not good,” he corrected himself. “Even though she found a pulse, your condition is very extreme. Even if we can save your leg, it will never function properly. So you need to consider amputation.”




        “Since your leg is freshly bandaged, I am going to wait to see the rest until rounds in the morning. Do you have any questions?” I couldn’t even process what he was telling me, let alone formulate a question at that moment. So I just gently shook my head no. The pain was still so intense it was about to make me pass out. However, I was filled with gratitude that he was waiting to undo the bandage as I didn’t think I could handle more pain.







        “OK then, see you in the morning,” he said as he turned and raised his hand to the pump next to the door handle. The dispenser deposited a pile of foam onto his hand, and he was out of the door. The slightly shorter doctor followed a footstep behind and foamed his hands as well.




        I lay there trying to process everything they had told me. Each time I attempted to parse it out in my brain, I would get stuck on that one word. Amputation. Shit. The doctors can’t be serious. They were 100% serious. What does that mean? Amputation. They want to chop off my leg.




        The next time I glance up at the big clock on the opposite wall, I can see over an hour has passed. Every working bit of processing power I can muster in my brain contemplates what the doctors have just told me.  How could they be so casual and emotionless as they talk about cutting a person’s leg off?  This is MY leg they are talking about removing from MY body. My chest felt like there was a crushing weight on it—more weight than having one of my lungs operating at half-mast.  The physical and emotional had coalesced into one enormous whirlwind of uncertainty! 








CHAPTER 5

Interjection

AUTHOR NOTE:  THE following chapters may be a bit difficult to follow.  I have struggled with how to convey everything that happened during this time.  In the end I decided against cutting things out to make it an “easier” read.  This was a challenging point during my journey.  Here are the condensed notes for the following chapters if you wish to skip ahead to the next section of the book are here.  Skip the next paragraphs if you don’t want spoilers.



	I was in the ICU for a total of three weeks. The first week I was in an induced coma. The following two weeks I hovered between life and death.  There were three times I flat-lined during this period.  So know that between pain, drugs, and imminent death I was still trying to make grounded and logical decisions.  




I experience ICU psychosis which can cause hallucinations. During this time I saw and experienced things hard to even describe.  I heard conversations that didn’t happen.  When I say I heard them I mean I actually heard voices. There was no way to have any distinction between what I was hearing and reality. I saw people that weren’t there!  The difficult part to rectify to this day is how real everything felt and appeared.  The amount of details were overwhelming.




There are actual moments that I can only speculate were out of body experiences. Once it was watching everything from a third person perspective.  The other time felt more like a disembodied spirit stuck in a liminal space. The first time felt more like a logical dissection of the events unfolding around me.  The other with no connection to the physical body but more so to be immersed in just sensation but with no perception of self.




While all this is going on still searching deep for the truths my heart were speaking to me about what I wanted for my future.  What I was was willing to accept?  More accurately, what I was willing to accept in direct proportion to what effort I was willing to put into a process that I would ultimately have to walk in faith?  A process with lots of unknowns and potential impossibilities.








CHAPTER 6

Sometime Around 9pm

	IT IS POURING; this has to be the heaviest rain in years. It is as if the sound of the rain is draining out everything. Darkness and rain envelop me. I am in the rain. My senses consist of sound. Sound is all there is besides darkness. It is as if the very sound of the rain falling from the sky is an orchestra. It was falling ever harder and faster. It must be late at night. Everything is dark.

        

        The sound of a voice joins the steady pounding of the rain. "Liza" "I am here," the voice shouts out. The sound of the voice was dulled by the raindrops that are now coming down torrentially.




        "LET ME IN" The voice shouts. "I know it's late."




        More rain. Darkness. "Liza, I came" There is a sound of a thudding which I can only assume is the sound of a hand banging on a door.

        

        It is so dark. It must be late at night. Then it dawns on me it is probably past visiting hours. Why won't the nurses just let him inside? Can't they make an exception and let him inside?  




        "Liza! LIZA!" Says the disconnected voice.

        

        "JAMES!" "Can't you let him in?" I think.

        

        The sound of high winds joins the sound of the pouring rain. Rain. Darkness. I reach for the voice calling my name. It feels like the voice is down a long hallway. Following the voice, I wonder why?

        

Pouring rain. The wind is howling.

        

        I see the rain and wind all around me, millions of huge raindrops plummeting to the ground. All I want is to reach the voice calling my name.




        "Liza, LIZA, LIZA!"

        

        Time seems to stand still as the scene repeats itself in what seems a never-ending cycle. I feel frozen in place and wanting so badly to reach the voice. Everything is happening around me, and yet I am oddly displaced from the earthly realm.  It seems as if this has been going on for hours endlessly.  I want to connect to that voice.

        

        How long this went on is unknown—an eternity of endless time and displaced existence.  Finally, the room came back into focus.  It feels good to be back in the light.




        All I want to do is sleep. My whole universe is exhausted. Every cell in my body is crying out for rest. A glance at the clock tells me it is just a few minutes after 5 am. Last night seemed to be the longest night of my life.  At least it is over now. I thought it would never end.  I don't think I slept at all last night. 




	The door slides open, and a man backs into the room, holding open the door with his right hand pulling a massive machine into the room. As he gets the machine through the door, I can see a second man helping push the equipment. He turns and says, "My name is Eric. I will be taking a chest x-ray" The other man who didn't introduce himself is handing Eric a blackboard. "This is what we use to take the x-ray. I am going to put this behind you. Can you sit forward?" 




	I start struggling to pull my body forward. I can't seem to do it. Just the act of trying seems to have used the last bit of energy I had. 




	"Here, take my arm. I am going to help you out." He deftly slides his right hand up my arm to my elbow. "Grab ahold" As I grab his arm, I feel his hand gently clampdown, and in one fluid motion, he pulls me forward, lifting my back from the bed. No sooner does he have me forward than his other arm slides the board under my back. "OK, good," he says as he helps me lay back. 




	He turns and says something to the other guy, which I can't hear. They pull the machine over closer, and he swings an arm of the machine over my chest. "We are going to step out of the room for a moment. Please try and stay still" I don't know if I could move if I wanted to.  They step out of the room, and I hear a click on the machine. They come right back into the room. The one guy starts punching some buttons and folding the arm. "OK, let's get that x-ray board out." He takes my arm again and gently pulls me forward, just enough to slide the board out from under my back. It is such a relief to feel the soft bed again. They leave just as quickly as they came in.




        Now I can sleep.  Immediately the door slides open again.




        "My name is Rachel. I am going to draw some blood". As my eyes open, I can see the first rays of light starting to brighten the sky faintly and turning my head slightly to the left to focus on the voice. I see a small blonde lady pulling supplies out of a plastic tray.  So exhausted. Everything inside me is tired. I want to sleep. I didn't know it was possible to be this tired. "Small poke," she says as she sticks the needle in my arm. It hurts. That is no small poke. My energy reserves are so depleted I can't even complain to the nurse as she digs around inside my arm with the needle. Finally, she finds a viable vein and finishes up.




	It wasn't until a few weeks later a family member told me that sometime around 9 pm that night, I had flat-lined.  I can't say for sure, but I think I had an out-of-body experience. 








CHAPTER 7

The Ex




	THERE IS ALWAYS so much noise and chaos in this place.  With my blinds closed, I can block out most of the activities going on outside of my room.  I am thankful I can't see more of what is happening. Just listening to all the foreign sounds that never seem too quiet is so unsettling.  







I can overhear the nurses speaking at what I can only assume is the nurse's station. However, I can't say for sure since I have no line of sight to anything going on beyond the door. 

        "Only like a month until the big day," I hear nurse 1 say.




        Another more bubbly voice asks, "How long has it been since you have seen him?"  




        Nurse 1 responds, "Well, you know his work hours. Between that and my shifts, it is hard, but he is coming up this weekend, and we are going to the Niner's game."




        "You must be so happy," says the bubbly voice.




        "I am excited. We have been so involved with planning this wedding that it is going to be nice to let loose and have a few beers at the game."




        "I thought you said he was sober? Is everything OK?" said the voice, a little less bubbly than before splashed with a hint of concern.




        "It's fine. He can have a few beers. It won't hurt anything." Said nurse 1 sounding slightly defensive.




        Just then, one of the louder, more persistent alarms started sounding, and a blue light started silently flashing. It is so loud and overwhelming. I can tell there is a lot of chaos going on outside my room. There is a lot of muffled shouting that I can't make out. I just want to get out of here. The sounding alarm is making my heart race even more than it has been. I am trying so hard to maintain a sense of calm even though everything feels so out of control. Be logical. I keep telling myself. Just then, the blood pressure cuff on my arm squeezes my arm terribly hard, pulling me back and, in some weird way calming me at the same time.  I am so tired. After what seems like an eternity, the alarm is finally turned off. Finally, now it will be possible to get some much-needed rest.




        Closing my eyes doesn't seem to help me relax. In fact, it seems to have the unintended effect of making everything seemingly louder. Then the alarm started beeping on the machine hooked to my IV. A few minutes passed with the beeping at an uncomfortable pitch before the nurse came in and started assessing the pump. The steady-paced alarm sound is replaced with the sound of her punching different sequences into the pump—each key beeping in response. At the end of each sequence, the steady alarm sound returns.  Why does everything beep and chirp around here?  Trying a few more things, she then turns and takes my hand and begins to check the IV lines. "Ah, see this?" She says as she lifts my hand and shows me a section of bent line. "This is an occlusion. You have to be careful not to bend that, or it will set the alarm off." There is a note of what seems to be condescension as she tells me this.




        "OK," I reply. In my head, I think it is stupid. They put the IV in the one good hand I have. Now they are limiting what I can do with it. As if the rest of me isn't already connected to every possible wire and tube already. I just give the nurse a weak smile. As I seem to have expended the last of my energy reserves and speaking now takes too much energy.




        "Your mother is on her way to visit." She quickly checks a few more monitors and then exits the room.  




        I can hear the nurses gathered at the nursing station again. It must be right outside my room but just out of my view. "So, do you have the dress all fitted yet?" asked one nurse.




        "Yes, I have the dress and veil. Would you like to see pictures?" 

      

	Several voices respond together in unison their desire to see, and shortly after, there is a bunch of oohs and ahhs coming from just beyond the door.

        

	"That dress is truly exquisite." remarks one nurse.




        "Thank you. I love it. Oh, and get this. Have you guys ever seen how in India the ladies get their hands painted with henna before they get married?"  "Well, I always thought it was so beautiful. So we are doing an American take on the concept.  Terry is actually going to pay to have my arms and hands painted with gold leaf."

        

	Several of the nurses gasped, followed by a virtual cacophony of excited remarks. "He sounds so wonderful. Maybe one day I will get to meet him."




        "Actually, he is coming here later today.  He is going to pick me up for lunch. If you want to meet him when he comes in, you are welcome.  The sound of a rather piercing alarm has begun. There is also a blue light flashing right outside my door.  I can hear a scurry of activity.




        My nostrils are filled with the scent of something burning. A nurse enters my room and says she is going to be staying with me for the next few minutes. She slides the door closed and switches the lock to the on position. "What is burning?" I ask.  I wonder if there is a fire. Will we be evacuated. How does that even work in the ICU?  The nurse will only tell me that there is "a code."  Those moments were terrifying.  The feeling of being trapped with no place to go. So helpless. I can't even sit up. Let alone escape if need be.




        After what seems to be an eternity, the alarms all go silent. Without so much as a word, the nurse opens the door and leaves.  I can feel my body relax just a bit.  Everything I do takes an extreme amount of energy.  I can feel myself fading out again.




        When I open my eyes, it looks like a little less than an hour has passed.  Reaching my hand up to rub my eye, I am suddenly grabbed by the ferociously strong blood pressure cuff inflating. Knowing my only option is to rest my arm and wait till it is over lest I have to endure prolonged pressure or, worse yet, a second round.  




        The blinds facing the inside of the hospital have been partially opened.  I find this slightly odd as I usually have asked for them to stay closed. There is always so much happening; it is just too much input.  Just then, a man comes into view, walking down the hall.   He comes a bit closer. I am startled. It is my ex-husband.  I haven't seen him in years. What is he doing here?  How would he even have known about my accident?  Who called him?  As he walks closer, I can see the slightest bit of love handles at his waistline.   He is almost to the door of my room. I can see he has slightly more grey hair sprinkled just along the side of his head.  His ass has also gotten just a bit bigger.  He always had the most perfectly sculpted body with never an ounce of fat.  He still looks very good, though, and is aging quite well.  My heart almost skips a beat as he comes to the door. Except instead of turning to enter my room, he keeps going.  




        I am completely puzzled.  All the questions floating through my head are quickly answered as I hear the nurse introducing him as her fiance.  So he wasn't here to visit me—what a strange coincidence.

        

 














CHAPTER 8

Darkness - They are going to kill me




THE VOICES ARE all around me. I can't breathe.  Darkness envelopes me.  The only sensation is the tightening of the wires around my throat. The bitch is trying to kill me!  My hands shoot up to grab and pull the wires off.  I can feel hands holding me, forcefully restraining my arms.  I CAN'T BREATHE.  




        Darkness




        "Did you hear?" 

        "Hear what?

        "About Liza's dog!"




Mark was frantic. Seven's leather collar hooked, dangling on the partially opened gate. Seven was nowhere in sight.  The rain had just stopped, and it was getting dark. 




       "They found him at the airport," The nurse said.




	The tarmac was glossy with the fresh coating of water. The lights are reflecting in evenly spaced pools.   In the distance, the glow of the town gave a slight halo in an otherwise dark skyline.   In the middle of the glossy rain-slicked runway was a brand new blue BMW E46.  The driver was stepping out and moving to the front of the car.  As my focus followed the man, I saw the dark outline in front of his car.  My heart cried out, "Seven!".  His body lifeless, lying there.  Looking up, I could see a smirk on the man's face.  He looked right at me. His gaze is piercing right through me.  He had this look on his face that he knew all about me. He continued to walk around, and as he got to the front of the car, he knelt.  The headlights are illuminating both sides of him and glowing orange from the parking lights on his car.  Pools of light from the overhead street lamps glow off to the sides. Yet He remained in darkness. He was reaching down with both hands as he picked up the lifeless dog and put it in the trunk of the car.




	"No, it is after hours. Sorry, we can't put a phone call through now either" I hear the nurse's voice get a bit louder. "No, I am sorry. It is policy." "Normally, we don't take messages either" there was a long pause. "OK, Mark, I will give her the message." She said a bit louder, letting her resentment be known. 




	My stomach is in knots. What the fuck? My dog is dead. He was my faithful companion.  He was the one constant during good times and bad.  A very real shot of pain pierced through my heart.  How could this be? Not now. Of all the times, just not now.  I just want it all to go away. 




        The lights are being switched on. "Hi, my name is Callie," says the short cherubic-looking lady holding a purple plastic bin by a handle. "I am here to do a blood draw" I am beginning to figure out the morning routine.  Apparently, they collect blood from me around 4:30 am.   I am amazed that with all these IVs, wires, and tubes that there is still a need to come to stick me with a needle every morning.  Callie removes the blood pressure cuff and immediately replaces it with a tourniquet.  I turn my head to the other side. The thought of yesterday and the lady digging around for a vein comes into my head, and I push it out just as I hear "small poke."  Except Callie is exceptional. It was almost imperceptible as she stuck the needle into my arm.  Deftly she filled several vials of blood and pulled out the needle while simultaneously applying a cotton ball and piece of tape. Then, in one more deft motion, she released the tourniquet. "That's all," she said with a smile. She reapplied the blood pressure cuff and grabbed her purple box. As she exited, she asked, "Would you like the lights off?" 




        "Please,"' I responded. Although I suspected, I wouldn't get much sleep. "could you close the door also?". Callie nodded, flipped the lights off, and left the room.  As I lay there a moment, the realization that my dog had died last night came to the forefront of my consciousness.  Deep inside, I feel my stomach knot up and get the urge to throw up.  I can feel the tears welling up in my eyes, ready to fall.  I can't take this right now.  My brain has been trying to process my situation and figure out what the doctors have told me. It's just too much.




        "Just keep it together," I tell myself. You need to focus on getting better so you can get out of here.  




	The conversation from the nurses' station again grabs my attention.




        "She is so much trouble." 




        "Yes, if it isn't one thing, it is another"




        "Did you see that message her friend left?"




        "No, what was it?"




        "Well, we haven't given her the message yet, so don't say anything. I don't want to have to deal with another code right now.  So, last night her friend called with news that her dog had gotten out and had been hit by a car."




        "That is terrible. That poor girl."




        "NO! Don't you see it? That girl is evil. Pure and simple."




        "What are you talking about?"




        "So you are telling me it is just a coincidence that her dog died at 9 pm? The 'exact' same time as she was coding?!"




        "Both of their hearts stopped at the same time."




        I can hear several of them gasping. There is a brief pause in the conversation.




        "She is evil!"

 

	"She is also a huge pain in the ass. She is like the biggest problem patient ever."




        "It would be so much easier without her in the unit."

        

	An alarm from one of the rooms interrupts the conversation. I lay there in utter disbelief.  A short time later, some food comes. It is the first solid food I have seen in a while.  It has only been like two days since they removed the feeding tube.  The food delivery person lifts the silver dome and slides the bedside table partially over the bed within reach. "Enjoy!" he says as he turns and leaves.  As the smell hits my nostrils, my stomach lurches, and any desire to eat is long gone.   




        A few minutes pass, and the nurse enters. I look at the whiteboard to see which nurse this is, but they haven't updated the names since shift change. Her badge is turned around, so I can't see her name. I am wondering if this is one of the people talking about me. "You really need to eat some food.  It has been a few days, and you really need the nutrition to heal." She tells me.




        "I'm not hungry," I halfway mumble as I turn my head to the side and feign sleepiness.




        The nurse checks the pumps and monitors one last time and leaves. Just as she exits the monitor over my head starts an alarm. My oxygen levels are tanking. I suddenly realize I have been holding my breath.  Within two deep breaths, the alarm goes off, and I sigh with relief because the last thing I want is for the nurse to come back into my room.




        Not five minutes have passed, and the pump on my left starts an alarm that something isn't working correctly.  The repetitive piercing beep continues for several minutes.  That sound is really starting to irritate me. I wish it would stop.

	

	Beep beep beep beep beep. 

	

	It screeches on at perfectly timed intervals. I look at the clock. This alarm has been going on for close to ten minutes now. How can they not hear it?  I can't take it anymore. Pressing the big red call button on the bed, my stomach knots up a bit more. Wishing I could make it stop myself. I know it is probably just a button or two, but I can't reach it. Finally, a voice comes from the speaker embedded in the plastic side of the bed. "Can I help you?".  She sounds irritated. 




	"The alarm won't stop." I respond while thinking, "How can you not hear this?". 




	"Someone will be right there." She says and immediately disconnects.




        Right there turns out to be another five minutes. I know because the only thing that changes in this room is that big clock on the wall directly in front of me.  I stay here stuck, unable to move. Yet time keeps going forward.




        Finally, a nurse enters and punches about four keys on the pump's keypad, and finally, there is silence.  Ahh, sweet silence.  Well, as quiet as it can get with all those machines right around your head.  Somehow I have gotten used to the more silent beep of the device that monitors my heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen levels.  Maybe it is a deeper sound: perhaps because it is a steady constant since I woke up. Of course, there is also the constant whooshing sound of the oxygen mask. 




        Before I can enjoy the calm, the alarm on the pump starts going off again. This time I don't wait nearly as long to press the call button.  This is so frustrating. I know it is probably just adding up to another black mark with the nurses.  Instead of a voice coming through and answering the call, the call light is turned off. Less than a moment later, the same nurse comes back in and goes straight over to the pump.  She stabs at the buttons for what seems an eternity. Each button she punches adding more layers to the beeping chorus.  She opens the door of the pump and reconnects everything. She closes the front and hits some more buttons. Silence.  Without saying a word, she exits the room.

        

        "All day, it has been the same."




        "I told you she was evil."




        "Her family should really," I can hear the emphasis on the word really, "be made aware of what she is."




        "We should get the message to them."




        "How do you suggest we do that? We really can't say anything."




        "We should cut her dog up and mail him back to the family wrapped in her motorcycle leathers.  Maybe then they would see her for what she is."




        "Isn't that a little extreme?"




        "Are you going to try to tell me it was a coincidence that she and her dog both flat-lined at the same time?"

        

        Vomit and bile are churning closer to eruption. I wonder which nurse is saying that.  Is it the one that smiled at me? Is it the one that looks like she is always having a bad day? 

        "We should have let her die too." 




        "You know… " 




        "What?"




        "Well, it would be so much easier here without her. It's constantly one thing or another. There is no break."




        "Yeah, I have had to go into her room like twenty times today."

        

	A short guy with a big smile comes into the room. "Hi! My name is Aaron. I am a respiratory therapist. I am here for your therapy." He sets a clear plastic contraption on the table. It has a blue piece on one end and a blue ball inside. "So we need to help build your lungs back up.  First, we are going to get a baseline where you are so we know how much improvement you make."  "I am going to have you blow into this," He says as he points at the blue end of the plastic. "Go ahead."  




	"Breath in and out a few times, then I want you to blow into it with everything you have and keep blowing until you can't anymore.  See how long you can keep the ball up."




	I do as he says. As I pick the plastic gadget, I can see tiny ruler lines on the case. The little blue ball doesn't even go up halfway. I lose my breath after just a second of it being up.  No sooner am I done blowing than I feel the wave of exhaustion rolling over me.  It is the kind of tiredness where every cell in your body is just screaming to go to sleep.  As I set the contraption down, and the therapist stops smiling. 

	

	"I need you to do it again," he says.

  

	Seriously?  I can barely move.  




	"Just one more time," he says. 




	I comply, picking it up again and blowing. This time, however, I can barely hit the quarter-way mark.  Now I really have nothing left in me.  I never thought it was possible to feel this tired. 




	"OK, that is enough for now. I will be back in a few hours."




        How is it possible to be this tired when I have been in bed for about ten days?   A few breathes, and I feel like I have just competed in a triathlon.




        "I figured out how we can get rid of her"

        

	"You mean we can have her transferred?"

        

	"No, there is no way anyone will accept her."




        "So what then?"




        "Well, let's face it, she has pretty much died twice now. It was only because of our interference she is still alive.  She deserves to die. She was supposed to die. So let's just make that happen.




        "You mean we should kill her?"




        "Yes! Exactly!"




        "Just how would we even accomplish such a thing without getting in trouble?  I mean, if we had just let her die while she coded, this wouldn't even be an issue."




        "Well, I have been thinking about that a lot.  If everyone on shift right now saves their patient's pain medication bags after switching them out, we can poke a hole and get out that last little bit from the bags.  Put all that together, and we have enough to push her over the edge. It's also perfect because there is no way to trace that stuff back. So the computer count will perfectly match the meds inventory."




        "That is brilliant. Count me in."




        "Yes, soon, things will be back to normal around here."




	What the fuck?!  These bitches are going to try to kill me. My brain starts doing a mental inventory of the situation.  You are stuck in bed. You can't even sit up. How does a person defend against such things?  Which nurses are involved in this? Or is it all of them? Running is not an option. Hiding is not an option. Basic instinct always comes down to fight or flight. Flight is not possible in any way, shape, or form.  Fight. How is that supposed to happen?  I can't reach beyond the bounds of this bed. I am tethered to it from all directions. As I process the possible choices, I find myself left with only one option. Stay vigilant. You must, at all costs, be aware of what is happening to you. If they try to overdose me, I must scream with all my might and tell the world what is happening.  It is the only option I can find in this nightmare. There is some little voice inside telling me not to go to sleep. Whatever you do, don't go to sleep.




        There is a new sense of alertness. The exhaustion has faded into the background. I assume it is due to the adrenaline running through my body. Stand guard. Your very life depends on it.  

 

        One of the nurses entered just as these thoughts were all boiling over in my head.  Waves of terror rolled over me. They couldn't be doing it this soon, could they?  Her mouth makes half a smile as she says, "I need to check for a pulse again."  I relax just a bit now, being able to see that Doppler thing in her hand.  She stops at the end of the bed and folds the sheet back from my leg.  Bandages are covering the whole calf area down to my ankle. That big metal frame is protruding with all those horrible pins.  But down beyond all that is my foot. It looks good.  I can't see anything wrong. Each toe is perfectly polished.  The nurse places the wand on the top of my foot, and there is a lot of static sound coming from the box.  She keeps moving it around. The smile is gone from her face. "I can't seem to find anything." She keeps probing.  Her mouth has turned into a tight frown. "I can't find anything. This is not good!" 




        She must not know what she is doing, I think to myself. How can it be possible that there is no blood flowing when there is no discoloration of my foot? There must be blood. 




	"I am going to go get Susie and see if she can get a read on this," she says as she turns and walks out.




        Barely two minutes have passed, and the second nurse is coming in. She starts rubbing the wand over the top of my foot. Then down on the bottom. Then, fiddling with the dials and switching the box off and on again, she starts over at the top of my foot. "I'm sorry I can't find a pulse.  We will check again in about an hour."








CHAPTER 9

Adonis Wipes My Ass

        AS SOON AS the nurse exits, I feel a wave of relief wash over me.  However, each time a nurse enters my room, I can sense all the tension return to my body.   My stomach is turning, and my bowels are cramping.  The realization hits my brain at the exact moment it hits my ass. I have to go now!   Shit! Not only do I have to go now but double shit because I have to call the nurse for help.  Pressing the call button only seems to amplify the fear in my soul. Another mark against me for being difficult.  




	"Can I help you?" the tinny voice filled with cheap speaker static asks.  

        

	"I need to go to the bathroom," I say with an emphasis on NEED. 

        

	"I'll be right there," she replies.




        Not even a minute has passed, and she is entering my room. It is the smiling nurse.  She has a pink plastic bedpan in her hand. "OK, let's get this under you. Those antibiotics we gave you can have this effect."  




        Try as I might, I can't even lift my ass off the bed a little. "OK, here is how we do it.  I will have you roll your body to the left and grab hold of that railing, OK?  Then I am going to slide this under you." 




	Reaching over with my right hand, I manage to grab the railing and pull my body over.  The nurse pushes the bedpan under my butt and says, "OK, now roll back over."

        

        This bedpan is unbelievably shallow.  I can feel diarrhea churning inside, ready to explode.

 

        "Just press the button when you have finished, and I will come back and help," She says as she foams her hands and leaves.




        Trying not to sink down too far, I can feel my body start to relieve itself.   It all happened too quickly, but now I am left trying to balance my body over this plastic tub filled with diarrhea.  Clenching the rail with my left hand I press the call button as fast as I can and then reattach my right hand to the left railing in an effort not to fall into the pile of waste. 

        

	The seconds seem like an eternity.  My strength is fading fast. Then, when I think I can't hold on any longer, an unknown face is at the door. "Hi! I'm Eric. Your nurse had an emergency with a coding patient, so I am here to help if that is OK? If not, we can wait on your nurse."




        Eric is putting on some plastic gloves. He is about 6' tall. He is the perfect specimen of a man. Eric's body is like a Greek god. I can see his muscles pushing against his blue scrubs. He seems to have the perfect golden tan and sun-streaked hair. Oh, and those piercing blue eyes.  Everything about him is total perfection. 




        You have to be kidding me!  The universe is a cruel jester.  So it comes down to two choices fast. I can sit in a pile of excrement while waiting for my nurse, or I can let this unbelievably handsome guy wipe my ass.  My body knows I can't hold on to the rail much longer. So I decided to forgo all modesty and accept the help.  




        He is fast and professional. By the time everything is taken care of, I am so exhausted I am just happy to relax.  




	Allowing this man to wipe my ass was a moment of surrender for me. Having always been one to do things for myself, the full complexity and reality of my situation seem to hit full force. I am utterly dependent on others.  Every bit of independence has been stripped away from me.  I am left to exist in this state and rely on others.

        

	No sooner have I had this thought than the conversation of the nurses comes back into my head.  The knowledge that they think I am too much trouble. The reality that I must rely on them. 




	I don't know how people are expected to heal while being cared for in an ICU.  The whole environment is so unfriendly to getting rest.  It seems like no more than 30  minutes can go by without some interruption.  The only quiet time is between midnight and about 4 am.  Between all the beeping of monitors, medication changes, and nurses in and out constantly, people are forever probing at you like a piece of meat on the bbq.   




        Each time a nurse has to come in for something, I feel worse and more of a burden. I know they are already tired of dealing with me.  The cycle of frustration seems to go on endlessly.  My fear grows with each press of the call button.




        When dinner arrives, I am still not hungry.  The odor leaking from under the shiny silver dome does absolutely nothing to entice me to open it and explore further.  A bit later, one of the nurses' assistants checked in on me and saw the untouched food tray. "You need to eat.  You need that to heal".




        "I am not hungry," I respond.




	"I can understand that.  If you can't eat, I at least need you to drink the Glucerna. It has all the nutrients you need.  You must drink the whole thing."

       

	I can do that.  I know I need to heal, so I grab the shake.  As I do, the assistant tells me to make sure to shake it good. 




        Giving it a few shakes, I peel back the top and drop a straw into it.  Taking a big sip, I immediately have to fight the urge to spit it out.  The viscous fluid is highly sweetened.  "Oh my goodness! That is horrible!" I tell the assistant as I put the shake back on the table.




        "What is wrong with it?" she asks.




        "I can't handle how sweet it is. It is sickening."




        "Oh, OK. We have a diet version. Let's try that next time.  Are you done with the food tray then?"

        

	"Yes."

        

	She starts clearing things up, and I ask for some juice to help clean out that taste from my mouth. "Orange or cranberry?" she asks.

"Cranberry, please"




	A few minutes later, she enters my room with a mini plastic water pitcher filled with ice and cranberry juice.  Ahhh, now that is most refreshing.

        

        Shift change is happening. My nurse lets me know she will be back with the next one to go over some stuff in a bit.  About 30 minutes pass before they come in again. They go over my condition as if I don't exist.  Then the new nurse starts using the Doppler on my foot.  I can see by the reaction on her face it still isn't looking good. "I will have to tell the ortho docs about this!" she says while looking at me. Somehow I have the sensation of being a child and getting told on by your sibling.




As the nurse steps out and the room falls quiet again, I am left with an internal dialog.  What are the things I can control in this current state of being? What are the things I must surrender to? How do I balance all this behind the pain and drugs?














CHAPTER 10

Overdosed

THE CLOCK SUMMARIZES fear, paranoia, brain injury, and drugs.  That big round old fashion clock marks each minute that passes slowly with its super thick black hands that made noise each time they moved to the next tick on the wheel.   I lay there paralyzed with the fear that filled me.  The clock just kept moving forward until the minute they would follow through with their threats.  I feel like I haven't slept in weeks. So terrified, if I do fall asleep, the nurses will kill me.




At 4:31 am, the nurse came into my room with a small brown bottle in her hand.  It had what looked like a dropper poking its rubber head out of the top of the bottle.  She moved around the bed as she opened it up. Then, squeezing out the air, she suctioned the fluid into the dropper about halfway.




"What is that?" I questioned.




"It is Respirdal," she replied. 




"Who ordered that?" I asked suspiciously




"The head nurse did.  You haven't been sleeping, and you need this to calm down."




As much as my instinct says to refuse what she will give me, my body has reached a state of total and complete exhaustion.   At that moment, I silently resign that whatever happens will happen.   The logical part of my brain refers to the previous conversation the nurses had about killing me.  Yet, total and complete resignation has set it.




She puts the dropper in my mouth and pushes the fluid.  I can taste the odd taste fill my mouth.  She turns and sets the bottle on the window sill before checking some of the monitors.  She then exits the room leaving the little brown bottle on the window.  I find it odd she hasn't taken it with her.  I quickly feel my body completely relaxing for the first time since I have entered this bizarre environment.  




4:36 am.  The nurse has entered the room again.  Why has she come back so soon?  I don't hear any alarms.  There are no flashing lights. Instead, she approaches the bed and immediately tells me, "Open your eyes!".   This statement doesn't compute in my brain because I am watching her.  "Open your eyes!"  She states again in a very stern voice.  Why is she getting so irritable all of a sudden?  My eyes are open.  "OPEN YOUR EYES!" She shouts at me.  As she yells this, I see her hand reach out to my chest.  She grabs a large section of skin and pinches me while twisting the tissue in her hand.  




I want to tell her to stop.  I want to know what her problem is.  Why is she acting like my eyes are closed? Then, as I am assessing the situation, she starts moving to the end of the bed.   Somehow I seem to know she is going for my foot.  I want to scream at her!  "Don't you dare!" But, instead, there are no words, just horror at the thought she might touch my already tormented foot.  She whips the sheet back from my feet and immediately grabs my right foot, and proceeds to dig her fingernail into the sole of my foot and run it up the entire length.  "OPEN YOUR EYES!" 




Is she stupid?  My eyes are open.  She turns and leaves as I am having this thought.  A sense of relief washes over me as she exits the room.  Less than 30 seconds later, she is back with a whole team of nurses. They are all rushing around frantically.  I see one nurse stab a syringe into me.  




Instantaneously my body reacts.  There is a sound of the wind, and the air feels electrified.  I sit upright and begin coughing uncontrollably.   It feels like I can't get enough oxygen into my body.  Everything around me is buzzing, and suddenly, I am fully back in my body.  




Afterward, there was a constant flurry of activity—hanging bags of blood and albumen on the IV pole. Finally, the nurses got me settled back into a resting position.  They adjusted all the pumps and meters.   Less than five minutes had passed, but it felt like a lifetime.  Now my body was indeed at the end of having any energy reserves left.   As I turned my head to go to sleep, I notice the little brown bottle still sitting on the window sill.   The thought crossed my mind, did they try to kill me?  After a brief entertainment of that thought, I finally fell asleep.  It was the first time I feel like I experienced real slept since I had arrived.




Later I was told what happened.  There was so much blood loss due to my injuries, but the pain medications had continued being given to my body by the pump. So essentially, I had overdosed.   








CHAPTER 11

Orthopedic Docs

       THE NIGHTS ARE always the longest. I am keeping a close eye on the clock. Always alert and wary not to fall asleep. Nurses come and go.  I welcome those few hours after midnight when I am left alone. Then, a few minutes after 4 am, it starts all over. First, someone is coming from the lab to draw blood. Then the technicians with the big portable x-ray machine come to get a good look at my lungs.  Then around 5:30 am, the ortho docs come in. "OK.  Time to take a look at everything." The tall doctor says. He grabs my leg and starts unwrapping the bandages. Intense searing pain quickly travels up the length of my left side. He has no tender touch. One might call it "manhandling" even. It is rough with no sensitivity to what I might be feeling.




        Trying to hold back from crying, I bite my lip and grimace.  My right hand is grabbing the railing of the bed and squeezing it until my knuckles are white. "The nurse told us she has been unable to get a pulse in your foot. This is not good at all." As he says this, I think to myself, yeah, but that can't be true. If it was true, why isn't it turning grey and dying?  Finally, he has finished unwrapping the bandages. It's the first time I have seen anything down on the lower part of my leg under the bandages. Almost my whole calf is covered in skin grafts—neat rows of staples tracing the edges.  The staples are so close together it almost looks like zippers.  The grafts look like angry flesh-colored fishnet stockings.  Several wounds look inflamed.  




        Two pins are protruding from just below my knee and another two right above my ankle. There is a crossbar running between them and another long bar of metal hovering above my leg, running the distance between knee and ankle.  But my foot looks good to 

me. In fact, it is the only seemingly ordinary thing anywhere below my pelvis.  




        "This isn't good at all." The doctor continues. "We need to amputate your leg." He turns to the other doctor and asks something about putting it on the books for tomorrow.  The shorter of the two doctors nods his head in agreement with the taller doctor.  




        "Here is the thing. You aren't getting proper blood flow to your foot.  You have had far too much damage in the lower area of your leg for it to recover. There is no way your limb will ever function again.  Plain and simple, there is just too much damage. Your leg should have been amputated already." He states matter of factly. "At the accident, all of your arteries were severed. So they did an arterial graft to get blood flow to your foot, which isn't working now. Also, you have had too much bone loss in the Tibia. You are missing about an inch and a half of bone.  We have never had a bone graft that big be successful." He pauses for a moment as if he has something to add but then just says, "Do you have any questions?"




        My brain is going a billion miles an hour.  If it should have been amputated, why wasn't it?  The whole blood flow thing boggles my mind.  I can't make heads or tail of what I need to ask. So instead, say, "There isn't any other alternative?"




        "No, it needs to be done." He doesn't expand. "We will have the nurse re-do your bandages," Finkemayor says as he turns to go. Neiman says something to him I can't hear, and they are gone just like that.




        I lay there in total disbelief.  The doctors are going to cut my leg off tomorrow.  




	Anguish. Turmoil. Disbelief. Amputation can't be happening.  If there was no chance of saving it?  Why have they already done arterial grafts? Why have they done skin grafts? Why does my foot still look healthy if it isn't getting blood?  Why if there was no chance of it ever working if it is still attached to me?   What will my life look like in the future?  Does that mean I will have phantom pain?  Prosthetics?! With my insurance situation, or lack thereof, would I even be eligible?  My brain feels like it is going to explode. Yet I need more information. 




        It would be so much simpler if I had a computer handy I could do some research on. Maybe make sense of everything that was being told to me by the professionals. But, even that is a stretch. I know that I wouldn't even have the energy to read a computer screen in this current medical condition. So, it is time to call my mother and see if she can get me more information.  




        The phone is resting on the bed table. With a little bit of pulling, I can slide the table close enough so I can reach the phone.  Lifting the handset, I turn it over and see the keypad. It is then I am greeted with dead space.  I don't mean space on the phone; I mean in my head.  There was total silence for a moment.  I sat there with the handset staring at me and me staring back in a silent face-off.  Something comes next.  My brain is grasping to find something in the black hole that has become my brain.  Before I can find anything in the void, my arm starts to tire, and I have to replace the phone.  It is at that moment I realize what comes next is dialing a phone number.  But what is it?  I know my mom's phone number.  Yet, for some reason, I can't seem to pull it out of the memory bank.  Numbers.  Yes, find the numbers.   916.  No, no, it changed, remember?  530 yes! For some reason, I know that is right. Well, the first three digits anyway.  I lay there as the minutes tick by, going through more numbers.  Everything seems chaotic.  Each combination comes and goes, but nothing seems to feel right.  My frustration at not being able to recall my mother's phone number is mounting.  I try to imagine calling her in the past. At that moment, I visualize the order of key presses that the muscle memory and memory work together and provide me with the winning combination.  Only then do the actual numbers come back into a usable order.  




        After a few minutes, I make the first attempt calling again but am met with a recorded greeting telling me if I need to get an outside line to dial #9 first.  I should have known that. That little detail makes me feel stupid. I have set up these types of systems before. If anyone should know to dial a #9 first, it should have been me.   Finally, after what seems like ages, I hear my mom's voice on the phone. Success.  I try to tell her the best I can about what the doctors had said and asked her to do some research for me about prosthetic devices.  She told me she would and would bring it down when she came to visit next.  Again I can feel the exhaustion taking over. 




        It would feel so good just to sleep. If only I could.  Those doctors are going to cut my leg off tomorrow.  As I lay there, the doctor's words went through my head.  What will my life look like after amputation?  It would have been much easier to have woken up from the induced coma with it gone already.  Now I get to anticipate the removal and wait, knowing these are my last hours with the part of my body.  It just doesn't feel right.  I know there is a lot of damage.  But seriously, what do those doctors know?  They think my foot isn't' getting blood flow when it is.  That stupid Doppler device must be lying.  




        Pushing the blanket completely off my body except for the small portion covering the lower part of my left leg, I try to visualize what my body will look like with just a stump.  How will that affect my day-to-day life?  Will I have to strap on a prosthetic every day?  What if I wake up in the morning and have to pee badly?  Will I have to hop to the bathroom?  What kind of prosthetic will I be eligible to receive? Again, I try to visualize going through each part of my day and how having only one leg will affect me.  




	As much as the doctors insist this needs to happen, I am starting to have some serious doubts.  If I woke up after the accident and my leg had already been amputated, it would be so much easier to accept.   This was different.  I have heard stories of frostbite and people having gangrene. Didn't amputation usually happen if there was something more imminently threatening?  They are basing their decision on what they think is possible. I know that little machine must be lying about the blood flow to my foot, or it wouldn't look as good as it does. 




	Something in my soul tells me to rebel against the amputation.  I just can't see that as my future.  Maybe my brain function has something to do with my perception of reality.  I feel like I have a broken leg, and in a few weeks, I will be up and walking around.  I could imagine what life would be like as an amputee, but I can't see that as my reality. I don't want to see it as my future. I don't want to be an amputee.  I want my leg.  It is my leg!  You are not going just to cut it off and throw it aside in some medical waste bin.  Can I even tell the doctors no?




        Brain cells churning a hundred miles an hour in a drug-induced haze.  Logic and emotion fighting each other.  Emotion is a bit of an overstatement,  as the logic side of things has quickly won over.  If they do the amputation, I will have no choice but to accept that as my reality.   This internal conflict just seemed to get bigger once I look beyond the cut and dry. (Yes, I can make jokes about amputation).  In essence, it boils down to a serious internal struggle of what I will stand for. It is another partial joke among the ruins.  My conclusions are going to challenge everything I have been taught about respecting your elders. It isn't a matter of respect.  These doctors, I am told, are some of the top orthopedic doctors in California.  They have studied for many years. They have a knowledge base of medical facts I can barely start to comprehend. 

        

	Who am I to question the professionals?

        

	That is a good question.  I am the one having the experience, this is all about me.  Already these doctors have done multiple surgeries to save my leg. As far as I am aware, it is not a threat to my life.  They tell me it won't work, but if that was the case, shouldn't it have been amputated when I arrived at the first hospital?  I would think if someone, somewhere along the way, had an idea it could work, that would be the reason to invest more time into it.  Apparently, someone thought it could work but, not these doctors.  The thought of telling the doctors "no" makes me very uncomfortable.  The nurses all think I am a difficult patient. If I disagree with the doctors, I am just going to make that situation worse.  

        

	Laying there, trapped in bed, my brain begins to take inventory.  Suddenly it is my character at the forefront of thought. You know you are a strong person. It's then I wonder what my alternate life would look like from the perspective of an older person doing inventory on their decisions.  When I am 85 years old, and I look back at this moment, will I be content with the decision to amputate? Will I feel like I cut myself short?  One thought comes through louder and more substantial than all the rest;  

        

	You will never be satisfied with the amputation unless you have first done everything within your power to fix it first.  You will look back on your life, and in the pit of your stomach, you will always wonder, "What if I had tried?" Truth.  A personal reality for me and me alone.  It was in that moment of realization about myself I received my answer.  I had to find a way to tell the doctors no.  




	Can I even do that?  Will I have the courage to stand up for myself? 




        Later that afternoon, one of the nursing assistants came into my room with a stack of papers. "Hi Liza, I have some papers for you to sign for surgery tomorrow." She goes over the contents of each document with me.  When she finshes asking all her questions, she slides the last paper in front of me. "Consent for Surgery"  




        "I have a choice about signing this, right?" I ask the nurse




        "Well," She says and pauses for an uncomfortable amount of time. 




        "I suppose.  You could." she continues with noticeable hesitation.

She is very uncomfortable. I imagine she doesn't want to be the messenger in this case. Her face is showing concern as she says, "I do know that this surgery is in your best interest. The doctors have scheduled this for a reason."  




        "I understand. But my leg doesn't have gangrene. Also, it does seem to be getting blood to my foot, even if the Doppler doesn't say so.  So right now, unless it is a threat to my life or putting me in danger, I am going to say no to the amputation."




        Deep inside, I can feel a huge weight lifted.  I did it. I stood up for myself.  




        "OK, I am going to have to notify the doctors." She says.  Why does it feel like she is saying like she is telling on me instead of just relaying information?




        "OK," I reply.  At this point, I really can't say much more.  There has been a line drawn.  I feel lighter for standing up for myself.  However, the weight is still hanging there because I know there will most likely be a doctor's pushback because of my decision. For now,  I only want to rest. Let whatever reaction take place and deal with the fallout later. 

        

        The following day the Twin Towers come into my room on rounds. Both men have incredibly stern looks on their faces.  They both do the perfunctory foaming of the hands. "I heard you didn't want to sign the consent form." Dr. Finkemayor says. 




	Is that a question or a statement?  




	Dr. Finkemayor continued in his slightly harsh but flat tone. "Look, your leg is in really bad shape right now.  This amputation is a necessity.  We haven't filled the surgery slot yet because we wanted to discuss this with you further.   Sometimes people in your position don't realize the full extent of their injuries.  Your leg is extremely damaged.  Too damaged to be a functioning limb.  The amputation is for your benefit." 




        "I understand.  But, if that were the case, I would think the first doctors would have amputated it." I replied as if it was a statement and not the burning question in my head.  




       "Which they really should have done," injects Dr.Neiman.

 

       "My leg is not currently threatening my life, right?" I ask.

 

       "No. Not, right at the moment." Dr. Finkemayor replies




       "If it is threatening my life, I will consent." I can see both doctors are frustrated with me. They are intent on doing the amputation.  I can tell they both think I am not making a sound decision. 

        

	"Well, there isn't much else we can tell you then except you really should reconsider. It is for your benefit.  Your healing and recovery time will be much less." Says Dr. Finkemayor.  

	

	"Yes, you need to reconsider." Dr. Neiman parrots.

        

	"Thank you.  I understand."




Frick and Frack foam their hands again while shaking their heads. They are conversing in low tones as they depart my room.  I sink deeper into the bed, comforted because later today, I will still have two legs.  Two.  Whatever condition they may be, they will both still be mine and attached to my body. 














CHAPTER 12

Disconnect

	"HOW ARE YOU, Honey Bunches?" she asked.  The familiarity of her voice and face is comforting on a subconscious level.  Something, however, is profoundly unsettling me.  I am good.  I look at her. 




	Something isn't working.  I want to tell my mom that thought, but when I try, nothing happens. "Words come out of your mouth." I hear from somewhere in the back of my brain.  




	There is a severe disconnect happening.   A black void has filled the space between my brain and my mouth.  Frustration is starting to build because I know I want to tell my mom those few words, but I can't connect to the speech centers in my brain.   How does that even happen?  Then, exhaustion begins to overwhelm me, forcing me to rest my head on the pillow again.  




	"Mom," it comes out without thinking.  She smiles at me and reaches out, taking my hand in hers. "I'm good." The words now come out quickly.  The dark void is gone right now. "I couldn't make the words come out."




	"I could see," she says while gently stroking my hand. "I am going to ask about this and see what is going on.  I will be right back, honey." She squeezed my hand one more time before exiting the room.  As much as I wanted to know what was going on, I wanted her by my side more.  




	A few moments later, she returned with a nurse. "So, your mother had some questions.  I will do my best to explain this to you both.  You have sustained a brain injury.  So imagine your brain is like a bowl of jello.  If you were to hold the bowl in both hands and give it a very sudden hard jolt or impact, you would see a few things happen.  Parts of the jello will completely separate from each other; some of the jello will get stretched out.  The same thing happens in your brain.  Some of your neural pathways have broken, and some connections stretched.  So when you experience breaks in speech patterns, it is because that neural connection broke, and it needs to get rebuilt.  Some of these connections will recover faster than others.  I will get you a printout of information about brain injury that should answer any more questions you have." 




	Brain injury, they must be mistaken.  What does that mean for my long-term cognition? Will this affect motor functions?  Will I have to learn everything again?   Briefly, I consider my friend Johnny Rotten who had a motorcycle accident.  He had brain damage and had to relearn pretty much everything.  This thought scares me for a moment.  Wait, slow down.   If I can think about this, at least I must have a reasonably small injury. "Don't worry, honey.  You are going to be just fine." Her words are interrupting everything.  There is the void again.  I wonder if that void is what it is like for people in a coma?   The nurse turns to go saying she will be right back.




	Again my mother comforts me and tells me not to worry about my brain that everything will be alright.  I can see she is saying this just as much for her benefit as for mine.   Immediately she begins chatting about other things. "So I have some emails I printed out for you.  I think you will like to see them.  Also, just so you know, you have been on the prayer list.  Everyone is praying for you.  Oh, and I also heard mention from the nurses that you just might stabilize enough to be transferred out of the ICU.  Also, I talked with Doodle. She is very concerned and sends her love from Prague.  We also talked with your Landlord, and he is being extremely nice and won't be charging any extra fees.  Craig is going to take a trailer over to your house on Saturday.  Lauren and some other people volunteered to help.  They said they should have your stuff moved out of the house by the end of the weekend.   Some guy that knew about computers went in to shut down your network properly.  They were able to get your client list out of your database and properly contact all your clients as well." As she is talking, I am thankful to have such amazing friends and family and still absorbing the changes.  Everything is just happening without me.  I can only listen to the reports about my life like I am an observer.




	The nurse returns with some papers stapled together, which she hands my mother. "Hopefully, this will explain things in more scientific detail."  




	Immediately my mother hands the papers to me. "Here you go, honey." There is some official-looking seal on the upper left-hand side of the page signifying a university.   




	"Traumatic Brain Injury" is written in bold letters across the top of the page.




	Maybe this will give me some perspective. "I'm going to go use the bathroom. I will be right back," says my mother. I am still looking at the papers.   "Ok," I respond.




	Looking at the paper, I wonder why I haven't begun reading it yet—starting at the first word; I have to sound it out syllable by syllable in my head.  The first word assembled, and I start the next word, but by the time I have put the third word together, I forgot the ones that came before.  The first sentence is still under construction as my mother returns. "So what do you think, honey?"  

	

	"I haven't gotten far." My instinct is to hide this from my mom.  However, the frustration is growing.  "I can't get past the first sentence."   




	"Take your time, honey. I know you can do it." Taking her encouragement to heart, I begin reading again since I have forgotten everything already.  The struggle deepens to finish the first paragraph, it dawns on me that I have been attempting this for about 30 minutes now and still don't understand what I read.  Suddenly I flashback to the week before my accident.




	Working on my degree, I had also enrolled in a speed reading class just for fun.  The teacher had come up to me during class as everyone was busy reading on their terminals. "Liza, I have a little bit of a problem." She said in a library voice with a smile. "I don't know what I am going to do with you.  We haven't even reached the halfway mark in the semester, and you have reached 6000 words per minute.  The computer program breaks at 9000 words per minute.  I have never had someone progress this fast.  So now I don't know what to do with you?"  




	"Well, even if I do max out the software, I would love to stay because I very much enjoy the lecture portion where you break down the different roots and words for pattern recognition.  I find it extremely helpful." I whisper back.




"Well, as long as you are happy with that." She smiled again and went back to her desk.




	I sat in the hospital bed with a very clear knowledge of what I had been capable of just a few weeks before. Now, my cognitive and analytical  abilities reduced to almost nothing.  There was some solace in the knowledge that my brain was able to make the connections between levels of cognition.  I still had logic and reason centers working. On the other hand, my ego struggled with the demotion of fundamental abilities such as reading a simple sentence, voicing thoughts, or remembering new pieces of simple information.




	By this time, the nurses had asked me enough times, "Do you know where you are?" to know that I was having problems locking in certain pieces of information.  I recalled the helicopter ride to Enloe Hospital.  As many times as they told me I was in Sutter Roseville Hospital, I couldn't seem to lock the name into my memory bank.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't make it stay.  I also had no reference in my brain to make an association. So the next time someone would ask, all I could remember was the name, Enloe.  




	Pushing the papers to the bed table, I decided I would try again later as the frustrations seemed to make the whole process of reading all the more difficult. Still, my spirit is rebelling against all thoughts of brain injury.  It just has to get better.  I can live with broken bones and a broken body, but I need my brain at its full potential. 




	My mother adds a small clutch of papers to the stack. "These are all the emails I printed out. Also there are a few papers in there about the prosthetic you requested. "Shuffling through, I see the first page containing the pictures of prosthetic legs.  With a glance, I can see it is mostly just some pictures of different Prostheses.  I wanted more information about the different types of technology that are in them. I wanted to know what I would be eligible to get. The expensive, fully computerized ones would most likely be out of my reach due to the insurance situation. I needed to make sure if I did decide to amputate, I wouldn't get stuck with the equivalent of a wooden leg. 




	"Is that what you wanted, honey?" my mother asks with a smile. "Yes, thank you." I don't have the energy to tell her that I wanted more.  Also, I know just this information was probably to the best of her internet searching abilities, and for that, I was grateful. "Is there anything else you want me to bring you next time?"




	"I can't think of anything at the moment."




	"Well, I have to get back on the road.  Sorry, I couldn't stay longer, but you know that drive.  I am just a phone call away if you need anything.  I love you, Honey-bunches!"




	"I love you, Momasita."  




	Laying there for a few minutes, I decided this time I would try to read some emails first.  Maybe starting with something that didn't have such large vocabulary words would make it a bit easier. But, unfortunately, by the time I got through the first small email between my mom and some of her church friends, I was utterly exhausted. So, placing the papers back on the table, I decided to continue later. 














CHAPTER 13

You're Going to be Depressed

        “GOOD MORNING LIZA.  I have your medicine.”  It’s the nurse from two days ago.  “I need to scan your wrist.” She says as she pulls the bar code reader from the side mounting on the computer. Offering her my wrist, she waves the light over my wristband, the computer beeps, and the screen changes. She hands me a little paper cup with several pills in it. Something is different.  There is an extra pill in the cup. That wasn’t here yesterday.  Is she pulling a fast one? Is this one of the nurses that wanted to kill me?




        “There is an extra pill. What is it?” I ask.




	“Oh yes. That. We added an antidepressant.” She replied.




        “I don’t need that,” I said flatly.




        “Yes, you do need that.” She countered.




        “No, I am not a depressed person,”  I replied while thinking she had no clue about my personality.




        “Well, the doctor ordered it for you. You need to take it.” She said, applying more pressure.

        

	“But I am not depressed and never had a problem with depression.” 




        “You don’t understand.  You have been in a severe traumatic accident.  You are going to be dealing with a lot in the upcoming weeks.  You are going to need this.”




        The exhaustion is setting in.  Conversations are so tiresome and seem to take all my energy.  I sure don’t have the power to fight with this nurse. I know they think I am a difficult patient. Now,  I must just be proving them right.  Never in my life have I dealt with depression. I have been down before, but it goes against everything inside me to get into a fully depressed state of mind.  Even if I know deep inside I don’t need this stupid pill; I don’t have the energy to argue with her. 




        I was taking the small paper cup and dumping the pills in my mouth all at once. The nurse pushes a cup into my hand, and I take a massive swallow of water and wash them all down.   She turns and leaves.  I am left alone with a minor defeat. 




         The clock on the wall is now hitting 2 pm.  A small part of me rejoices that I am still strapped to this bed in the ICU and not in the operating room.   My body gives an involuntary shudder at the thought.   Maybe the doctors were right. Perhaps I am making the wrong decision. Possibly I am being stubborn and holding on to something impossible?   Or perhaps I am true to myself?   Only the passage of time will reveal the truth.














CHAPTER 14

Family Visit

        A NURSE POKES her head in the door and informs me that my family is on the way to visit now that I am awake. As the moments' pass, I sit in a confused state. It is as if my brain is rebelling against me. All I want to do is sleep. Just as my eyes close and start to relax, the blood pressure cuff grabs my arm with a ferocity.  It hurts. A wave of panic rushes over my body like thousands of hot needles. One of the monitors above my head starts alarming. The sound is piercing my ears. Oxygen! I can't seem to catch my breath. Why do I feel like I just ran a marathon?  My heart is beating so fast. Panic. Fear. Adrenaline. Everything suddenly is going out of control. It doesn't make sense to me. Several nurses come running into the room. I know they are moving quickly by the cool air currents providing a brief millisecond of relief from the heat. Everything in my vision seems to be moving in slow motion. I can hear the nurses saying things, but they sound so far away. The only thing I can hear is the beating of my heart. It just keeps beating faster and harder.

        

        Suddenly it is as if the whole universe exists in my heart. Faster. Harder. Faster. I don't think my heart can beat faster without exploding in my chest.  The flurry of activity continued. I couldn't think. I couldn't talk. My heart. My heart, My heart! [The heart has a memory. As I wrote these words, I thought of exactly how those moments felt. I could feel a genuine echo of pain in my heart.]




        I see a pile of IV bags dumped on the table next to me as the nurse's work is a flurry of organized chaos. Blood! They are hanging several bags of blood and several other packs of some milky-looking fluid. I see the nurse turn the IV on, and within a minute, my heart starts to slow. Still, my heart is beating faster than normal.  But, it no longer feels like it is bruising my chest cavity with its angry beating. As time passes, my heart continues to slow.

        

        About 40 minutes later, it feels like my heart has normalized. So does the rest of my body. No longer in a state of panic, the exhaustion sets in like a brick wall. Every part of my body is tired. I don't even have the energy to adjust the wires and leads out of the way. I want to sleep. I feel like I haven't slept in a week.




        Letting my eyes close, I start to drift off to sleep when I hear the door sliding open. Barely opening my eyes, I see my mother poking her head into the room.

        

        "Hi, mom."  




        "Hello, honey! It's so good to see you awake." She says softly.  As she enters, I can see the look of worry she is desperately trying to hide. She wears it like a fur coat.  As she smiles, her eyes look like she is about to start crying.  "Sorry I wasn't here sooner. We came as soon as we got the call. It takes us about an hour and a half to get here from the ranch."  




        "It's OK," is all I have the energy to say. Deep inside, knowing it was a good thing. Imagine if Mom had arrived here an hour ago. I am grateful she didn't have to observe what happened.




        "Would you feel bad if I fell asleep?" I ask.




        "Oh honey, go ahead. I will be right here," she said. That was all I needed to hear, and I closed my eyes.




        I don't know how long I was asleep. When I woke up, my mother was still sitting next to me. It was comforting to have her there. The whole environment is unsettling with the constant alarms and beeping, poking, and prodding, foreign and slightly disturbing smells. Foreign is the best adjective. Suddenly it was a bit easier to have at least one familiar person, so it didn't feel so much like an alternate reality.







        "We have to go now. I am sorry we can't stay longer," Mom said as she brushed the top of my forehead with her hand.  It felt so relaxing to feel her touch me with love and contrasted my recent experience.




        "It's OK. I understand" Just speaking a little bit took such a large amount of energy. On some level, I was thankful I wouldn't have to talk or entertain. 




ICU











CHAPTER 15

Friend Check

	THE EXHAUSTION ENVELOPED every cell in my body.  The slightest movement and even just talking seem to put me right back over the edge.    




	Today has mostly just been a constant state of exhaustion.  Fighting for your life is hard work.  It has been almost three weeks since the accident, and I am still in the Intensive Care Unit with various critical problems.  Today has been mellow compared to the previous days of constant alarms while on the brink of death.  Today is just pure exhaustion.  




	The ringing of the telephone rouses me from the foggy haze enough to decide to answer it. However, as I lift my arm from the bed, I am immediately forced to return it to the home position.  The blood pressure cuff requires my arm to be still during the reading, or it will just continue to cut off my circulation and retry until it gets a result.  The phone continues its high-pitched, slightly hollow plastic tone.  I want to answer it but am forced to listen to it ring.  The pressure reading finally finishes just as the phone gives off its last sound.




	Part of me is sad I missed the call, but another part is a little happy I didn't have to maneuver for the phone.  The automated blood pressure cuff has managed to zap more of my energy.  Closing my eyes to go back to sleep, I am interrupted by the phone again.  Reaching across the bedside table, I grab the handset and turn it around to find the answer button.  




	"Hello," I say in what I can only imagine is a feeble voice.  Also, there is the other ongoing issue of having a lung that collapsed. So talking takes a lot of energy I don't have right now.




	"Liza!  If you are up for it, I want to come to see you." I immediately recognize this as the voice of Lauren. "I miss you so much.  Do you think you can handle a visit?  I feel like it has been forever.  I don't have to do my route today so that I can drive down to Roseville. Don't worry if you don't have much energy. I want to see you. How does that sound?" She sounds so full of enthusiasm and energy.




	"As much as I want to visit, I just don't think I can today." Just staying awake for this phone call is draining my reserves.  

	

	"Don't worry if you can't handle it. I will sit there, or I can leave. I need to see you.  I miss you." She states.  




	"OK." I reply, not having the energy to tell her I only want to sleep.




	"Wonderful! I am going to get on the road soon. See you in a few hours.  I can't wait.  Oh, and I have that check thing.  See you in a few.  Bye." She says in an over bubbly voice.




	"Bye," I say, about to pass out.




	I don't think people understand how much energy it sometimes takes to visit, but if she drives this far for a visit, I feel like I can't refuse, even if just a few minutes.  She is my best friend, but my body doesn't differentiate between family, friend, or foe.  My body only knows it is overloaded and is trying to recover.




	The fatigue that has filled me requires another nap to try and reach some equilibrium.  At least there are a few hours before anyone will be here.  If I get somewhat lucky and have no emergencies or other weirdness going on, I should be able to rest up at least enough to have a small conversation when Lauren arrives.




	It is still near impossible to get quality sleep in this place with all the beeping and external noise that is always happening. So drifting off somewhere between sleep and consciousness is about as good as it gets.  Especially for a person like me, that is sensitive to sound.




	What I had hoped for turned into an endless parade of sound and activity. By the time Lauren showed up, my exhaustion was in full effect.  Just as she made her way to the bed, Lance followed her in.  She didn't mention he was coming as well.  




	"How are you doing? You look good. How do you feel?" She says.  I can tell she is lying about the good-looking part to make me feel better.




	In a low half mumble, I reply, "I am just so tired." 




	"Don't worry. We can hang out." She says as she pulls a chair over next to the side of the bed. "I brought down some of the emails you might want to see." She pulls a folder out of her bag and opens it. "I can read them to you."




	"OK." At least that doesn't require any effort from me other than listening.  As she starts reading, it becomes clear she has made herself the central point of information relayed among my friends.  It is nice to hear the chatter going on among my friends. 




	She reads me about 15 pages of email print-outs.  Meanwhile, Lance sort of hovers on the other side of the room.  I am sensing some discomfort between the two of them. But I have seen this many times before, so don't think much about it.  Just about the time she finishes reading, I feel like I am going to fall asleep again.




	"I am so sorry, but I need to sleep now," I tell her, knowing I need sleep but feeling guilty because she drove all this way to visit.  




	"I understand. It would help if you had lots of sleep.  We can leave now." As she says this, I see Lance give her a bit of a glaring look.  There is a tension I can't quite put my finger on. "Oh!  Right, I need to have you sign that check I told you about." She says, turning her back and pulling out another folder.  She shuffles a few papers and pulls out a check. She adjusts the table and hands me a pen.  She then lays the check face down on the table without showing it to me.  I know they have received the insurance check for the motorcycle in both Lauren's and my name, but I know no details about what has been happening beyond that.

	

	As I turn the check over to look,  she immediately reaches out and turns it over again.  Not before I saw the amount.  $16,500.00.   That didn't make sense.  The numbers don't add up.  Lauren pushes the pen into my hand.  In the background, I can sense Lance is getting more nervous. He begins to pace back and forth.  I am so exhausted I don't even have the energy to question what is happening.  I am just trying to fight for my life.  Deep in my heart I know exactly the betrayal that is taking place. Even in this state of complete exhaustion the math comes pretty easily.   




	Choose your battles.  Sign now and worry about it later. Using the provided pen, I scribble my signature on the back of the check.  I don't know what to say to them.  I can tell Lauren didn't want me to see the amount on the front.  It all feels very uncomfortable.  Both of them show visible signs of relief as I sign.  Body language can be so transparent.  Their body language is telling me volumes along with the micro-expressions.  When you are locked in one place and can only observe, it seems as if everything is heightened expression.  The slightest muscle movements speak volumes. 




	No sooner have I signed, and they are telling me they will leave because rest is essential.  The words seem to fade into oblivion as the actions of what has just happened become transparent.  Inside I can feel my stomach in knots.   However, I question the visceral reaction I am having and tell myself it might just appear one way since I am in this weird situation. Maybe my perspective and instinct are skewed due to trauma and drugs.  Lauren is my best friend.  I have to trust she will be honorable with me.




	I want to sleep, but now my brain is on overdrive.   When I found the Dyna for sale, I didn't have the cash on hand.  I had made the offer months before but never heard back.  Meanwhile, I had been riding my Sportster.  So when the guy called back and said he still had the Dyna for sale at a price well under market price, Lauren offered to loan me the money.  I told her no at first because of the wisdom of never mixing money and friendship.   In the end, I ended up borrowing $13,500.00 from her so I could purchase the motorcycle.  In the time leading up to the accident, I had already paid it down by about $5000.00.  




	Right now, my priority is to get better and get out of the hospital.  I can't spend time or energy on this right now.  Deep down, I feel the screwing happening but am unable to fight it.  I can see the betrayal on the wall.  However, one part of me who always wants to have faith in people keeps saying to give her a chance. She is your best friend. She will probably cash the check and give back the money I paid to her.  For now,  I need to push this out of my mind because it gives me a bad feeling. 

















Part Three




Surgical Wing








CHAPTER 16

Lillies

	THE SCENT OF the lilies filled the air.  Flowers are not just beautiful to observe. Flowers are not simply an expression of sentiment. Right now, flowers are my savior.  There is such a contrast between this room and the ICU.  They wouldn't allow flowers in my room while I was in the Intensive Care Unit.  After three painful weeks in the ICU, I have been transferred to the hospital's surgical wing and am now allowed to have flowers in my room.  




	I wonder if the hospital only stocks lilies?  Every single person that sent flowers ordered me lilies.  They are my favorite flower, so it is a huge bonus.  The scent drowns out the sterile and foreign hospital smells.  The change in the air and the olfactory illusion do wonders to settle my nerves. After the terror of the ICU, this new room feels so warm and inviting.




	One of the nurses pokes her head in the door just as I am having these thoughts. "You know, as I am going through my shift, I find myself pausing for a short moment in front of your door.  Your room smells like a garden. It is so refreshing." The nurse smiles as she says this and leaves.




	For what seems the first time in weeks, I can get a few hours of sleep.  If it weren't for the horrible amount of pain, I would probably sleep through the night. There is a trade-off in sleep when there is a pump that provides pain medication.  The big problem is they set a timer to keep things even, so you have to push the button once every five minutes.  When you get exhausted and finally sleep for a bit, there is no pain medication. Eventually, you are woken up in intense agony, that getting it back under control is very difficult.  Those pain crises usually require a nurse to get authorization to add some pain medicine, but that always takes time.  So, upon waking, the next hour or so is spent getting the pain to a tolerable level.  Pain control is one of the big problems during the recovery process when your body needs to sleep the most.




	The scent in the air calms my nerves. Everything else is so void of color and warmth.  There are still the artificial sounds of beeping machines. Always the sounds of people on the go.  The muffled tones of people talking outside the door.  My bed alone looks like an erector set.  The hospital tech staff have added an external frame to the bed. The extended additions serve as the framework for keeping my left leg in traction.  There is also a trapeze bar hanging down above my head to help me sit up.  One of my friends has stuck a little stuffed animal down at the foot of my bed. There are a few more scattered around now that they are allowed.  




	The softness of the fur was comforting.  The little rottweiler stuffed animal was the softest of them all.  Being a full-grown adult and highly logical, I would usually have no place for stuffed animals. Yet having something soft to hold during the long lonely hours that passed filled a void. That was something else they didn't allow in the ICU.  I am just so thankful for these minor upgrades that make this whole experience somewhat tolerable.




	Dr. Finkemayor entered the room with the perfunctory foaming of the hands. His stride so long he covered the distance from the door to the bed in two steps. As if in slow motion, I watched his hand reaching for the metal bed frame. Knowing there wasn't enough time to say anything, I sucked in a deep breath. The waves of pain jolted my body as he grabbed the frame and leaned forward, and said, "How are you feeling today?" 




	I was biting my lip and holding my breath longer than I should, trying desperately not to cry out. Another jolt of pain as he straightened up with a big smile on his face.  I wanted to scream at him. 




	"Your hand!" was all I could get out as another jolt wracked my body as he turned.

"Please, I can't handle the movement."




	There was a puzzled look on his face.  




	"It's moving the bed," I forced myself to say. It is incredible how hard it can be to make a thought come out of your mouth when the signal of pain overrides everything else.

Finally, it dawned on him, and he removed his hand.  After a few minutes, I was able to regain my composure as the pain subsided.  




	"So, how are you today?" He repeated his question from before.




	"Much better now that I am out of ICU.," which was the understatement of the century.  I was beyond thankful to be out of the ICU. It was the first day in the hospital that I didn't feel like I would die at any given second. It was the first time I didn't feel paranoid.  It was the first time sleep occurred that felt like more than a brief interrupted nap.




	"Good. Good. So things are looking a bit better.  We will sort of monitor things for a few days, and then we will make a new plan. Sound good?" Without even really waiting on an answer, he was heading out of the room.  If there is one thing I have learned while being in the hospital, that is how most doctors are.  They always have one foot out the door. 




It always takes time to recover from these little visits from the doctors.  Gratitude fills my heart that I at least have a semi-comfortable space in which to try to regain my energy and allow the pain to subside.








CHAPTER 17

Wild Warrior

	AS HE ENTERED the room, I didn't recognize him.  His hair was graying, as was his beard.  Both are suffering the effects of wind and are wildly out of control.  He was wearing some old military camouflage pants he had cut into shorts with strings dangling from the hemline.  He was wearing a fairly standard style leather biker vest that had a variety of patches and pins.  The vest is unbuttoned, showing his shirtless, slightly protruding chest and belly.  Even though I had never met him, I could instantly see he was part of my tribe.  He was a biker.  Given the patches and pins, I could tell he was also a Vietnam vet. 




	"Hello!" He said with a beaming smile, "My name is Sam Arab, but everyone calls me Chaplain Sam.  I heard about your accident through the C.M.A. That's the Christian Motorcycle Association.  I don't know if you are familiar with them, but this part of what I do is visit people.  Do you mind if I visit with you?" 




	"I would like that very much" There has been so much time alone. Visitors had been few and far between due to the several hours of travel time it took most of my family and friends to get there.  




	"So you are probably wondering how I got your information.  There was a prayer request that went out. When I heard your story, I just knew I had to come and visit you.  There is also another young lady that was in an accident with her father. I want to visit them as well.  They are on a different floor."

	

	"Do you mind if I pray for you? It is something I like to do when I visit people?"  




	"Sure," I reply, thinking I can use all the help I can get at this point.  




	"Great!  Dear Father, this woman here needs your help for a full recovery. She has been through a lot and has already experienced some miracles, and now we are asking for more.  Please help her to be strong and courageous as she is healing." Opening his eyes, he continues to speak. "I wish I could stay longer today, but I have a lot going on and still want to get upstairs.  Do you mind if I visit again?"




	"That would be nice" No matter how long or short, any visit is welcome at this point. "I just can't always guarantee I have the energy." There is always a feeling of responsibility when someone asks if they can visit to let them know I may need to sleep.




	"I understand.  Here is my card. That's my number call me if you need anything. Also, I wrote my email address on the back, so you can also do that if you have a computer.  I will call and check in on you soon." He said with a huge smile. He waved as he departed.  What a selfless thing he does by visiting strangers in the hospital.  




	True to his word, he called me a few days later. "Hey there, it's Chaplain Sam.  I was heading over that way and thought I would stop in for a visit if you were up for it?"  




	"That would be wonderful."




	"Oh, and I was going stop by Jack-In-The-Box and grab a quick bite to eat.  Would you like anything?  I know that hospital food is probably pretty horrible."




	My first instinct was to say no since I usually don't eat fast food.  But there was something that rang true about the hospital food, and I didn't know if I could handle one more hospital meal.  So I figured some chicken nuggets might be a nice change.




	"Some chicken nuggets or something would be nice." 




	"OK, see you in a jiffy," he said and clicked off the phone.




	About twenty minutes later, Chaplain Sam entered the room wearing the same clothes as before and looking like he just stepped off his motorcycle. I could smell the food before he even set down the bag.




	"They have chicken strips, so that is what I grabbed you." He said with a huge smile.




	The fast-food was making my mouth water with anticipation. "You don't mind if I eat it right now, do you?"




	He smiled and laughed. "That's why I brought it." He said with a wink.




	As I began to devour the chicken fingers, which was probably the most heavenly food I had experienced in over a month, he started telling me about the girl upstairs and how her leg was injured but not as bad as mine. Then, he suggested we meet up and talk.  Maybe we could provide some support for each other.   He told me stories of rides he had been on, regaled me other people's hospital stories.  He shared with me the pains of missing his son and wanting to reconnect. His selfless way of sharing touched my heart.  




	By the time I had finished the chicken strips and he had finished his stories, I was exhausted again. "I hate to do this, but I need to nap."

	

	"Yes. Yes, of course.  You rest.   I will call to check on you again soon."  




	He was true to his word. Every few days, I would get a phone call or a visit from him for the entire three weeks I was in the hospital's surgical wing.  








CHAPTER 18

Best Advice

	HANGING UP THE phone, I find my excitement rising a bit.  Trish is on her way down from Chico to come to visit.  Being so far from friends and family has taken a toll because visits are few and far between.  The nurse was kind enough to have my dressing change rescheduled to much later in the day, so I wouldn’t be exhausted when Trish arrived.




	A few hours later, Trish is poking her head in the door.  On her head is a light pink bandanna, and she is wearing silver mirrored sunglasses, a Harley-Davidson tank top, and blue jeans.  Trish immediately removes the sunglasses as she reaches the threshold of the door. As soon as we make eye contact, she steps into the room.  “How are you?  You don’t have to answer that either,” she says cheerfully.  “So glad you can finally have visitors.”  She tosses the sunglasses on the tray table and pulls a chair right up to the side of the bed.  Just having a friend present feels good.  She asks the basic status update questions.   




	I let her know all the information I have up to this point.  I also share some unanswered questions I have.  




	“Having gone through all this with Johnny, there are a few things I would like to tell you and suggest.  The first is that you always have to advocate for yourself because nobody else will.  The number of times the doctors missed stuff with Johnny was crazy. Second, if you feel like something is off or wrong, you have to say something.  Not only do you have to say something, but you also have to make sure they have heard you.  Don’t ever feel like you shouldn’t say something or bring something up because of what they might think or how they might react.  It is hard when you are going through something like this, but it is so important.” 




	“Second, is keep a list of questions for the doctors.  Always write them down and have them ready.  You will have limited time to ask the doctors questions.  We kept a notepad and a pen next to Johnny’s bed, and the moment we had a question, we would write it down.  This method saved him on several occasions.”  For the next few hours, she sat and told me about different situations she had experienced while Johnny was recovering.  It was a bonus to talk to someone who had such a knowledge of navigating the system. 




	Her visit ended up having the most impact.  Within a few days of her visit, I had experienced the value of writing my questions down the moment I had them. It was during one of those 4:30 am doctor round visits while I was half asleep.  They came in the room with a flurry of activity, and had it not been for the little pad of questions near my bedside. I would have forgotten. So it was when I asked about a blood test that was mentioned the day before by a nurse and when I questioned the doctor, his response was, “Yes, that is a great idea. We should run that test.  I will have it ordered”.   It turns out that little blood test had been overlooked and turned out to be critical in my recovery, but had I not asked about it and reminded them, it might not have occurred.  




	Special thanks to Trish for her presence and for gifting me this valuable information that help change the course of my recovery.








CHAPTER 19

Physical Assault

	TODAY I AM scheduled for my first physical therapy session since I got transferred into the hospital's surgical wing.  I can't even imagine what this will entail since I am immobilized,  locked to the hospital bed with all sorts of wires and tubes.  Also, my leg is still in traction.




	When the PT team arrives, they inform me today; I will be putting my leg over the side of the bed for a few minutes.  I don't think they understand how painful just the slightest movement is.  After telling me what the goal is, they go into autopilot.  They begin rearranging everything and moving IV lines out of the way, changing the position of the catheter bag, and getting the bedside stuff out of the way.  




	"I don't think this is a good idea," I say to one of the PT staff. 




	"You need to start therapy now.  It is imperative." the older lady responds.




	"Yes, but when I sat in the heart chair, my foot was down for just one minute, which caused days of extreme swelling and tremendous pain." Just thinking about that experience sent a shiver up my spine.




	"Yes, it will probably hurt, but it needs to happen." She said, dismissing me completely.




	These people are here to do their little part in my recovery, but they have no medical knowledge about the true extent of my injuries or any idea of my pain levels.  Just the slightest movement sends mind-numbing pain through my body. Yet, I submit because arguing takes more energy.




	First, they raise the back of the bed.  Then without warning, the other PT tech grabs the sheet at my feet and starts pulling it off the side of the bed with my legs in tow.  




	"Stop!  That hurts!" I say as I try to bite my lip at the same time.  I can hardly get the words out.  The pain is shooting up and down my whole body.  The physical therapist ignores me and continues moving me, pulling me. I am surprised by how strong they are as they exert more force.




	"STOP!" I say a little louder.




	"Don't fight with us." The older one snaps back. "We know what we are doing." As she says this, she reaches forward and starts pulling my body toward the edge of the bed.  The pain gets worse by the second. My body is being forced to the edge of the bed.  The older lady has both of my arms in a vice grip.  I start to lean back against the force of the pull.  To my horror, the other tech has just yanked my legs off the side of the bed.




	The instant he let my left leg falls over the edge of the bed, I could feel the hot rush of pain flood through me.  The heat was unbearable.  In under 5 seconds, I could already feel the extreme pressure start to build as the swelling came on like a tsunami rushing from the upper part of my leg to the lower. At this point, the tears start.  I feel helpless as their assault on me goes on, and they aren't listening to me. 




	"Put me back now!" I say in the most demanding and authoritative voice I can manage. I can still feel the older lady pulling me forward to assert her authority and cause pain on purpose because I disagree with her. "NOW!" I yell.  The pressure in my leg feeling like it will split in two.  I can see the colors changing from red to purple on my foot.  Already my foot has swollen to twice its natural size.




	Finally, they start moving me back into place.  The pain is tremendous.  But above the physical pain is the feeling of being completely violated.  This experience was like a physical assault the way they grabbed me and forced me off the side of the bed.  The whole time I am telling them, no, and they aren't listening.  If anything, it just seemed to make them more intent on being rough and cruel. 




	By the time they finally exit the room, I am a complete mess. The pain is out of control, and I am an emotional wreck.  Buzzing the nurse to request more pain meds, I have just to lay there and wait.  As usual, it takes too much time for the nurse to request the extra pain medication I need to get this crisis back under control.  So for the next 45 minutes, I lay there in agonizing pain.  




	Phoning my mother, I tell her what just happened.  Her reaction is one of disbelief at first, but once I have finished explaining to her, she is on a mission to file a formal complaint, which I don't have the energy to do.  The only thing I know right now is that I never want those two assholes in my room again.  They shouldn't be doing physical therapy with attitudes like they have.  Also, now my leg is swollen to twice the size it was before, which means lots of additional pain.  




	If there is something I have learned, it is that you have to listen to your body.  These people in the hospitals are just going off some "standard" checklist of treatment.  As much as they tell me it needs to happen now, I know the time is inappropriate.




	The next day word has reached the doctors that I am a problem patient because I refuse physical therapy. So when they visit, I receive a lecture on how I need to comply because they know what they are doing.  




	"So it is OK for them not to listen to a patient? For them to physically assault me as they did? Can't you see my leg is twice the size?  The swelling isn't going down either.  I would be more than happy to comply with a therapy that doesn't hinder my recovery, but maybe you guys need to reassess the situation.  Also, I am going to file a formal complaint against the physical therapy team.  They crossed the line."




	The doctors, Frick and Frack, whisper something between themselves. "Given the amount of swelling, it probably isn't good to put your leg down yet. We will note that in your file." A small piece of me feels justified; the doctors agree with my assessment of the situation. However, the other part of me is angry that they did nothing to address the behavior of the physical therapy team.  Inside I feel such a conflict.  I want to be a good patient and have a solid recovery, but I also felt the need to stand up for myself since I know how the physical therapists handled the situation was wrong.  




One of the most vital lessons I learned while being in the hospital is advocating for yourself.  If something doesn't feel appropriate, you have to ask questions.  You have to speak with the doctors and nurses.  It isn't always comfortable, but sometimes it is a necessary evil.








CHAPTER 20

Off Color Visit

	IT HAS BEEN about four weeks now of being confined to a hospital bed.  Today is Saturday, and in a few hours, some friends will be coming to visit.  They said they would be riding their motorcycles from Chico to Sacramento to come to see me.  All three of them work at the Harley-Davidson shop in Chico.  Jimmy is in charge of the repair shop,  Jeannine is in the clothing sales department, and  Brad is a mechanic.   Let me back step just a bit to when I met Brad.




	I had gone into the local custom motorcycle shop for some oil and a new filter to do an oil change on my motorcycle.  The owner was an old Hell's Angels guy by the name of George and was also a social stop for a lot of local bikers.  When I got in, George wanted to show me the new tattoo station he was adding to the shop, and so we walked through the garage to the back room where he showed me the new "parlor."  On the way back to the front, he introduced me to Brad.  Upon seeing Brad, I immediately made a judgment call based solely on his appearance that it would be best to steer clear of this guy.




	Why might you ask?  It didn't take a rocket scientist to figure this out.  Brad was covered in tattoos.  Not just any tattoos.  Prison tattoos.  He also had a flying Hell's Angel logo tattooed right over his left eye.  The other tattoos covered every other part of his exposed parts.  His neck and arms a wide array of everything from names to the blatant SS lightning bolts on the back of his neck.  




	A few weeks later, I was back for some parts I had ordered, and Brad was the only one in the shop when I arrived.  We ended up having quite the conversation.  Come to find out, he did have quite an extensive prison history.  But I also found out he was currently battling cancer. In addition, he had changed his ways.  He no longer drank or did drugs and had stayed out of trouble for a long time.  After we had talked for about half an hour, I realized that my preliminary judgment based solely on his appearance was completely wrong.  




	That was the beginning of our friendship.  It was through Brad that I met Jeannine and Jimmy.  Jeannine was his ex-wife that he stayed best friends with, and Jimmy was a long-time friend.  




	When the three of them came into the hospital room, it was like they brought the breeze of fresh air from their motorcycle ride into the room with them. Three happy smiling faces instantly lifted my spirits.  As they entered and said their hellos, each one of them handed me a plastic rose—the kind of rose you purchase at a gas station with the plastic wrapped around.

	It didn't take Brad more than a minute to start with his jokes.  Brad had the most unusual sense of humor, primarily raunchy.  It hurt so much to laugh, but it felt so good for my spirit.  It wasn't the usual visit where everyone comes in with concerned faces and heavy hearts. Instead, the atmosphere was festive and light.  If it weren't for the extreme amount of pain I would experience each time I laughed, I might have forgotten for a moment where I was. But, of course, Brad was feeding off the energy, and it just encouraged him to continue.  The room started getting a bit louder, at which point a nurse comes in to ask us to keep the volume down a little bit.  Brad doesn't even blink or pause as he launches into another joke about having sex with farm animals and then some off-colored joke about his sister.   I could see the nurses' face turn into shades of red as she processed what she heard in disbelief.  I had to laugh a little on the inside as I recalled having the same reaction the first time I listened to his jokes. Finally, she paused and said that she would have to ask them to leave if we couldn't keep it down. Then she left the room as quickly as possible.




	There was more laughter as she exited.  There were also zero pauses in the constant humor feed coming out of Brad's mouth.  He had told me several times he thought he should give stand-up comedy a try.  He should have because, by the time they were ready to get back on the road, my stomach hurt from laughing so hard.  As they left, they promised to return next Saturday since that was when they all had time to make the ride.  I was already looking forward to the visit.  




	After they left, I did need an extra dose of pain medication because the laughing shakes the bed just enough to cause severe pain. It was worth it.  I needed that laughter more than anything.  I needed a visit that was lighthearted and refreshing.  The distance separating me from family and friends makes it difficult for people to stop by.  After their visit and promise to return every Saturday, I realized what beautiful friends I have.








CHAPTER 21

Knee Won't Bend

	THE NURSE HAS just left the room after taking my blood draw. As much as I wanted to return to sleep, it is 4:38 in the morning, and I know the doctors are on their way shortly for morning rounds.  Reaching over to the bed table, I grab the notepad and start reading the questions I have made for the doctors in preparation.    Today, unlike most days, the list of items is relatively small.  




	That is a slight relief in and of itself because it can be a big challenge when there are multiple things to address.  Doctors are always in such a hurry, so choose the most important list item and work down from there.  If any of the more minor things are missed, they can be addressed later.  




	It only takes me a brief moment to read my notes to see what I need to talk with them about the most urgently.  It has been about five weeks since the accident, and my leg is swollen more than double the normal size. It has been in traction much of this time.  With some small physical therapy attempts, there are zero movements in my left knee.  It is becoming frozen in place.  I cannot bend it even the slightest bit.  




	"Good morning!" says Dr.Finkemayor as he pokes his head in the door and grabs a handful of foam.  Followed by Dr. Neiman, who doesn't say anything but also takes a handful of foam. "So, let's take a look under those bandages." As he says this, he grabs hold of the metal traction frame attached to the bed, sending a violent shock of pain through my whole body.  He has completely disregarded the note attached to the edge, asking people not to touch it.  As the pain rushes through my body, my brain empties of all the thoughts and questions.   All I am capable of at that moment is biting my lip and holding back the tears springing into my eyes.  Everything is turning white-hot as the doctor grabs my leg and starts unwrapping the bandages.  I have to remind myself to breathe several times because the pain is so bad I inadvertently begin holding my breath.




	When I feel like I am going to pass out, he finally finishes and releases my leg.   He turns to Dr. Neiman and tells him something about consulting the plastic surgeon. "Well, everything is pretty much as expected at this point. Do you have any questions for me?" They are already making their way back around the bed toward the door.  Gathering up the last tiny bit of reserve energy I can muster, I reply. "Yes. I am a bit concerned about the mobility of my knee.  I can't bend it, and it seems locked in place."




	They glance at each other and then back at me. "We have just had a consultation about this very issue in our last update meeting about you. So we are aware this is an issue.  Normally in this situation, we would put your leg into a machine that will slowly help get it moving again.  However, in your case, we have decided that there is no way possible the machine will be able to work for you due to all the graft areas and open wounds. So, unfortunately, your knee will probably remain that way."




	"You mean there are no other options for getting it moving again?"  




	"Not at this time.  Do you have any other questions?" Dr. Finkemayor says as he grabs another handful of foam with one foot out the door.  My window of potential answers closing rapidly.  My brain doesn't function that fast between the increased pain levels due to the manhandling of my leg and the pain medicines.  Knowing I will have to wait till tomorrow because I might have more of this sorted out in my head by then. "Not right now."




	No sooner are the words out of my mouth than the twin towers have exited the room. They leave me with pain and more unanswered questions.














Part Four




Homeward Bound








CHAPTER 22

Getting Out

	CONSTANTLY I AM amazed at the level of support I have been receiving from family, friends, community, church members, previous clients, and even some strangers.  My Aunt opened her home to me as we found options were extremely limited in places to stay. The best the state could do was place me in an elderly care facility. There was no nursing support available which would leave me in a terrible condition.  My parent's house is a two-story house and doesn't have a bathroom on the lower level, which would be problematic. So my Aunt cleared out the master bedroom of her home so I would have room for all the equipment.  




	When I got released from the hospital after six weeks, I was still in very rough condition.   My journey out of the hospital was almost like when I went in. Flat on my back on a gurney, except this time there was no bodyboard and straps.  After signing all the paperwork, the transport team took over.  I was not looking forward to this drive at all, but it had to happen. 




	The non-emergency ambulance was parked a short way from the emergency entrance.  The ambulance driver asked if I minded if she had a cigarette before we set off on the long drive to Corning.  It was nice to feel the sun's warmth on my body after so much time in the artificial environment.  Within a few more minutes, they had me loaded, and we were on our way for the almost two-hour drive. 




	Each little bump in the road would send pain up and down my body, but it was nothing compared to when I had the accident. I just kept reminding myself of that, and soon we would be somewhere I could rest. 




	About an hour into the drive, I started having the sensation of needing to go pee. This timing is terrible. There is still an hour to go. Not to mention the logistics of me laying on a gurney.  This situation is not looking good at all.  Considering my options for several minutes, I figure the best option is to ask if they have a bedpan.  




	"Excuse me," I ask the paramedic.




	"Yes, is everything OK?" He says as he twists in his chair to look into the back of the ambulance.




	"I am starting to feel the need to go pee. Do you have a bedpan?"




	"I'm not sure." The guy says something to the driver, unbuckles his seat belt, and enters the back of the ambulance. He looks in an overhead compartment and then in the area just behind his seat.




	"I am coming up empty," he says. "It's all just oxygen supplies."




	"OK, I will try to hold it" As time goes on, however, that is proving more and more difficult. Now the bumps in the road are more than just pain in my leg and pelvis—the feeling of being on the verge of peeing your pants where each small jolt intensifies that feeling.  Also, after being on a catheter for almost six weeks, I think my bladder has shrunk. The nurses had also warned me that the muscles probably would take some time to come back to normal. Only a few more minutes pass, and it dawns on me I am not going to make it all the way.  




	"Yeah, sorry, guys. I don't think I can make it the whole way."




	They have a bit of a conversation considering all options. "Well, I think given where we are and the situation, the rest stop is going to be our only option. You down for giving it a try?"




	I can't even begin to imagine the logistics, so either try the rest stop or pee myself. "Sure, why not."




	"OK, the rest stop is just like two miles up the road. We are almost there."

As soon as we have parked, the crew gets to work opening doors, unlocking the gurney, and getting me out of the ambulance.  It is a short distance from the ambulance to the restrooms. We must look like quite the site to the random people that have also pulled over. They wheel the gurney right up to the ladies room door, at which point the girl sets the break and enters to check the bathroom for people. She comes right out with an all-clear.  I get pushed down to the end of the row of stalls to the accessible stall.  They lower the gurney down to a level with the toilet. Good thing I am still in a hospital gown. 




	All sense of modesty has left me. The girl is on my left, and the guy is on my right. They both get under my arms and help swing me around to sit on the toilet and have my leg still on the gurney.  No sooner am I centered than it all comes out—what a pure sense of relief.  Getting back situated on the gurney takes a bit more time since lifting my leg, which is swollen twice the usual size,  isn't easy.  There is also a tremendous amount of pain involved when moving.




	Once back outside, the girl asks about another cigarette break again and if I mind. I don't at all, especially now that I don't have to pee anymore.  This time though, the sun has gotten too strong for me to handle, so they push me inside and leave the doors open while they smoke outside.  




	The rest of the journey goes very smoothly. By the time we arrive, all I want to do is sleep. The exhaustion has reached its maximum level.  After a bit of negotiating the front stairs and entry, they have me in the house. All I can see is the ceiling.  Then there are corner negotiations happening at the end of the hall as the hall is very narrow.  Once inside, they move the gurney parallel with the bed and help me slide over. I thank them for everything. With a special thanks for the effort it took to get me into the rest stop bathroom, and they leave. 




	On the wall, there is a huge welcome home sign with balloons. I am so exhausted I make apologies to my family and tell them I need to sleep.




	When I wake up, my Aunt Colleen is sitting in the chair next to my bed.




	"How did you sleep, Dearie?" My Aunt inquires in a sweet soft voice.




	"Good. Thanks, auntie Leen."




	It is then I start to take notice of the room. There is a hospital bed. There is a trapeze hanging over my head I can use to help me sit up.  They have placed a nightstand right next to the head of the bed. There is some water and Kleenex.  A bedside commode sits up against the wall.  Under the big "Welcome Home" banner sits a wheelchair and a card table.  On the seat is a plastic slide board used to help transfer.   There is a tall dresser on the left where I can see many pill bottles and a notepad.  There is also a bouquet of freshly picked roses—what a lovely touch.




	"Your mom had to run some errands, but she should be back very soon." She let me know she had gotten all the medical instructions and discharge information.  As she was reviewing everything with me, it was comforting to know I would be staying with her.  My Aunt is a registered nurse and a very caring person. "The rest of the family is also coming over in a bit for a meeting." We go over the medications I am taking. She lets me know that the pad on top of the dresser is a medication logbook.




	The rest of my family arrives in small waves. First, my mom comes back with my youngest sister, Sally. Then, my cousins Jud and Rosie come back together. Next, Uncle Harold arrives at the same time as my sister Deborah. Then my dad shows up right after. Once everyone has arrived, they all come in. 




	Aunt Colleen is holding a blue folder.  She tells everyone she has all the schedules, and they are color-coded.  They had already held one meeting before I had arrived.  In my current condition, I still required around-the-clock care. So everyone in my family had volunteered to take shifts. My Aunt would do the night shift since she would be there anyway, and everyone could figure out the remaining schedule.  She went over all the discharge instructions with the group and then handed out the plans.  Once we discussed all the details, it was time for a meal. The ladies of the First Baptist Church had organized meals for the people taking care of me and myself. I have to say I was pretty amazed. My mother's church sure was going out of their way for us.




	Dinner was some crazy good casserole which everyone devoured.  Having my family around was a super special treat.  The hospital I stayed in was a several-hour drive for most of my family, making visiting difficult.  I was touched by how everyone pulled together to help me—so many people taking time from their lives to assist. Again, I had to apologize because I couldn't stay awake any longer. Everyone understood.




	Sleep. Finally, a decent night's sleep.  My mother's voice is coming from down the hall. She is having a conversation with my Aunt.  A few minutes later, they come in, and my Aunt tells me she has given mom all the needed information. She apologizes to me that she has to go to work today. "I am getting off a few hours early since we have to do your first dressing change this afternoon.  A wave of relief washes over me.  Two nurses have handled the dressing changes until now. 




	After she departs, my mom starts getting the meds off the dresser.  The first thing is the Lovenox shot. Lovenox is a blood thinner because I am considered very high risk for blood clots, between having just the one working artery in my lower leg and being bedridden for six weeks flat on my back.  Due to the massive amount of swelling in my leg, I can't even roll to the side.  The nurse had shown me how to do this injection before being discharged from the hospital. The shot needs to get administered in the abdomen. Each time a different side.  Pinch the skin and stick the needle.  The nurse made it sound so simple. But that moment the needle is about to go in, I hesitate.   There is something that feels wrong poking yourself with a sharp object.  The bummer is I can't even turn my head; I have to watch what I am doing.  Finally, I jam it in and push the medicine.  It was very uncomfortable.  It doesn't make me very happy to know I  have to do this twice a day.




	Each medicine my mom gives me, she carefully notes in the logbook.   As she does, she starts telling me about her new art project.  It is nice to hear about something besides what is going on with me.  She also lets me know that my sister Deborah and my Uncle Harold will be on the afternoon shift.   Everything has a price; my cost these days is energy. Everything takes massive amounts of energy.  Just trying to get into a sitting position usually requires a nap.  Using the bedside commode is probably the hardest thing. Even when it is pushed right up parallel to the bed, it seems to take forever to slowly move my body to the side enough to where I can sit on it and still have my injured leg elevated on a pillow.  




	It is so wonderful to have family around me.  Such a drastic change of pace from the hospital where I hardly got to see them at all.   Deborah is telling Harold about some of her adventures in Prague.  She was living there when I had my accident and decided to move back home so she could help out.   The day seems to pass much faster than at the hospital, and before I know it, my Aunt is calling to let everyone know she will be home shortly and to give a reminder that I should take any pain medicine I need now so it will be in full effect by the time she gets home.








CHAPTER 23

First Dressing Change

WHEN MY AUNT arrives, she immediately starts prepping the whole area and getting all the supplies ready. She pulls out a drape pad, several rolls of Kerlix (brand name for a gauze roll), several boxes of 4x4 sterile gauze pads, a box of Xeroform dressings, a box of sterile gloves, and a bottle of Saline solution.  Once the card table is covered and organized, my Aunt asks if I am ready.  I am pretty terrified but tell her I am ready.  Both her and my sister exit the room and wash their hands. 




	When they return, they both put on gloves. "I am going to let you direct this since you know what needs to happen," says my Aunt.  I find it interesting that a registered nurse is deferring to a patient.  




	"OK, let's do this.  I will hold my leg up, and you can slide the drape pad under." My leg is still so swollen. My thigh is the size of two legs--This also means it is super heavy.  With all the injuries to my femur and pelvis, I still can't lift it without help. Tucking my arms around and hooking them together under the knee, I lift my leg, and they quickly slide the drape underneath. "Next, we need to unwrap the gauze" My Aunt removes the tape holding the end on. "OK, I am going to lift it again." My Aunt starts unwrapping my leg.  As she reaches the halfway point, I lose strength. "I'm going to need to rest a bit." Colleen immediately responds, "Sound good." I gently rest my leg down and fall back onto the pillow out of breath.  




	Deborah and Auntie Colleen wait until I feel like we can continue.  Lifting my leg into the air a bit, she finishes unwrapping the gauze roll.  There is now a layer of yellow patchwork visible. "Now, we need to remove the Xeroform.  Just be careful." At least for this portion, I can have my leg resting on the pillow.  Xeroform is a mesh fabric infused with petroleum jelly.  My sister and Aunt go to the task of slowly removing each piece.  Most comes off easily, but where the petroleum jelly has dried, some small bits and strings stick to my angry flesh.  I can see by the look on their faces it was more injury than they were both expecting.  All the area of my calf is series of skin grafts 360 degrees around.  Angry and inflamed.  It is hard for me to look. I admire both of their courage, how they are so professional, and most of all, careful.  




	Fresh skin grafts can be a somewhat terrifying site.  It looks like fishnet stockings, but instead of black, it is a reddish color and where the holes would be is dark red angry flesh that is regrowing.  The doctors have taken multiple patches off the top layer of my skin from both thighs to cover my calf.  In several areas of the graft region, there are open wounds. "Now it needs to be cleaned." My Aunt knowing what is next, has already grabbed the package of 4x4 gauze pads. She pulled back the top and grabbed the bottle of Saline solution.  Then she dumped part of it over the gauze pads.  Taking the top piece of gauze, she squeezes out the excess saline and begins to clean my leg gently. My sister also joins in the cleansing process.  I grab the bed rail and clench down.  I don't want to cry from the pain. I don't want them to see how much it hurts. They are already so brave.




	After a bit of cleaning, it is time to reapply the Xeroform to the skin grafts.  This stuff is pretty amazing. It allows the grafts or burns to heal and stay semi-moist, so the gauze doesn't get stuck in your skin.  It is creating a two-way barrier on the sensitive areas.  I have to hold my leg up again for them to get everything done on the underside.  Once that is done, I need a brief rest for a few minutes. After the Xeroform fully covers all the skin grafts, they place an extra layer of 4x4 gauze pads on top. "We are almost done now. Just need to use the gauze roll to wrap it all up again."  I say. My Aunt grabs the roll and asks if I am ready. 

	

	"No, but at this point, I don't think I will ever be, so let's just do this" Grabbing my leg with both arms under the knee, I lift my leg again. Deborah gently holds my foot, giving me a bit of extra support. Next, Colleen goes to work wrapping the gauze around and around until the roll finishes; this means another short break for me while she grabs the next roll.  After a few more minutes, my leg is in a protective cocoon.  There is so much more of a feeling of security with it all wrapped up nicely.  

Dressing change








CHAPTER 24

Inspiration

	WE ALL NEED inspiration sometimes.




	The day I was first able to venture from the room in the back of my Aunt's house was a very profound day for me.  I struggled to transfer into the wheelchair, all while keeping my leg elevated. You would be surprised how much energy it can take to do the simplest things when healing diverts all your energy.  During this time in bed, my concentration was virtually zero.  I had no television or other distractions because the medications I was taking made me unable to concentrate on just about anything.  




	After a few adjustments, I backed up into the doorway to make the tight turn down the hall. Then, using my good foot, I pushed the chair down the hall toward the living room.  For weeks now, I had been confined to the bedroom.  It was pretty weird to be seeing the house for the first time after living there.  My only memory entering the house was the ceiling since my entry was via gurney.




	As I rolled into the living room, it was like a whole new world opened to me. I felt almost childlike as I looked around in wonder.  Everything was new to me. After such a long period of isolation in one room, I felt odd in a new environment. That alone felt like a huge accomplishment.  The first order of business was to get out of the chair and onto the couch.  My Aunt grabbed me some extra pillows, and I made a move from the chair to the couch, all while leaving my leg elevated.




	Finally!  After sitting for a few moments and catching my breath, I decided to watch a little television.  The TV already turned on.  My Aunt passed me the remote and asked if I needed anything before she went running some errands.  I told her I was okay. I was just so happy to be on the couch.   As I sat there catching my breath, I could already feel myself getting very tired.  I sat and watched a few commercials as I gathered some energy to change the channel.  




	Just as I lifted the remote, the programming came back on.  It was the Montel Williams show. "I would like to welcome my next guest... "he said, "But first, let me tell you a little about her." Then, he began to tell how this girl was unique because she was the only known person in the world to have a particular genetic disease. As a result, her body is constantly trying to destroy itself.  She had undergone many surgeries and been hospitalized off and on her whole life.   I usually don't watch shows like this, but between a mild interest and the exhaustion and effort it would take to turn the channels and find something new, I decided to continue watching.




	After he summarized the story, he invited her to join him on the stage.  Out walked the most beautiful girl.  The first thing that I noticed about her was her smile. She had the most brilliant smile that lit up the room as she entered. She was using crutches. Her left leg was amputated at the hip.  On the bottoms of her crutches, she had little tiny baby shoes.  




	I sat there listening to her story.  She told of the weeks she had spent in isolation in the hospitals. How she repeatedly had to have her leg amputated shorter and shorter. I sat there in tears because I knew full well I was facing amputation myself. Yet here she was telling her story, smiling. How could one person have so much courage when faced with such overwhelming odds?  A whole team of scientists was studying her case because it was so unique.  Yet, she kept smiling.




	Suddenly I felt so small. How could I feel sorry for myself just facing the potential of amputation​? She had been through it multiple times, and yet she smiled and seemed to have boundless courage.  Instantly I was filled with such a deep admiration for this woman.  Not only had she been through something so challenging, but she was also sharing her story.   At that moment, I made a conscious decision; I would face my challenges with courage and a smile.  If she could go through something a hundred times more complex and do it well, I could also.








CHAPTER 25

Skin Graft Check

	TODAY IS ANOTHER long day of travel.  The non-emergency ambulance picked me up early in the morning for the long drive down to Sacramento.  Today I had a follow-up visit with the plastic surgeon that had done my skin grafts.  




Laying on the bed in the follow-up clinic for plastic surgery, I see a lady come in with her daughter.  The girl is on crutches and has a big bandage around her leg.  They use the bed across from mine.   It only takes a minute to realize that this was the same girl I had chatted with on the phone while we both in the surgical wing.  She had also been in a motorcycle accident.  I had wanted to meet her face to face before, but because we were on different floors and both of us were not good for transport, we had only chatted on the phone.   Chaplain Sam of the CMA had been visiting them also and had managed to get us connected.  




	It didn’t surprise me that she was there since the follow-up clinic only happened two days a month.   We both also had the same doctor do our skin grafts. 




After a few minutes of small talk, the doctor came in and went over to them.  As he finished, he pulled back the curtain from around the bed and said. “OK, just a moment.  I have the orders written for pool therapy, and we will see you back in four weeks for a final check-up,” he says as he goes back to some unseen area.




	“Excuse me, what is the pool therapy?”   I asked the girl’s mother.




	“Well, I learned about it when I was doing some research. It is a wonderful way to start with physical therapy. But you can only get it by asking for it. They keep it a secret otherwise.” She replies.




	That was enough to plant a seed.  I made a note to ask if I could also get pool therapy.  When the plastic surgeon came back, he immediately went to work checking all my grafts.  He let me know that, for the most part, everything looked pretty good except for the graft on my heel, which might need surgery again. Since the heel graft was failing and becoming a wound, he ordered something called a wound vac.  He explained it would keep the site clean and constantly drained of all fluids.  




	I inquired about the pool therapy, and he agreed it would be a good thing but not until the grafts had healed up more.  Before any pool therapy can occur, any open wounds need to be healed entirely; otherwise, it might be an infection risk.  




 	They attached a sponge to my heel with a clear plastic seal that went over it.  A tube came out from the center of the plastic covering that would connect to a vacuum when I arrived at home.








CHAPTER 26

PT - No Sensation

	I STILL HAVE no sensation in my leg, starting just below my knee.  Every day it is tended and bandaged. I see it with my eyes and know it is present. However, it is a bit disarming because there is no sensory feedback to my brain.  

	

	Today the physical therapist is coming to the house for a visit.  I can't help but think it is a useless endeavor.  What could this person do for me? I can't even feel my foot.  




	When the physical therapist arrived, she sat down and said, "Tell me what is going on with you and your leg?" I proceeded to tell her the condensed version of the injuries. "The worst thing is I have no sensation in my lower leg.  I can't feel it at all."




	"Don't worry, I know it is a lot, but the body is amazing and can do wonderful things." She said as she moved over to the foot of the couch right in front of my feet. 	




	"First, I am just going to check things out a bit. Is this OK?"  

	

	"Sure," I said.  

	

	She touched my toe and said, "Can you feel this?"  




	"No" 




	She touched several other parts of my foot and ankle.  "OK, I want to see if you can bend your foot at all."  




	I couldn't help but laugh inside just a little knowing full well nothing would happen. "Are you trying to move your foot?" she probed.




	"Yes, it is like a dead zone. " I reply.




	"OK then, here is what we are going to do.  I want you to straighten both of your legs all the way.  Now, put your feet next to each other. Then I want you to consciously think about the signal you send to bend your feet. Send the signal to both feet and imagine that signal traveling to your toes as you do.  You will feel odd, but you must keep doing this exercise every day.  Eventually, those nerve pathways will rebuild.  You must be very intentional about the signal you are sending.  It would help if you visualized it starting in your brain, traveling your body, down your legs. When you reach that spot of emptiness, imagine it like a line growing and connecting to the foot."




	So I did this exercise. I sent the conscious thought of bending my foot to both of my feet.  I did this every day.  Always my right foot is behaving correctly—my left foot drooping sadly with no response.




	I did this exercise for several weeks, all the while feeling like it was somewhat pointless, except that I did know a bit of the nervous system.  Then as I sent the signal to my feet, I got the tiniest bit of motion.  At first, I thought I was dreaming because I still couldn't feel anything. I did it again, and sure enough, my foot moved.  Nothing about it felt like anything I have experienced.  But it moved.  The therapist was correct.




	It was also the first time I felt like there was a chance for my leg to be functional again.  The doctors have been adamant that my leg will never function properly.  This little responsive movement in my foot has managed to kindle my desire to save my leg even more.  I know it is what I want to happen, and seeing some progress helps strengthen my resolve.














CHAPTER 27

Suicide

	I WAKE IN a complete state of terror. My mouth clamps down and bites my lip to keep from screaming at the top of my lungs.  Fear and terror are emanating from my body in brain-bending pulses.  Waves of heat feel like they are boiling me from the inside out.  Hot needles are burning billions of cells each second.  As I throw the blanket back, my body feels a refreshingly cool blast of air.  Running my hand across the sheet, I can feel it soaked in sweat.  My eyes still feel like there is an overlay of the nightmare in the waking moments.  




	Taking a few deep breathes, trying to calm down, clear my head, and steady my breathing.  Suddenly a jolt of electricity runs from my big toe on my right foot up the length of my body and back down again.  The intensity jolts me so hard my body lifts from the bed like someone stuck my toe in a light socket.  To a casual observer, it might look like a dancer doing the “Centipede.”




	After about twenty minutes, I finally start feeling a bit more like myself.  For two weeks, this has been a nightly occurrence.  Every night,  several times,  I wake in a state of terror from these horrible nightmares.  This time I can’t bear to fall back asleep.  Emotionally I can’t handle it anymore. I was lying there trying to pass the time and think of anything but what had just happened.  




	I have become a master of out-waiting the clock. Finally, finally, the sun is starting to come up.  It is right about then I drift off to sleep for about another hour—this time without any dreams, which is a welcome break.  




	Auntie Leen pops into the door with a cheerful smile. “Good morning Dearie!”. Did you sleep any better last night?”  Her face is showing concern as she inquired.  




	“No.  It happened three times last night”. However, inside I am starting to feel resigned that this is just how it will be for a while.  




	“I am so sorry.  I wish I could do something about that.”  She begins getting the right pills out of the different bottles and making notations in the med-journal.  “Here you go,” she says as she hands me an alcohol wipe and a syringe encased in a single-use sealed package.  




	“I wish I could do something about it also.”  Lifting my shirt from my belly, I have to pause and think for a moment.  Last night was the left side.  Opening the alcohol swab, I clean a small area of the right side of my belly.  Grabbing the small fatty area, I pinch hard with my left hand as I inject the Lovenox.  Auntie Colleen grabs the refuse and drops the syringe in the Sharps container Home Health Care has provided and the rest in the trash.  She then hands me several pills.




	“I need to go to work now.  Your mom called and said she would be just a little late, which means you will be by yourself for about an hour.”  




	“It’s OK, Auntie.  I am good.”  The truth is I am exhausted because sleep has been elusive. But, honestly, I am somewhat happy to have a few minutes to myself.  There is so much going on right now, and my brain has not fully processed it.  




	About an hour later, my mother shows up.  She has a list of things to go over and some papers my dad sent over for me to sign.  Craig has taken over the responsibility of filing all the documents to get Social Security disability insurance.   He has also taken it upon himself to write to my creditors and inform them of my situation.  Honestly, I don’t know what I would do without his help.  




	Between mild brain injury, drugs, and sleep deprivation, I am a mess.   As always, I don’t tell people the whole truth.  It is so difficult to see that helpless look on someone’s face when they can’t do anything to help you.  I have noticed that look so many times.  I hate that I am causing this much pain to the people I love.  It rips at my heart each time I see it in their eyes as they try to mask it with smiles. 




	“Oh, I also got a call from the plastic surgeon.  He said once the wound-vac is removed, he thinks you will be ready, and he can attempt to redo the skin graft”  I can see there is a bit more my mother isn’t telling me.  




	“And…” I prompt her.




	“Well, he says he is going to try, but since the first one failed the way it did, he is going to have to trim back your bone a bit more. So he is not exactly confident it will work either.”  There is a bit of relief mixed with fear on her face.  




	“OK.  Sounds good.” Trying to keep the outward positive attitude, I follow up with “I am sure it will work”




	At this point in my recovery, it is just one more thing in a very long list of unknowns.   At this point, I need a break from thinking about it.  Likewise, I know my mom also does. I love my mother dearly and know how she worries about everything.  




	“Can you help me wash my hair?”  I ask.   Immediately her face brightens, and I can see the change is welcome for both of us.  




	“Of course, Honey!” she says as she gets up.  “Just tell me what you need.”   




	If you have ever washed your hair from a hospital bed, it is a challenge.   “We need that pink tub, a pitcher of warm water, and that special shampoo Auntie Colleen picked up.  Oh, and some towels.”  I smile at forgetting something so basic.




	“Do you think that shampoo will work?” She asks me.  “I sure hope so.  Her friend said it worked for her.  She also said she heard it recommended at work before from other nurses.”  Without consciously thinking about it, I reach my hand up to the back of my head.  There is still a bald spot there about the size of a quarter.   Secretly I hope this isn’t a prediction of the future.  The thought of losing my hair at this point seems so demoralizing.  




	Washing my hair is an awkward procedure and quite messy. But it was well worth the effort, and I am beginning to feel like a real person again.  The hairwashing effect leaves me feeling so refreshed and much lighter that it is easier to face the challenges ahead. It is also the first time I feel like it washed away the night terrors.  It also brings up the fantasy of having a shower.  It has been almost two months without being in the water. But, before I can shower, I need to get better at transferring from the wheelchair.




	Just when I felt like my body was starting to equalize, another extreme jolt of electricity hit me.  None of this makes sense.  How can the human body even generate something that powerful?  Where does this level of energy originate?  But most of all, why is it happening?   It might look like an invisible set of defibrillator paddles was being used on my chest to an observer.  There was so much electricity flowing through me, enough to lift me from the bed.  This much current can’t be healthy.




	“Would you like something to eat now, honey?”  My mom asked.




	“Yes, please,” I said with a smile.  I could see my mom processing what she was observing. I could see the worry creeping back in.  I knew if she stayed busy, it would be easier for her, so even though I wasn’t hungry, I decided it would probably be best. 




	The day moved on.  More meds.  More phone calls to doctors.  More status updates.  Another dressing change.  The shift changed, and my Uncle Harold was now helping me out.  Compared to most of my days, it was pretty decent with no real emergencies—a welcome change of pace.




	My cousin Rosie got back from school and came in to visit for a bit before leaving for a friend’s house.  Harold was out in the living room watching some TV.  I was just tired and on the verge of a nap.  I could feel my eyes getting heavy.  Turning my head, I glanced at the nightstand right next to my bed.  There was only one medication bottle there, and it grabbed my attention immediately.  No sooner had I looked at the bottle when I had a very singular thought.




	I could take that whole bottle of pain meds right now, and it would be all over.







	What? Wait! STOP!




	Did I think that?  No way!  The only way I can describe the thought was flippant and nonchalant.  My thoughts don’t usually sound like that.    It was as if the voice in my head was not me.  This experience was so foreign.  




	Then I remembered hearing those disclaimers on drug commercials about the side effects of suicide and thoughts of suicide.  Is this why the commercials always ended with that information?




	“Uncle Poppy!”  I called out.  




	“Yeah, be right there,” I heard from the other room.




	Shortly after, he came in asking what I needed.  “Can you please get me my laptop? It is over there on the desk.”  




	“Sure thing!” He said with a big smile.  “Can I get you anything else?”




	“No, that’s all I needed. Many thanks, Uncle!”




	“OK, I am gonna go finish that show I was watching,” He said.




	Firing up my laptop, I am thankful someone was thoughtful enough to keep it out of storage for me.  So many little acts of thoughtful kindness from so many people.




	When I finally have a Google page up, I type in “side effects of Paxil,”  which lots of generic results.  After a bit more in-depth searching, I found a very interesting message board where people were discussing their side effects with Paxil.  




* insomnia

* night terrors

* hot flashes

* night sweats

* electrical shocks

* bald spots

* suicidal thoughts




	These were all the most intense side effects. Reading through the posts from different people taking this drug and experiencing these things, all seemed to agree that if there wasn’t a real initial imbalance in brain chemistry, these were the common side effects.  




	I hadn’t attributed all my side effects to this one drug. But, without a doubt, the one side effect I knew was a side effect of Paxil was suicidal thoughts.    Immediately I placed a call to my doctor and told him I needed to get off this medication.  From my research, I had learned you must be weened off carefully, or there could be problems. Unfortunately, because of my situation and medical condition getting to the doctor is no easy feat.  It would take over a week to get into the office.  Also, arrangements for ambulance transportation would be needed.  




	Something told me I shouldn’t wait for the doctor. These side effects were so severe I did more research and decided to start immediately tapering myself off this evil drug.  Part of me was angry as I thought back to the conversation I had with the nurse in the ICU that insisted I needed this.  I wished I had the energy then to fight for what I knew was right.    








CHAPTER 28

Change Your Gloves

	TODAY A NEW home health nurse showed up.  When you get home health care, it seems like they schedule whatever nurse they have on shift to come to your home. There is no sense of consistency.  She introduced herself as Kelly.  Shortly she was going to work asking all the questions on her standard pre-printed form.  




	Once she finished the paperwork, it was time to get down to the real reason she was here.  Her purpose was to check my wounds, assess the skin grafts, and heal damage.  I could tell after we finished the questions, she was a bit uncomfortable.  I know the injuries I have are a bit more than what these nurses are usually dealing with—having been told this by several other home health care nurses and even my aunt, who was an E.R. nurse for a time.  




	It was time to unwrap the bandages and do a dressing change.  Kelly set up most of her supplies on the card table and put on her gloves. "Are you ready?" She inquires.




	"Yes, let's do this," I respond.




	As she moves toward the bed, she realizes that she forgot to grab her scissors from her bag. "Just a moment. I need my scissors."




	Turning around, she reaches down into the bag on the ground and starts shuffling around the items inside and a moment later pulls out the scissors.




	"OK, let's take a look." She says as she starts heading directly toward the bandages on my leg.




	"Could you please change your gloves?" I ask




	"Why?  I just put them on." She responds




	"Well, because you put them on, and then you went shuffling through your bag."  




	"This isn't a sterile procedure. My gloves are fine." She says with a somewhat snippy response.




	"Yes, well, that is the bag you are using at every other patient's house.  I am at high risk for infections.  I don't want to get an infection because you transferred stuff onto your gloves and then touched me."




	"These are fine. It's not a big deal." She insisted.




	"To me, it is a big deal.  I am requesting you put on fresh gloves before you touch me." I state.  There is no way I am going to back down on this issue. 




	"Fine, I will change them, but it wouldn't have made a difference." She says with a bit more of an attitude.  She is very rebellious about putting on fresh gloves, which makes me wonder why.  There is a whole box of medical gloves right there.  She isn't supplying them or paying for them out of her pocket.  




	The rest of the visit goes by with her doing her job.  I say that because it was clear this woman didn't care about what she was doing.  She was only here for a paycheck and had no real concerns about her patients' well-being.   




	As the visit is coming to a close, my aunt comes in, and they exchange introductions.  The home health care nurses' demeanor seems to lighten a bit when she finds out my aunt is also a nurse.  She commented how the glove change was not necessary, clearly hoping another nurse will validate her. 




	"Actually, Liza was correct in asking you to change your gloves.  It was quite smart of her." She smiles at me and gives me a little wink.  It is so reassuring to know you have someone in your corner when you get resistance from caregivers.




	Once the nurse had left, my aunt pulled up a chair. "She made me feel so horrible and like I was asking for something purely illogical and unfounded.  She didn't want to change the gloves.  I felt horrible pushing the issue, but I didn't want to take a chance." I tell my aunt.




My aunt grabbed my hand. "Honey, you did do the right thing.  Always advocate for yourself.  If something isn't correct, you need to speak up even if you encounter resistance." Her eyes conveyed both the serious nature of what she was saying and her pride that I didn't back down to the nurse.




	Thinking back to the conversation I had with my mother previously, I recall how she told me of the doctors explaining that I would be facing high infection risk due to my circumstances.  They had told her it was not a matter of "if" I got an infection; it was a matter of "when."   They had explained that with all the open wounds, I was at high risk.




	After three weeks of staying in the Intensive Care Unit, another three weeks in the hospital's surgical wing, and now multiple visits from home health care providers, I had somehow managed to avoid the MRSA and other infections that normally are part of this sort of healing process.  I intended to keep it that way if it was in my power or control.  So if a nurse gets her feelings or ego hurt along the way because I am requesting a clean pair of gloves, then so be it.  She doesn't have to live with this every moment like I do.  




	One of the biggest lessons I have learned during my time as a patient:




        You are your own best advocate.  If you have questions, ask.  Sometimes you have to push to get things done. Sometimes you have to call someone out because they aren't following procedures. Sometimes tests are missed or forgotten amid the chaos.  Even if you feel you are drawing outside the lines, it is better to speak up than be quiet.  














CHAPTER 29

Community

	LAYING IN A bed with nothing to do but think, allows for a different perspective.  One thing I am amazed by is the level of support I have received from the community.  My "biker gang" being one of those parts of the community.  They are organizing a fundraising event to help me out.  The state of California has just denied me any assistance or medical support, responding that they feel I still have the ability to work at least part-time.  I can lay on my back in bed and sit up.  I can't even get out of bed yet.  I am still using a bedside commode, and the state says I can still work.  They aren't even considering the extremely high levels of drugs pumped into my system.  




	My family has my truck for sale so that I can have the money I need for medications.  We are still short because of the high costs of these medications.  Just the Lovenox shot I have to give myself twice a day to stop blood clots from killing me costs about $1800 for a one-month supply.  That is just one medication on a long list.




	JB's Bar & Grill in Chico has offered to host the fund-raising event.  The band Mossy Creek has offered to play at no cost.  Different companies in the area have donated things for an auction to raise money.  Several of the companies that donated were businesses that I had previously done work for as an IT consultant.  The local Chico News & Review published an announcement about the event at no charge.  Chuck Wagon Cooking donated all the food for the fund-raiser.  




	As the day of the fund-raiser approaches, there is the other issue of how I can get to the event if possible.  Riding in an average car isn't possible for me at this point.  I am still using an ambulance service with gurney transport to get to doctor visits. So it is decided we will rent a van and make a bed in the back.  




	When the day finally arrives, it is quite an exhausting production to get transferred from the bed into a wheelchair.  Then from the wheelchair to the back of a van.  Once inside the minivan, I am so thankful for the bed and nest of pillows.  I must have fallen asleep immediately because the next thing I know, I am being woken up as we are backing up to the bar's front door.  




	Already I can see the parking lot is full of motorcycles.  A chain-link fence extended the eating/social area into the parking lot to accommodate more people.  When the van stops moving, I am thankful because each slight motion causes pain.  I still feel completely exhausted, but I will try to do my best to be happy and let people know how much they mean to me and how thankful I am for everything they have done.  




	My aunt comes around and opens the back door to the van.  Immediately people start coming to say hello.  There is such a wide variety of people that have come out. First, there is a whole group of people from my mother's church.  Then all the people I rode motorcycles with, and a whole lot more riders I had never even met.  There are also many people from different local businesses - finally, all my family and friends.




	Overall there are so many stimuli I am feeling a bit overloaded.  Activity is happening everywhere.  Honestly, I am thankful to be in the back of the van right now because I think it would have been too much to handle after the isolation.   Most people just come and poke their heads into the back of the van for a brief exchange.  However, a few closer friends decided to get into the minivan and sit with me.  It is also nice just having a friend be with you.  




	Colleen Delaney comes and pokes her head in the back and says she has a special treat for me as she pulls back the Mossy Creek Band files into a semi-circle around the back of the van and starts playing.  I can't help but tear up a bit at this moment.  There is something so pure about the music.  But it isn't just the music; it is the knowledge that all these people have taken the time to help me. The music also gives me a chance to rest for a few moments while they serenade me.




	After that was more visiting, about an hour had passed, I was well over my limits of pain and exhaustion.  Again amazed how a body can use so much energy without moving.  Of course, the act of getting to the van had already put a deficit on my energy.  Now I was just in the pure red zone of exhaustion.




	On one level, I felt terrible for leaving because everyone had done so much on my behalf, but the tired side knew I need to get back to bed ASAP. However, everyone was understanding and accommodating of my need to leave.  Later I got pictures and stories as people would visit me. 




	This thing the community did for me ended up saving me.  It made sure I could pay for all my medications that weren't covered.  I am filled with gratitude for every act of kindness.  No matter how seemingly small or large each gesture had an impact and contributed to my recovery.




Thank you, Chico!








CHAPTER 30

Body and Brain

HEALING THE BODY takes a lot of work and even more time. The general exhaustion can be overwhelming at times. Today is no different. I am exhausted, and now that the morning routine is done, all I want to do is fall asleep. Everyone has left except my Aunt, who is out in the living room watching some TV—closing my eyes and settling in for a nice nap. The sound of water dripping interrupts me. The sound is like an echo chamber in my head. It even seems to override the sound of the television in the other room.  

"Auntie!" I yell out from my bed


"Yes, Dearie?" says the voice from the other room. "I'll be right there." She is smiling as she enters. "What can I help you with?"


"Auntie, I want to sleep but keep hearing the sound of water dripping. Can you please turn it off?


"Of course!" she says with a smile and heads into the bathroom next to my room. A moment later, she reenters and informs me that there is no water dripping in the bathroom.  


"But I can still hear it."  


"Maybe it is the hose faucet on the side of the house. I can't hear it at all but let me go check." She says, leaving to search for the sound again.


Drip - drip - drip.  

I don't know how but the sound seems to be amplified. It sounds like it is right next to my ear. DRIP - DRIP - DRIP


"Dearie, I checked everything, and there is no water dripping." She states with a puzzled look on her face as she comes back in.


"Auntie, I still hear it."  




"OK, let me recheck everything," she says with a slight curve of her eyebrow.


I can hear her turning on and off the faucets in the bathroom and still dripping. Then, she moves further away into the house.  

Ahhhhhhh! Finally, the sound stops. Peace.  

"I found it!" she says with excitement. "It was the kitchen sink! I didn't even check that the first time because I didn't consider you would be able to hear it. So I thought maybe I was going crazy for a moment because I checked everything close to you. But you were right. The water was dripping in the kitchen sink."  

I couldn't believe I had heard water dripping from so far away either recently though I have noticed a hypersensitivity to sound.  




"Thank you so much, Auntie! That was driving me crazy." I replied, totally relieved that I didn't imagine the sound and that my Aunt was sweet enough to keep searching.

After a much-needed nap, I pulled out my laptop to research this overly sensitive hearing. Within a few minutes, I had an answer on Wikipedia.




"Hyperacusis is a hearing disorder that results in difficulty tolerating sounds that would not bother most people. This condition may occur due to many different causes, such as head injury, viral infections, or neurological disorders. In some people with Hyperacusis, sounds are perceived as being much louder than they would be by someone without this disorder."

Brain injury can cause sound sensitivities. Now it all makes sense. I hope my brain keeps rebuilding those old connections, and this stops soon. So far, I know that I have seen drastic improvements in brain function just in the last two months. Recalling the horrors of missing brain functions when I woke up in the ICU sends a shudder down my spine. At the same time, it fills my heart with gratitude that my brain is healing well. Like everything else I am dealing with, I have to remind myself to be patient because this will take time.








CHAPTER 31

Needles

	"YES, WELCOME! WE are so happy to have you here.  This way." I can hear my Aunt saying from the front of the house. 




	"Wonderful!" I hear Colleen respond.

  

	"I know Liza has been looking forward to your visit tremendously." Says Auntie Leen.




	Within just a moment, the two Colleens enter the room.  My Aunt pronounces her name Coe-leen and my friend Call-een.  The similarities strike me as somewhat ironic.  They have the same name, they both are healers, and both have reddish hair.  Colleen Delaney and her partner John Struthers run the Acupuncture Center in Chico.  I met them when I first moved into town and had wrenched my back, carrying a couch for my mother.  Over time I became friends with Colleen and John.  Her visit today was twofold.  It was social, but it was also as a healer.  




	Colleen radiates a warmth that is hard to describe.  There is an energy of peace and healing that always seems to radiate from her. "It is so great to see you.  I wish I could have come down here sooner."  




	"So wonderful to see you too." I return with a smile.  Visitors in any capacity are always welcome and provide much-needed lifts for the soul.




	"Well, John and I talked quite a bit about what you have going on.  Also, I am very excited because I just got back from the acupuncture conference.  You know, the one where I up my skills every year and learn new techniques.   This year there was something new I learned, and I am excited to try it out.  I think it will be beneficial in your case.  So the basic gist of it is that different parts of your body correspond to other parts. So it is like a cross mirror image.  As it would relate to your left knee that is all frozen up, the corresponding part is your right elbow." As she says this, she uses her fingers to show the elbow area she is referring to.




	"Wow! That seems pretty cool" I have minimal knowledge of acupuncture.  I know it is an ancient technique that the Chinese have used for healing for several thousand years.  In the past, I have had excellent results from acupuncture.  At this point, I am willing to try just about anything to get my leg moving again.




	"Here is what I am thinking.  You very much need to have a treatment every day to make this effective.  It would be impossible for me to come down here from Paradise every day with my work schedule, but you need it daily for this to be effective.  So I am going to teach you how to do this.  I have brought a supply of different size needles and TENS (Trans-cutaneous Electrical Nerve Stimulation) unit. It's that little electrical box we hook on the needles."  




	She pulls up the chair next to the bed and begins to pull out the supplies from her purse. "First, I am going to show you the proper technique for putting the needle in your skin.  Always use an alcohol wipe first to make sure the area is clean." As she is saying this, she is opening the box of needles.  She pulls out a row of needles. "You can see the needles are carefully packaged and already sterilized.  They are one-time use, so no worries about that." Turning over the row of needles, she grabs the tab of paper at the top of one of the rows and peels it back.  A needle encased in a plastic tube is released into her hand. "So this is how the needles come.  Think of the little tube as an applicator of sorts.  You can see the tip of the needle is inside the tube with only the other end sticking out."




	Taking an alcohol wipe, she gently swabs the top of my arm. "It is straightforward to insert the needle.  Just push the plastic tube gently against your skin and then tap the top of the needle lightly." As she says this, she demonstrates. "Then just slide the plastic tube off" There sticking out of my arm was a needle just barely inserted. "Now, when you are putting it in deeper, you want to grasp it between your thumb and index finger.  Gently roll it back and forth as you go deeper.  You will know when to stop.  That little rolling motion will keep the needle from pinching."




	"How will I know when to stop?" I asked her.  




	"You will feel it.  Acupuncture works on the electrical meridians, so the place where the blockage is you will feel resistance."




	"OK, it's your turn to try." She said as she handed me the row of needles.  




	Using the alcohol swab, I clean an area on my arm.  Releasing a needle from the packaging, it dawns on me I get the added fun of doing this left-handed.  There is a natural hesitation before tapping the needle.




	"It's OK, go ahead." Colleen softly encourages.  




	Quickly I tap the top of the tube and realize the worst part is over.  It didn't hurt.  I just put a needle into myself.  Unlike the needles that I have to use for the Lovenox shots, there is no sensation of being poked.




	"Now, just roll it gently with a small downward pressure." She says while mimicking the motion with her fingers.




	Taking the needle between my thumb and finger, I do as she instructed.  After a bit of twisting, I could feel the resistance she was talking about. It was like the needle had suddenly met the blockage and didn't want to continue.




	"Wow!  Now I know what you meant.  I can feel the blockage.  But how can you feel that when you do it?  Because to me, I could feel it inside."




	"I suspect it is just a bit more subtle of a sensation of resistance when I do it." She responded. "OK, now for taking them out.  It is the same in reverse. Gently roll it back and forth as you pull it out."




	"Now that you know the technique let's apply it directly.  We are going to use your right elbow because it corresponds to your left knee.  I think this method is going to be ideal for you for several reasons.  First is I don't think it would be wise to start doing acupuncture directly on your knee yet due to the current swelling and other stuff going there right now.  We are concentrating on mobility and will ignore everything else for the time being.  So we are going to use four needles." 




	With her fingers, she shows me the different locations on my elbow. 




	"Just one second," I ask. "Auntie Leen, could you get me a black sharpie, please?"  




	"Sure, honey!" She responds, and I can hear her shuffling through the desk in the living room.




	"I want to mark the spots you are showing me so I can remember exactly where to put the needles." Unfortunately, my memory sometimes has problems these days, and I don't want to mess this up.




	A moment later, my Aunt pokes her head in the door. "Here you go.  I have a few more things to do. Then I will be back in to visit."




	Placing a black dot right next to each needle, I now feel more comfortable with the idea that I won't have any guidance except for those tiny dots and what I have learned the next time I do this.




	Colleen then grabs a little black case and unzips it.  Wires are protruding from the little cream-colored box with some dials on it.  She deftly unwinds and separates the leads. "So these wires are what you will attach to the needles.  There is one positive clip and one negative.  Just make sure when you attach them that they are from the same port.  Attach either one to the top needle and the other to the bottom needle.  This configuration is going to help draw the current down that path between these two points." As she is talking, she demonstrates using the clip and attaching it to the needle.  Next, she repeats with the other set of needles and clips.




	"Now that you are all hooked up let's take a look at the TENS unit itself.  I have everything preset with these, so you shouldn't have to mess around with it." She points to a switch that has the Hz symbol. "You will only really need to adjust these dials here along the side.  Each dial corresponds to the cable. I have everything on zero right now, so let's turn it on." She says as she slides the power switch on the top of the unit. "Right now, you won't feel anything.  We are going to turn up the dial until you feel it. Just let me know." She starts slowly rolling the dial.




	After just a moment, I suddenly feel a small tingling in my arm that seems to be increasing slightly. "Oh yeah, I am feeling it."  




	"Perfect, I am going to go up just a little higher, but not much." She says, rotating the wheel slightly.




	Now it feels like a small electric impulse on a regular rhythm.




	"You will want to leave this on for about 20 minutes. That's it. You now know how to give yourself some acupuncture.  I will call and check on your progress, and I think John said he would come down and visit as well.  In a few weeks, we will see where you are at and make adjustments accordingly."




	I am hoping this works and helps me regain motion. "Colleen, thank you so much! You don't know how much I appreciate you coming all this way and doing all this for me."




	"Well, you need more, but this is the best we can do for now.  I need to get back up to Paradise now, but I will check on you in a few days." She says with a smile.




	"Thank you.  Say hello to John for me."   




	"Talk to you soon." She says as she turns and leaves.




	 I began my daily journey of doing acupuncture.














CHAPTER 32

Ladies Retreat

	MY MOTHER ASKED if I wanted to go on her annual church ladies retreat up in the woods.  She let me know she had already checked that it was wheelchair accessible and there were ramps and paths.  Since the accident, the only trips are in ambulances to and from the hospital and the one van ride to the benefit.  I felt like it might be a bit much to take on and didn't want to be a burden.  My mom insisted it wouldn't be a problem and we could return home if it were too much.  I wanted to get out and so decided to go.




	The next weekend we headed up to Mt. Lassen.  As we arrived, I could see that the camp was friendly for disabilities which made me a bit more comfortable. However, it took a bit to get settled in, at which point I excused myself and took a nap.  




	The fresh air of the woods was really revitalizing. I really didn't know anyone at the retreat, and pretty much everyone was my mother's age except one woman that was a few years younger than me.  We had just finished a group bible study on the second day and had progressed onto some craft projects.  It was then that Stephanie came over to me.  She said," Do you mind if I ask you something?"  




	"No, you can ask me anything," I replied.




	"Well, I have watched you the last day, and I know what you are going through must be very overwhelming.  I can't even imagine.  Yet I see what you are going through and how you seem always to be smiling.  How do you do that?"




	"Honestly, I had a little inspiration in that regard," I told her.  Then I begin to tell the story of the girl I saw on the Montel Williams show.  How she faced overwhelming odds, still smiled, and her courage inspired me. Those little shoes on her crutches added some beauty to something that was a necessity.  No sooner did I mention the shoes when Stephanie said, "Wait!! Did you say she had little shoes on her crutches?" 

	

	"Yes," 




	"I know her!!  I went to school with her in Tennessee!" Stephanie exclaimed

  

	Imagine my shock and surprise.  Here we were in California talking about someone I saw on TV, and they had been mates in school. "Do you mind if I tell her about you?" Stephanie asked.




	"Not at all!" I responded, still in a bit of shock that she went to school with this inspiration of mine.




	"I would like to get your address for her as well, if you don't mind?"




	Several weeks later, I received a letter from this person who had already inspired me to face my challenges with courage and a smile. Her letter, which is below, is a testament to courage.   As I read her letter, the doctors were still telling me that a bone graft as large as I needed was highly unlikely to take and would be near impossible. However, after reading her letter, not only did my resolve increase to face my challenges head-on, but it also gave me a sense of peace. Deep in my heart, I knew if I have exhausted all possibilities for my leg to heal, I will accept the amputation and do it with a positive attitude.  Just that decision alone provided a significant amount of peace for me over the months to follow.  I also promised myself that if I could ever give back to someone else going through a difficult or traumatic time, I would.  




	So keep in mind your actions can have a very profound effect on others.




*******************************************************************************************

Dear Liza,

Hey, my name is Mandy Young. I'm one of Stephanie Martin's friends.  I hope you don't mind me writing you, but Stephanie was telling me a little bit about you, and I just felt the need to write you a little note.  I believe Stephanie has told you a little bit about me, but I am an amputee and haven't always been.  I lost my left leg 14 years ago.  I was eight years old (actually, it was two weeks before my 9th birthday).  Losing my leg wasn't really a choice, but it was for the best.  I lost my leg due to an infection.  I have a disease that no one else in the world has, and my body causes itself to get sick.  My body forms its own infections but doesn't know it's sick until I'm on my death bed.  I know that sounds strange, and I know it is, but it is true.  One of the infections that formed was gas gangrene.   My body didn't recognize it until it was too late.  The gangrene was starting to spread up into my waist.  Doctors gave my parents a choice 1) they could let me just die or 2) start cutting the leg farther and farther up to try to stop the infection from spreading, but even if they did that, I would have less than 3% chance of living.  I had beaten the doctor's odds so many times before my family decided to try to do the amputation, and boy am I glad they did. 




It's funny before my amputation I was painfully shy and kept to myself but after I became this outgoing, playing sports, never met a stranger person. I'm not saying that it does that for everyone, it just did it for me.  Becoming an amputee is life-changing.  But it's all in your attitude and how you handle things. I'm not a feel sorry for yourself kind of person.   I don't believe in giving up.  First, you need to believe in yourself.  Know that you can get through this and whatever God puts in your path.  I believe that God will only give you what you can handle.  You have to show him you can, and when you struggle, he will help you through whatever it might be.  I also believe that what doesn't kill you makes you stronger.  Whatever comes your way in life, whether good or bad, you learn something and become a stronger person from that.  But your attitude will judge all.  If you decide to amputate the leg but aren't comfortable with the idea yourself, don't do it.  You have to be ready for this.  You have to know and understand the ups and downs.  And you are so lucky that you get the option to study what choice you want to make.  




I decided a long time ago instead of feeling sorry for myself and letting myself think I'm an outsider, I changed that I wanted everyone to understand I'm just like them, and whatever they do with two legs I can do with one.  But to lead that life, you have to push yourself and never give up.  People that know me well forget I only have one leg and sometimes I have to remind them.  




At times you will have to rely on other people, which is hard for me. I'm a very independent person.  But surround yourself with people who love you and who you love.  Who at times will help you out but push you at the same time.  When I was a sophomore in high school, there were these two boys (high school jocks) who were a year ahead of me.  One night after a football game, they were in a car wreck.  Wes walked away fine, but Quint's leg was pinned and when they used the jaws of life to get him out, they cut off his foot.  He was a Junior who already had major universities looking to give him full-ride scholarships to play soccer, and in one night, his whole life was changed.  Before the wreck I was friends with Wes and knew of Quint.  After I heard about everything (well, the wreck happened in my neighborhood, so I saw everything), I decided to visit Quint.  He had become so bitter about losing his foot when he should have been thankful he was still alive.  He was angry at the world, formed a "why me" life style.  It was killing me to see someone with so much act the way he was.  All he wanted to do was play soccer.  So I would talk with him and explain that just because you don't have a foot doesn't mean you can't play.  He could try on crutches or get a fake foot.  But still the "why me" attitude was in effect.  I visited him a few times in the hospital, and later on in the year, he came with some friends to another football game.  Although, he arrived in a wheelchair when by now he should have been on crutches.  So I went right up to him and said hello and asked why he was in the wheelchair.  His friend pulled me aside and said, "Listen, you don't need to talk to him like that you have no idea….(and stopped). That's when I looked at him and said, excuse me,  I don't know where he is coming from? I believe I do and I believe I would understand better than you.  But if you think babying him and not pushing him is helping him, you're wrong!   After that he stopped getting babied too as much.  Quint got held back and graduated with me.  He tried playing soccer our senior year but made the JV team, so he decided to become the school mascot instead.  We became good friends and before graduation, in my yearbook, he thanked me for pushing him and said he would not be where he was without me.  That made me feels so good.  	




And if you decide this is something you want or have to do, I want to be there for you.  If you want help with questions or need to talk, I'm here.  This isn't the type of lifestyle everyone knows about.  But I have lived with it for the last 14 years.  And I didn't even go into prosthetic legs.  They can be great things.  I have never had one until about a month ago (well really I had two before this one but I never wore them so I don't count them)  But my doctors just spent $50,000 on a new leg.  It still has some quirks that need worked out, but it's good.  I don't really want the leg but my back pain because of the extended crutch use.  I need to take pressure off my back.   Most amputees are for the fake leg I would just rather not, I like my crutches.  But sometimes we have to do things that help us in the long run.  But see, my head just isn't where it needs to be to wear the fake leg, and I know if I'm not right in my mind with it, I'm not going to stick with it.  You have to be right mentally.  I believe that goes for a lot of things.  Just know that your life isn't over if you choose to do this.  You can do anything you put your mind to, but you will have to work hard.  But like I said if you need to talk or have any questions please write me.  If you have email my email address is ………@…….com or you can write to

………………………….

……………...GA 30013

I'm sorry my note has turned more into like a book,  I hope you don't mind me writing you but I just felt like I needed to.  God has blessed you and will continue to.  Look to him and the ones around you for support.  I hope all goes well in whatever you decide to do. I will keep you in my thoughts and prayers.  Good luck!

God Bless

Mandy Young :) 

*******************************************************************************************











CHAPTER 33

Being Still




	THE LONGER I sit, the more comfortable I have become.  I don’t mean physical comfort because that hasn’t been a possibility for a long time.  Somehow there is a stillness, and in that one place, I exist.  There is comfort now in that one place of existence because it is the one thing that doesn’t change.  Amid everything being complete chaos and out of my control, the center of me is still.




	At first, it was staring at a clock and watching the hours pass.  Soon I had no desire to look at a clock.  My perception of time is dictated by the actions of the day.  Taking medicines, dressing changes, eating, washing, & taking care of other bodily functions was all there is.    




	I have been told that perspective is everything.  As I sit in the same spot day by day, I watch the world around me.  I exist in this world yet somehow apart from it.  Being forced to sit still was at first a significant challenge.  Always being the type of person to be going somewhere or doing something.  Before in my life, I never made time to sit still.  Now all I have is time, and I am forced to sit still.




	The world outside these walls continues, but there is no relevance for me.  There is no TV.  I don’t read much because of the drugs.   Every once in a while, I work on a crossword or a word search since they are easy to start and stop again.  




	Essentially I exist.  There is a simple beauty in being still.











CHAPTER 34

Half Cut

TODAY MY COUSIN’S friend, Earl, dropped over to say hello.  He just graduated from beauty school, so the conversation was mostly about his after-school prospects for a job. But, as they sat there chatting, I couldn’t help but think a little bit on the vanity side of things.  It has been months since I have had a proper shower, let alone anything beauty-related.  I have a reasonably short haircut which is good because washing hair is a real pain when you have to do it from a bed. But, as a woman, it would be nice to feel a little more put together.




	“I’m afraid.  I don’t want to make a mistake.  Right now, I don’t have the confidence.” I hear Earl tell Judson.  




	“You can practice on me!  It’s not like I am going out anywhere, so if you make a mistake, it’s no big deal.” I blurt out.




	After a moment of thinking about it, he says, “Are you sure?”  he asks tentatively.




	“Of course!  Come on. I have nothing to lose,” I try to reassure him.




	Immediately a huge smile spreads across his face.  “How about tomorrow afternoon?  I will bring my scissors.” 




	“Deal!”




	After months of being locked in bed, I can finally transfer to the wheelchair.  It is a challenge and requires me to have as much energy as possible.  Just the transfer and the act of sitting in a chair takes so much energy it is pure exhaustion.  Today, however, I have a little bit of extra motivation to get out of this bed.  In just a few minutes, Earl will be here and give me a much-needed haircut.




	Just as I am rolling into the kitchen, Earl comes bouncing into the house.  He has a little beauty kit with him.  “Are you ready?” he asks.




	“For sure,” I say with a smile, knowing I am overly ready.




	“I’m not.” He says with a bit of a giggle.  “I don’t want to mess this up.”




	“Don’t worry.  Just cut.  However it turns out, it is fine, and you get to practice.”




	“Ok then.  Let’s get this cape on you then.” He says as he flourishes the cape-like he is fighting a bull before draping it on me.




	As I sit there, I can tell he is a bit apprehensive about starting.  When he does start, he is so careful with sectioning each little part before a very calculated and cautious snip of the scissors.  He started on the back of my head; the plan is to make a pixie cut all over.  However, as the haircut proceeds, so does the clock.  At about the half-hour mark, I start to reach my limit of sitting in the chair but don’t want to ditch out before he finishes.  After all, he is giving me a much-needed and free haircut.  




	After 45 minutes, he tells me he is running short on time and has to leave soon.  Nobody expected the cut to take this long.  “I am going to have to finish this later.  I only got the back done.”




	Usually, I think I would be upset at only getting half done. However, all my body can think about is getting out of this chair and elevating my leg.




	“Do you want to see it?” Earl asks.




	“Sure,” I respond as he fluffs a few pieces and lays a new part for the front.  As I take the hand mirror, I am prepared for temporary disappointment since I already know it is only half-finished.




	When I look, my brain is still saying “Half-finished,” but within a moment, something else clicks.  This so-called unfinished haircut looks cuter than what I imagine the finished look to be.




	“I kinda like it.  It looks like this is was a full haircut.”  As the words come out, I can see him let out the breath he had been holding.  His face visibly relaxed and then turned into a smile.




	“It does look good.  I’m still way too slow, but it’s a start.” I agree, but don’t express it.




	“Thank you, Earl!”








CHAPTER 35

Road Trip

	WHAT AM I getting myself into? It's been about five months since my accident, and I still am living in a bed.  Now my father wants to take me on an adventure.  He suggested we take a road trip up the coast.  I can barely get in and out of a vehicle.  I still can't handle not having my leg elevated.  If I do put it down, the blood goes rushing down, and I begin to get massive swelling almost immediately.




Also, is a fear of leaving the safety of my Aunt's house with all the assistive devices.  My world has gotten so small.  My world is inside this room. But, deep inside, I can hear a small voice telling me to go for it.  Feel the freedom.




	When he calls me, he is in great spirits. "Hey, there, baby daughter!  So I plan to pick you up Saturday morning, and then we'll head off into the great unknown. Probably going to be there around 10 am."




	"Yes, but I am still not sure this is a good..." My voice tapers off.




	"Don't be silly, daughter.  This trip will be good for you. You need to get out." He said with the hint of a chuckle.




	I could tell there was no point in arguing with my father.  He is a strong man with an even stronger presence.  When he gets his mind set on something, he can get rather bullheaded about it.   A character trait I am all too familiar with myself.  Inside I am smiling a little because even though I am scared to go on this road trip, I know my father will ultimately take care of me. 




	"It's settled then, see you at ten on Saturday.  I love you. Now get off my phone." 




	"Love you too, Pops!" 




	So it was settled.  Emotionally I was a mess of confusion.  There was the excitement of knowing I would get to spend a few days with my dad—the trepidation of the unknown.  The logistics alone posed multiple questions. But, in the back of my mind, I just kept hearing my dad say, "Don't worry, we will figure it out." He always did figure things out.  My father was a genius and could always find a solution for everything.   Deep down, I knew he would keep me safe.




	The next few days passed quickly.  As promised, my father arrived almost at 10 am sharp, which was a complete surprise to me as I expected him to show up at 11 am.  Something I had learned about my father, he had a habit of being 1 hour late.  So much so that it was consistent and expected.  For anything important, I always knew to tell him one hour earlier so he would show up on time.




	He was eager to get on the road.  I had my small bag of clothes and medical supplies.  First was loading up all the pillows into the back seat.  Then I had to transfer from the wheelchair into the SUV, which took all my energy.  Once I had slid into the back seat and gotten my leg properly elevated, I felt exhausted.  I sat and watched as he loaded my wheelchair and crutches into the back of the rig. 




	No sooner was everything loaded and he was getting into the driver's seat and passing me a nice hot latte he had grabbed right before coming over.  My father knows how much I enjoy coffee, and this is a real treat.  




	He opens the windows, and the fresh air comes rolling in.  The sunshine is beaming in on my face, and it feels terrific.  I can feel my spirit lifting as if the freshness of the air and sunlight are rejuvenating me.  I know he was right about this being good for me.  I needed this more than I knew.  Gratitude fills me as I am thankful my dad is helping me to get a different perspective.  Deep inside, there is still a little fear of how the logistics will be, but it is almost gone now.




	The last time I felt the sunshine and air like this was the day of my accident.  Except for today, it is much hotter.  As we get up the Interstate 5 a bit, my dad lets me know we will take a more scenic route because the I5 is boring. "Do we have a destination?" I inquire.  




	He laughs and responds, "We'll know when we get there."  




	This isn't the first road trip with my dad, so I know he means it.  Also, we both have the same style for these sorts of adventures.  Free and easy.  Make no actual plans but have a general direction to go in.  I love the freedom it allows.  Some of the best places I have explored and discovered have been due to this philosophy.




	Soon we have left the interstate and are winding through the trees.  Having been confined to hospital rooms and the room and my Aunt's house for so long, I can only sit and enjoy the passing scenery.   This is such a drastic contrast to the stillness that has been my daily life.   Dad has some lively R&B playing and seems to be enjoying the drive as well. "Gonna need a quick pit stop sometime soon.  I am going to look for a good place to pull over.  How are you hanging in there, daughter?"




	"I'm great! Happy that I don't need a pit stop!".  




	He chuckles. "The next town is about 30 minutes away if you do need a stop."  




	Within a few minutes, he has managed to find the perfect pullout on the side of the road.  It is right on the edge of a bluff, and down below is a valley lined with trees and the most beautiful river running through it.  Pulling out my cell phone, I snap a few pictures through the window.  I could tell he was ready to get going again.  He could tell I was thoroughly enjoying the view. So instead of getting in and starting up immediately, he just sat down halfway in and halfway out of the vehicle.   He joined me in the moment. 




	The day continued at a blissful pace.  We stopped and got burgers which we ate in the car.  I was thankful because I was starting to get tired.  It is funny how just sitting in a vehicle can make a body feel tired. But, at the same time, my spirit feels refreshed.  Just being out in the sun and fresh air with a new perspective fills my tank with fuel for the ongoing battle of recovery.




	"I think Arcata will be a good stopping point for today. We are getting close.  How about we find somewhere to eat and then get a hotel? Sound good?" 




	"Sounds great to me." Even though the prospect of moving around in unknown locations feels daunting, I am a lot more comfortable now that the trip is underway.  I will worry about that when we get there.  So, consciously making an effort to live in the moment and not worry about later, I push those thoughts aside.




	About 30 minutes later, we are entering the town of Arcata.  It has a population of about 17,000. "First order of business," Says my dad with a dramatic pause. "Food! Let's find a place to eat."

	

	"Let's do it." I agree.  Given the size of the town, I am not expecting to find anything out of the ordinary. But then I remember how my dad seems to have a gift for finding good food.  He has a food radar because he has always located the best places seemingly at random but consistently.  




	We cruise around town a bit, and once or twice I think we will pull in somewhere.  Dad keeps driving.  I feel like we should turn around because we are reaching the edge of what appears way more residential.  Just then, he spots a place and says. "Let's try this place." Just like that, the decision is made.  




	It takes a bit of energy to get out of the car and into the wheelchair.  Right about then, I can feel the hunger pains start.  Finally, after a few minutes, we can enter the restaurant.  It looks like a fairly nice place.  White table cloths cover the tables.  The lights are giving off a very soft amber glow.  I hope the food represents the ambiance because no other people are dining here, which could mean bad food, or maybe it's because we are in such a small town. I hope the food is good.




	The food ended up being exquisite.  We were both pleasantly surprised at finding this gem of a restaurant in a tiny town.  It really should have been a Michelin rated.  Then again, I wasn't surprised since my dad seems to have an internal GPS that will always find the best establishment in town.




	The rest of the trip was pretty uneventful.  We drove a lot more with my dad, always making sure to find the scenic spots and pull as far away from the road as possible.  I would enjoy the view and snap a few pictures from the back seat.   By the time we were back home, I was in a state of pure exhaustion.  My body needed to hibernate, but my spirit was surfing the clouds.








Part Five




Moving Forward








CHAPTER 36

Million Dollar Mess

	"HEY, JAMES! HOW are you today?"  Deborah's voice was so chipper and full of energy I wished for a brief second I could borrow a little bit of that energy.




	"Doing pretty good, sis! How are you?"




	"Wonderful!! I was wondering if maybe you would be up for going out for a movie?  There is a new one out I want to take you to. It's called 'Million Dollar Baby.' Do you think you can handle it?  I checked, and it shouldn't be too difficult. They have special seating for wheelchairs, so as long as you have the energy, I think we should do this."




	Being confined for so long and rarely getting out, I immediately snatch up the opportunity. "Yes, I would love that!."




	"Awesome!  I will come to pick you up around 5:30.  That should give us plenty of time to be able to get there and get in the theater in plenty of time. I'm so excited you are coming."




	"Can't wait! See you soon, Doodle."




	If she was excited, then I was ecstatic.  The last movie I watched at the movie theater was probably last Christmas, so it has been at least a year.  Beyond the excitement of seeing a movie and getting out, I will spend some quality time with my sister.  




	After we hang up, I do a Google search on the movie.  "Million Dollar Baby" and am greeted with the IMDB results with the following description:




Frankie Dunn (Clint Eastwood) is a veteran Los Angeles boxing trainer who keeps almost everyone at arm's length, except his old friend and associate Eddie "Scrap Iron" Dupris (Morgan Freeman). When Maggie Fitzgerald (Hilary Swank) arrives in Frankie's gym seeking his expertise, he is reluctant to train the young woman, a transplant from working-class Missouri. Eventually, he relents, and the two form a close bond that will irrevocably change them both.




	It sounds like it will be an excellent feel-good movie and Clint Eastwood always seem to put out good movies.




	When Deborah shows up, she has my other sister Sally with her.  She is so excited and going on a bit about the movie.  Right now, I am just so thankful that I will be getting out and spending time with my sisters.  The film is somewhat secondary to the adventure.




	We arrive super early at the theater, which is nice since the lights are still on. Next, we settle down in the handicapped area.   There are two theater seats then a spot for a wheelchair.  Once we are settled, my only concern is my leg sticking out into the walkway a bit due to the constant need for elevation.  Still, I am having significant issues with swelling if my foot goes into a normal position.  Usually, it takes several days to rectify the condition. Also, I don't want people bumping into it once the lights are down.




	My concern is alleviated immediately as the first people start to cross in front of us. My sister jumps up and covers for me.  We decide to turn the chair to the side until people have filled the theater. It's nice when the people around you understand the situation and come to your aide.




	Soon the lights went dark, and it started.  The following 2 hours and 17 minutes led me down a ride more intense than a roller coaster.




	As the credits started to roll, my sister immediately leaned over, "I am so sorry, sis!  I am so so sorry!  I would never have brought you if I had known!  I thought this would be one of those beating all odds movies that has an uplifting message.  I would NEVER have suggested this if I knew!" I can sense she is mortified.




	"It's OK, Sis" I try to assure her that it's alright. I know, in my heart, there is no way she would have brought me if she knew the story. But, even as I try to tell her it is OK, I know it's not OK.  I can't stop the train of tears that are rolling down my face.  As soon as I wipe them away, they spring right back.  I want very much to comfort her, but right now, I feel broken.




*Spoiler alert*

 

	Everything was fine until about three-quarters of the way through the movie.  The story and character progression were well done.  This underdog, Maggie, had the drive and will of a champion but no money.  Yet, she had overcome the odds and managed to get to the top of her career.  At the very moment, she is working so hard to reach that final goal; fate conspires to take her out.  There she is fighting for the World Championship and, out of nowhere, gets sucker punched.  It isn't the sucker punch, though. It is the misplaced stool in the ring that is what takes her out.  Upon landing, she breaks her neck.  




	I imagine it like someone who has worked their whole life to climb Mt.Everest and finally undertakes the journey of a lifetime to submit their dreams.  Only to reach just below the very top of the mountain with just meters to go, then have something tragic take them out right before they can realize that dream.




	This happened to Maggie.  This moment is when I start losing my cool and getting emotional. The scene changes to her in the hospital connected to the machines.  She can't move anything but her face.  She can't even breathe on her own anymore.  There is something so relatable to me.  It launches me back into those moments in the ICU.  The memories are so fresh and vivid I can smell the hospital room.




	The empathetic side of me is over relating with a movie character.  It makes me cry when I see Maggie try to be so strong for others.  There is something about this scene my soul identifies with.  I know when I saw the pain in people's faces as they looked at me. So many times, I told people I was better than I was to help alleviate that for them.  When people see you and feel helpless to do anything, it is very difficult for them to deal with the situation.  Seeing Maggie do this very thing for the Clint Eastwood character got me even more emotional.  There were so many little things happening that seemed to resonate with me.




	As my emotional state is crumbling, I am trying so hard to keep it together.  I don't want my sisters to see me get upset. But, with so much going through my head, it is becoming harder to concentrate.  Then the next scene is the doctor inspecting Maggie's leg because it is developing bedsores from her staying in bed so long unable to move.  I silently thank God that didn't happen to me.  The doctors had warned us it most likely would occur, and it had been a pressing concern for many months.  However, I somehow escaped it.  




	With no transitions to speak of the next scene, Maggie lies in the hospital bed with her left leg amputated.  All logical thought left my brain at that moment, and I was now just a swirling mass of emotion.  Her left leg!  The very leg I am trying so desperately to save. Why am I seeing this right now? 




	I don't want to see the potential for failure.  I don't want that to be an option for me. Sometimes you can fight so hard, but then something happens beyond your control.  The reminder that even the strongest can fight the best fight and still lose.  Maggie was not just a fighter inside but outside as well.  She was at her peak and then taken to the lowest level possible in a split second.




	No longer can I control the tears.  The visual impact of seeing Maggie with her left leg amputated just pushed me over the edge.  I feel like someone has punched me in the gut.




	Now, I am questioning everything.  I have fought with every part of my being for the last ten months.  I have fought to keep my leg.  Still, the doctors are telling me it will have to be amputated.  I am still missing about 1.5 inches of bone in my lower leg.  There is still a big blob of bone cement wedged in there to keep the proper length.  The " professionals " are still telling me that they have never had a bone graft this big be a success.  The only thing I have to hold onto is the desire that I will be able to walk with my own two feet one day.  So far, they have scheduled amputation surgery three times.  Somehow I have managed to escape each one.  




		As we depart the theater, there is a heaviness around us.  I have to remind myself that even if I do fail, I have tried everything within my power to succeed.  I know that is a small consolation, but at least I will be able to say I fought the good fight.




Going into this movie, everyone was expecting an uplifting ending to the story. But, just like in real life, not all stories have a happy ending.  Now that reality was right in my face.  There is no way I can accept that I might fail.  If I do fail, I will have to cross that bridge when I get there.  Right now, I have to believe. Right now, I have to keep the hope alive in my heart. I will walk with my own two feet, and this is my one pure desire!

 








CHAPTER 37

Similar Story - Different Results

	EARL CALLED OVER this morning and asked if I wanted to get out for a bit, which is needed as I am starting to feel stir-crazy.  We aren't going to do anything too strenuous.  He said he had something he had to do for his grandparents.  I agree, knowing it won't be too tricky since Earl has an SUV and can help with the wheelchair.  




	When he arrives, it is like a burst of sunshine.  He is so full of energy, and that fluorescent pink Mohawk is like a peacock fanning its feathers.  I think I am getting a bit of an energy refill by osmosis just being around him.  The last few weeks have been particularly difficult emotionally.  I have hit a bit of a low spot due to so much unknown in my future.  Most of this is because it is almost a year after my accident, and every day I face the knowledge that I may have to have my leg amputated still.  It has been challenging to keep it so far, but I have somehow beat the odds.  However, this doesn't provide me comfort or security about the future.  There are still so many challenges and hurdles to overcome.




	The drive into Corning seems to fly.  Earl has given me all the latest gossip around both towns during the drive.  When we arrive, he greets his grandparents with so much love and excitement.  He helps me get settled in the house and then goes out to the backyard to do some things for his grandpa.  Grandpa Murr, also named Earl, sits at the kitchen table and has just finished his diabetes testing.  He asks me if I want to go sit out on the front porch since there is a nice bit of sun.  I agree, and he grabs his crutches and begins to make his way out front.




	When we finally get settled on the front porch, he asks me, "So how are you doing?"




	It takes me a moment to pull myself together. "Honestly, not so good.  I have hit a bit of a low spot emotionally and still facing amputation, but I really want to save my leg."




	He is quiet for a moment. "You know, it might not be all that bad." He pauses again. "This is just my opinion from my experience, mind you.  When my leg was injured, they kept telling me they could save it.  Like you, I went through a lot of operations.  It was a long and tedious process.  Not to mention it was also excruciating.  Over several years they kept operating.  Finally, they attempted a bone graft with sheep bone." He reads my reaction as he tells me this and reminds me that all this was many years ago.  He continues to explain in great detail all the procedures he endured. He explains how the final bone graft failed.  As he is telling me this, my mind is spinning.  




	There are so many parallels in our stories.  We both suffered very similar injuries in the lower left leg.  When Earl gets to the end of his history, he tells how he finally had his leg amputated.  What he says next gives me pause. "I wish they had just amputated it the first surgery."  




	I can tell he is reading my face and body language. "Remember, this is just my experience, but if I had it to do all over again, I would opt for the immediate amputation.  It was just too much to go through with all the surgeries and pain."




	The sun felt warm, but my world felt very much like I was in a bubble.  Grandpa Murr's story is so personal.  Gratitude and admiration fill me that he would take the time to share such an intimate experience. Something is comforting in talking with a person who truly understands what you are going through.  




	Everything he has said makes me wonder if I am making the right choices in my recovery.  Will I go down the same path of surgeries only to be disappointed because, in the end, they can't make my leg work again?  The doctors keep telling me that is what is likely to happen.  Grandpa Murr said it happened to him, and he wished the doctors had just amputated.  Will I face a lot more surgeries and endless months of pain?  Should I give up on this "crazy" dream to walk again with my own two feet?  The reality of the time it could take starts to sink in.  My brain is actually on overload now.  Above all, though, I feel like there was a real connection with Grandpa Murr.  My heart is filled with thankfulness that he shared with me so freely and deeply, as I know it must have been difficult since he comes from a tougher generation.  




	For about another fifteen minutes, we sit together on the front porch. Earl's company is comforting to me in a way that I don't quite understand but am eternally thankful.  When Earl the third comes bouncing around the corner to let us know he has finished up, I am still in a bit of a daze.  There is so much more to process and think about now that I have seen a different perspective.














CHAPTER 38

Touch My Toes

	TODAY MY FRIEND Earl has come over again.  He has been so amazing since I moved into my own house again.  Not only has he helped immensely with errands and getting me to doctor’s appointments he has been a little ray of sunshine. For example, today, after he got done with beauty school, he came over and went grocery shopping for me. Then, when he came back, he hung out and did little things around the house as I sat and watched TV with my leg elevated.  




	Earl walks on his toes, so he has a light step.  I enjoy just watching him move around.  His movements are effortless, and that makes me slightly jealous. There is also the bonus of a colorful show.  Today he has his hair in a Mohawk about five inches long that is hot pink, and the close-cropped sides are green.   




	As he is puttering around doing things, he crosses in front of me and reaches out and touches my toes briefly as he goes by.  I almost jumped out of my chair; if I were capable of such things, I probably would have at that very moment. 




	“Touch it again! Earl! Touch my toes!”  There was an urgency in my voice that I was unable to control. 




	“What? What’s wrong?” I could see the concern covering his face where just a moment before had been a blissful peace.




	“No, nothing. Please touch my toes again.” I begged




	“OK,” he said as he reached over, touching my toes with his fingers.




	“Oh my God!  I can’t believe it.  Let me touch your fingers. Give me your hand.”  At this point, he just went along with me.  As I reached out and touched his fingers, my mind now believed what my body had just sensed moments before.  His fingers were cold.




	“It’s true!  Earl, your fingers are cold! They are cold!”  I exclaimed.




	I could see he didn’t quite know how to respond to this.  He didn’t understand yet the impact of that moment.  For well over a year, I have had no sensation in my foot.  All the nerves were completely severed.  Lately, I had experienced some weird pins and needles, but this was the first time my brain registered a temperature difference.   The body is so amazing.




	It’s been over a year since my accident, and I thought this was not possible. But, instead,  I am astounded.   After my accident, I had zero sensation and couldn’t even wiggle a toe. Now, I feel like my body is finally starting to work again.  Even if it is just a little bit, this was a huge moment. Finally, I can feel it again!








CHAPTER 39

Bone Graft

	UP TO THIS point in my recovery, I have been gambling with time. My gamble is an all-or-nothing bet with horrible odds. Up to this point, I have stuck to my guns and refused amputation.  It has been over a year since that moment in time that changed the flow of my life.  It has been one long year waiting until a graft could be considered a viable option.  Up until this point, it has all been about getting things stable enough and healed enough. Such an extensive surgery wasn't possible before now.




	In previous conversations with the doctors, they told me with as much bone as I have missing in my leg, the odds of the bone growing back together after such a long time and the amount missing that would be near impossible. So there are two choices presented to me.




	The first option is to try to grow and stretch the bone until it reaches the other bone by an external fixator installed on my leg.  The doctors would drill pins into my leg below my knee and above my ankle.  Then they will attach several halos to the pins.  This method physically stretches the bones to meet up.  Every day, several times a day, giving each wing nut a quarter turn.  This methodology has several downsides. The first is that there is constant daily wound care. The pins have to be cleaned twice a day to prevent infection.  The second and terrible part is the amount of pain involved in the physical stretching of the bone.  Having had braces on my teeth, I can still recall in vivid detail the horrendous pain of having them adjusted for a few years when I was younger.  Only with braces, you get a break in between visits. This halo fixator would be an all-day, every-day pain, with no downtime.  That brings us to the third negative of this method.  Because this is not a new break, there is the possibility of spending close to six months going through excessive pain, only to have the bones not join together because the bone has been artificially separated for so long.  The other big issue is infection; with all the open wounds and the length of time, the risks of infection skyrocket.




	Method number two for the bone graft is a very new procedure that involves harvesting as much of the softer bone material as possible from the inside of the pelvis bone.  Those bone chips then get mixed with a new biotech material that stimulates growth.  There is a real possibility that cadaver bone will have to be added since I am missing approximately 1.5" of bone.  A metal tube is inserted into the empty area, and the bone chip mixture is dumped in there.  Then it is just a waiting game to see if it all grows and fuses.   The downsides to this mainly the amount of pain from the bone harvested from the pelvis.  There is also a high infection risk.  The doctors inform that currently, there has not been a successful graft as large as mine.




	As I think about my options, a huge realization hits me. I am almost to my limit with pain. I don't think I can do the bone stretching method.  If it were my only option, I would stick it out, but the one surgery method of bone transplant sounds way more appealing and much easier for recovery. However, there is one thing that weighs down my mind.  The knowledge that if this fails, I will have to accept the amputation.  




	When I tell Frick and Frack I would like to go with the surgical bone transplant method, they inform me it is out of their league. They let me know about the doctor that taught them orthopedics over at U.C. Davis Medical Center.  I can tell they are disappointed in me.  They still believe an amputation is my best choice.  They have pushed for it repeatedly, and I have resisted.  I suspect they are somewhat relieved they get to refer their problem patient to another doctor.  The relief is also mine, along with the hope that the new doctor will be more positive.














CHAPTER 40

Let's Try

	HAVING WAITED SIX weeks to be seen by this new orthopedic doctor, I am hopeful this visit will go in my favor.  My mother drove us to U.C.Davis down in Sacramento today.  It takes us about an hour and a half to reach the hospital, and after a lengthy check-in process, I settle into the exam room.  Much faster than expected, the doctor enters the room. He is a little over 6' tall with sandy blonde hair.  Immediately upon entering, he smiles the most genuine big smile.  This smile throws me off guard as I have rarely observed a doctor smiling.  




	He carefully reviews my case file and lets me know he has also consulted with the doctors at Sutter Roseville.  This information makes me feel very uncomfortable as I know how negative they are about anything working for me besides amputation.  




	"So, what do you want to do?" He said with a twinkle in his eyes.  




	The question caught me off guard. This is the first time in over a year a doctor has asked me what I wanted.  He didn't spew medical knowledge. He didn't tell me how the odds are stacked against me. He simply inquired what I wanted.




	"I want to save my leg," I replied.




	"Then let's try!" He responded with another huge smile as if he was genuinely excited to attempt the graft. 




	Could it be that simple? After constantly being told that no matter what I do 'your leg will never work properly. It will never be a functioning limb. You will always have to use supportive devices. You have had too much arterial damage and will always have less than adequate blood flow in your lower leg. Amputation is your best option.  There has never been a graft this big be successful.'  




	Finally, a doctor who is willing to try, I think. Finally, a doctor has my back.




	"Really?" It was not the answer I had expected, given the previous doctors' reactions.




	He explained the procedure the other ortho docs had told me about and then asked if I had any questions. 

	

	"The other doctors had mentioned that cadaver bone might be needed.  Is this true?" The very question made me slightly uncomfortable but knowing my options were limited; I asked only to verify.




	"If we can not get enough of the bone from what we harvest, we may have to use some." He then explains the whole process.




	"Do you have any more questions for me?" He asks.  

	

	"I don't think so.  I think I got all the information I need."




	"Good! So let's get you on the schedule and make it happen." He says with yet another smile.  




	As I left the hospital that day, I found an enormous amount of courage fills my body.  Up until this point, I felt like I had been on a life raft by myself. I was stuck on a raging sea with a radio that only forecasts more bad weather.  Taking on water and constantly bailing it out without making progress.  The sun hit my face as I rolled through the electric doors, and it felt like a reflection of my spirit at that moment.  Someone finally believed in my dream enough to back me.  Suddenly there was a calm in that storm. There was a new beauty in everything.











CHAPTER 41

Osteo My What?

IT HAD BEEN almost six weeks since they cut me open again. Dr.Wolinsky had cut a plate from the backside of my pelvis.  They had then scraped bone chips from the inside of my pelvis as that bone is the softest.  Mixing the harvested material with his new biotech mixture, he removed the bone cement from my lower leg.  At this point in the procedure, he veered from inserting a metal tube to hold all the transplant material because he said. "When I took out the bone cement, I realized there was enough built-up scar tissue that I didn't need to add any extra metal into your body." So they deposited the transplant material into my leg and stitched me up.  During this surgery, Dr. Wolinsky also implanted a temporary antibiotic rod into my leg to help prevent any infections.

	After a few excruciating days in the hospital, I can finish my recovery at home.  They weren't kidding when they said it would be a rough recovery.  The harvest area of my pelvis is at a constant ten on the pain scale.  It feels like a freshly broken bone constantly.  For the first two weeks, I am frozen in pain. After that, it starts to mellow out to a tolerable level. The last four weeks are more waiting.  

	After waiting six weeks, they tell me the bone graft is "mostly a success," which is lovely, but then the nurse tells me that the results of the x-ray look like I have a case of Osteomyelitis.




In layman's terms, a bone infection. The bottom part of the union has a pocket of fluid that is indicative of infection.  The surgeon had already inserted an antibiotic rod into my leg when he did the bone graft.  However, the concern now is the infection that developed even with that rod. So the doctor has ordered me to go onto a six-week round of IV antibiotics. The nurse already scheduled my appointment for tomorrow at the hospital to have a PICC line installed in my body.  A PICC is a tube threaded through your vein in your arm up into the cavity directly above your heart. The antibiotics they will be giving me are so strong they have to be pumped into the place where they can mix with the most blood.

	The nurse also informed me she has arranged for a home health service to deliver the supplies and a nurse to visit once a week to attend to the dressing change of the PICC line.  After the PICC is in, I will receive a special pump, antibiotics, & other needed supplies. A home health care representative will come and show me how to use everything.

	Beyond the most pressing immediate physical issues is the knowledge that this infection in my leg has the potential of destroying the bone graft union.  

It has been over a year since the accident. First, waiting to see if I could have the graft. Next, waiting to see if it would fuse. I have invested so much time already into making this work.  Now I am facing yet another challenge that is really out of my control. I have to push down the "what if?" negative emotions and keep thinking positive. Because when it comes down to it, the only thing I have control of is my attitude.  Everything else is just a wait-and-see situation. I can either worry as I wait or remain positive. With all the pain and discomfort I am already dealing with, the last thing I need is a poor mental outlook.








CHAPTER 42

Prayer

	"FOR WHERE TWO or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of them." -Mathew 18:20




	If there is one lesson I have learned during this whole adventure I have been on, it is the power of prayer.  I firmly believe that when people pray, they are expressing intention in the most direct manner possible.  As people begin to pray together, that power strengthens and multiplies. There is no scientific way to quantify this.  It comes down to a matter of faith.  




	I know the one phrase that rings true is the quote by Paulo Coelho, "When you desire something with all your heart, the whole universe conspires to help." When people pray, they are asking for their pure desire.  You can choose to believe in a higher power like God, or you can be an atheist and still believe in the power of prayer.  It doesn't have to be an all-or-nothing equation.




	The first prayer I said during this journey was as I lay on the side of the road. Deep in my soul, I knew I was on the fragile fence between life and death, more than anything, I wanted to live.  Knowing I needed to fight with every bit of energy in my body to stay alive, I also knew at that moment I needed all the help I could get.   As I lay there and reached my left hand into the air, I felt someone take it. I asked for prayer. I could hear someone praying.  It provided a great deal of comfort to know someone was pleading on my behalf as I fought.  It strengthened me and gave me the courage to fight through the pain.  




	It wasn't until a few months after my accident that I saw the pictures from the accident scene.  I found it very interesting that in all the photos of the accident scene taken by the California Highway Patrol, there was not one picture of the lady's face. Photographs were taken from every angle.  Later I asked around if anyone knew who she was, and nobody remembered her there.  Being a small community, it was easy to find out who else was there on the scene.




	The second profound prayer moment came for me shortly after being released from the hospital.  We had been trying to figure out what my options would be for a doctor.  I was still seeing the surgeons for the most part, but soon I would need to transition to a primary care doctor for all the required care.  Due to no insurance and the extreme level of care, the options didn't look good.  Nobody could seem to find a solution to this problem.  Immediately my mother put it on her prayer chain.  She called the first person on the list and submitted the prayer request.  The chain is a simple list of volunteers.  Each person prays immediately upon receiving the request and then calls the next person on the list and so on.  Many times they pray together as they talk on the phone.   




	It was literally less than one hour since my mom submitted the request when the phone at my aunt's house began to ring.  Auntie Colleen immediately passed me the phone. "It's for you, Dearie!"




	"Hello, this is Liza."  




	"Liza, this is Vicki over at Argyll Medical Center." She said cheerily. "Listen, we just had a meeting with all of our doctors here.  Your situation came up, and we know you have some very serious needs but no insurance.  So here is the deal, Dr. Brown would like to take you on as a patient. Don't worry about the insurance situation. He is going to see you at no charge. We want to make sure you have good care."  




	"Vicki, thank you so much.  I can't even tell you how much this means to me. We were just having a family meeting about how we could solve this problem.  This is such a blessing.  I can't even begin to say how thankful I am for this.  Tell Dr. Brown I am very grateful and look forward to seeing him."




	Argyll Medical was a client of mine before the accident.  It was amazing they were reaching out like this to help.




	Another instance that comes to mind is several years after my accident while having drinks with my mom and her friends. Her friend Brenda said she had a story to tell me.   She then proceeded to tell me how she had gone to the hospital when I was first admitted.  When I started writing this book, I asked her to write up the story, so here is what she experienced.




***************************************************************************************

On February 28th, 2004, I was invited to go with a group of friends to see the movie "The Passion of Christ." It was at the time the movie was just being released. Being a member of the Christian Motorcycle Association, we decided it would be nice to go together to see the show, then afterward have lunch and go for a ride.  I knew the movie was going to be painful to watch. I had to actually fast and pray as I tried to prepare myself to watch what I understood would be beating and crucifying one who was portraying himself as if he were the Lord. The whole purpose of the movie was to reveal the true Passion of Christ and what He was willing to endure for us. Words cannot describe the emotions I experienced as I wept and prayed during the entire show.  When the movie was over, everyone in the theater was speechless. An eerie silence with weeping filled the room. Walking out of the building, we all quietly headed to a place to talk privately. Our emotions were raw with humble gratitude as well as extreme thankfulness. We finally were able to have lunch and then went on a slow ride out in the country.




Upon returning home, I had arranged to take my daughter Faith and our President of the Freedom Riders son back to see the same movie for the afternoon viewing. It was no less painful to watch it again. In fact, it had an even greater impact on me. I kept praying as I watched the show, "Lord, why did they beat you so many times? Why did You have to suffer so much"? It was horrifying. He spoke to my heart at that moment and revealed to me that He had to pay the price for our healing through those stripes.  Healing was paid for just as much as eternal life. That revelation changed my life; it was for that very reason I saw the movie. I needed a visual that was so intense it would prepare me to believe for greater healings that would come forth through the power of God and prayer.




I have believed God for my own healing many times, as well as others, and have seen His miraculous work.  I knew the moment I left the theater that the Lord desires to minister to those who are hurting. And use those who would listen and obey and step out boldly to pray.  

When I came home from the theater after seeing that movie twice in the same day, I literally was so weak I was barely functioning. Spiritually, emotionally, and physically I was spent. All I wanted to do was go to bed. I knew I needed to process what I saw. I was only home about ten minutes when I received a phone call. Janet's voice was one I had never heard before, although we had been friends for over 25 years. She was crying and said, "Bren, Liza has been in a motorcycle accident and is in the hospital. They are going to amputate her leg right now." Immediately I spoke out and said, "No, They are not! Janet, believe in God. I am leaving now."

I made arrangements for my daughter and then went to Chico. Ed, Luke, Pam & Don Holden, and another CMA member gathered together to pray at the hospital within 30-45 minutes after the phone call. We were standing in the waiting room quietly praying and waiting for a long period of time. I didn't talk to Janet very much because I was talking to the Lord, crying out for intervention on Liza's behalf. A doctor came out to the waiting room and talked to Janet, he stated they were going to operate but were delayed because they were undecided exactly where to amputate at that moment. As the doctor was talking to Janet, she was looking at me; I just shook my head 'No.' When he left, I only said to her, "Believe God." I continued to pray, yet I was physically exhausted from seeing the movie earlier in the day.




I told Janet that I believed that I was supposed to lay hands on Liza and pray for her so please ask if I could come in and pray; otherwise, I was going to go home because I was too tired. We walked over to the phone located in the hallway just outside the intensive care room. Janet spoke to someone and explained she was Liza's mother and then asked if her friend could enter the Unit to pray for Liza. The person on the phone replied, "no."  I looked at Janet and said, "Maybe I missed it. I thought I was supposed to lay hands on her and pray".

At that exact time, three individuals were coming toward me. They were all dressed in blue scrubs, blue hats, and had small white masks covering their mouths. They were rushing toward the door while pushing a gurney with someone lying on it. One of the men had some type of breathing apparatus that he was manually operating to help keep the lungs supplied with oxygen. The moment I saw them, I held my hand up and said, "You must stop! I have to pray!" It was as if there was a time warp that occurred, and everyone froze in place. No one spoke. No one moved. The only motion taking place at that time was the man's hands manipulating the piece of equipment for her breathing. I looked down and saw someone I did not know. The face was swollen beyond recognition. I could not know this person was Liza by what my eyes were telling me. Yet I had an incredible peace come upon me, as well as powerful confidence that God was intervening on her behalf. I began to pray with my understanding and in the Spirit for a moment in time. I do not know how long this occurred. The second I was finished praying, it was as if the pause button was released, and all the characters came to life. One of the men said suddenly, "We have to go"! They moved quickly and pushed the gurney into the Intensive Care Unit.




Janet stood in awe, for she saw the Love of the Lord Minister to her daughter by opening the door that otherwise would have been shut. For within seconds, we could have missed seeing Liza if we had not walked over to that area to use the phone and ask if I could enter. I reassured Janet that God heard our prayers and that Liza would keep her leg, and she would live and not die and proclaim the works of the Lord.




I was tired and left the hospital sincerely believing in Liza's healing while praising God for the miracle that she was alive and would recover in time. But, I knew it was going to be a long haul.




It was weeks later Janet called me on the phone and said, "Brenda, Liza told me you came by the hospital to see her and talked with her for a while!" I only went to the hospital physically on the night of her accident. What did she hear? What did she see while we talked? I will never know. I understand there is a spiritual dimension that we can enter into in prayer that supersedes our understanding; therefore, we cannot always know why things change or how prayer works. Liza had ears to hear and was listening to a message sent to her in a way that I do not comprehend. Yet, she was gifted with the strength to fight for her life and her limb. During the time, while in her weakest state, God was doing many miracles in the heart of this beautiful young woman. At that moment in time, Liza was not aware God was healing her, starting from deep within while also preparing her for the new journey she would begin to walk out in her future.




This is where my story really began with Ms. Liza, with many other stories that were to unfold as time passed.

 

Brenda D. Ballantine  M. A.




*****************************************************************************************




	When I first heard the story, I thought it sounded a bit extreme.  Time just doesn't stop.  Those things just don't happen.  But the end results would prove different.  The doctors had every intention of amputation.  Yet somehow, it did not occur.  I was told by surgeons later that they didn't understand why my leg had not been amputated immediately.  Was it a mistake? Was it prayer?




	After the accident scene, the next round of fervent prayer I said as I lay in the ICU.  Fear and delusions filled every waking moment.  Everything and everyone terrified me.  It felt like my fight or flight response had been turned on and never allowed to rest.  As I told you earlier, I thought the nurses wanted to murder me.  In those prayers, I begged my guardian angels to watch over me.  It was that day Brenda came to my hospital room to visit.  When she came in, I wondered why she was visiting.  I barely knew her.  We had met a few times briefly over the years but never really had a conversation.  Yet when she came into the room, I felt at peace.  There was a light that radiated from every part of her.  It was the only time during my stay in the Intensive Care Unit that I felt safe.  I no longer cared how little I knew her.  I was only thankful to feel peace. For a little while, she spoke to me before pulling over the bedside table and opening her bible on it.  As she read, the light in the room grew.




	I can not explain the experience.  Those moments Brenda was there with me seemed so real and tangible.  As you can see from the above email written in 2015, she never came to visit me when I was in the ICU.  




	If you experienced a supernatural event, would you try to justify it logically or accept it for what it was? 




















CHAPTER 43

Cycles

<REALLY NEED HELP or suggestions how to relay this>




	Time and cycles can be extremely repetitive.  As a person telling a story this is a choke point.  How does one describe the cycles of recovery without boring the reader?  Please just know that the first part of this story is over an eight year period.  This whole time period has been consistent in only the patterns.  Surgery is first.  The body then needs to heal for a few months.  Next it is off to physical therapy.  During this phase seeing more doctors and deciding what gets surgery next.   It feels like I have done an injustice to the actual time invested in this process of healing and recovery.  Time!  Patience! 








Part Six




Dreamer








CHAPTER 44

A Dream Resurfaces

	I AM SITTING in the little Mexican restaurant with my mom and her best friends, Brenda and Linda. Having margaritas has been a forum for sharing our lives.  As I sit listening to them share while sipping away on my margarita, I feel a bit of courage to share my new dream and a real fear of how they will receive the idea.  I am silently reminded of a piece of wisdom about how a person has to "out" themselves to people around them, and this produces a level of accountability for their dreams and desires.  




	Years before I had this accident, I had read another book called "The Pilgrimage" by Paulo Coelho. It told of his walking a pilgrimage road in Spain named the Camino de Santiago. I had told myself after reading the book that I would do that one day.  For years now, that dream seemed impossible even to consider. Honestly, before my accident, my mindset was also quite different.  My goal of financial and business success had top priority, and in all reality, I never would have taken the amount of time needed for such an excursion. However, now I found the thought creeping into my brain on an increasingly regular basis. 




	After approximately 20 operations, I am walking much better now with just a cane.  I am still having some pretty bad issues with my left knee, which at times will turn to jello and leave me in a heap on the ground. But I am walking on my own two feet. This was my goal all along; to walk on my own two feet. Well, I am still using the cane but am finally feeling like I am at the end of the road to recovery. It is time for a new road.




	"So, dear Liza, how are things with you?" Brenda inquires, breaking my train of thought. 




	Taking a deep breath and then another sip of my margarita, I gather all the courage I can muster to share this idea.  




	"Well, I am doing pretty well." I start.  I give them cursory medical updates. I feel like they are going to look at me like I am crazy. Here goes nothing. Taking another deep breath and then launching directly into the nitty-gritty. "Years ago, I had read a story about a pilgrimage road in Spain that people have been walking for a few thousand years. I found it very inspiring, and it was something I had wanted to do. So I now am considering walking it."  




	I can see the concern mounting on my mother's face.




	"So tell me more about this pilgrimage?" Brenda says as she can see the same thing on my mom's face.  Deep appreciation fills me because I know how my mom can be with the worry.




	"Well, it is called the Camino de Santiago or the way of St. James. The road begins in the south of France and goes across the northern part of Spain. After Jesus died, rumors say; St. James preached in the North of Spain, and later his bones were put in the Cathedral of Santiago. So people would make the journey as an act of spiritual enlightenment or to garner forgiveness. The final stop on the journey is the cathedral, where if you have completed at least the last 100 kilometers of the road, you get what is called a Compostela.  The Compostela is a certificate of completion sanctioned by the Vatican. Once you have completed the pilgrimage, you have the official title of Pilgrim. The road has an excellent infrastructure that has grown to accommodate the pilgrims making their journey. When you start your journey, you get a special passport that will allow you to stay in albergues along the way. These albergues are like hostels for pilgrims. For just a few euros a night, you can have a hot shower and a place to sleep. Sometimes there is even a meal included depending on where you stay.  Also, the restaurants in town usually offer a pilgrims menu so that you can get a full meal and wine for another few Euros. This infrastructure allows the pilgrims not to have to spend too much money on their pilgrimage."




	About this time, my mother was getting super antsy and couldn't take it anymore. "Wait, so you are saying you want to walk this Camino?"




	"Yes," I replied.




	"Do you think that is wise? Do you think it is safe? What about your leg? What if you have medical problems? How long is this walk? Why would you want to do this, honey?" My mom's worry is growing by the moment




	Brenda just sat there silently with a contemplative look on her face.  




	"I think it sounds fascinating," Interjects Linda.  All three of these ladies have children, and I can see on Linda's face that she is also concerned. "But why would you want to do this?"




	"Why?  That is a great question.  First, this was a dream I thought had died.   Since my accident, my one desire was to walk on my own two feet with no assistive devices. I am walking much better now. Yes, I am still using the cane, but I couldn't have considered such a thing before.  I suppose this is the first time I felt like I could consider this again.  Also, even though I am still using the cane, I have reached my goals.  I need something to close the door on that chapter of my life. I need something bigger. I need something defining. All the endless cycles of surgery and recovery feel like a revolving door but never with an exit. The walk is about 500 miles long." 




	Before I could finish, my mother gasped and said, "honey, what are you thinking!?" At which point Brenda cut in, "Let her finish."




	"So as far as my medical situation, I know I could have a problem the would end my trip. I know possibly I could fly to Spain and step off the plane and have to turn around for medical reasons.  If that is the case, I will still consider it a victory. If you look back just a few years to my time confined in a wheelchair, anyone would have told you it would be impossible for me to try. So to attempt the walk for me would be a victory. Remember when I couldn't walk?" Pausing, I can see my last statement is making a lot of sense to my mother. "Also, I don't have to do all 500 miles.  The first few days of the road go through the Pyrenees mountains, and due to the number of inclines, I would skip that. Also, to get the Compostela, you only have to do the last 100 kilometers. I will have no problem taking a bus to that point and just doing that part if that is what my body can handle."




	"I have done a lot of research about the safety of the Camino and feel confident walking it.  There are lots of people that will also be walking, and the infrastructure is well defined.  Spanish people are also highly respectful of people walking the Camino and will help them out if need be."  




	Even as I am defending these ideas out loud, I am also protecting them in my soul.  Even though I won't admit it externally, I wonder if I am biting off more than I can chew. It does sound a bit crazy to hear myself saying it out loud. I was also highly aware my mother would be my most formidable adversary against the idea. She worries.




	Brenda immediately started rummaging in her purse and pulled out some cash, a stack of post-it notes, and a pen.  She wrote a note on the Post-It and then rolled up some money and wrapped the post-it note around the cash. "This is all the cash I have on me. I believe in your dream. Use this for your trip. It's only $7, but it is a start."




	I could feel the surge of emotions as she handed it to me: a symbol of belief.  That small gesture fanned the fire of my dream. Suddenly there was a new strength to it. There was something tangible. I was accountable now for that dream.

	

	When I arrived home that evening, I put that little piece of a dream turned reality into my jewelry box and locked it up. It was as if I had found new courage to follow through.  I hadn't voiced my doubts out loud, nor would I.  I don't know how. I don't know when. But, I do know that one day I will attempt to walk this pilgrimage road across Spain.











CHAPTER 45

Removing Metal

THE AIR COMING from the ocean has a very distinct pressure.  When it hits land, I can feel it.  The metal plate that runs down the length of my femur provides a unique type of pain.  First, the cold infiltrates the plating, but it doesn’t stop there. It travels through each screw holding the metal plating to my bone.  There are about twenty screws in all.  Once that cold gets inside the bone, it is horrible discomfort.  A deep ache that doesn’t go away. There is also the sensation of having a knife driving a wedge into the depths of my bone.  The winter is the worst for this sort of pain, although it can strike at any time.  




	Moving to Vallejo was probably a mistake as it is right next to San Francisco bay, but the situation and finances dictated that it was the best choice.  The one redeeming factor is that my nephew and his girlfriend live in the house right next door.  They have gone out of town this weekend have asked me to keep an eye on their dog, Monster, and feed their chickens.  On my way out of their house, it happens again.  I crumple to the ground like an empty bag of potato chips.  It is as if the moment my left leg touches the ground, my knee vanishes along with all the support it usually provides.  However, it is there in all its inflamed glory as soon as I try to get back up.  It takes me a minute to get back to my feet and get myself steadied again.  The slope of the driveway is not helping at all.  




	This is the third time in a month I have collapsed.  Each time it happens, it takes many days to get back to a semi-normal feeling.  As soon as I get back home, I dial up U.C. Davis and leave a message for the nurse of the doctor that had done my previous knee surgery.  Several doctors have told me the same thing: I would probably need a full knee joint replacement within five years.  Not only was there a lot of initial trauma in the accident, but there was lots of additional trauma.  My knee was the access point for several surgeries so, it has already been flayed open to put a rod in there. Then, opened again to remove it and insert a special antibiotic rod. Finally, my knee was opened again to remove the antibiotic rod.  I fully suspect when I see Dr. Ryan, he will tell me I need my joint replaced.




	The next day I get a call from the nurse, and she asks lots of questions and decides I need to come in.  There is a four-week wait to see the doctor, which is much shorter than some other times.  These doctors at U.C. Davis are worth the wait. In my opinion, they are some of the top docs anywhere.




	When I finally see Dr. Ryan, they send me down to the x-ray department for a few slides.  Then am directed back to a waiting room.  After just a few minutes, a guy comes in and introduces himself as Dr. Aaron and tells me he is a resident.  Having been in the U.C. system for this long, I know it is a teaching hospital. He will ask all the same questions that the doctor usually asks.  Dr. Aaron brings up the x-rays on the computer and studies them for a moment. Finally, we go over my surgical history, and he excuses himself.




	A few moments later, Dr.Ryan comes into the room, followed by Dr. Aaron and several other residents.  They all stand in a semi-circle with their hands clasped.  Inside I laugh a little. It is like the church of medicine. Then, Dr. Ryan starts asking me the same questions I just answered. Next, he asks how things have gone since the knee surgery.   “Things have been going pretty great with my knee, all things considered since we got it all cleaned out.  But this new thing where I lose control and fall isn’t enjoyable.”




	“I wouldn’t think so. Well, here is what I think.  I think before we go any; further, I want Dr. Wolinsky to look at that metal plate in your leg.”  This information took me off guard. I was expecting him to address my knee, and now it felt like I was taking two steps backward.   I could imagine getting shuffled to another doctor in other hospitals, but then I considered my history here and, notably, the doctors in this department.  They have always taken great care of me and done a brilliant job.  




	On the way out, I schedule an appointment with Dr. Wolinsky, which is a six-week wait time. However, I will gladly wait six weeks because if there is one doctor in the world I have total faith in, it is him.  




	When I return to U.C. Davis, I learn my doctors have already consulted about my case. Dr. Ryan has told Dr. Wolinsky what he thinks about my knee.  When Dr. Wolinsky comes into the room, he greets me with a huge smile and warm, “Welcome back. It’s good to see you.”  




	He has the best personality and is probably one of the most talented orthopedic doctors in the state, if not the USA.  “So we talked about your case, and both of us agree the best course of action is to remove the metal plate in your leg before we do anything with your knee.”  This statement surprises me, but again I totally trust this doctor. “You don’t think I need knee surgery?”  I ask. 




	“Well, I think this would be the least invasive option, and if it works, it is a lot better than a joint replacement.  So we will have to make a few incisions, and then we will probably just cut the plating away from the screws. However, I do have to let you know that there can be complications as the screws can sometimes fuse to the plating.”  




	“What about taking the screws out since you are in there already?” I inquire. 




	“We could do that, but I wouldn’t recommend it.  If we back out all those screws, you are going to have a lot of bone loss. There will also be a lot more pain.  Imagine if you screw a wood screw into sheetrock and then back it out.  You will see a pile of sheetrock on the floor.” 




	My brain flashes back to when he took the bone out of my pelvis and how painful that was. “If you think it is best, let’s do it.” 




	“I will let Mindy know that is the plan. Just stop at her desk on the way out, and we will get you on the books.  See you in a few weeks” He smiles again leaves. 




	Mindy gets me on the surgery schedule and gives me some papers to sign.  She also sets up a pre-op appointment for me.  














CHAPTER 46

Recovery Room

	WHEN I WAKE up in the recovery room, I try to adjust my position, and a surge of pain greets me. They weren't joking. I am in a lot of pain. The nurse at the workstation right at the foot of my bed sees my discomfort and immediately asks if I am in pain.  She already has some medication ready to go.  Within two minutes, the pain has subsided to a tolerable level. "Can I have an extra warm blanket, please?" My body is freezing.  Cold is the one side effect of surgery I hate the most.  When I wake up, I am always frozen from the inside out.  This time isn't as bad.  Before surgery, I had requested a bear huger, an inflatable blanket of sorts that is lightly heated. I had also asked for extra warm blankets, which were already on me.  My body was still cold, but at least this time, I wasn't shivering because that is a horrible experience when compounded by fresh surgical pain.




	Usually, if there is any chance of getting out of the hospital, I will take it. However, today I am grateful that I will be spending the night here. If the last hour in the recovery room told me anything, this would be a painful recovery.  I see Dr. Wolinsky across the room and am greeted with a massive smile as he makes his way to my bed. "Well, everything went very well.  We did run into a situation with the metals having fused, so we had a bit of a challenge cutting it off." His eyes are sparkling as he is talking.  I can hear a bit more excitement in his voice as he continues, "We went through three diamond cutting heads before we were able to get it cut off.  But we got it.  It was a little bit rough, so you might feel more sore than normal.  Hopefully, this fixes up your knee problem.  I will see you in two weeks for a follow-up."




	"Thank you so much," I tell him and give him a huge smile.




	The next few weeks are spent passing time. I am a pro now at being patient and waiting to heal.  This waiting game is nothing new.  Go slow. Be conscious of your physical actions and how they will take a toll. Don't overdo it. Whatever "it" may be. Sometimes that means I need something from the grocery store and go without because the energy it takes to do that will cause more recovery time.  Also, using crutches takes twice the energy to be mobile.  Around the house, I can use my wheelchair. It is impossible to do the littlest things on crutches. Like, carry a plate of food ten steps from the kitchen to the dining room.  I have the ins and outs of this down.  




	About six weeks after the surgery, I ditched the crutches and went back to using my cane again.  I feel a renewed strength in my knee. It hasn't gone out once. I am surprised by how much better it is doing all around. I didn't think the metal along my femur was interfering as much as it had been.   After about eight weeks, I begin feeling knee strength I have not felt since my accident. 




	It is right about then I start thinking about that crazy dream to walk the Camino Santiago again.  The idea keeps getting stronger.  I go to my dresser and open my jewelry box. Off to the side is the little green post-it. Gently unrolling it, I see the words "Seeds of faith towards your passport and your journey over seas. $7 for 7 years “New Day - New way” Towards your walk 1-21-11 -Brenda" written on it.  A five-dollar bill and two one-dollar bills rolled up. Smiling to myself, I package the money back up in the post-it note.  I know that my body is much stronger than when I had told the ladies about my idea to walk.  I know I still want to try this crazy dream.  I know I told people I was going to. What will they think of me if I don't keep my word?  Especially Brenda. She believed in me. She believes in me so much she gave me her last few dollars. I know she doesn't have much, and it was a stretch for her to get the gas money to come that day—such a generous and selfless act of kindness.  I don't know how I can make this dream come true.  So many obstacles to manage before it can come true.  I know it is going to be expensive to get a plane ticket.  That doesn't include living expenses for the rest of the journey. Placing the roll back in my jewelry box, I keep the dream alive in my heart.  I will make sure to use this money as she intended when she gave it to me. 








CHAPTER 47

Fire

	IT WAS AROUND 2 am, as I turned off the television and put the game controller on the coffee table when I smelled smoke.  At first, I thought my brain was imagining it.  I went down the hall, and the smell got stronger.  As I reached the spare room, I could see just a bit of smoke in the air in the hallway.  I opened the door, and there was a bit more smoke.  It was coming through the wall by the window.  There were no visible flames, so I  wondered if maybe something caught fire on the outside.  I grabbed a fire extinguisher from the kitchen and turned on the outside light on my way outside.  When I got to the corner of the house, I could see a wisp of smoke coming from the wall behind the silver box.   There were still no visible flames.  It had to be in the wall.




	Now alarm bells were going off in my head.  There must be a fire in the wall.  I think that was the moment the adrenaline kicked in full gear.  First, I grabbed my cell phone and dialed 911.  I told them there was a fire and then had to tell them the address three times because my cell phone wasn’t giving them an accurate read.  After that, I grabbed my cat and threw him out the back door. I also grabbed the little fire safe I had will all my essential documents and threw that out the back door as well.  Next, I pulled my car out of the garage, which is the moment the fire department showed up.  They asked quickly about the location of the fire but at the same time telling me to stay out of the house.




	A little bit later, one of the firemen let me know they had found an electrical fire in the wall. There was an arc of electricity, but before they could address it, they needed to wait for the power company to turn off the power. The good news was that nothing else was burning.  The bad news was the electricity was being turned off, and the fire department was going to tag the house. They told me I would be unable to live there until the owner had fixed everything and all the proper inspections had happened.  




	By now, it was about 3 am.  I decided to call my best friend since he keeps a late-night schedule.  Sure enough, he answered on the second ring.  When I told him what was happening, he came right down.  He helped me grab a few personal items and said I could crash at his house.




The next day several friends helped me load everything into a Uhaul and deposit it all in a storage locker. The fireman had said the whole process of getting the house livable again would take at minimum a month but probably closer to two.  




Once we finished everything, I had a moment to think. My first reaction was, how is this happening to me?  What am I going to do now? My friend told me I could crash at his place until I figured it out, which took a lot of stress off the situation. 




Then one day, out of nowhere, the idea for the Camino came back.  Maybe I should consider doing the Camino now. So many little unconsidered details I need to iron out.  First, I had to procure a passport since I hadn’t gotten one before.  Once I found out how long getting a passport would take, I got all my paperwork filed and sent in.  Then I got online and found the cheapest possible ticket I could to fly to Spain.  I purchased the ticket before I even had my passport in hand.  




This walk is going to happen.  I am going to attempt to walk the Camino de Santiago. Whatever form this ends up taking is what it will be.  I am open to all the potential of the road. I am aware that my medical situation may interfere with my plans. I am honest with myself that I might walk a few steps or walk many miles. 




The fire, which I had at first considered a bit of a disaster for my life, actually ended up being the open the door to walk. With the overhead of rent and monthly bills, this whole thing would be impossible.  But now, I suddenly find myself with none of these.  There are still a few wrinkles to iron out.  I am still a bit short on funds.  I am short but have four weeks to figure that part out.  














CHAPTER 48

Getting Ready

	THERE ARE SO many little details to consider while packing.  The one thing I know is to keep it light.  Everything I have read says the same thing, pack minimalist.  I already have a decent internal frame backpack that I used to use for mountaineering.  However, when I manage to retrieve it from storage and try it on for a fitting, I notice the frame is bent slightly which might not bode well.




I have a trip planned to the local outdoor store for some good travel pants and shirts.  Everything should be easy to wash and dry quickly and, most of all, not weigh much.  




	At REI, my big focus is a new pair of shoes.  Purchasing shoes becomes a much more difficult task than even I expected.  Shoes are a big challenge for me.  Due to the damage on my heel and losing part of it, I have a very sensitive area, and unfortunately, many models of shoes put pressure on that spot.  I finally find a pair of hiking boots that seem not to irritate that part of my foot.   With all the clothes and shoes taken care of, I go over the backpack section to see what they have. 




	The sales associate is accommodating, and when he asks the purpose of me looking for a pack and I tell him to walk the Camino, he gets excited and tells me it is on his bucket list.  He fits me with a lightweight ladies' backpack.  He helps me get it all adjusted and puts some equivalent weights to what I would be carrying.  There have been many advances in gear since the last time I purchased this sort of thing.  This backpack is far superior and much lighter than what I currently have. However, when I see the price tag, I must reconsider.  




	I have the same sales assistant help me find the lightest possible sleeping bag.  Again I am amazed at what I see in the way of advances.  I have a mountaineering sleeping bag, but it is for sleeping in the snow and way too heavy for such a journey.  




	So I purchased a new sleeping bag, two pairs of pants, three shirts, a pair of hiking boots, and a pair of flip flops for shower shoes.




	When I get home, I load everything into my backpack and put on my new hiking boots.  I have decided to try the break-in period on just the carpet since I know once a shoe is worn outside or on pavement, it is hard to return.  This decision turns out to be a sage choice on my behalf. However, within a few hours of wearing the boots, I have several spots on my foot becoming hot. I am also feeling an odd strain in my leg, most likely caused by the weight of the boots.  I then decide to return the hiking boots and wear the one pair of tennis shoes that I own that does fit me.  




	After trying on my backpack fully loaded, I know I should probably spring for the new one. I tried several times to fix the frame, but it is also much heavier.  So I decided to try Amazon and see if they had the same backpack.  I find it for almost $100 cheaper than it was at the outdoor store.    




	I continue this preparation for the unknown.  There are moments I feel foolish for getting all this ready, spending money, and most of all, thinking I can do this. My brain is fast to push away the negative.  There is no place to say, "I can't do this."  All the while, I keep in the forefront of my mind that regardless of what ends up happening, the very fact that I am well enough to attempt this amazes me.  The memories of the years of using a wheelchair and the surgeries and physical therapy come rushing back.  Never during that time would I have imagined that I would be preparing to walk across a country while carrying a backpack at this point in my life.  











CHAPTER 49

Scallop Shell

BEFORE GOING TO Spain, I have stopped in Massachusetts to visit with family. The last day before leaving on my journey, my Uncle Paul and Aunt Ginger took me over to Rockport, a little over an hour drive from their house in Chelmsford, MA. They wanted to do something touristic and show me around before I left the country. What a beautiful quaint little town.  A few minutes after arriving, I told my Aunt Ginger that I wanted to find a Scallop shell for my trip to Spain.  The scallop shell is the symbol of the pilgrims walking the Camino.  Pilgrims had been carrying scallop shells since the Camino started.  I understand it began utilitarian as pilgrims would use the shell as a drinking and eating utensil. I didn't know much more about it other than pilgrims now usually attached one to their backpack. 




	The shop owner heard our conversation and told us four doors down was a shell shop.  I was hoping to find one that had a hole so I could attach it to my backpack. Unfortunately, after scouring the whole store, I could not find one scallop shell.  I was disappointed. 




	Not one to give up easily, I decided to ask the proprietor if he had a scallop shell in stock. Not just any scallop shell, though, preferably one that had a hole drilled into it.




	He had a somewhat quizzical look and asked if I had a drill.  I told him no, I didn't, and that I was leaving for Spain tomorrow and mentioned I was walking the Camino de Santiago.  As soon as I told him I was walking the Camino, he said, "hold on, I have just the one." He reached behind the counter and grabbed a scallop shell while telling me it was a rare version.  His eyes sparkled a bit as he handed it to me, saying it was a gift. "The Camino will change your life." He then said he had walked the Camino before.  That small gift brought tears to my eyes.  What incredible kindness and generosity!  As I left the shop, he wished me "Buen Camino" Turning around; I waved at him again.  




	There was something about the exchange that seemed to settle my mother's nerves about my journey.  I was thankful she was there to witness the kindness of one pilgrim to another.








CHAPTER 50

Official Departure

	MY UNCLE PETER and uncle Paul drop me off at the curb at Logan airport in Boston, Massachusetts. Their smiles brighten the start of my journey. They wish me a good trip and remind me to call them if I need anything at all. I tell them I love them and wave one more time before turning and walking into the airport. United Flight 853 Boston to Heathrow isn't even showing on the flight board yet. I laugh a little that I am here several hours before my departure time as recommended by our lovely TSA. Too early to find my departure gate.




	As I line up to print out my boarding pass, I wonder if I should stick my backpack in the little carry-on tester by the counter. I think I have it about the right size, but it could be a little bit over. On the other hand, I don't want to get separated from my pack as it has everything I need inside, nor do I want to attract attention from an underpaid employee having a bad day. So it's best to take my chances and hope they don't make me check it once I get on the plane.




	I pass through security with the same frustrations as every person standing in line. How ridiculous is it that I have to go through a metal detector/x-ray machine and still have to remove my shoes? I can't help but think "security" in airports in the United States is more about making people feel like cattle by herding them through rope corrals before being processed. Worst of all is knowing I had to pay to get treated like this. that lovely extra fee on the ticket for "September 11th security fee"  reminds me that we all get to pay now. Talk about adding insult to injury.  After the metal detector, I am subjected to the extra wanding, pat down, and swabbing for explosives since every time I go through these things, the metal implants make them look extra closely at me.




	The international flight hasn't even started, and already I am over it. I have left behind all electronic devices on this flight that might allow me a brief distraction from the boredom that overtakes a person as time slows down. Why does waiting in an airport time seem to make time slow to a crawl? The only electronic device I have is a phone with no SIM card that I will be using in Spain. Useless to me now. I suppose I will waste money at the newsstand and get some magazines to help kill time.




	The following 24 hours are quite possibly the slowest of my life. My first flight to London's Heathrow airport is uneventful. The airport is quite lively as the Olympics are about to start, so there is quite a bit of extra personnel in pink shirts offering information in just about every language. I have several hours layover, so I decided now would be a good time to do currency exchange. There is a choice of a travel pre-loaded card with Euros or cash at the window. In my infinite lack of travel wisdom, I opt for the travel card, thinking this will be the safest way instead of carrying a lot of cash.




	My brain is still trying to accept that I am really at the beginning of my journey. It all seems so foreign. I don't mean the mundane details of travel and airports. Those are all too familiar. The concept that a simple seed planted many years ago is coming to fruition. I am going to walk the Camino de Santiago. Still, an undercurrent of nervous energy hasn't dissipated since I booked my flight to Spain. The same questions come flying into my brain again. What the HELL are you thinking? Oh, that little devil on my shoulder won't shut up. Whispering in my ear that I dream too big. Taunting me that I am traveling around the world, spending a lot of money to do so, and it will all be a waste. In a few days, you will be on a flight home. I am spending time and money on a dream that is crazy and so far out of your reach. 




	SHUT UP!

	

	At least I am trying. The angel who walks with me is quick to offer a rebuttal; remember that you are victorious by even starting this walk. You are doing right because you are following your dreams. My angel reminds me of all the circumstances in life that seemed to happen to cause me to have the time, money, and opportunity to make this happen. Remember the synchronicity. I can't deny all the doors opened to me and how everything fell into place all so smoothly. Crazy as it may seem, it was a pure desire. As these thoughts roll through my head, I start feeling peaceful again. Just do it. Nobody can fault a person for trying.




	Time for the next segment of the trip. Madrid is only a few hours away. Navigating the airport in London is all too easy given the extra staff all too eager to help you find connecting flights or anything else you could want at an airport. Then another uneventful flight.




Landing in Madrid, everything is suddenly foreign; this is an exciting feeling.  Nobody speaks English, and everything is in Spanish. There are only about 45 minutes to navigate the airport and catch my connecting flight to Pamplona. Suddenly I wish I had more time to study Spanish before I got here. Only having planned this trip about four weeks ago and then doing everything it took to get here, I know I didn't have time. Between putting my whole life into a storage unit, selling my car, procuring a passport, and organizing everything, there wasn't much time to spare. I am sure this won't be the only time I wish I had studied more.




	The flight to Pamplona requires a change of terminal. Three different lines are queuing up, and I can tell it has something to do with my passport. Beyond that, I can't seem to tell what the difference is for the lines other than the color markings. I wish my Spanish were better! Approaching a uniformed employee standing near one of the ropes, I ask, "Habla English?" to which he replies, "No." Oh great. I pull out my passport and point at the lines, and say, "Que?". He points to the left-most line, and I decide to give it a go.




As I am standing there, I can see that everyone else has different colored passports than me. This information doesn't make me feel like I am in the right line, but I decided to try as there is no other information I can understand. It's a little more unnerving because this is the passport check station. Not the place you want to get into the wrong line. Finally, it's my turn. I get up to the window and hand the man my passport. He looks at me and then at my passport, stamps it, and hands it back to me. All that worry about being in the proper line, and I don't so much as get a hello. I chuckle a bit to myself as I walk through the terminal. I am finally in Spain! The excitement quickly fades as I read the first terminal board I see and realize there are only about 20 minutes left to cross the airport before boarding my next plane.




	Walking through the Madrid airport, I begin to realize that my pack is too heavy. If it feels like this walking through the airport, I will never make it walking any distance. I thought I already tightened it all the way. Mental note to self: Lighten the pack ASAP. After navigating the series of escalators, narrow corridors, and winding ropes, I end up in a subway with a sign lit up saying the next train in 5 minutes. I am going to be cutting this so close. This is the longest five minutes, and I can feel my palms starting to sweat, not knowing how big the terminal is—looking around at all the other people making their way through the urban jungle terrain. It makes me feel so small and insignificant, a singular cell in the artery of traffic that seems to move like a heartbeat. Then, just as I start getting lost in thought, the train pulls up.  The doors open, and a flood of people enter the chamber. In under a minute, the doors have closed.  We are being shuttled underground to the other side of the airport.




	I guess I am lucky.  My terminal is the first stop and right at the exit of the train. Rounding the corner, I can see the ticketing agent collecting boarding passes. That was close. I hand over my passport and boarding pass and get ushered to the gate. After walking through the gate, I am directed downstairs and onto a bus instead of boarding a plane. This detour surprises me. Once everyone has boarded, we travel across the tarmac to a small twin-prop plane. Anything larger than a purse has to go below. With a bit of reluctance, I relinquish control of my backpack. Even though I know it won't go through normal baggage handling, I still get nervous since everything is in that backpack. After boarding, the stewardess begins her safety lecture. Looking at her and hearing the safety speech in Spanish, I finally feel like I have arrived. Her black hair and bright red lips look so typical of how Spanish women get portrayed in Hollywood.




	Thank goodness this is a short flight, Only about 45 minutes, which is good because I am starting to feel exhausted. It is funny how tiring travel can be when most of the time you spend sitting on your ass. I can barely keep my eyes open and am fighting to stay awake. As soon as we are airborne and drink service starts, I order a coca-cola in hopes that the caffeine will give me just the extra bit of boost that I need. Unfortunately, my eyes still feel so heavy and hard as I try; I keep dipping into that funny place where you sleep but not really. My head is slowly dropping forward as sleep overtakes me and then suddenly snapping back as I wake just as fast as I fell asleep. I know I don't want to sleep yet. I hope that I can make it till later, and then maybe I can default onto the schedule here.




	Landing in Pamplona, I see immediately how tiny the airport is. Walking into the terminal from the tarmac, I can see it is no more than a large building with a few benches and a restroom. I was planning on getting some cash from the ATM here since all I have in euros is on the pre-loaded card. There must be something, but first I need to use the bathroom quite badly. As I enter, I am surprised that this is an airport bathroom. It is pretty plush and nicely designed. I have to say it is an excellent impression of my entry to the world that is Spain.  I sure hope the taxi accepts credit cards because otherwise, I may have just screwed myself well.




	I wave to the first taxi in the queue. I hope the driver accepts plastic, or this will be awkward having to ask him to find an ATM in my broken Spanish. He takes my backpack and puts it into the trunk. As I get into the car, the driver asks my destination, and I reply "NH Iruna" in the best Spanish I can manage. He replies, "Iruna Park?" So I start fumbling for my itinerary. Pulling out of my handy passport/cash purse, I hand it to him, pointing to the address. He nods and smiles. We are underway. Note to self: Get some cash as soon as I get settled. Looking out the window, I notice a series of stickers with the universal Mastercard and Visa logos and sigh a silent breath of relief. The rest of the short ride to the hotel is entirely unmemorable. Quite possibly due to the fact I am now operating on one cylinder that is misfiring. I am so tired.




	As we pull into the turnabout for the hotel, the cab driver punches the button on his meter.  There is a slight adjustment to the fee showing on display. I assume it's some airport fee. 17.80 euros. I hand him the prepaid euro card, which he takes and puts into a portable card reader. He then proceeds to hand it back to me. Apparently, I need to use a pin with this card like an ATM card. Great. "Uno momento, por favor," I say as I fumble around looking for the little slip of paper with the PIN on it. My brain is in a fog, and I am sure the cab driver thinks I am an idiot. Finally, I locate the pin and enter it on the keypad. The portable reader is spitting out a receipt in all of two seconds, which is promptly handed to me. The driver hops out and grabs my backpack out of the trunk, and gives it to me. As he does, I think that it feels like an additional ten pounds have been added somewhere between the airport and hotel. Referencing my mental note from earlier, I add five exclamation marks and a virtual highlight. "Lighten rucksack!!!!!" is now glowing like a neon sign in my mind.




	Hefting the pack on my back, I make my way up the steps into the glass door that is silently sweeping circles, virtually pushing me through as it nipped my heels as if I needed prodding to get inside. I am so tired I want to go to bed. I must be a sight to the woman working the front desk. It has been almost a full twenty-four hours since I started my journey, and I am disheveled and so tired. I feel like there is a veil of fog I have to look through. As I step up to the counter, I am greeted warmly in Spanish. "Habla Engles?" I ask. To which she promptly starts asking me in English if I have a reservation. I say yes and pull out my passport, handing it to her. She opens it, scans the barcode inside, and then turns and grabs an electronic key and sleeves it in a mini envelope. "Room 702, through those doors, up the elevator and turn right". Either I am really in a fog, or that was just the fastest and most painless check-in to a hotel ever.




	Entering my room, I drop my pack on the floor and flop onto the bed. "Ahhhh" This bed feels like heaven. I look at the clock and see it is 8 pm. If I can manage to stay up just a few more hours somehow, I can probably get into a natural sleep schedule with no real problems. I should also get some food as I haven't eaten in quite a while. I get up and grab the room service menu, and lay back down on the bed. Laying there, the bed seems to pull me into it tempting my body to sleep. My brain is riding the logic train, stay awake, be smart, stay awake. I am looking at the menu, half reading, half looking at the pretty pictures. It seems this is the most I can process being sleep-deprived. Looking at the clock again, it says 10:10.




What happened there? Two hours went by like a matter of seconds. I suppose I should get serious about something to eat. I choose a fantastic-looking salad and some fresh vegetable juice. Picking up the phone, I punch the number for room service and sit patiently as it rings. As the phone keeps ringing, I look down at the menu and see it written in English that room service only goes to 10:00 pm. Great. The restaurant is still open and serving dinner, but that would require me to get up and leave the room. I decide that I am just not that hungry as I hang up the receiver.











Part Seven




Walking








CHAPTER 51

Foreign

	WAKING UP IN Spain, the realization hits me; travel is over, and my journey has begun.  Already my body feels oriented to the new time zone. That could result from good planning and a solid effort to not take a nap yesterday during the flight. There are a few things I need to take care of today before I start walking.  The first order of business is to purchase some sunscreen as it is sweltering hot here. Then I need to get a Pilgrim's Passport.  




	Heading down to the lobby, I make a pit stop in the breakfast area.  Pleasant surprises abound.  The Spaniards know how to make a fresh continental breakfast.  My favorite thing is the orange juicer with a basket of fresh oranges next to it.  There is also a wide assortment of bread, jamon, fruits, & cheeses.  The varieties of coffee offered are also extraordinary.  Feeling refreshed after eating, I make my way to the front desk and inquire about a map.

	

	The lady at the front desk has impeccable English and is extremely helpful in showing me exactly where the Cathedral is and the information booth.  It looks like a rather long walk across town, and for a second, I contemplate taking a cab.  Then it hits me, I came here to walk, and walk I shall. 




	I orient myself as I exit the hotel and start heading down the street.  Those first moments walking down the street, the reality begins to sink in about what I will do.  Here I am walking down the road on a cane, and tomorrow I will start walking with a backpack.  Everything is foreign and new.  There is palpable energy growing around me.  Maybe it is the aura of excitement? Perhaps it is because there is nothing familiar around.  I feel a little lonely knowing I am on this adventure in a foreign country all by myself.




	Within a few blocks, I spot an ATM.  Immediately I am thankful there is an English option.  When the euros come out of the slot, a sense of satisfaction saturates me.   First mission accomplished!  I've got this under control.  After a few more blocks, I find a pharmacy marked only by a green cross protruding over the door.   Before coming to Spain, I thought I understood Spanish a little, but the accent here is different from what I am used to, making it difficult.  I asked if he has sunscreen, and he walks me over to a shelf.  There aren't many options, so I grab one that has a big 30 on it.  As I am paying, the guy asks a few questions that I don't understand, and before completing the transaction, he goes over the shelf, grabs a second bottle of sun lotion, and drops it in my bag.   I can only assume it comes with what I am already purchasing.  However, as I grab the sack from the counter, it hits me just how much weight this will add to my backpack, so I pull out the second bottle and put it on the counter. "no neCésario" with a smile and head back outside.

	

	Even though it is still a bit of a walk before I will have to do anything, I decided to consult my map and get a general orientation.  I know approximately how far I have walked, but I can't find anything when I look around for a street sign.  After about five minutes of searching, I finally spot a sign on the side of a building.  At least now I can find my way.  




	Each step of my feet on the concrete renews the thought hovering, ever-present, over me like a little cloud. "What have I gotten myself into?".  There is a pain in my leg already, and I am not even using a backpack yet.  Those doubts want to ride the tide of thoughts.  Knowing only time will answer them, I chose to refocus on getting to the Cathedral.  Ahead of me, there is a big park full of activity.  Crossing the street, I see three routes to the other side of the park.  Not wanting to overshoot my destination or walk extra, my instinct is to consult my map. My eyes catch something shiny as I reach into the pocket on my pant leg.  Fully embedded in the sidewalk is a scallop shell, the symbol of the pilgrim.  Smiling, I leave my map in my pocket and take the route to the left as I can spy another scallop shell about 10 feet ahead.  These are my first steps on the way.  My first steps on the road that has been a tradition for several thousand years.  How many pilgrims' feet have touched this road before me?  




	Walking through the park, I am struck with profound awe and wonderment that I am where I am at this moment in time.  Coming toward me, there are a few people with backpacks and walking sticks—my first official sighting of Pilgrims.

	

	Leaving the park and crossing the street, I find no more conchas on the sidewalk.  Now I do have to consult my map.  I am now entering the old part of Pamplona.  The streets are paved with stone. There are no more smooth concrete sidewalks.  The streets are also much more narrow.  There is only an occasional car or small delivery truck.  The rest is filled with pedestrians.   After a bit more walking, I reach what appears to be the town square.  There is a very touristic-looking street sign with arrows going in different directions.  I find the one pointing to the Cathedral and hope it isn't too far.  I can see the street has a steep incline, which is difficult for me.  




	Finally, I reach the top of the hill and am greeted with a large stone Cathedral.  The directions to the entrance are clearly marked.  Upon entering, I go directly to the information booth.  I ask if I can get a Pilgrims Passport.  He looks puzzled and says he isn't sure but will find out.  He searches through some materials in the booth and then tells me another person can probably help.  He directs me to a large wooden door that leads to the upstairs administration. Again, he tells me they can probably help and returns to his post at the front door.




	A journey up the stairs leads me to nothing but an empty office that looks more like a library.  After waiting around a bit, I decided to head back down and make sure I went the right way.  When I get to the front, the young man is gone, and a girl is in his place. She doesn't understand English also doesn't know about the passport but suggests the information booth down at the central square at the bottom of the hill.  Not looking forward to the hill again so soon, I decided to do the tour of the Cathedral.




	On my way down the street, I see a store that sells stuff for Pilgrims.  Maybe I can get some fingerless gloves in there.  I hadn't thought about needing them before now.  Between the intense heat and the rubber material on the handle of my cane, I was working up a bit of a hand sweat that kept making my hand want to slip from the grip of my cane.




	The shop owner was so friendly and helpful.  He also suggested I get a guidebook as it would be a valuable tool.  He assured me that the extra weight would be worth it.  As he was ringing up my transaction, I asked if he knew about the Pilgrims passports and where I could get one.  I told him I had thought it was at the Cathedral, but they didn't know anything.  He smiled and said I could get one at the Jose y Maria Albergue around the corner from the church.  




	I was so thankful for having asked when I did. After that, I only had to backtrack one block up the hill.  The Albergue was right around the corner with an excellent well-marked sign.  The young man at the desk quickly issued me a passport and asked if I needed a place to stay for the night.  I told him thanks, but I had the hotel since I arrived in Spain and was still getting familiar. With my passport in hand now, I just had to get back to my hotel.




	When I got back to my hotel room, my feet were on fire.  After just carrying around the sunscreen for the afternoon, I decided I needed to lighten my pack a bit. Emptying everything onto the bed, I did a meticulous inventory.  Only essentials!  When I finished, I had a small pile of items to mail back.  That means I would have to send it in the morning before I started walking.








CHAPTER 52

Lighten your Load

	THE ALARM CLOCK chirps.  Before I can turn it off, the realization hits me I am in Spain.  This is real.  I am waking up on the other side of the planet, and today I begin walking.  A small part of me is terrified.  Deciding to ignore all semblance of fear, I push it into the back of my head and start focusing on the tasks at hand.  There isn’t much to be done.  Last night, I completely repacked my backpack and separated more things I can send home.   The post office doesn’t open until 10 am, so there is no real rush. Also, I am taking one last very long luxurious shower before leaving.  




	Downstairs, there is one of the best continental breakfasts I have ever had.  All sorts of fresh fruit, yogurt, cheeses, bread, and cereals covered one wall of the dining area.  Best of all is the orange juice machine with a bowl of fresh oranges.  These are not the naval orange like in the United States, and they are much smaller and juicier.  There are also several espresso machines with every possible blend of coffee a person could want.  Checking the clock on the wall, I figure it is just about time to check out and walk to the post office.  




	Returning to the room, I do one final check to make I have left nothing important.  Putting my backpack on and get it adjusted, my brain is in disbelief that I am setting out on this journey to the unknown.  Something is unnerving about leaving the safety of the hotel room. As I open the door to the room, my body involuntarily stops in the doorway.  I am about to step away from everything comfortable, known, and safe.  Instantly, I question if I can keep moving forward on this adventure.




	Taking a deep breath, I pull my foot from the door jam and take one last look at the room as the door closes.  This walk is happening.  Making my way down to the front desk, I check out of the hotel and retrieve my passport.   The lady at the front desk asks again if there is anything else she can do for me in perfect English.  “No, thank you,” I tell her.  As I turn to go, she wishes me a hearty “Buen Camino.”




	I am pushing out the front door of the hotel backpack on my back, a cane in my right hand, and a bag of stuff to mail home in my left.  The air is already beginning to feel warm.  Reaching into the side pocket of my cargo pants, I grab the map I had folded up and check it for orientation.  Los Correos is about 12 blocks from the hotel.  As I move forward, the weight of my backpack becomes way more apparent.  I made the right decision to mail stuff back home.  Except I am starting to wonder if I thinned stuff out enough.   




	When I reached the post office, I was ready to either mail the stuff home or drop it in a trash can. Unfortunately, the lady didn’t speak any English, and my Spanish is so poor that it took a few minutes to get all the proper documents and purchase a box.  She probably deals with Pilgrims all the time.  When it was all said and done, it cost about 60 euros to mail that small package back home.  




	I am feeling lighter as I step back onto the street.  Just two more blocks up the road, and my path finally intersects the Camino.  Just as I get to the corner, I spy the silver concha embedded in the sidewalk and know I am finally on the road for real.  Before I have even made it one block, a pair of pilgrims pass me.  The sound of their walking sticks clicking in a steady pattern.  It feels good to know there are more pilgrims than just me walking.  Up ahead a block, I see the pilgrims duck into a store.  Within a few minutes, they are passing me again, as are several other pilgrims




	After walking for about 30 minutes, the city finally releases me from the border.  The Camino then goes through the College campus, which is akin to walking through a park.  Looking back, I can see the edge of the city up in the distance.   Already my legs are starting to ache.  The Camino becomes a trail in the dirt for a bit before rejoining the road.  Then my first incline.  The next village was up on the top of a hill.  The higher I got, the slower I moved.   Somewhere behind me, I could hear the sounds of conversation growing ever closer until another group of pilgrims began to pass me.  One of the men slowed up a bit as he passed.  I could feel his gaze lingering on my cane. "Buen Camino.  Ultreya!" which he emphasized by making a fist in the air.  Not being familiar with that word, but his body language spoke encouragement. "Buen Camino!" I responded with a smile.  He smiled back, picked up his pace, and was shortly back with the rapidly moving group ahead of me.  




	Soon I was alone again.  I could tell today I was already reaching my physical limit.  Pausing at the side of the road, I pulled out my guidebook and checked the stats on the village looming in the distance.  There were a few options of places to stay.  Choosing based on the description, I started again.  From then on, I had to rest for a few minutes, about every 15 minutes, until I reached the little town on the hill.  As I entered the village, I stopped and consulted the book again.  At the next intersection, I was supposed to take a right and continue up the hill past the church to the Albergue. However, as I started walking up the hill, I couldn't help but get the feeling like I should assess this decision again.   Pushing that feeling down, I continued up the hill just a little way, but I couldn't shake that feeling.  So after consulting my book one more time, I decided to turn around and go to the Albergue I had just passed.




	On the side of the building was a blue and yellow capital A that I later found out was a sign for an Albergue.  The front of the building had what looked like a stable door, where I found a little sign with an arrow pointing to the side of the building.  Using the somewhat overgrown side path, I find my way into a large patio and garden.  A lady told me to wait at the table, and she would return. 




	After about 10 minutes she returned and asked me for my passports.  I handed her both my US passport and my Pilgrims Passport.  She opened my US passport and copied the numbers into her journal along with my name, and then stamped it with a date/time stamp.  She then picked up another stamp and put a logo in my pilgrim's passport, and wrote the date under it.    She collected 10 euros from me for the stay and then told me to follow her.  As we walked further down the path, she showed me the kitchen and explained anything I needed should be there.  Then she showed me another courtyard where I could wash and dry my clothes if need be. Next, she pointed out a few doors and let me know those were the dorms, and I could choose any bed I wanted.  There was one bed that wasn't a bunk bed, so I decided that was the one.  




	As I was getting settled in, more pilgrims began to arrive.  So far, nobody spoke English.  I decided to check out the kitchen a bit more and inquire if there was a grocery store nearby to purchase some items for dinner.  The Hospitalera waved me over to where she was sitting with a few pilgrims.  In broken English, she asked how my feet were.  I told her they were sore, and I was starting to get blisters.  She told me to hold on, and she went and got a small tub of water and Epsom salts.  She told me to soak my feet.  Then she sat down with me.  




	"Here, I show you to tie your shoe so it will help you." Taking my shoe, she quickly unlaced it down to the second eyelet hole.  She then did the first step like she was tying a bow, crossing one lace over then under the other.  She then threaded the next eyelet.  Next, she held up both laces, crossed her hands, made another new addition to the lacing, and threaded the next eyelet. Finally, the rest she laced like usual.  




	"Now,  when putting shoes on, rest your heel on a surface, so your foot is at the back of the shoe." She then showed how to tighten the first area to be snug around the foot which she demonstrated with a grip around my foot.  Then she pulled the next set and showed how to pull the laces in a rocking motion to make it snug. "Now your foot is held secure. You will not get blisters as easily." She smiles at me as she pulls out the insole from my shoe. "Now for the magic.  American magic with wings" Her eyes twinkle as she pulls out a feminine pantie liner and opens it. "You must have wings"! And smiles again.  She pulls the tape strip from the liner and presses it down on the insole.  Next, she pulls the tape backing from the wings and gently folds them over the sides of the insole. "This will absorb the extra sweat and help you not get blisters."




	As I sat there soaking my feet and lacing my other shoe in this new method, another pilgrim came hobbling in. She was clearly in a lot of pain and could barely walk.  The Hospitalera immediately asked her about her feet and how they were.  The girl almost started crying as she confessed they were a mess.  The Hospitalera prompted her to remove her shoes and leaves to get another foot tub of water for the girl.  I am in a bit of disbelief as she takes off her socks.  Blisters cover her feet. She had at least one blister on every toe as well as on the bottom of her feet.  




	The Hospitalera had her soak her feet and disappeared again for a few moments.  When she returned, her hands were full.  She set down a small bottle, a stack of bandages, tape, and a small sewing kit.  She then sat down at the woman's feet and gently removed one from the soak, and rested her leg on her lap.  Next, she begins systematically cleaning each blister with Iodine.  Then she takes a needle and thread. She pokes the needle in next to the blister under the skin.  She then carefully directs the needle between the blister to the other side and exits in the same manner.  She explained that the thread needed to stay there till it fell out on its own. After that, she said it would let the blister keep draining without having the skin break.   This pattern continued until she had tended every single blister on the woman's feet.  When she finished, the woman had a multitude of little colorful strings poking out from everywhere.  She also had a smile on her face for the first time.  




	Sitting there, I watched this Hospitalera ask each pilgrim she checked in to the Albergue, "how are your feet?" I was overwhelmed by her service. This woman reminded me of the bible story of the woman that washed Jesus' feet.  Except this woman treats every pilgrim like that.  Even more impressive is that she does this seven days a week.  Never have I been more humbled to meet someone that is truly a servant of others in the purest sense.  I pray this woman receives a reward for her dedication to the pilgrims on their journey.








CHAPTER 53

Give Yourself Permission

ONCE MY FEET have returned closer to normal, I make the short trip to the grocery store to grab some food for dinner.  It is still a bit early to eat, so I stake out a spot in the garden with my guidebook to check out tomorrow's walk.  It is then I am a bit filled with fear. Tomorrow's terrain consists of "Alto de Perdon," which translates to "Hill of Forgiveness."The name sound both intimidated and terrifying.  The topographical map has a huge red exclamation mark.  Getting to the top doesn't appear problematic, but that downhill looks deadly to me.  




	Somewhere inside, I am holding on to the concept of doing the whole Camino.  I know there might be some areas I will have trouble with, but I don't want to admit that I couldn't or, more aptly, shouldn't attempt it.  Then again, there is no way to be sure.  Maybe if I go especially slow, it won't be a problem.  




	After a bit of contemplation, I still can't reach a good solution that will sit well with me. There is so much unknown.  I decided to delay that decision a bit.  Heading back to the kitchen area, I am met with quite a bit of activity.  An Indian guy is cooking traditional fish cakes for dinner and promptly invites me to join.  Next is a Dutchman talking about how wonderful the Camino is.  He said this is his fourth trip on the Camino.  I decided to ask him what he thought about Alto de Perdon.  He very quickly told me he didn't feel it is wise for me to attempt it.  He said the downhill path was extremely steep and covered in lots of loose rocks.  




	After talking with him, I decided to check for alternative methods of getting to the next town. However, that stubborn part of me is still debating if I should walk it anyway. I was sitting alone staring at my guidebook when the woman that had all the blisters approaches and asked if she can join me.  Immediately she asked what I was doing.  I explained my dilemma to her.  




	"You know this is a lesson I have just learned.  Sometimes we need to permit ourselves to alter our path and to proceed forward without guilt or second thoughts." For a second, I was speechless.  She had just thoroughly boiled down my whole problem to a straightforward solution that resounded with me. Then, suddenly, I let go of everything and permit myself to skip that killer hill.  It is so simple. I give myself permission. 




	I couldn't help but feel like there was some external force at work.  This is exactly what I needed to hear from someone at exactly this moment in time.  With my new outlook, I planned to get a taxi from this town to the next village on the other side of the hill.  In the larger picture, just a few kilometers of the Camino missed, no more second thoughts, just permission.  This was also one of my first big lessons in the synchronicities that tend to occur on the Camino.  











CHAPTER 54

Perfect Little Moments

	SOMETIMES THE PERFECT moments in life come upon us unexpectedly.  Walking the tree-covered path that gently meandered upward, I could feel my stomach start to rumble.  Soon the way opened at the top of the hills to a landscape of rolling hills covered in dry grass.  The sides of the fields are lined with contrasting colors of green trees.  Off in the distance, there is a circular castle built upon the very highest peak.  I can feel my blood sugar begin to plummet.  




	Standing there, taking a short break to catch my breath, I remember the chocolates I had tucked away in the little zipper pocket in the belt of my backpack.  Thankfully I can get them out without having to go through the motions of removing my pack.  I reach in and pull out the little cellophane package.  Choosing the dark chocolate with a green swirl on the top took a bite; it was Mojito flavored.  There was something so beautiful that happened as the subtle mint flavors filled my mouth.  As I looked around, it is as if I have become one with everything around me.  The small chocolate and mint had transformed into the flavor of the land surrounding me.  My body almost instantly equalizing as the sugar started to absorb.  




	At this moment, there is absolute perfection.  I was one with the universe.  I was in everything; everything was in me. So maybe it was gratitude that I had something to eat in my pack, but something more transpired.  




Have you experienced a perfect moment?  Do you take the time to recognize them?  Are you mindful while they happen?  








CHAPTER 55

The Camino Provides

	EVERYTHING STILL FEELS so foreign.  However, the routine is beginning to bring a level of comfort.  Wake up early, get dressed, and put everything back into your backpack.  This Albergue has a coffee vending machine.  For 1-2 euros, you can get pretty much any style of Spanish coffee you like.  My new favorite is ‘cafe con leche’ coffee with milk.  It is surprisingly good for coming out of the vending machine.  I am very thankful for the little things. If it weren’t for this vending machine, I would have to wait until I reach the next town for my morning coffee.  




	 The brisk cold air hits my face as I step outside into the predawn light.  Right in front of the door to the Albergue is a big yellow arrow pointing to the right.  Within under 100 meters, I am about to traverse across the famous Puente La Reina bridge.   The Hospitalero had told us stories about Templars, bandits, and murder.   Originally the bridge was built by a Spanish queen who wanted to help pilgrims cross the river easily.  Yesterday I was too exhausted to come to look at the bridge.   Now it isn’t light enough yet to get the full view.  It is a shame I can’t take it in more, but now it is time to keep moving forward. 




	On the other side of the bridge, there is another yellow arrow.  The wide cobbled road has become a narrow dirt path leading up the side of a hill.  A few pilgrims pass me, and we exchange the greeting for a good journey. “Buen Camino.”  Yesterday, I decided to wish each pilgrim I meet along the way a good journey and share a smile.  There will be no shortage of pilgrims with which to share.  I am usually one of the first pilgrims out walking.  Within just a little while, most of the pilgrims I have met the night before are passing me.  Then I am passed by pilgrims who have stayed in even more distant towns.  




	In comparison to the other people walking this pilgrimage, my pace is like a turtle. What they do in one day takes me three. So naturally, there is a tiny bit of jealousy to see them walking so freely, but the sheer joy immediately overwrites that feeling because I can attempt this at all.  




	As I reach the peak of the little hill, I see the familiar yellow arrow painted on the back of a sign.  Next to the arrow, there is a bit of graffiti, “Look behind you.” Scratched in pencil.  So I stopped and stepped to the side of the narrow path, and turned around.  My eyes are greeted by the most brilliant moment as the sun rose.  A profound feeling of gratitude came over my whole body.  A person could not have timed that better.  Thank you, God! Thank you, universe!  Standing there at that moment, I had many thoughts.  First, I was just thankful for the supreme timing.  Always walking to the west, the sun is usually always behind you.  Gratitude that someone took the time to write the graffiti. The feeling of the sun warming my face and removing the last of the chills.  I observed several pilgrims pass during these moments.  All of them were so intent on going forward they all missed those beautiful moments.  Sometimes we have to stop and look back, so we know what is behind us and what is in front of us.




	The little hill in front of me has grown ever steeper.  This incline slows me down even more as hills require me to take much smaller steps.  A little part of me is happy that I can’t see the top.  The gentle twist in the path only allows me to see small portions of the way.  Hoping it isn’t too far, I can only continue to put one foot in front of the other.   Careful not to step on any rocks that might cause me to lose my footing completely.   Each step is a conscious placement.  My whole universe has been narrowed down to this one act.    My body is starting to rebel.  Inflammation is no longer localized to my left side.  My right hip joint is starting to cry out.  It is no wonder since I am putting a lot of weight on it to keep it off my left leg.  In addition, there is the weight of the backpack.  




	Finally, I have arrived in the next village.  Thank goodness there is a little bar where I can get a cup of coffee and sit down.  It is such a huge relief to be able to take off the pack and sit down.  As I drink my coffee, I consult the guidebook.  I realize that what I thought was a very long walk was only a few miles.   There is an Albergue where I can stay.  Seeing that the next town is only about half of what I already walked, I decide to continue.  




	As I start back on the road, I am very grateful that the route is a bit wider and easier to maneuver.   After about another hour of walking, I am questioning my decision to go forward.  I think I have made a horrible mistake.  The pain radiating from my left foot and leg almost has me in tears.  I am just a few kilometers from the town and meet a pilgrim from India.  He decides to slow his pace and walk with me.  The conversation helps to take my mind from my pain.  




	Getting closer, I can now see the village.  It takes all my strength not to burst out in tears.  The village is ahead, but the last bit to reach it is a very steep incline.  My foot and ankle are already grossly swollen.  I have one need right now, ice.  There is one thing I have learned very quickly about the Camino de Santiago is that in the majority of the towns you stay in, there is usually just one bar and sometimes one store.  There may or may not be an ATM.  Judging by the size of the village, there will most likely be only one place to buy ice, the store or the bar.  I don’t know where either of them would be. I can tell that the streets will be a maze of hills.  Physically I am reaching the wall. I can feel a rising panic filling my body.  How will I ever be able to manage to find ice?  I will barely make it to the village. I need to sit immediately and elevate my leg with ice.  




	These thoughts persist and seem to darken with each step.  Until it just becomes too much to handle.  In that second, resignation hits full force that whatever will be will be.  Somehow, I will have to dig deep and push past the pain to find my ice somewhere in that village.  At this moment, I feel a tap on my right shoulder.  “Excuse me. Excuse me, do you need some ice” says a voice from behind me. My first thought is my imagination must be playing tricks on me. Stopping in the middle of the path and turning, there are two pilgrims.  “Did you just ask if I needed ice?” I said with total disbelief.  “Yes, do you have something to put it in?” the pilgrim responds. Just then, the guy I had been walking with injects, “I have a spare Ziploc bag.”  The other pilgrim then opens a plastic grocery store bag chock full of ice!  




	At the moment, I most needed ice; it was provided for me.  I profusely thanked the pilgrim for the ice. He said it was no big deal. He had been carrying the ice for the last 10 kilometers.  I was amazed the heat hadn’t melted it by now.  I couldn’t believe he had held on to it and carried the extra weight with the next town so close.  It didn’t matter.  I had ice.   It wasn’t long before we entered the village.  The bar was just a few blocks into the town. I immediately drop my backpack on the sidewalk. Turning around and sitting with my back to the wall and using my backpack to elevate my foot, I can finally apply the ice.   One of the guys seeing my condition also offered to grab me a beer, which I thankfully accepted.  I would have gotten one eventually, but I need to elevate with ice in that condition.




	When they finished, we parted ways with smiles and wishes for good journeys.  They were all going to walk more that day.  I sat on the sidewalk until all the ice had melted, and I was able to get my shoe back on again.  A pilgrim had previously told me something that resonated, “The Camino provides.”   Wow! Does it ever. Never would I have imagined that at the moment I needed ice the most it would be provided.  




Was there ever a time you needed something but didn’t know how you would manage, but then some way, somehow it was taken care of?  How did that make you feel?








CHAPTER 56

Companionship

	IT WAS PROBABLY only around ten in the morning, but already the heat was sweltering.  Just ahead was a small hill inset with stairs leading up into the town.  A few minutes ago, I finished the last of the water I was carrying with me, but I still feel dehydrated.   At that moment, I was so thankful I was entering a town and not out in the middle of nowhere.  As I climb the stairs, I can feel my face redden, and my strength is fading quickly.  Finally, after climbing several flights of stairs, there was an opening.  Stepping through, I am greeted with the most wonderful of sights.  A water fountain is merrily bubbling and freely pouring water out of several spouts.  There were a few pilgrims that were filling their water bottles happily chatting away.  The giant tree on the other side of the wall covered the whole fountain area with much-needed shade.  It is at least ten degrees cooler and instantaneous relief.  Backpacks are strewn about randomly.  Another pilgrim was sitting on the edge of the fountain with a local having a conversation.  




	Releasing the oversized plastic clasp of my backpack, I let it drop to the ground.  Removing my scarf from my head, I hold it under the cool water and wrap it around my neck.  It is instantly refreshing.  Finally, I fill my water bottle and drink it down halfway before refilling it.  The water tastes so pure and clean.  It is instant rejuvenation.   




	A break is in order, so I take a seat on the fountain with the others.  Everyone exchanges formal pleasantries.  The pilgrims have finished filling their bottles and have put their packs on.  With a hearty "Buen Camino" and a smile, they depart.   The area is now tranquil.  The local man is still sitting there.  Next to him on the fountain is a leather jacket.  I can't believe anyone would need such a thing on a day like this.   A breeze comes from out of nowhere, and I get the bonus of air conditioning from the wet scarf around my neck.  




	The man introduces himself and tells me he works at the local Albergue.  He does massage therapy for the pilgrims.  He tells me he helps with the feet a lot and asks if I need anything.  He asks why I am using a cane, so I tell him my story.   His face shows he is digesting the information but unsure what to say. "That's my motorcycle over there," he says as he points to a nice retro-looking motorcycle parked off in the distance.  The leather jacket lying next to him now makes perfect sense.  There is a bit more small talk, and he offers again to help me with my feet.  It is a nice gesture, but I know I fall way outside the typical pilgrim issues with everything I have going on.  I have an open wound on my heel that I highly suspect will not go away until I stop walking.  Swelling is another big issue. As much as his offer is tempting, my foot tells me it isn't good to add anything else to the mix.  




	Politely refusing and thanking him for the offer, I decide it is time to keep walking.  As I am putting my backpack on, I get the feeling he wants to talk more.  Since he doesn't say anything more, I say goodbye and start walking.  He wishes me a hearty "Buen Camino" and turns to go to his motorcycle.   After a few minutes, I hear it rumble to life.  Although it sounds good, it is still nothing compared to the throaty sound of Harley-Davidson.  Briefly, I daydream about what it might be like to ride through the Spanish countryside.   




	Shortly after passing through the little town, my feet are again on the dirt path leading me westward to the next undiscovered town, slowly getting closer to the next little rest point.  The heat is getting ever more intense.  In fact, I just overheard the pilgrims at the fountain talking about the record temperatures and how the hot air was blowing into Spain from Africa.   Already my scarf is starting to dry out.  In just a bit, I will have to stop and add more water.  Once again, I am so thankful that the water I have is nice and cool still.




	After another hour of walking and I finally reach a spot where the Camino intersects a major road. On the corner of the intersection is a small touristic looking store.  Two pilgrims are sitting in the shade in front.  The woman has her shoes off, and I can see she is dealing with a bad situation of blisters.  Her feet are so angry.  It probably doesn't help she is hiking in sandals. Then again, who am I to judge?  Each person walks the road their way.  




	When she sees me, she smiles and invites me to sit.  She moves her stuff over to make room.  Dropping my backpack, I plop down on the bench next to her. It's perfect timing for me to rest.  The heat is making me cook from the inside out.  Right about now, my face is probably looking like a boiled lobster.   Wetting my scarf starts taking my core temperature down a bit.  




	The lady sitting next to me mentions that she should probably purchase some Compeed when she gets to the next town with a pharmacy. "If you like, you can have mine." I offer. "I couldn't take it from you," she replied.




	"Please, I won't be using it anyway," I say as I start reaching into my backpack for my medkit.  Thinking back to a few days previous when I had initially thought Compeed would be a good solution for me.  On my left heel, I have an area where I had skin grafts, and part of the bone had to be cut away.  Initially, I had thought the soft padding would provide an excellent cushion for that area and offer protection while I walked.  At first, it seemed to do the job, but at the end of the day, when I removed the Compeed, I realized what I didn't account for was the adhesive covered the whole area.  Just enough moisture had accumulated, so when I removed the Compeed, it also pulled my skin off in the worst possible place.  There is no actual muscle tissue under there, just bone.  Since then, I have been left with an open wound about the size of a quarter on the side of my heel.  




	I found the packages of Compeed and hand her several different sizes. "This is too much. Surely you need some of this for yourself." She replies. 




	"No, I can not use it. Please, put it to good use. Besides, you are doing me a favor and lightening my pack." She immediately smiles and begins to thank me profusely.  It feels nice to be able to provide for another pilgrim. 




	Fifteen minutes later, she is finished tending her feet and in much better spirits.  We both wish each other "Buen Camino," and then she departs.  I have decided to sit here for at least another fifteen minutes in hopes of equalizing my body temperature so I can continue walking in a healthy manner.  It must be at least 95°F here in the shade.  At least it is a few degrees cooler than in the direct sunshine.




	In the distance, I can hear the rumble of a motorcycle. It is a sound I have only heard once since being in Spain that was just a few hours ago.  A few seconds later, the Spaniard I met in the previous town is pulling to the stop.   Just seeing him in the leather jacket makes me hot all over. But, at least he takes proper safety precautions.  




	He saunters over to the bench and takes a seat where just moments before, the pilgrim had sat.  I find it somewhat odd that we are meeting again.  I can't help but get the feeling he has followed me here.  He tells me how he was considering my situation and that new insoles might help.  He tells me about how they help many people.  He is full of suggestions and offers of help.  I  appreciate his offers and concern but also know that the extent of what I am dealing with is probably quite far from anything he has ever been exposed to regarding physiology.  I know that the slightest change, such as an insole, can drastically affect other parts of my body, especially my knee.  Inside I laugh a little bit.  If he only knew the extent of the injuries.  Instead, I politely tell him I have it covered. 




	After a bit more small talk, he suggests we meet in the next town, which is also the town I am planning on staying in.   When he said he worked at the Albergue, I had assumed it was in the town where I first met him.  Now it is becoming clear it is actually in the next town.  It took a minute for me to put it together.  Was he scouting for pilgrims to get massage work?  To have them stay at the Albergue, he was working?  Initially, that was the sensation I was getting.  However, as the conversation moved forward, I also began to get the impression he was hitting on me. Then again, I could be a curiosity as I am too many people.  Who is this woman that walks so slow with a cane?




	He suggests we meet for tapas.  He tells me again the name of the Albergue where he works and to be sure to come by.  I figure why not.  A little companionship would be excellent.




	Starting to walk again, I keep coming back to one word, companionship.  I have been walking alone for days and can feel the need for more human connections.  I am meeting so many amazing people walking the Camino, but I don't get the opportunity to know any of them because of my pace.  I don't mind walking alone, in fact, I rather enjoy it. But, thinking about it from several angles, I realize that I am missing that deeper connection with people.  Maybe this man on the motorcycle is what the Camino is providing for me?  However, in the back of my mind, I still keep getting a feeling that his motivations aren't truly out in the open.  




	As I walk, I reflect on companionship.  I consider being alone.  Most of all, I contemplate how to balance the two.  I wonder how it will be possible for me to encounter some companionship when my pace is different from everyone else's.  In the end, I settle on just allowing the Camino to provide when the time is right.  




	By now, it is about 107° outside.  No longer can I think.  Now I can only walk.  My mind is empty of everything except putting one foot in front of the other.  The only other thought is to drink more water.  Finally, after several hours of walking, the town is in view.  I can't seem to get there soon enough. All I want is to be in a cooler environment and equalize.  A headache from mild heat exhaustion is beginning to set in.   I decide to stay at an old convent turned into an Albergue that the nuns still run.  




	Once they check me in, I make a direct beeline for the showers. Unfortunately, what I expect to be a refreshing experience turns into an ice-cold shower.  Rather a half-shower.  The shock of the cold water on my head instantly turned my headache from mild irritation to a throbbing mass of discomfort.  I can't even finish the shower properly and feel the need to take some Excedrin, lay down, and be quiet.




	Returning to my room, I drop into my bunk without bothering to brush my wet, tangled hair.  Just thankful for a quiet place.  This peace lasts all of two minutes.  The silence is interrupted by a boisterous group of Italians that have been assigned this room.  Putting my pillow over my head, I try to dampen the sound.  It is no use.  The thundering in my head becomes too much to take.  




	Getting up, I wander down to the front and locate one of the nuns that work there.  I try to explain that I have a horrible headache and was hoping she could tell me of a quiet place I could stay.  She didn't speak any English, but a series and hand signs and gestures seemed to convey to her what I needed.  She told me to follow her.  It confused me at first because she led me back to my room.  Then she helped me get my backpack and stuff together.  She then led me through the old convent up several staircases and through a maze of rooms. Finally, she put my bag at the foot of a bed and excused herself.  




	It was a room with a slanted roof.  There was one window facing out to the street and three other beds.  All empty with no signs of pilgrims.  This was unbelievable.  I had just wanted to find a temporary place to recover, but the nun had brought me to a quiet place to stay. So I crawled into bed and, after a miserable 40 minutes, fell asleep.




	When I woke, there were two other pilgrims in the room with me.  They had been so silent, for which I was immediately grateful.   The woman introduced herself and her husband and said the nun had told them I wasn't feeling well due to the heat.  She offered me a tablet drop into the water to help balance salts and electrolytes.  Apparently, it was a record-setting day of heat on the Camino.  She then shared how they had just heard of an older man that died that day on the Camino due to the heat.  There was also the rumor of another death due to heat.  Finally able to get out of bed, I stood up.  




	It was then her husband noticed the scars on my leg. "Do you mind if I ask about the scars?" he said.




	I started to tell him my story.  He stopped me at the very beginning. "Wait. Do you mind if I film this?  I am working on my thesis, and it is stories of the Camino. I would like to include you if you don't mind."  




	Without really thinking about it, I say, "Sure, no problem." As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I laugh at myself for agreeing to be on camera.  When I laid down, my hair was wet, so it is now matted and uncombed.  I am also just in a tank top and shorts. So all my scars are exposed.  Not to mention I am still suffering a bit from heatstroke.  But that is the truth.  It was who I am at that very moment.




	So I sat there and told my story on camera.  They were both so excited and thanked me profusely.  




	After that, I had just enough energy to go down and walk to the store to grab some bread and fruit for dinner. It was then I remembered I was supposed to have tapas with the Spaniard. I felt bad for breaking my word but didn't have the energy to find him and tell him.




	The next day as I walked, I thought more about companionship and the need for energy and love to be exchanged between people.  I could feel that need to be close to someone grow.  For the rest of the day, it was a subject I considered in great depth.  




	Finally reaching the town I would be staying in, I realized I would have about an hour wait until I could check into the Albergue.  Perfect time for a bocadillo and glass of wine.  Scouting the square, I found a restaurant that had plenty of outdoor seating with luxuriously giant umbrellas.   It was almost totally empty.  Finding a chair, I sat down and settled in.  A few minutes later, I saw another man take a table a few feet away from me.  Clearly, he was another pilgrim.  I smiled at him, and he waved back.  Immediately he invited me to join him for lunch.  




	After introductions, we immediately started conversing like old friends.   I love how friendly pilgrims are.  It turns out we were both planning on staying at the same Albergue, so we headed out together after lunch.  When we arrived, there was already a large queue in front.  This place is wildly popular and highly rated.  Since we were in line together, we ended up with bunks together, which was nice since our conversations are so engaging.  After settling our stuff, we decided to explore the town a bit.




	As it turned out, he was a wealth of information about ancient architecture.  As we got to the old church, he pointed out where the old and new met.  He showed me the different styles.  He told me why the stones get stacked in specific ways.  It was nice to have all this extra information during an exploration.  As he told me these things, he grabbed my hand and held it like we had been best friends our whole lives.   




	When we got back to the Albergue, I decided a siesta was in order because I was exhausted.  I told my friend I was going to sleep for a bit.  As I lay down in my bunk, he reached over and so tenderly stroked my forehead with his hand before leaning over and kissing my forehead.  The tenderness and love that was transmitted in a simple touch struck me deeply.  I fell asleep thoroughly content.




	The next day we ended up meeting again in Burgos and took a tour of the cathedral together.  All the time, he held me like I was the most beautiful creature on this earth.  He hugged with no boundaries.  He kissed me like there was nothing on this planet but love.  We laughed and played as we explored.  Somehow in the moments I needed and wanted human companionship and intimacy the most, it was provided.  After that day, I never saw him again, but he left a gift for me more valuable than anything.  He fed my soul.  The Camino provides.








CHAPTER 57

Stories in the Albergue

	THE LONG DAY of walking alone allows you to connect to yourself in ways you could never imagine. It is a time of introspection and meditation.  The evening hours are just the opposite.  Here the evening hours are usually filled with pilgrims sharing wine and stories.  Today, there is a whole new bunch of pilgrims I have never seen before.  This Albergue has a beautiful inner courtyard that is filled with happy-faced pilgrims chatting and laughing.  Spying an empty chair among the groups, I make my way up to the porch area and ask if the chair is taken.  




	A sudden chorus of "Don't sit there!"," No, no, no!" "Not that chair!".  A pilgrim to my left quickly stands up and offers his chair.  Then immediately launches into the story of the pilgrim that came before and tried to use the chair.  It was a basic green plastic lawn chair by all appearance.  The naked eye couldn't see the weak stress points.   The pilgrim demonstrated by sitting on the chair, it immediately collapsed. The guy was fine, but since then, the pilgrims have taken it upon themselves to warn others about the danger lurking in that seemingly innocent chair.




	There are several groups of people talking and chatting.  The man next to me introduces himself as César. "Why do you walk the Camino?" he asks me very directly.  His eyes keep traveling downward to the cane leaning up against the arm of the chair.   So I tell him about the motorcycle accident and how I struggled to walk again.  As I am relaying my story, several other pilgrims break away from their conversations to listen.   Then I tell about the dream I had to walk the Camino and now here I am.




	"What does your family think of this?" asked one of the pilgrims.  




	"Well, they are scared for me.  Scared I will have problems in a foreign country.  Almost every single family member and friend wanted me to promise to send them a text message every day." letting out a little laugh as I remember their reaction. "As you all might imagine, that could get expensive very quickly at about a euro per text message.  So instead, I set up a travel blog and told them I would post there daily so they could check on me."




	César immediately asked, "May I see this site?"  




	"Sure, but I don't have internet right now on my phone." He pulls out an iPhone and hands it to me. "Use this." I pull up the website and hand him back the phone.




	One of the other pilgrims comments on my story and tells me there is another woman staying here with a similar story.  Just as he says this, a tall blonde lady comes around the corner and sits on the other side of Caesar.  The pilgrims make introductions, tell her a recap of my story, and then encourage her to tell hers.  




	For a moment, she sits there silently.  Without her saying a word, I can feel the grief and sadness she emanates.  Slowly she started telling how just about one year ago, she was in a horrible automobile accident.  She tells of how she was in the hospital, and they spoke of amputating her right leg.  She tells us how it took a long time to recover from the physical injuries.  There is a pause in her story.  Her voice gets softer, and I can see she is on the verge of tears.  There is another pause as she gathers her courage. "But what I am having the most difficulty with is that I have lost my husband and our little child." The tears are welling in her eyes. "I could rise to the challenges of the physical body, but my soul can't seem to heal.  So now I walk."




	This woman must be going through so much.  At that moment, I decided to pray for her as I walk.  I know what it is like to go through something difficult, but to have so much loss at the same time must be almost crippling.  It is incredible to watch the pilgrims rally around this woman. Offering whatever support they can.  Her story also reminds me that no matter how bad things may seem, they could always be worse.  Her story gives me a new level of gratitude for my experience.




	The conversations start to splinter among the smaller groups of people.  César turns to me, still holding the phone in his hand. "You are doing it all wrong." He waves the phone around, "You have the right platform, but you are doing it wrong. Don't you see? Don't you see, it is not about what food you have for dinner or what Albergue you stay.  No, no, no." 




The Spaniards get so animated sometimes when they talk. "You have so much more to offer; you have things to tell.  Not this."  




	"That site was just so my family didn't worry. So I didn't have to pay to text." Silently I wonder, 'who is this man? Why is he telling me I am messing up?'  




	"No, you don't understand.  It doesn't matter why or how.  You have more to share, and you are not doing it!" César said with quite a lot of emphasis. Being an observer, I have seen so many times on the Camino how people share with each other. So many times, it is the very brutally honest feedback and input from another pilgrim that brings enlightenment.  




	There is truth in what he says.  Still, my soul argues a bit, and I provide him with several more feeble excuses as to why I am writing the blog followed by a weak excuse about being tired after walking.  I try another reason about limited internet time.  Yet he doesn't budge in his opinion.  I know he is correct, but a part of me is holding on to that inner information and not sharing it.  Sharing my innermost thoughts doesn't come easily for me.




	As the sun goes down, pilgrims start excusing themselves to go to bed.  Following suit, I get up and excuse myself.  As I reach the door of the Albergue, I feel a tap on my shoulder.  Turning, I see César.




	"May I ask to walk with you tomorrow?" he asks. At first, I am excited at the prospect of a walking companion.  For several weeks I have been walking alone.  Then I remember why I am not walking with others because I am so slow.




	"Sure, but I have to warn you that I walk slow.  If you decided it is too slow for you, I would not be offended if you need to move on." I can see a bit of a smile on his face. "Also, I should mention that I leave very early in the morning."




	The smile vanishes. "How early?" he asks.




	"Usually, I start about an hour before sunrise.  So I will be walking by 6 am." I reply.




	"Oh, that is so early.  Why so early?"  




	"Because I am slow and also to walk before it gets too hot."




	"OK." He pauses again. "I do not start that early, but I feel I must walk with you.  So how about you start, and I will start a little later but will catch up to you?"  




	"I look forward to it.  See you on the trail in the morning." I say as we part ways for the evening.














CHAPTER 58

Tobasco and Fame

	"JUST A LITTLE further. It's just over the next rise. Just a little more." Those were the answers I received to, "How much farther?"




	The first few times, I believed.  However, soon it became apparent we would be walking a bit longer than expected.  I want to know how much further, but I am too tired to stop and remove my backpack to retrieve and consult the guidebook.  




	Everyone else had moved ahead except for César.  The longer it took, the slower my pace became. I could feel the ever-growing pressure as my ankle and foot continued to swell.  Each step was a painful reminder that "Just a little further" had already been several kilometers.   Again I knew my most immediate concern up arrival was going to be to elevate my leg.  




	The moment I complained that I couldn't go much further, César just looked at me and told me very firmly, "You can go farther.  You can do better." Again I wondered just who was this man to tell me what I could do or how I should be doing it?  At the moment he said those things to me, I felt resistance.  Until now, everyone had given me the same feedback about how it was amazing what I did so far. They couldn't believe it. But this man César was the first person since the day of my accident that pushed me beyond how far I had pushed myself. 




	Finally, after another hour of walking, we reached the Albergue.  One last flight of stairs and a very long walk down the hall to a free bunk where I can rest and elevate.  The pain has reached an uncontrollable level.  Usually, I can handle a lot of pain, but this was bringing me to tears.  After a few moments of fighting to remove the compression sock and ace bandage, the pain intensifies a bit more.  Sitting on a chair next to the bunk, I have elevated my leg on top of my backpack. César has come back with a bag of ice.  I can sense the tears are making him a bit uncomfortable. "I am going to help Trevor cook dinner." He says and turns to go.




	Being left alone is a bit of comfort. I don't want others to feel bad that I am in pain or even really see how much pain I experience.  It is easier to hide it usually.  People mostly don't know how to react when something is beyond their realm of control.  Adjusting the ice pack, I can see a man down the next row of bunks.  He keeps looking down here at me.




	Each movement sends pain through my leg. I was biting my lip and trying to hold back the tears, trying to refocus on something positive.  Dinner will be here in the Albergue, which is positive since I don't think I could walk more right now anyway.  I had already heard a rumor that Trevor had scored a bottle of Tabasco sauce and was planning something.  This condiment should be a nice change from the usual fare. As much as I tried, the pain wouldn't seem to subside.




	The man across the way was still checking me out.  Then, the pilgrim sees me glance his way and started to approach.  He was about 5'11" tall. He must have been in his mid 50's or so.  His hair was graying, and I could see the lines on his face.  The whole time he walked forward, there was a mild hesitation.  




	"Excuse me." He said in a very broken accent that I couldn't place at the moment. "Are you from the United States?" 




	"Yes," I replied. But, in my mind, I am thinking, what could this pilgrim possibly want with me right now? 




	"Were you in the bad accident?" He asks again in a thick accent.




	"Yes," I said again. But, honestly, at this moment, I just wanted to be left alone. Couldn't he see that?  I didn't want to be rude but was clearly in no mood for conversation.




	"I just wanted to say to you are famous on the Camino.  For many days, I have heard the stories from pilgrims about the girl from the United States who was in the accident. How it must be so hard as she walks, but she always smiles at every person." 




	I tried to smile at him through the tears but don't know if I was able to.  I felt suddenly so small. I was instantly judging myself because this man is reaching out. In my soul, I knew he wanted to talk more.  Even now, I am at a loss for words.  Never before did I consider that people would share my story or talk about me.  Then I had to remind myself that we can only do our best.  Still, I wished I could have given more to that pilgrim.   A wise man once said that our best is constantly changing.  Some days your best will be better, and some days it will be less than you desire, but as long as you are always putting forth effort and diligence toward doing your best, that is all you can do. At that moment, my best was the attempt at a smile.




You can try harder.  You can do better.  You can go further. These words go on like a merry-go-round in my brain as time goes on.  I had thought I was already doing my best. Until now, I hadn't considered doing more.




Dinner that evening was fantastic. Trevor used Tabasco to make some spicy spaghetti.  The most challenging part of the dinner was making my way to the table. Once surrounded by the other pilgrims at the table and some food, the pain subsided a bit.  Having spicy food was a delicious change.  














CHAPTER 59

Gypsy

	AS WE ENTERED the central town square, all I can focus on is finding the Albergue.  Having walked extra long hours the last few days, my clothes give off an intensely unpleasant odor as there has been no time to do laundry.  I am in desperate need of a shower and a good meal.  Most of all, I need to stop walking and elevate my leg a bit.   A massive circular fountain fills the majority of the town's central square. Most days, I would stop and enjoy the view, but right now, the only thing I can think of is that this monstrous fountain will make me detour a bit more than I want to reach the other side of the square. 

	

	"You see that man over there?" Caesar says as he touches my arm. "The man on the other side of the fountain?" 




	"Uhm yeah." I half mumble because talking and thinking right now is taking a back seat to my primary concern of reaching the Albergue.  Other than the man is very short, there is nothing openly different about him.  

	

	"This is important you pay attention!" Caesar states, his tone giving off an increasing sense of urgency.  Caesar has moves into my personal space and grabs ahold of my forearm. "Pay attention! That man is a gypsy."  




	That man is a gypsy. No big deal. Why is Caesar getting all bristled up like a porcupine? "Ok, he is a gypsy.  What bearing does that have on me?"  




	"No. No. You don't understand. It is something you must be aware of." His accent is getting thicker, as is the intensity of his words. "There are many stories of gypsies, but some of them are true.  They do not operate under the same set of rules.  When gypsies are involved, usually the police are not. They settle their conflicts among themselves. They live by their own rules. Always pay attention when you see one and never cross a gypsy! Most of them have no documents, so if something bad does happen, yell very loud for the police, and they will usually run away."  




	Caesar must have had a negative encounter with gypsies at one point. That must explain his excitement and intensity. Normally I would be inclined to inquire and hopefully hear an exciting story. Tonight, however, I was so exhausted, hungry, and smelly. I had priorities.  




	"Promise me you will pay attention." He insists. "Ok, my friend," I reply with a smile. He scowls back at me, "I am serious!".  




	"I will," I reply with a straight face this time.  As we reach the fountain's far side, I finally spot the little yellow arrow painted on one of the bricks and point at it with my cane.  We head down the street a few more blocks until we locate the Albergue, which conveniently enough has a bar and full restaurant.  We check in to the Albergue and decide to eat a meal before we put our bags away and shower up. 




	About the time we are finished eating, there are only two things left going around in my mind. First, I need a shower and second I need to wash all my clothes.  It has been a few days since I have done laundry, and I don't think I could handle walking yet another day with the smell that has accumulated on my clothing.  Usually, I wash the clothes I wore during the walk every afternoon and put on my spare clothes that I will wear the next day.  But I have reached a point where everything needs a good cleaning.  When we checked in, I saw they had a washing machine and dryer.  Usually, washing is all done by hand, and machines are a luxury item on the Camino. "How would you feel about doing a combined load of laundry?  We could split the cost?" I ask César.




	We decided to share the cost of laundry. After a good shower, I opted to stay in bed since I only had clean underwear and a bra. Caesar would take the clothes down to the front, do the laundry, and have a drink at the bar.




	For about ten minutes, I enjoy the peace and silence of an empty room.  Then I hear the Hospitalera, "Aquí está la habitación, toma cualquier cama."  Wanting to finish the blog post, I am hammering away on the tiny phone keyboard. I decided to introduce myself and say hello when I have finished.  




	When I roll over, standing just a few feet away from me is the Gypsy that Caesar had pointed out earlier. He must be just a bit over 5' tall.  There are bits of greying hair. His skin is very tanned, which is a direct contrast to the white wife-beater he is wearing.  It looks like he has a couple of faded and very poorly done tattoos on his right arm.  He is wearing knee-length denim shorts. You don't see much denim on the Camino as it is heavy and doesn't dry quickly.  As he turns around, I can see his mouth is slightly downturned. His nose protrudes from his face in a very pronounced way. Around the corner of his eyes are deep crow's feet that speak of age.  His eyes are dark. So dark in fact that there is no separation between the iris and the pupil.




	"Hola." I offer, trying to be friendly.




	His eyes are darting around the room. Scanning everything in a chaotic manner. "Buenas Noches." He responds. This greeting is quickly followed by quite a bit more that I don't understand. 




	"No entiendo," I say in an attempt to let him know I don't understand.  He then says something else I don't understand.  There is something about this man that is making me feel very uncomfortable.  Maybe it is because of what Caesar told me earlier. Perhaps it is just something about him. "No entiendo." I follow up with hoping he gets that I don't understand him.




	He sits down on the side of his bed and then stands up again.  Then he puts what looks like a homemade backpack and a trash bag on the top bunk and sits down again. Grabbing my guidebook, I decided to see how tomorrow's walk will look.  Out of my peripheral vision, I can see the Gypsy rummaging through one of his bags. He then takes off his shorts and puts on a pair of pants.  There is something about the way he is moving around so nervously that is putting me on edge.




	Maybe it is just me?  After all, I am in my sleeping bag in only my bra and underwear.  In a room all alone with the very man, I was warned about earlier.  I might just be reading too much into it, though.  This man is walking the Camino. I justify that because he is walking the Camino, he probably doesn't have bad intentions. It's just my brain playing tricks on me.




	Trying to concentrate on the map of tomorrow's walk, I can tell he is putting things back in his bag.  I hope he will leave and go eat or something.  Sitting back down on his bunk, he scans the room again and immediately stands up and removes his pants.  Now I know there is something off.  His nervous energy continues to grow.  It is as if some invisible hand is slowly cranking the shaft of an old Jack-in-the-box machine. Tension building. His eyes are darting around the room.  There is a subtle yet palpable energy change that is taking place.  For some odd reason, the open door of the room is a bit comforting.  




	As I roll from my back to my side, my footfalls out from under the sleeping bag.   No sooner does this happen than the Gypsy spies the wound on my heel.  He immediately starts pointing at it and speaking some Spanish dialect very rapidly. Turning, he lifts his foot and rests it on the edge of the bed, so the wound on his heel is in my direct line of sight. He points and rattles off a lot more that I don't understand. What I can see is that the wound on his heel is not from the pilgrimage.  It is similar to the damage I have on mine. We both have injuries on the left foot and almost the same place.  He is getting very excited and immediately starts rummaging madly through his baggage.  




	Whipping out a white tube of some unknown ointment, he continues to speak rapidly.  Before I know what is happening, he has managed to take a seat on my bunk and has grabbed my bad leg with a vice grip.  His left hand is clenched right around the most damaged and tender part of my leg.  There is almost no muscle tissue there, just bone graft and skin.  With his right hand, he begins to slather white lotion all over the heel of my foot.  His grip on my leg is tightening. "No, no!" The grip he has on my leg tightens again, and instantly tears come to my eyes as the pain lurches through my body. "Alto!" I say louder. However, it is hard to choke out the words through the pain that has turned the world white. His right hand is moving further up my leg to my knee and quickly back down.  My brain can barely process what is happening when his hand shoots up my leg to my inner thigh. 




	In that instant, I know what is going to happen next. Fighting against the pain searing up my leg, I start punching him in the back and yelling at him "NO NO NO" as loud as I can.  He finally eases up his grip, and as he does, I use my good leg and can give him a firm enough kick to push him off my bunk.




	I glare at him like a cornered animal. Tears are streaming down my face. Then, shrinking into the corner of the bunk as far as I can, I grab my phone and text César, with shaking hands. "Come back now!"




	A million thoughts go through my head.  I am half-naked and cornered. The only way out requires I become more vulnerable.  Will Caesar even get my text? I know he likes to enjoy his drinks. Will he see the message is urgent? Will this Gypsy try something again?




	The Gypsy says something in Spanish to me again.  His eyes are glaring at me.  




"NO!" I say again and glare back at him. Determined if he comes at me again, I am going to go down fighting. 




	It was less than five minutes when Caesar finally came back into the room.  Immediately he saw something was very wrong. "What happened here?" He said. For a moment, I couldn't tell if he was mad at me or if something else was going on. Finally, I managed to tell him what happened. 




"Stop crying!" He said to me as if giving a direction with no emotion.  He then stood up and turned around.  For a brief moment, there was silence as the two men stood looking at each other.  Caesar broke the silence.  I don't know what he was saying, but it sounded like he was asking questions.  The men continued for a few moments. The conversation is getting more and more heated and emotionally charged.  Finally, it started to lose steam.  Their voices came down a bit, and there was a brief pause in the conversation. The Gypsy said something and took a step forward into Caesar's personal space.  Their voices began to get louder as they argued.  Caesar took another step back, and I could see him scan the room.  The Gypsy pushed forward.  The crescendo of their voices growing ever louder. From what I can see, this is going to get physical fast.  Caesar grabs a glass Coke bottle from the shelves by the bed. He is holding the neck as if it will be his weapon of choice.  They are now yelling back and forth at a furious rate—their two bodies dancing around the room, pushing forward and retreating.  




	Never in my wildest imagination did I think it would elevate to a physical level. "César!" I don't know what to say, but I can tell this situation is going downhill fast.  Somebody is going to get hurt.  He glances at me, and our eyes meet.  He knows the truth. I know the truth. A silent decision is made in that one look. "You stay right there." He says to me.  He turns to the Gypsy and says something about the Hospitalera, and storms out of the room.




	Shit. Now I am left alone with the Gypsy. Quite possibly the most awkward situation.  Trying not to look his way yet remain fully alert of my personal space.  He is pacing the room like a caged animal. Exactly how I felt, but I am cornered.  Thankfully it was just a moment before I could hear Caesar's raised voice from down the hall. 




	He entered the room with a small brunette lady.  For the next ten minutes, the Gypsy was told he had to leave the Albergue. Most time, he just met her with silent refusal.  Thy Gypsy stood there as if he didn't understand what he was being told.  Finally, after being told multiple times he had to leave, he started slowly packing his stuff. It was as if he was determined to stay there as long as he could.  Like he was trying to find another way to stay.  After what seemed like an eternity, he finally left. Right after that, César excused himself on the premises of retrieving the laundry but was going to have another drink while it finished.  I wanted to join him for a drink, but I had to stay put due to having no clothes.  




	As I sat there in the bunk bed, disbelief at what had just happened started to fade. Reaching down into my backpack, I grope around in the front pocket for a minute until my hand feels the solid weighted object. Pulling the Swiss army knife out and opening the primary blade, I rest it on the wood slat above my head.  I know it is an unfounded fear but what if the Gypsy comes back? Being left alone in this room isn't helping matters at all either.  The fear is now transforming into anger.  I am filled with rage at the Gypsy. The thought of his hand running up the inside of my leg sends a shiver down my spine.  He violated me. 




	Caesar told me right before he left for the drink that everything had ended with an agreement for no hard feelings on either party's part.  There was an understanding he reached with the Gypsy through the course of the fight that I had forgiven him and would hold nothing against him.  He had supposedly agreed and would hold nothing against me. However, as I sat there reviewing the events, I had no sensation that César has settled the fight.  They were on the verge of a very intense battle, and everything was in Spanish, so I was getting half of what happened.  Was it possible that this Gypsy wouldn't be angry at me?  I couldn't wrap my head around it.  Because of what happened, the Gypsy was told to leave.  There was only one Albergue in this little town. So his being kicked out of the Albergue meant he probably would be sleeping on the street somewhere.  A long cold sleepless night with nothing to think about but what happened.  I can't help but feel that doesn't bode well for me.








CHAPTER 60

A Lesson of Forgiveness

	THE NEXT MORNING we started walking early.  Today I feel no joy to be out meeting the Camino.  Today I feel dark.  Each step of the path seems to make my anger grow.  What was that gypsy thinking trying to assault me like that? I feel so dirty and violated. I still had the sensation of the gypsy’s hand holding my wounds like a vice grip and his other trying to molest me.  About an hour went by with neither of us saying a word.  That little black cloud was steadily growing.




	“You must let it go,” Says César breaking the silence.




	“What?” I respond as if I didn’t know to what he was referring. However, I knew full well because I could feel those negative emotions rolling off me and filling the air. 




	“What happened was settled.  We agreed that both people would take it no further.” He reiterated. 




	At that moment, I could feel some anger well up toward César for telling me to let it go. It didn’t happen to him. “What he did was so wrong,” I replied, trying to justify my attitude.




	“It is done. Now you must forgive. You must let this go now.” He said with that firm unbending tone.




	A million different reasons why I am justified being angry come flooding into my head. “But” 




	César interrupted, “But no! Now you must forgive.”  He said with a bit more intensity in his voice.  




	I tried to voice my feelings from another angle, but I am met with the same response. He was not going to let me go on about any reason valid or not.   




	“You only hurt yourself to hold this. Forgive now. Do not carry this any further on your Camino. Do you wish to stain the rest of your journey because you are holding on to that? It is over.  I also had to forgive that man.  He made me very angry.  He brought me to a place I did not wish to be.  For a moment in that room, we were going to fight.  This fight would not have been a normal fight. Someone would probably have been seriously hurt or killed.  Today is a new day, and yesterday is done. Forgive. I have. You must also.”




	We both fell silent for a bit as we continued down the path.  It was then I realized that César had been through a bit as well, and I was very selfish just thinking that the entire event had only affected me.  He was right though I needed to forgive the gypsy. This negative energy was doing nobody any good, especially me.  




	Forgive the gypsy.  Not an easy thing.   




	Yet, I made the conscious decision to do it. That ugly event happened, but now I am choosing not to carry the extra weight of it.  Now I am releasing those feelings. I forgive the gypsy.  There is suddenly a feeling of being light again.   








CHAPTER 61

Walk with People

A FEW HOURS had passed while walking in silence.  It was the last stretch before we would reach León.  The sun was beating down but not unbearable.  As we reached the top of the last little hill before our descent I could feel a small series of tugs coming from my backpack.  Stopping to take a small water break I immediately saw that César had tied his concha shell onto my backpack.  




“Thank you.” I said.  




“You are very welcome.  This concha shell has already completed one full camino from St.John Pied de Port to Santiago.  Then it has started again in the south of France and now it is my hope it will finish the second camino with you.”




It was his confirmation he knew I was going to finish the camino even before I did.  His gift was a tangible receipt paid in advance.  




“There is something else very important we must discuss.” César says as he looks at me so directly.




“You must walk with people now”  




“Yes, but I am fine walking alone.” I reply immediately.




For almost two weeks before I started walking with him I had been walking alone almost every day.  Sure there are times when a pilgrim would slow their pace for a brief time to chat but then speed back up only to never be seen again.  The truth is I really enjoy this time with myself.  I am not feeling any urges to walk with people. In fact at this moment in time I am feeling like I have just fulfilled this very thing by walking with him.




“No!”  he interrupts me.  “You don’t understand this is very important. You must.”  He pauses for a moment.  “We have walked together and this was an integral part of your journey as will be walking with others.  I must leave the Camino now as I must return to work and life.  I need to you to promise me you will do this for me.”




In this moment I don’t understand why he is so insistent on me walking with others.  I don’t want to slow anyone down or ask for anyone to go out of their way to accommodate my pace.  Even if I haven’t fully recognized the changes in my body yet he has. If there is one thing I have learned in my time walking with this man is he doesn’t just say things to fill the air.  He is also so very direct and serious with his request. It is impossible for me to ignore it.




Reluctantly, and not fully understanding I reply “Ok, I promise.”














CHAPTER 62

Cruz de Ferro

	ANOTHER VERY LONG day of walking is almost over.  Arriving in the town, I reference the guidebook and see there are multiple places to stay.  My decision to stay tonight is based first on what place is nearest and has the least amount of incline to reach it.  The second reason I have chosen this particular Albergue is the confraternity of St. James runs it. Entering through a small stone archway, the view opens to a picnic table with a Hospitalera and several pilgrims.  There is a lovely green lawn area with some shade.  Most times, this would be so appealing, but today I am just exhausted.  I want to get checked in and take a shower.  Several pilgrims are waiting to get their passports stamped as well.  




	Removing my backpack and letting it slide down to the ground, I instantly feel lighter and get a little energy boost.  Glancing around, I notice three black trash bags with what look to have backpacks inside.  Before I can think about it much more, the Hospitalera tells me that it is my turn to get checked in with a thick English accent.  Taking my place at the picnic table, I hand her my pilgrim's passport. "So this is run by the confraternity of St. James?  How does that work?"




	"Yes, it is.  We are all volunteers.  Today is my first day here.  I and two others have come from England and will be here for the next two weeks until our replacements arrive.  Also, I would like to let you know that we will be providing a proper English tea in just a few minutes. So all the pilgrims are invited and encouraged to join."




	Just as she says this, another lady with a serving tray comes out to the picnic table and starts unloading a teapot and teacups to the table. She also has a bunch of cookies. "I am looking forward to a proper English tea," states the lady placing everything on the table. "One must have proper tea." She states matter-of-factly.




	Other pilgrims start filtering to the picnic table.  Susannah grabs the spot right next to me.  Soon the table is full.  The two ladies confer with each other about the tea and decide it is almost ready.  I can tell they take tea time seriously.  The one Hospitalera excuses herself temporarily to get the third volunteer.  When she arrives, she has an older Englishman next to her.  He pulls up a chair.  The ladies have another brief discussion about tea service and then begin.  




	It is an essential ritual for them at home, and they want to share that time with the Pilgrims. Then, they say a short prayer and ask for blessings for the pilgrims.  These are some of my favorite moments on the Camino as the pilgrims visit and share stories.  




	As it gets a bit later, I excuse myself and find a bunk bed.  Then an excellent shower and some fresh clothes.  I almost feel like a new person, except that I am ravenous now.  A few fellow pilgrims I have met along the way have invited me to dinner at the restaurant up the hill.  




	When I get there, I see they already have a table and wave me over.  Anna and Robby have been walking together.  Unlike most pilgrims, they are camping.  Robby has a small two-person tent round pop-up tent he attaches to his already huge rucksack.  I later learned he was also carrying a metal coffee pot and several metal cups, among other things.  This information still astonishes me due to the extra weight it adds.  Both are happy and chatty.  They were very thankful that the Albergue next to the restaurant let them take some showers and use the bathrooms. 




	The dinner goes by way too fast, and before I know it, I can feel the tiredness creeping in.  As I leave, I hug them both and wish them a wonderful Camino.  In my heart, I hope I see them again but find it somewhat doubtful as they tend to walk much longer distances.




	Making my way the few blocks down the cobblestone-lined street, a circle of pilgrims is sitting on the sidewalk in front of the Albergue.  Susannah immediately waves me over.  As much as my body is exhausted, I decide to hang out with her for a bit.  She is sitting between two German guys having an animated conversation—none of which I understand.  Susannah breaks into the discussion and does the introductions.  I soon learn they have met on the Camino near the start and have been walking together ever since. Next, a short but fiery woman introduces herself as Heike joins the group. 




	Heike turns out to be quite a humorous woman.  She tells me she thought the boys were brothers, but then she turns and says Susannah and I must be sisters.  Jokingly I reply that we are sisters, and immediately Susannah goes along with it.  Soon everyone thinks we are sisters.  There is something so pure in the communion of pilgrims.  Everyone sat there sharing beer, cigarettes, and stories. Then, as it began to get later, talks began about the next day's walk.  




	Tomorrow was the day we would be arriving at Cruz de Ferro.  It is probably one of the most symbolic stops on the Camino.  Someone pulls out the guidebook, and we see that we are about 6-7 km from there. "It would be so wonderful to see Cruz de Ferro as the sun rises," I say.  No sooner have the words left my mouth than Susannah agrees with me in a very enthusiastic manner. "Do you want to?" She says.




	"Yes! But we would have to leave the Albergue around 4 am probably.  Are you up for that?"  




	"Yes, we have to do it," I reply




	"It will be dark still," says Ronald




	Looking up, I can see that the moon is nearly full. "Yes, it will be, but we will have some moonlight."




	Susannah turns and asks if anyone else wants to join our adventure.  They are excited for us but seem to value their sleep a bit more.  




	With our decision to leave at 4 am, I decide it is time for me to sleep. So, saying goodnight to my new friends, I go inside and get into my bunk.




	Sometime around midnight, someone close to me wakes me up.  Then the shaking of the bunk as that person climbs up the ladder and lays down.  Just as I begin to fall asleep again, the bed starts moving around. It feels like someone is changing their clothes.  No sooner does it end than the man is climbing back down the ladder and exits the room.  A few minutes later, he returns, and he sets his backpack down right next to mine and climbs up the ladder.




	Why is he bringing his pack in now? Wouldn't it have already been in here? Suddenly I recall the three bags in the courtyard. Chinchas! There was some mention of fumigation.  No wonder I hadn't seen this pilgrim before now.  He was one of the guys getting his bag fumigated.  Most likely had been sequestered somewhere as his clothes got washed.




	Now he was putting his backpack right next to mine!! So he was sleeping above me.  It gave me a bit of the creepy crawlies, but I did my best to remind myself he had gotten fumigated. Then, knowing I needed at least a few hours' sleep before the super early morning venture, I did my best to push it out of my mind and go to sleep.




	The phone under my pillow sounds the alarm way before my body is ready to exit the bed.  Remembering the plans to get to Cruz de Ferro, I can feel a surge of energy.  Getting up and getting dressed, I can hear the muffled sounds across the room of Susannah doing the same thing.  Both of us arrive downstairs at the same time to get our shoes from the shoe stand.  No sooner do we have our shoes on and are heading out we realize just how cold it is outside.  Susannah doesn't seem to have enough warm clothing available.  I remember the little poncho liner I have brought.  This liner was the one luxury item that I had packed and committed to carrying with me.  It is a military issue blanket of sorts with little ties. In the military, they used to use them under the waterproof ponchos for added warmth.  Within a few minutes, we had grabbed everything we could layer.  I handed the extras over to Susannah and used the poncho liner as an extra jacket. I know it must have looked humorous, but since it was dark and just the two of us, comfort wins over how we look every time.




	We both have a high level of excitement, and as we begin the walk, we are very thankful for the added moonlight.  Had we hit this section of the Camino at a different time of the month, this night walk would not have been possible.  After a few minutes, we are out of town and on the trail.  Soon trail narrows and is soon just a small path that weaves its way through the landscape of small brush.  We have to get out my phone several times and use the flashlight to make sure we are still on the Camino.  Just as we begin to wonder if we took the wrong direction, the path opens to a small field that has a cement water trough in the middle of it.  Both of us spot the little yellow arrow painted on the side and are thankful that we are still on the path.




	On the other side of the field, the path once again becomes a narrow trail.  Once again, we are going up a pretty decent incline, and I have to slow my pace again.  I don't like this since I want to reach the cross by sunrise.  I have to remind myself just to be thankful for the experience, whatever it may be.




	Soon we are entering Foncebadón.  The town doesn't look like a town.  It seems like ruins.  There are rock walls that take the forms of houses with no roofs.   There is an Albergue just up ahead that we decide to go check out in hopes that we can get a hot cup of coffee. As we approach the Albergue,  Anna waves and greets us.  It is a surprise for both of us.  Just last night as we had said goodbye after sharing a meal.  They had walked another 6 km last night.  She pointed to the outline of a tent that is in the middle of a field.   There are a few wild-looking horses about 50 meters away from the tent.  




	"Is there coffee?" I ask Anna.  




	"So much more than coffee.  There is a full breakfast, and everything is naturally grown and homemade." Anna replies. "The Hospitalera is so wonderful she has let us camp here, shower, and eat."  







	We all go inside. There is a warmth that is not just physical.  The Hospitalera tells us the breakfast is donativo.  Meaning we can donate whatever we think it is worth.  After some coffee and a bit of fresh homemade yogurt with some granola, I feel like a new person.  




	I still want to reach the cross by sunrise, but as I exit the Albergue, I realize the sun is starting to rise now.  As it does, the sky starts changing to the most brilliant oranges and reds I have ever seen.  We wander over to one of the broken rock walls and climb up on top for a good view.  There are some murmurs over the beauty. Mostly everyone just sits in silence, taking the occasional picture.  The view opens up to the whole valley.  It is breathtaking.  




	We were 2km short of reaching Cruz de Ferro, but at this moment, nothing mattered. On the contrary, I am profoundly filled with joy for experiencing such a brilliant sunrise.  Plus, there was the adventure of having walked for a few hours in the dark.   




	The remaining 2km to the cross happened relatively quickly.  As we arrived, the narrow path opened into a meadow surrounded by trees on all sides.  Directly in front of me was the cross I had heard so many stories about.  The base was a pile of stones that was probably around 15' tall.  Stones of all sizes formed the pyramid-shaped base with the tall cross mounted on top.  




	One of the traditions of the Camino is that you carry a stone when you begin to walk.  That stone is representative of a burden or something you want to release in your life.   As you walk, you carry the weight of the stone.  When you reach the cross, you leave your burden there. 




	My stone was small.  My stone was the worry that I wouldn't be able to walk this path and complete it.  When I placed my stone at the base of the cross, I knew that somewhere on the road, I had already released it.  Without realizing it, my burden had been lifted. I was already so much further in my journey than I had ever imagined possible.  Yesterday I had walked over 20km.  I never dreamed it would be possible to walk that far in a day until just about a week ago.  Looking around, I see a lot of emotions happening—each pilgrim in their thoughts.  Only to be broken up by the different groups taking photos when they had finished their rituals.




	As we started walking again, both Susannah and I were profoundly thankful we had undertaken the adventure of walking in the dark.  We both were also grateful that our plan didn't work out quite as planned.  Other pilgrims had been at Cruz de Ferro at sunrise, but what they had seen paled in comparison to the beauty and moments we had experienced.  The Camino provides.




	Most of the day, Susannah and I walked together, talking and sharing.  We shared stories from our lives.  As we talked, the subject of forgiveness came up in conversation.  A lesson I was currently working on within my life.  Before now, I might have been surprised about the timing or correlation of the conversation to current events but have learned that this path has a way of bringing you exactly what you need, right when you need it.   I then told Susannah the story about the Gypsy that had just happened a few days before.  I told her what had happened in the Albergue.  I told her about César and him almost getting in a physical altercation with Gypsy.  I told her about how violated felt. Finally, I told her about how I had to make a conscious decision to forgive that man and how my heart struggled with it.  




	After telling her all this, I asked her to please not tell anyone.  I didn't want to start any Camino rumors or have any other negative feelings due to past events.  The reason for sharing because I was still working on learning to forgive and knew I could trust her.




	After what seemed like a rather long ascent, we finally reached an excellent spot for a break.  There is a little Templar run rest spot of sorts up in the middle of nowhere.   There are touristic pins and bracelets for sale.  Lots of different colored and symbolic flags line the entrance to the little stand.  Best of all, there is coffee.  It is probably the thickest and strongest coffee I have had in Spain, but since they brew over an open fire, I suppose it makes sense.   Both of us girls are also thrilled there is a bathroom on site.  It is actually an outhouse with just a hole in the floor, but it is better than the side of the road.




	Getting back into the rhythm of walking is pleasant.  Today my body is surprising me quite a bit.  I seem to have more energy than usual which is weird because most of the walking today has been uphill, which is way more difficult.  The Camino parallels the road that goes over these hills.  Soon I decide to move to the road since there is a wide area between the lines of the road and the guard railing.   Since Susannah has decided to stay on the path, our conversations have died, but the humor remains.  After several more kilometers, we arrive at another village and see other pilgrims we have met along the way.  We both are absolutely famished since we started walking extra early.   




	As we eat, we consult our guidebooks.  The logical side of my brain tells me I should probably stop here.  However, my body is telling me a different story.  As my food is absorbed and the hunger fades, there is new energy filling me. "I should probably stay here." Then, smiling with a long pause, "but I am not going to."




	"Really? Are you going to keep walking?  That is wonderful!  I assumed you would probably stop here.  I am so happy we get to keep walking together." Susannah says with a big smile.




	"Me too!  I will probably stick to the road for this section since the downhill is so steep it will probably be a bit easier for me to navigate.  But I noticed it veers away from the Camino quite a bit, so we will probably get separated until we reach the bottom."




	Without even hesitating, she responded, "No, I'm gonna walk with you."  




	"Awesome!" I state emphatically.




	After a few minutes of enjoying the sunshine, we made our way around, said goodbye to some fellow pilgrims, and then started again.  




	After a few more hours of walking and both Susannah and myself are exhausted.  The bubbly mood of earlier was now a quiet affair.  It comes to the point where talking takes too much energy.  Both of us knew we must finally be reaching the town we would be staying in tonight.  




	"We should almost be there," I say in words of encouragement to both of us.  Goodness only knows I could use a little encouragement right now.  




	"Hey, you should check your pedometer and see how far we have walked today," Susannah responds.




	"I would love to check it but won't.  I have made it a point not to check my pedometer or the time while I am walking.  I think if I started, I would be checking it and referencing it constantly." I replied even though in my heart I wanted to check.




	No sooner are the words out of my mouth than I can see a bit of disappointment creep into her face. "I'm sorry.  I will check it as soon as we hit the city limits." Over the next 30 minutes, several expressions of "I wish we were there already" and "My feet hurt." Finally, just when I thought I was reaching my end, we rounded the bend in the road, and there was the tall city marker with large bold letters across the top "MOLINASECA" and a map of the town below.  Immediately I pulled out my pedometer.  29.7 km!  As I shared the number, I could tell we both got a second wind just from knowing this.  After a few pictures of hugging the sign, we made our way the last little bit into the village. 




	It hit me like a ton of bricks, the realization that I had walked 30 kilometers today—a new record.  But the amazing part was today I was just another pilgrim.  Yes, my feet are on fire, and I am tired, but it is the typical feeling of being a pilgrim.  This pain was not my usual pain and struggle.  Today, it is not accident pain.  Today I was a pilgrim.




	Just as we started to cross the bridge, we ran into Jeanetta.  She had been down, soaking her feet in the river.  Jeanetta radiated positive energy, and it was infectious. This is her second Camino.  One thing she told me I found fascinating is that this time she only was taking pictures of people.  No photos of the road. No photos of the castles or cathedrals. She only wanted the memory of the pilgrims she met.  It wasn't until I returned home to the USA I realized how much she was onto something. 




	That evening we met up again with the men from Germany and several other pilgrims we had met previously.  We ate dinner, sang some songs, and then went to bed.











CHAPTER 63

Invaders

	IT IS ANOTHER long day of walking, so as we entered the town, we randomly chose a bar with outdoor seating. We all removed our packs, and Jeanetta offered to grab the beer.  I was so thankful to have my pack off and be sitting down.  I was so tired I could probably have laid my head down and fallen right to sleep. But, instead, with the first sip of beer, I felt slightly refreshed.  Resting my elbows on the table and planting my face in my hands for a bit of support, I can see Jeanetta giving me a somewhat odd look.  “Girl! You got chinchas!”




	“What? What do you mean? How do you know?” I asked, totally caught off guard.




	“Look at your arms!”  She said as I turned my arm over.  There is a horrible sight of several parallel lines of bite marks running up the length of my arm.  Instantly I knew it was from the guy last night.  I should have moved my pack from near his.  Heck, I probably should have just moved bunks. But, unfortunately,  I can do nothing now except move forward.




	Immediately I felt violated, infected, someone that should be avoided at all costs.  The beer that had been so pleasant only moments before seemed soured by the knowledge that I have chinchas.




	Thank goodness for good friends.  The women do their best to keep me in good cheer.  I did my best to pretend with a big smile. But, I only want to rid myself of any evidence of the evil invaders.  




	Soon we were heading to the end of town to the Albergue.  When we arrive, I set my backpack down outside, well out of the way of everyone else. I also keep myself away and stay outside while everyone was checking in.  Susannah got all the information needed to eradicate the chinchas, got my passport stamped, and checked me in.  By this time, several other pilgrims became aware of the situation as well.   I learned I would need to wash ALL my clothing in hot water and have everything that had any fabric material fumigated.  This is where I hit my first dilemma; I needed to clean even the clothes on my back.  It was then a pilgrim at the next table over offered to loan me a t-shirt and shorts to wear while I washed mine.  Her kindness was terrific as I had never even met her before, and here she was, offering to help.  I was also lucky that the Albergue we had chosen had a washer and a dryer.  




	So we made a plan. First, I would get my laundry into the washer and get it ready. Then, as I got into the shower, Susannah added the clothes I was wearing to the load and start it. Finally, with not much time left before the stores in town would close, Susannah and I decided to go together and split up to different stores to find the chincha fumigation spray.  




	After the shower, I felt refreshed and clean. Then a wave of fear wash over me.  I was going to go out in public wearing shorts.  I didn’t even have socks or an ace bandage to cover my scars and disfigurement.  Never in my life have I felt more naked and more exposed.  I want to sit down in the corner somewhere and cry.  I am terrified inside but try to hide it.  The knowledge that if I didn’t hurry, I wouldn’t get to the store on time helped get me to exit the bathroom.  




	We had two potential places in the town to get the spray, and knowing we had only about 15 minutes to try both places, Susannah decided to run ahead to the store on the far side of town while I would try to reach the closest store.




	I must have been quite the sight.  Bright yellow t-shirt, green shorts, & flip-flops moving down the street on my cane as fast as I could.  I tried my best to pretend that people couldn’t see, and this wasn’t happening.  But that reality changed just about a block up the road.  Three middle-aged Spanish women were standing on the sidewalk having a conversation.  As I maneuvered to go around them, I immediately heard the sound of one of the ladies sucking in a deep exaggerated breath.  Before I could get past them the other lady started shaking her hand in front of her like she had smashed her thumb and with an exclamation of “a dios mío!” which translates to “My God!”. Then, I could hear something else from the other lady saying something about my leg in Spanish.   Glancing over my shoulder, I can see them all staring at my leg.   I want to cry. They were compounding the situation because they couldn’t even let me get of earshot before making comments.  Already I am emotionally weakened from being violated by chinchas. Then, having my scars exposed to the world, which I had never done before. Finally, trying to deal with the reaction from strangers on the street.  I am mortified.




	Pushing forward was all I could do.  Increasing my pace as fast as possible while wearing flip-flops, I became more determined to reach the store and get back to the Albergue.  As I got to the store entrance, Susannah came around the corner out of breath and let me know that the first place she checked didn’t have the fumigation spray but was almost positive about this place having some.  




	As we entered, I was thankful it was a bigger store than in most villages, increasing the likelihood they might have Chincha spray.  The lady at the register pointed us in the right direction, where we found two different kinds of Chincha poison.  One was an aerosol spray, and the other was a powder.  We chose the aerosol and finished about three minutes before the store closed.  




	The walk back seemed to take forever.  I just wanted to get my clothes back. So upon return, I went to work removing everything from my pack and putting everything with a cloth material back into the large black trash bag.  Feeling slightly better once that was underway, I transferred my clothes to the dryer and turned the heat up to high.  




	Again I thank Susannah for bringing such a lively time to the dinner table and distracting me from thinking about how exposed I felt.  Once dinner was over, and I had retrieved my clothing from the dryer, I felt better.  I was given a bunk bed in a different room than the other pilgrims. Again, I was very thankful as any bit of social nature had been drained out of me, and I just wanted to be alone.




	I found the woman that had loaned me her clothes and thanked her profusely for her help.  She was so genuinely kind and just happy to help a pilgrim. She then told me about how she had needed some special ointment for a rash she had, and some other pilgrim had provided it for her just when she needed it the most.  It was hard to feel sorry for myself when I saw this cycle of sharing and caring happening among pilgrims.  A complete stranger will give you the clothes off their back if you need them.  




	Finding Susannah out front with a group of pilgrims, I let her know that I wouldn’t be walking with her because the next day was going to have to put my sleeping bag out in the sun for many hours since it wasn’t washable by machine.  I told her I hoped our paths crossed again but knew full well the odds were probably very low.  




	The following day I got up with everyone else and had breakfast.  We all said our final farewells, and then I got to work on spreading out my sleeping bag on clotheslines so it could get as much sun as possible.  I also turned my backpack inside out and did the same with it.  Even though everything was fumigated, I figure you can’t be too careful, and I didn’t want to take a chance that I had missed even one chincha.




	The Albergue closes at 9 am for cleaning, so I camped outside on the lawn for the next several hours.  Around 1 pm, I pulled down my sleeping bag and inspected every seam to ensure I didn’t have any critters hitching a ride.  I did the same inspection on my backpack and every single item I put back in.  After what seemed like ages, I am finally ready to start walking.




	The sun was high in the sky, and it was hot.  I knew due to my late start, I probably wouldn’t be able to get too far, but I was okay with that as long as it was just me moving forward and not with any of the invaders.








CHAPTER 64

Random Encounter

	THE SUN WAS high in the sky. My backpack is fully loaded again.  Almost every day up until now, I have finished walking for the day by this time.  Now preparing to set out at the very hottest part of the day was not appealing.  The guidebook says Ponferrada is about 7 km away, which will put me in the next town.  Hefting my pack into place and making the final adjustments, my heart is thankful that I don't have too far to journey.  Even though I have rid myself of the chinchas, there is still a mild irritation about being personally invaded and the delay it has caused.  Because of the chinchas, I am going to lose contact with the new friends I have made.




	As my pace settles into something steady and my heartbeat starts aligning, my brain starts doing an inventory.  Shortly the realization occurs that I must let go of everything that has gone before me on the road.  There is always something new ahead of you. So be sure to leave room for the new experiences yet to come.  I decided to push those last feelings of resentment and violation out once and for all with that final realization.




	The last kilometer or so into Ponferrada is uphill.  Stopping on the side of the road, I pull out my guidebook once again.  For such a big town I am surprised to find there is only one Albergue in town.  Then I see the picture of Castillo de Templarios.  Last night I read about this castle and how it had been renovated. The castle was now open to the public to explore inside and out.  What a treat that would be.  The Templars have a fascinating history on the Camino. The Templars would protect the pilgrims as they made their journey to Santiago and act as a banking mechanism.  After some food, I must see this castle. 




	Walking through the medieval part of town, my excitement levels start to rise.  Above the rise, I can see the flags on the ramparts of the castle.  This is the bright side to getting here when I did.  I will have time to explore a bit.  If I had started earlier, no doubt I would have just walked right through this town without stopping to explore and saving my energy to reach the next destination.  Since I have only walked about 7km today, I still have enough energy to make this detour.  Just then, I am interrupted by some hunger pains and decide to grab a bite to eat and a beer before I go to the castle.  




	I am reaching the top of the hill the road splits.  The impressive Templar castle is across the street, and down to my left, I can see several restaurants.  How perfect.




	Perfect until the second I turn the corner.  The hair on the back of my neck bristles, and my stomach lurches like someone dropped a hot stone in it. There standing up against the wall of the first restaurant is the Gypsy! A million thoughts go through my head like a whirlpool.  Did he see me? What is he doing here? Will he confront me?  Is it over like César said it was? What should I do? 




	Deciding the best strategy is to try to observe from a distance.  Keeping my head turned toward the castle as I walk by and down to the next restaurant.  Ordering some food and a beer, I feel a little safe being in a public establishment.  I want to sit outside, but since there is a slight curvature in the street, the inside table provides a nice view of the place next door while keeping me incognito.  Watching him drink his beer and chat, I think I managed to slip by undetected.




	My nerves begin to settle a bit after a few bites of food and no incident.  Then it hits me; there is only one Albergue in this town.  Most likely, he will be staying there.  I am sure all the people I know on the Camino are in some town further ahead.  Shit!  Double shit!  I also know if we stay in the same town, there is a chance of a random encounter on the Camino tomorrow while I am walking, which could be highly dangerous. Given I don't know where he is coming from except that he was outraged and could potentially blame me for his being ejected from the Albergue a few nights before.  More than anything, I don't want to run into him out where it could just be the two of us.  Knowing it is late in the day, the odds are he is staying here and not continuing today.  




	Well, on the bright side, he didn't see me.  In my favor, there is only one Albergue, and it is backtracking on the Camino.  If I watch him, he will either pass by me to continue further today or backtrack to the Albergue.  After another gruesome 20 minutes of watching him, he finally finishes his beer and grabs his backpack.  He then looks around for another minute as if making some decision.  Then he turns right and disappears around the corner.   I exhale the breath I had been unconsciously holding. A slight sense of relief fills me, knowing I have the option to go the other direction.




	Consulting my guidebook again, I locate the next Albergue.  It is in a tiny town called Cacabelos.  My heart sinks a little bit, reading that it will be about another 13 km of walking to reach the town.   Immediately I think, "This is too much.  I can't keep going today." No sooner does that thought come than it is countered with, "You have no choice.  Distance is important.  Get as much distance as possible between you and him. Don't allow your paths to cross out in the middle of nowhere. Go."




	As I put my backpack on, it felt heavier than usual.  Seeing the beautiful castle right across the street that I dearly wanted to explore, I felt a bit of sadness.  I also felt anger at the Gypsy.  




	Turning left down the Camino, I could tell I was walking a bit faster than usual.  It seemed the town went on forever. Then, just about when I thought I would never hit the end of town, the Camino split off into a more rural setting.  Although this part was still paved like a sidewalk, at least I was out of the city.  As the path transitioned from the pavement into the dirt, I sighed another bit of relief.  




	As I walked, I began to think about the Gypsy.  The cause of this situation.  Why was I so angry?  I thought I had forgiven him. Had I let go of the initial trespass?  Had I truly forgiven him?  




	Walking, contemplation, meditation, and prayer together are powerful tools.  As I walked, I realized there was a part of me deep down that hadn't fully let go of what had happened.  This realization surprised me a little bit.  I am resolved to make forgiveness happen.  However, I am also resolved to get as much distance as possible between the two of us.  One thing I did know was that it wouldn't matter how I have forgiven or not if we were to meet on the Camino with no other people around.  I can only speculate what "might" happen.  




	Crossing the small vineyard-covered hillsides makes me feel like I am home again.  There is a small comfort in that.  Also, now that there are a few hours of distance between the Gypsy and myself,  I am starting to feel a bit better internally.   I haven't seen one other pilgrim on the road, which I have never experienced.  The next town looked quite small in the guidebook is just ahead.  It will be nice to sit for a few moments and have a beer before continuing.  




	The bar is empty and looks like it hasn't been visited in years.  Maybe this isn't the place to come for a beer.  There was one other place at the end of town, which might be two blocks away, by the looks of it.  Turning to head out, a lady comes through the back door and greets me.  Saying hello and ordering a beer, I can't help but think this woman must have been running this place for all of her life.  She seems to care as much about her appearance as she does about the bar; both are dusty and unkempt. There was an air of resignation about her that made me feel sad.  Taking my beer outside to one of the plastic tables, I pulled out my guidebook again to double-check how much distance was between here and the next town.




	Pushing my book back into the zippered pocket on my backpack and leaning back into the chair, taking another sip of beer, I finally feel a bit of peace around me.  The fact that this town is pretty much a ghost town right now helps a lot.  Right across the street is a tiny chapel.  It looks newer than most of the construction I have seen along the Camino and way smaller than anything I have seen.  I wonder if it is open for exploration?  Some churches are open, and others are locked due to theft.  Before I can wonder much more, a young man comes around the street corner and says hello before stepping inside the dark bar.




	A moment later, he pops back out and lights a cigarette.  He casually leans against the side of the building.  I can't help but think he is something out of a Norman Rockwell movie. If it weren't for the somewhat preppy polo shirt he is wearing; I would have thought him a movie extra.  As he finishes the last bit of the cigarette and snuffs it out on the ground with his toe, he turns and says "Buen Camino" with a smile. With that, he is gone.




	My beer is almost gone as well, and that means it is time to continue walking and putting more distance between Ponferrada and me. Feeling a bit refreshed and ready to tackle the last part of my journey today, I grab my pack and head out.  Just as  I reach the end of the town, I start to hear some of the most beautiful music.  There are several string instruments, some drums, and a few instruments I can't quite identify.  The music is the kind where you want to drop everything and start dancing.  




	As I got a bit closer, I realized the sounds were coming from the barn just next to the road.  A big part of me wanted to go in and meet the people playing this music.  But I knew if I stayed, I would fail at putting a comfortable distance between towns and possibly end up in the very situation I was trying to avoid.  So I just stood there outside the barn for several songs. I was enjoying the moment and the music. As I began walking, I was so thankful for the music that accompanied me I could feel a slight spring in my step and a carefree feeling in my heart.  




	Small family farms surrounded this little town.  The cornfields and other gardens were plentiful.  The sound of the running water from the irrigation ditch added to the music.  The water also had the added benefit of cooling the air a bit.  It was the first time all day I felt like myself again.  The earlier fears had abated, and the tensions dissipated.  I felt joyful once again to be on the Camino.




	I was lost in my little world until the car got closer and slowed down.  As it came even with me, it slowed to a stop, and I saw it was the young man from the bar in the previous town. "Hola, Bonita!" He said with a large smile. "Would you like to go out with me?".   It was flattering to have this guy that was so much younger ask me out.  I assumed he was probably just bored.  Maybe he asks out all the pilgrims?  Right now, I am the only pilgrim on the road. "Thank you, but I am walking the Camino." He smiles at me again. "Yes, but you could stay here and be my girlfriend Bonita." He replies with a flirty smile and a wink.  Laughing just a little bit, I say, "Well, then come walk with me."  




	"You should stay here." He insists again with the most flirty of smiles. "I would be very good to you. Go out with me?"




	The best I can offer is, "Maybe when I have finished this road. But, first, before anything, I must finish this Camino." He smiles at me again, and his eyes sparkle as he laughs and says, "OK, Bonita, don't forget me!" 




	I give him a little wave and start walking.  Before I got to the end of his small car, he put it in reverse and matched my pace. "Buen Camino Bonita!! Don't forget!" He waves again and puts his car into first gear, and moves on. 




	As I start walking with new music floating through my head and a simple daydream of what adventures could be had if I stayed.  I walked on.  It kept me occupied for a long time.  However, as the sun started creeping closer to the horizon, I realized I still had a way to go until the next town.  As I got closer, I also started hurting more.  Soon my feet were aching and sore, and I was getting more swelling in my bad leg than is comfortable.  




	Trying to keep my brain away from the thoughts of the condition of my body, I barely registered the pilgrim that was about to pass me.  As he passed me, he gently put the palms of his hands together and said, "namaste."  




	“Buen Camino” I responded.  He must have been over 6' tall.  His skin had a tan, suggesting he lived mostly outdoors.  His head was shaved with the exception of a very long slender braid coming from the top of his scalp down to the middle of his back.  His whole aura spoke of someone in deep meditation and very spiritual.  By the time he had gotten a few paces ahead of me, I suddenly had an idea.  It was a long shot, but I have learned to trust the road at this point in my journey. 




	"Excuse me.  Excuse me, sir, could I ask you a huge favor?" He stopped and turned. "Sure," he responded. "I have lost contact with a dear friend Susannah and would like to get her a message.  She has blonde hair, and she shines.  If she happens to be at the same Albergue as you can tell her that Liza is staying in Cacabelos tonight."




	"I will," he says. "Thank you so much," I respond. Then, with a gentle bow of his head, he turns and walks on.  




	Soon he is out of my line of sight, and I am alone again.  As I get closer to the town, I wonder if I will make the last little bit.  My body is reaching max fatigue level.  Taking another short break to reference the guidebook, I quickly decided to get a hotel room tonight.  The only Albergue is on the other side of town and a full 1.6 km away. I know my feet will barely get me to the hotel.  As much as it doesn't feel like the "pilgrim" thing to do, I know I have budgeted for a few hotel stays along the way.  Also, the hotel is right at the entrance to town. Decision made.




	The hotel is stunning and rustic.  Well worth the price for the luxury of a long hot bath in an oversized old fashion tub. That and to have a room to myself with no snoring.   If I ever revisit this region as a tourist, I will go out of my way to stay there.  The whole environment was gorgeous.








CHAPTER 65

Message Received

	SETTING OUT THIS morning, my body feels new and refreshed.  It is incredible what a nice long hot bath, an uninterrupted night of sleep, and a well-balanced breakfast can do for the body.  I feel thankful I have put some distance between Ponferrada and myself.  Not the town so much as the Gypsy.  




	After an uneventful day of walking, I have reached the town I will stay in this evening.  A quick visual of the landscape and I decide to stop at the first Albergue. This town seems to have quite the steep hill going down to the center of the city, and at this point, I want to ditch my backpack and shower.




	This Albergue is more of a compound of sorts. Through the front gates, there are buildings and community areas scattered about.  I am quickly checked in and receive a new stamp on my passport.  




	After getting settled at a bunk, I get into my shower shoes and grab my toiletries, heading off for the showers.  This Albergue has two separate showering areas, one for the guys and one for the girls.  I don't have a problem with sharing but having a women's room is more relaxing.   The old wooden door loudly creaks as I enter.  The showering area is very old and not well maintained.  The shower stall is the kind of place that you become thankful for shower shoes and don't want to touch anything else.  	




	Putting my towel precariously on the top of the curtain, I reach out to adjust the water before stepping in.  Upon fully twisting the hot water tap, only a few drops of water come out.  Collecting my toiletries and towel, I move over to another stall. This water at least has a small amount of pressure.  However, it appears the hot water is gone.  Today my shower will be on the cold side.  I very quickly wash and skip my hair altogether, not looking forward to the cold water on my scalp.  




	Once I am semi refreshed and settled, I decide to go down to the center of town and check it out and get some dinner since there is no food where I am staying.   After a slow trip down the steep, narrow streets, the road breaks open into a surprisingly large open area.  There is a row of restaurants to choose from with plenty of tables scattered everywhere.   From what I can see, they mainly offer the same menu, so I choose one at random and order some food.  




	Taking a seat in the sunshine outside, I open my guidebook and consult the next day's journey.  Before I can finish making any plans for tomorrow, my food arrives and distracts me from the book.  Simple food and a glass of wine do wonders for the body after a day of walking.  Just as I am finishing the last bite and pushing my plate away, I almost choke on my food as I see the Gypsy coming down the sidewalk right toward me. In that same instant, my phone begins to ring.  




	I can't help but wonder who would be calling me.  It has to be César.  He is the only one that calls.  He has been calling every few days to check on my progress and wish me well.  I am thankful but hesitant.  How will I even begin to explain, and will he understand.  Flipping the cover of the phone open. "Hola?"  




	"Liza!!" I hear Susannah's voice.  She is super excited and bubbly. "I got your message!  It was crazy.  This morning I stopped for coffee with the boys, and we were sitting there chatting when this tall man saw me from across the square.  It was the oddest thing.  He bee-lined right for me as if he knew me.  When he got up to us, he was like, "Is your name, Susannah?" I was shocked he knew my name. "I have a message for you.  Liza arrived in Cacabelos last night, and she wanted you to know.' I miss you.  We should be walking together!."




	"Susannah!  You don't know how glad I am to hear from you!  You will never believe who is right on the sidewalk near me. It's the Gypsy!.  Suze! I don't know what to do.  I am a bit freaked out at the moment." I can't believe the timing.  No sooner had I spotted the Gypsy than my phone had started ringing.




	"Wait, you mean the one you told me the story about?" She inquires. I can hear her tone has changed from one of pure excitement from having received the message in such a manner to one of concern.  




	"Yes!" Then I briefly tell her about how I started walking late and, upon arriving in Ponferrada, spotted him, and that is why I continued walking until it was almost dark.  




	"You know I am just a few kilometers ahead of you!  I have some ideas and am going to call you back in just a few minutes, OK?  You are around lots of people right now.  Just stay there.  I love you, and I'm going to call you right back!" As she hung up, I couldn't help but wonder at the timing of that phone call.  The Camino provides again.  Instead of completely panicking, I now know that there is one person on the Camino in proximity who knows the history of what happened.  That provides a bit of comfort.  However, my nerves are still on edge. The fight or flight instinct is hovering with an air of tension.  




	The minutes tick by slowly.  Far too slow for my comfort. The phone begins to ring again.  Before it can even finish chiming the first time, I am flipping it open. "Susannah!" I exclaim.

	

	"No, it is Caesar." I can hear him chuckling a little bit. "So you have met a friend to walk with?"  




	"Yes." I want to tell him everything.  I want to share what has been happening.  I want to say to him I did walk with Susannah, but we were separated due to the chinchas. I want to tell him I am alone now and that I am scared.




	"This is very good. You need to walk with people.  I am so happy to hear you have listened." He is in very high spirits right now. "So what town is my little Peregrina in today?" 




	“Villafranca.”  I respond.  




	"Good. Good. You are doing well. I am proud of you. Now you will be experiencing a different part of Spain. Galicia is wonderful, and I know you will enjoy it." He pauses briefly. "I can't talk long, but I just needed to check on you."




	"Thank you, my friend." If only he knew how much I needed this right at this very moment.  




	"I will call you again in a few days," He says.

 

	"Wonderful!" And with a quick "Adios," he is gone, and I am once again in the town alone.  Alone with the Gypsy in a sea of strangers.  I wanted so much to share this with Caesar but didn't want to burden him or make him worry about me.  He had already taken the situation on as personal at one point.  I had seen how that had weighed on his heart after the altercation with the Gypsy.  




	I recall his words as we had parted ways in Leon. He told me how if at any point in my journey I ran into trouble of any kind, it didn't matter if was a gypsy or with the police, that I only had to call him and no matter what the situation, he would make sure handle it.   Having walked with him for many days, I knew he was not only a man of his word but was extremely well connected in Spain.  There was no doubt in my mind that it was the truth, and I knew he would do whatever was needed to help.  




	At least for now, there is the safety of being in a public area.  Within a few more minutes that seemed like an eternity, my phone rang again.  As soon as I opened it, Susannah is talking. "Liza, you won't believe this.  So we are just a few kilometers ahead of you.  I know we need to be together, so I talked to the Hospitalera of this Albergue.  Well, it is interesting because this isn't the Albergue we are going to be staying in.  But anyway, that is beside the point, but it is totally cool because she is coming to the Villafranca for mass this evening at 6 pm.  She is driving back here after mass and said if you meet her at the church, she will drive you to where I am.  Can you believe that?  Then we can be together.  Everyone will be much happier." 

	

	"What do you mean, everyone?" I ask. "Oh, sorry!  Well, I know you asked me not to tell the story, but given the situation, I have told the Germans.  They also insist you come to be with us.  They were very upset to hear the story and are feeling very protective.  So it is settled, right?  You will meet her and come to us?"




	"Yes." I can feel a massive sense of relief fill me.  Knowing the Gypsy is so close, and the potential to be on the path simultaneously is growing ever higher. The thought of having three strong men walking with me is very appealing.  Not to mention the joy of getting to walk with Susannah again. "I noticed there are three churches in this town. Which one is it?"  




	"Hold on one second." She says, and I can hear the muffled conversation happening on the other end but cannot make out any words. "Iglesia Colegiata and the Mass is at 6 pm. You will be there, right?"




	"Of course I will be there.  Thank you, Susannah!" 




	"OK, I am going to go cause I am using this other person's cell phone. See you soon."




	"Ciao!"




	Now I need to make the trek back up the streets and get my backpack and come back down to the church.  Right now it is about 3 pm, so I have enough time.  




	By the time I have made it back down to the church, it is still about 45 minutes until the mass starts. Deciding to sit and have a beer and stay in the most crowded areas, I suddenly spot Heike.  She spots me right about the same time and jumps up, inviting me to sit with her.  Even if I only met her briefly a few days back, it is sure nice to have someone familiar to hang out with.  Our time passes rather quickly will some small talk before I excuse myself to go to mass.




	The church is massive, and I quickly find out that the main doors are locked.  I probably would have panicked about having the right church and maybe did deep down inside just a little bit, but I could hear some faint music coming from inside.  After a long walk around the building, I found a side door and watch another person go through it.  The music got stronger as I opened the door.  To one side, there was a velvet rope and the other a passage.  Taking the passage, I was soon in a what looked to be a smaller chapel on the inside of a much larger church.




	No sooner had I come to the back of the pews than I was being waved over by a lady who was obviously my ride.  Removing my backpack and placing it gently against the back wall, she smiled and directed me to the spot next to her.  The mass was quite lovely, even if I didn't know half of what was being said.  




	After the mass, we went to her car and started the short drive.  Within a few minutes, she showed me where her Albergue was and said that is where Susannah had called from the first time.  Another few minutes, and we were pulling up a very steep driveway to the Albergue where Susannah was.  I thanked her profusely for her kindness.  She was very modest and just said she was happy to help out.  




	Susannah came running down the driveway and threw her arms around me, almost throwing us both off balance due to the very steep incline.  Neither of us cared at that moment.  Susannah then thanked the lady again as she turned the car around, waving. Susannah grabbed my backpack from the ground before I had a chance to mess with it.  Another thing I was thankful for because this driveway was steep!  




	When we arrive at the Albergue, the downstairs area is quiet and dark.  There was no hospitalero in sight. "Hey, Suze, where is the hospitalero?" 




	"Oh, I think he went home already. But, C'mon, let's go upstairs and get you settled in. The boys are cooking dinner.  We saved you a bunk in our room."




	The porch of the top floor is also doubling as a semi-open kitchen.  There is a small sink and cupboard and next to a cooktop. Ronald is stirring some boiling pasta.  Denny is sitting at a tiny table chopping something for dinner.  Both smile and say hello as we squeeze through.  Susannah lead me through a room full of beds and backpacks to another room.  Reiner is sitting on a bunk bed doing something with a pair of shoes.  




	Susannah points to the bottom bunk. "That's yours." Her smile beams from ear to ear. "We even saved you a bottom bunk." She drops my backpack on the floor next to it and tells me to come out when I am ready.  Plopping down on the bunk, Reiner says hello and tells me he is happy I have made it to the Albergue with them.  

	

	It is sure comforting to be surrounded by friends.  Being here now, I feel so much safer than I have in a few days.  Making my way back to the porch, I am immediately offered a beer.  Ronald is singing something in German as he cooks.  There is a general air of genuine happiness right now. 




	After some small talk, Ronald looks at me and says. "If you see this Gypsy, you must point him out to me.  I will take care of this." Even though there is a slight language barrier, I know exactly the intent is behind his statement.  Then Denny adds, "Yes, we will make sure he doesn't do this again."




	"No, no, guys. No violence. The initial situation is over. I was told it was forgiven, but I also know something is slightly off about the Gypsy.  There is no revenge needed.  You know I could be overreacting.  I know I felt the need to be cautious and do not wish to find myself alone with him.  Now that I will be walking with you, that is no longer a concern."




	"You must show us if you see him!" Ronald pushed. "Only if you promise me to do nothing," I responded.  He considered it briefly before agreeing.  




	The rest of the evening was delightful.  There were lots of lively conversations and singing.  We met a group of Spaniards staying at the same place as us.  They were a different sort of pilgrim. They were the ones on the bikes.  Later in the evening, they talked us into walking down to the bar since they hadn't eaten yet.  The four Spaniards, three Germans, and the two American girls joined together for beers and more stories.  




	By the time the night was ending, everyone was tired but still in high spirits.  With that, we went to bed.  The Spaniards and their bikes in one room and us in another.  A cozy arrangement of pilgrims all on the same road yet different journeys. 











CHAPTER 66

The Alchemist

	GALICIA FEELS LIKE a completely different county from the Spain I have become accustomed to daily.  Now instead of the flat arid plains, the countryside has become lush and green.  The air is cool and crisp this morning.  It feels odd to be starting later in the morning after getting into the routine of walking for an hour before sunrise. In the morning, there is a thick warm mist that hovers in the air.  Surrounding trees provide a nice cover of shade all day long.   




	The landscape begins to close in around us as we walk.  Soon the Camino is just a narrow dirt trail covered by a tight canopy of trees.  The road before me winding and climbing through the hills.  Occasional bursts of laughter and singing can be heard through the trees.  As we begin to ascend higher, my leg starts to ache.  I can feel my pace slow and tell my friends to feel free to continue ahead of me and that I will catch up later.  




	I am walking alone for another hour, deep in thought.   The air stays chilled, which is enjoyable after so many weeks of walking without shade.  As I round the corner, I see a fork in the trail.  There is a sign attached to a wooden post. "Alchemist - 1km detour" with an arrow pointing to the left.  Briefly, I consider taking the detour but immediately override myself with a bunch of counter-arguments.  I am already in pain. This detour will be extra.  It would add extra time, and I might miss rendezvousing with my friends. On the other hand, could it add something to my journey?  I wanted to see who this alchemist was. But my lazy side won over, and my feet led to the right of the fork. 




	As I moved forward down the trail, those little nagging questions started creeping in.  What if I really should have taken the detour?  Part of me felt drawn to it almost magnetically. Maybe I should turn around and go back?  However, as this internal debate went on in my head, I had put enough distance between myself and the fork in the road that I could firmly dismiss all notions of taking the detour.  




	Then it happened again.  There, on the side of the Camino, was another sign for the alchemist. This time it said detour ahead. It also outlined that it was a 1k detour from the path. Maybe this time I should go for it. I had slightly regretted not taking the first detour.  




	By the time I had made it to the second detour, the decision was made.  I was going to take the detour. Besides, who could tell if I would ever get this opportunity again?  This path through the forest also forked a few times, but the offshoots seemed to be much smaller.  Also, there were no yellow arrows, so I could only hope I was still on the correct path.    It felt like I had been walking for much longer than a kilometer. I started to wonder if I was actually on the correct path.  

	Just as my doubts reached a crescendo, the forest line broke open to the rise of a meadow.  I could see various old pieces of farm equipment.  Within a few more feet, I could see a huge barn and a house.  As I made my way toward the front of the house, I saw more stuff around.  It looked like an outdoor workshop.  There were several wooden workbenches around the periphery with various objects strewn everywhere.  In the center was a fire pit with a smoldering fire.  Wooden stumps encircled the fire with a few old wooden chairs mixed in.  




	I started unbuckling my backpack when I was warmly greeted in Spanish by a middle-aged man.  Part of me wondered what I was doing out here in the middle of the woods all alone.  Nobody knew where I was.  None of the other pilgrims knew I took a detour.  I could see no signs of other pilgrims anywhere around here either.  Maybe I should leave?  




	Just stay aware of your surroundings at all times.  Do not let fear stop your joy of exploration.   It was at that moment he interrupted my thought process.  




	"¿Te gustaría una Taza de té?" which translates into 'would you like a cup of tea?'.




	No sooner did he offer the tea did I realize that my body was screaming out for some food.  I could tell my blood sugar was dropping.  I did need a break.




	"Si, si. Muchas gracias," I responded with a smile.  Tea would have to do for now as I was only carrying water.  Maybe a little sugar or honey would be enough to get me to the next stop.  He disappeared back into the house, and I took a seat next to the fire.  There was an old five-gallon bucket sitting in front of the fire.  Then I noticed the anvil also next to the fire.  There was a large metal mallet resting on it.  I couldn't help but get the feeling it was like some old blacksmith shop.




	After a few more minutes, the man came back outside.  In his hands, he had a ceramic mug of tea and a plate with a sandwich.  He offered both to me.  I was both surprised and slightly overwhelmed.  My body needed that sandwich more than I cared to admit.  I hadn't asked, and yet at the moment I needed it most, it was being offered to me.




	By far, this was the best sandwich I had on the Camino.  It was artisanal bread, unlike the standard white french roll. I assumed it was some kind of sheep cheese melted perfectly with a bit of fresh green lettuce.  I thanked him profusely and inhaled the sandwich.




	I told him I was curious about the alchemist.  As I ate, he told me how he would go out into nature and hunt for different minerals.  He showed me a variety of different rocks and crystals he had foraged for in the area.  Then he showed me how he would break them down into almost a powdered form.  He grabbed one of the rocks and used the mallet to break it apart.  He then showed me the inside of the bucket with the crushed minerals.   Next, he transferred it into a partitioned container.  Each mineral was taking up its compartment.




	"Would you like a to see?" He said as he pointed at the entry to the house. "Yes, of course." He led me inside and began to give me a tour of his house.  Every wall was decorated with his art.  Each canvas was covered with the crushed minerals.  Some pieces were 3d sculptures.  Some details he used backlighting to shine through the canvas subtly and accentuate the different minerals' qualities.




	Next, he led me into a semi-darkened room that also housed some of his art.  He explained in his broken English it was a meditation room.   He then encouraged me to stay there and departed.  On the ceiling were golden stars made of Mica that shined and glittered in the candlelight.   In the front of the room were royal blue curtains draping down the walls.  There was a display of some sort in the middle.  On the left was a sizeable Greek Alpha symbol, and on the right was the Omega symbol.  I sat there in the dimly lit room on a cushion in the middle of the floor.  There was not one unnatural surface in existence.  The walls and floors were both made of stone, and the roof was wood. Several more pieces of art were on the walls in here but to a much lesser extent.  There was one picture of what looked like the tree of life and a pyramid that was lit from the inside.




	I wanted to relax and enjoy the space, but those nagging questions started filling my head.  What about my backpack?  I left it out there unattended. What is the appropriate amount of time to stay?  I don't want to offend my gracious host. He has already gone out of his way on my behalf.  So I stayed there just a few minutes longer.  




	I made my way back out to the fire circle. The alchemist was engrossed in his work of pounding the minerals to a powder.  I thanked him for sharing.  He just smiled.  Sitting down to finish my tea, I am greeted by the smiling face of a ten-year-old girl.  Immediately she comes over and kisses both of my cheeks, and introduces herself.  Her English is almost perfect.   She tells me she is staying with her father during the summer but will go back to her mother in South America in another month.   




	After about an hour of great conversation, I know I have to set out on the trail again.  Just as I am putting on my backpack, another pilgrim wanders in.  He asks if this is the alchemist.  I smile and tell him to enjoy.  




	Walking down the path, I am so thankful I took the detour and explored something new. But, mostly, I am just grateful for that excellent sandwich.  My body and spirit both felt light and refreshed.  In these moments, I feel perfectly content even with the knowledge that I may not reconnect with my group of friends again.




	Another hour of walking, and suddenly the trail breaks open to a stone wall and paved road.  I can hear the sound of pilgrims.  Within just a few meters is the local bar and outside drinking beer are all my friends.  It is the best of both worlds.  Not only did I satisfy my curiosity, I also was able to link back up with my friends.











CHAPTER 67

Kindness

	THIS MORNING AS we prepared to depart the Albergue, my doubts begin to grow.   My knee is still horribly inflamed.  Last night before bed, I checked the guidebook, which showed an incline for today's walk. Probably not the best combination.  The logical side of my brain starts a laundry list of reasons I should continue. You walked this far on a cane. You made it with an open wound on your heel that you know won't get better until the walk finishes.  You have managed to deal with blisters and some pretty extreme swelling.  The list goes on in my head until the other side comes to light.  What if you are using this as an excuse to stop walking? If you stop, there is no guarantee it will get better.  Besides, it is always better to try and fail than to not try at all.  I know someone famous somewhere said that, and it is true.  




	Susannah very much wants me to continue walking with her. I want to walk with her.  We are sisters on the road.  She smiles at me as she silently pushes her sleeping bag into her backpack.  Some of the pilgrims are still fast asleep as we do a final bunk check and adjust the straps on our packs.  On the way out, I retrieve my walking stick and cane from the big ceramic container. She was pushing the front door open, the fresh, moist Galician air whirls around us.  It is such a difference from the other parts of Spain.  




	The Albergue is perched on a hill which means an incline first thing.  The arrow points up.  Hills are very challenging for me. I have to take hills slow and with less of a stride.  The more the incline, the tighter my footsteps. I don't have much bend in my ankle since they had to fuse it in three places.  This tends to put extra pressure on my knee.  Susannah doesn't say anything about my slow pace this morning. She settles in next to me.  A big part of my decision to continue walking is because of her. I feel like we need more time together.  She is on a very tight schedule to reach Santiago and doesn't have any extra days to spare in her walk.  My itinerary is entirely the opposite since I had built-in additional days to anticipate issues along the way.  I can get to Santiago when I get there.  




	Finally, after navigating a few streets, primarily flat after the first one, we reach the edge of town.  The trees are dense with a dirt path that goes upward into the forest.  Down in my leg, my knee gives a twinge of pain in rebellion to what I have already walked.  For a brief moment, I wonder if I should return to the Albergue and rest another day. But, instead, I push it down and decide to keep pressing forward.  




	After a few more minutes of walking up the hill, my knee begins to rage.  The pain is radiating each time I place my foot on the ground.  We have only walked about 2 kilometers, and I am beginning to feel like I made a huge mistake.  I tell myself to keep moving forward.  We are going ever upward, and the hill seems never-ending.  The weight of my pack seems to feel double what it usually does.  Each step is so painful. I am doing my best to keep as much weight off as possible, but that is now putting more strain on my right leg.   After a while, I notice I am biting my lip.  The pain is now getting so bad I can no longer deny the truth. I won't be able to continue walking today.  My body is giving out.  




Right about the time we reached the 4 kilometer mark, I tell Susannah I need to stop. "I have to consider my options seriously." As we stop, I unbuckle my backpack and unceremoniously let it fall to the ground.  It was such a huge relief to have it off my body.  

Pulling my guidebook out of the front zipper pocket of my backpack, I flip to today's walk.  Within a few seconds, I find the information that there is an Albergue about a few kilometers up the road. "Suze, there is an Albergue just up the road. There is no way I can go today. I am going to have to stop. Probably will have to stay there a day, maybe two."




	"No, you can't," she said 




	"I have to.  I tried, but my knee is just in too bad of shape."




	"We have to walk together," she replied




	"Yes, but I am going to have to stop. It won't just be for a few hours. It might be a day or two before I can walk again." I tried explaining to her that I had extra days booked into my trip.  She just insisted it wasn't the way it was supposed to be.  Between the physical pain radiating through my body and the pain of knowing I have to separate from someone, I had grown extremely close. I just started crying.  Susannah starts crying.  Thus began a cycle of crying and hugs along with the disbelief we would have to part ways.  




	It seemed to go on for a bit. We were probably there on the side of the trail discussing this for a solid thirty minutes when the two German guys we had been walking with popped up over the horizon and inquired as to why we were both so upset.  Upon hearing the situation, Ronald did not hesitate even a moment before saying, "Give me your pack."




	"Wait, you are going to carry my pack?" I said with disbelief.  It is hard enough to walk the Camino.  Even harder to walk carrying a backpack. So now, this guy is offering to take two packs.  Before I can say anything more, Denny is grabbing my bag and swinging it around so Ronald can fit it on his front side.  A little bit of fiddling with straps, and Ronald says with a big smile, "OK, now we go."




	There was such a night and day difference in the impact of my knee not having the pack.  It still hurt, but the walking sticks seemed to help, and the pain, although still resident, had receded a bit as I walked on a bit lighter physically.  I am a bit dumbfounded by this amazingly selfless act.




	Here is this man walking the Camino for his reasons, and even though we had only met a few days ago, people tend to build bonds quickly on the Camino.  There is something so much purer to the interactions that take place.  I like to think of it as a great equalizer.  Everything about who you are and what you have accomplished in life is entirely irrelevant when you are on the Camino. There is no pretense of class or station. There are no indicators of wealth.  Everyone stinks the same at the end of the day.  Everyone has a reason for walking.  




	How could he be so selfless as to offer to double his burden to help another?  I have experienced random acts of kindness before, but this was something more to me.  He bore my weight. In essence, he carried me. I know the weight he held in his heart was nothing compared to the weight he now carried on his back.  The day before, Ronald told us about how he had scheduled to walk the Camino with his father. They had been planning it for a very long time.  Just three weeks before they were due to head to Spain, his father died of a massive coronary.  His pain was so visible as he told his story.  He had his father cremated and carried his father's ashes to spread in the ocean when he reached the end of Spain. 




	After a bit more walking, I realized that without the pack, I could continue to walk.  A bit of problem-solving, and I found what I considered the ideal solution.  Siding up next to Ronald, "Thank you again for carrying my pack.  It has made a tremendous difference in the amount of pain. So when we get into the next town, I am going to call a taxi have it deliver my backpack to the destination."




	"No, I will carry for you," He says.  At first, I get the impression he doesn't understand that I will still be walking with them, just minus the pack.  




	"No, no! I will keep walking with you. I am just going to have the pack delivered."




	He looks right at me with a huge smile and says, "No! This is Camino!  We go together. We all go together, rucksack and all."




	I know he understands me, but there is part of me that is in disbelief.  I see the language barriers, but his English is good enough. He understood.  




	"Are you sure?" I ask, "We still have quite a long walk today?"




	"We go together," He said with such a firmness I knew there is no way his mind is going to be changed.




	Before I know it, he and Denny are singing one of the trail songs they have made up along the way.  




	He carried my pack for 20 kilometers that day. Has anyone ever helped you in such a selfless way?  Have you helped someone that needed it?  How can we as humans do more to help those around us? 








CHAPTER 68

Reaching Santiago

WALKING DOWN THE hill with Santiago spread out below the whole journey has a bit of a surreal feeling.  Today is September 11th.  It is Denny’s birthday and it was his desire to reach Santiago on this day so his Compostella was the same as his birthday.  In the distance we can see the official sign down on the center of the roundabout that says “SANTIAGO”.  It is hard to believe that after all these weeks of walking I am actually about to step foot in to this mystical place I have been journeying toward for so long.  




We all take turns snapping photos at the sign and start walking again.  One of the things I never considered about the arrival to Santiago was how long the walk would be from the point of entry at the city to the Cathedral.  As the hour ticked on the group got quieter and quieter.  




Getting closer the to the cathedral the streets began to change and tighten.  The shops became more touristic.  As we turned one of the corners the sound of bagpipes filled the air.  Looking around at the people I was about to finish this journey with I thought back to my conversation with César.  He was right.  It was important for me to walk with people.  They all seemed deep in contemplation as we descended through the arched passageway.  The bagpipe player welcoming the constant flow of pilgrims to the square in front of the cathedral.




Suddenly the shadow is gone and we are met with the brilliant rays of sunshine filling the square. The Cathedral of Santiago is so much larger than I could have imagined.  Looking around at my friends they almost all have tears in there eyes.  I can see how impactful this is for them. Yet at the same time I can I am feeling something very different.




Why do I not feel excitement at reaching my goal?  Shouldn’t I feel some big feeling?  This doesn’t feel like the completion of my journey.  The logical side of my mind knows I have just accomplished something really big but the connection to that feeling is elusive.  Starting this journey not even knowing if I could walk 5 Kilometers with a backpack and now arriving after walking 711 kilometers is unfathomable.  Every day my body knows I have been walking but my mind somehow hasn’t arrived here yet.




We spent several hours in the square in front of the cathedral.  A constant drip of pilgrims arriving.  Some faces strangers and other long lost friends on the journey.  For the most part I felt like an observer watching a dance as the different groups of people meet and joyously hug, chat for a bit, and then break off to form a new group of pilgrims.  Watching the rise and fall of emotions from each pilgrim as they process this tremendous journey they have just completed.




At some point we all agreed to go on our next mission to find the official pilgrim’s office.  After asking a few other pilgrims in the square we were told we had to walk around to the back side of the cathedral and there we would find the entrance to the office.  This turned out to be a bit of an adventure in and of itself.  The cathedral is massive.  After a bit of exploration we finally find an open unmarked door in the barely lit hallway.  There is a line that moves slowly.  After about 40 minutes of waiting it is my turn.  I hand over my passport and pilgrims passports.  The woman asks me several questions about my reasons for walking. Do they ever deny a pilgrim a Compostella?  She leaves the counter and after about five minutes she returns with my documents as well as an extra document that she shows me.  




For me, there is still something that doesn’t feel finished.  Our group decides that we will meet back up for dinner later.  Then tomorrow we will go to the Pilgrims’ mass the church holds since we were too late when we arrived today. 








CHAPTER 69

He Kissed my Feet

IT IS STILL lovely and warm outside.  Our little group of Pilgrims has managed to find a bar close to where we are staying.  The attitude is one of general celebration.  Also, one of saying goodbye to those we have grown to love.  Tomorrow many of us will separate and go our different ways. However, a few of us have decided to continue to Finisterre together.    




Inside the bar, we ran into a few other pilgrims I had met briefly while celebrating Denny's birthday.   No surprise, they are all Germans.  




The bartender called 'the last call,' and the proprietor began pushing to get everyone out.  He just kept cleaning and reminding people to hurry. Then, finishing our drinks, a few of us meandered outside.  When I got outside, Ronald introduced me to a man named Sasha from Germany.  




Right after the introduction, Ronald turned to Sasha and said a few sentences in German. I have become used to this conversation style because there are so many languages spoken on the Camino. However, what happened next shocked me.  Before my brain can process, Sasha is kneeling on the ground before me.  Then he bends forward and purposefully kisses each one of my feet.  




"What did you say to him, Ronald?" I inquired.




Ronald just looked at me, shrugged, and said, "I've just told him your story."




"But you have hardly said anything?" I reply.




Ronald just shrugged again. He ignored my question and quite casually went back to conversing with Sasha in German.




I stood there, lost in the moment.  There was something so pure about that action.  I was honored.  Sasha kissed the feet that carried me across this country.  He kissed both of them.  At this moment, they were equal partners in this journey.  They walked together as a pair.   Gratitude filled me that I had made it to Santiago.  More so that I had done it with my feet.  With my legs. 




They continued their conversation as people filtered out. I am lost in that simple yet profound gesture.  The only reference I could pull out of my brain for such a moment was in the Bible, where Jesus washed the people's feet and dried them with his hair.  The honor of having a master humble themselves to that level is awe-inspiring.  




With his kiss, this stranger honored my feet.  He honored my journey in its totality.   Maybe because we exchanged no words, the action became something altogether more powerful.  It was such a pure moment and probably one of the most impactful moments of my life.  Sometimes actions do speak more than words ever could.




The gravity of this journey is really beginning to coalesce in my brain. Earlier tonight I have agreed to continue a few more days of walking to go to Finisterre.  What an interesting twist to this pilgrimage.  Not only have I made it to Santiago I am now going to walk another 80 Kilometers to reach what they call “the end of the world”.  It will also be nice to spend a few more days with the people I have grown so much with.  My mind is still in disbelief that I actually walked this far on my own two legs, with my cane, and lovely little limp.  

















CHAPTER 70

On the Rocks

THERE IS A somber note to the air walking off the concrete path onto the dirt trail weaving between the rocks. Down a bit lower, there are some other pilgrims scattered around. Most are sitting and looking out over the ocean. A small fire is nestled in between the rock outcropping. When I had arrived in Santiago, it certainly didn’t feel like the end of my Camino. Now standing on the rocks with nothing but the vast expanse of the ocean stretching endlessly forward, it truly feels like the end.   

Everyone seemed to find their own little space to occupy as we all settled down in different areas to reflect on the enormity of the moment. This is the moment. Aleph. The whole universe of time and space merged into that moment. Everything that was the way is now behind us. This is the true end of the Camino. The finality seems to impact everyone the same. There is no more road stretching out endlessly before us. There are no more arrows to guide our path. The future is like the vast ocean before us. It is full of potential and possibilities.  

Jeanetta just opened a bottle of wine. “I think it is appropriate to have a small toast to completing the Camino.” She takes a sip and hands off the bottle. It is at that moment I realize that I have something I need to share. A few days back in Santiago, I said my farewells to my dear friend Susannah. During that farewell, she had given me a few postcards to distribute to the people going to Finisterre. Digging into my little travel pouch, I quickly found the cards and distributed them to the appropriate individuals.

Finding a little spot on the rocks, I settled down to read my postcard. A pilgrim from another group walked to the fire and lays a pair of hiking trousers in it with the utmost respect. Before coming to the Camino, I had read that there is a tradition to burn your clothes or shoes at the end of the road as a symbol that you have completed your journey. Then my attention turned fully to the card I held in my hands.


“Dearest Liza,

        Today you stand overlooking Atlantic Coast waters~

you’ve made it here and that means you are just as powerful

as these traveling waves~ if not more so.

You did it, girl!!!! 900 fricking KM!!! CONGRATULATIONS!

And now, horseback riding the Camino Norte.

Utilizing a most excellent app or starting an Albergue

only you, Dear Liza! :-) You walked with

me during some great times. We shared some of the finest toasts. We witnessed some amazing serendipity

together! I am humbled by the Camino, and you were

one of its greatest gifts to me. Thank you! (*tear*)

I LOVE YOU!!! Now go enjoy your day :-)




NOW TOSS THAT FUCKING CANE \yayemoji/ 

Smooches!

Susannah”


At that moment, I dearly wished that Susannah was there with us for this experience. As I glanced around, I could see on the other faces she was there in spirit. Her postcards touched several souls. Everyone was seemingly deep in their thoughts.  

I got up silently and took a few steps down onto the cliffs. Standing there with just the vastness of the future staring me in the face, I knew in my soul it was time to say goodbye to a dear friend. For years now, it had been my primary support and constant companion. Honestly, I didn’t know how life would look without it. But my heart told me it was time to say goodbye. There was a bit of fear at the prospect of separation. The physical body still said there was a value to the friendship, but that was most likely due to the horrible pains I was feeling from the last great downhill we did upon entering the city. Glancing over my shoulder, it appeared everyone was still contemplating their journey. I am thankful the pilgrims were all absorbed in their thoughts. This was a moment for me. “Thank you.” I swung my arm back, and with one motion, I flung my cane into the ocean.

The what-ifs came flooding in, but in that instant, I knew it was the right choice. I have done it. I have completed my Camino. I have finished that chapter in my life. This moment was the very moment I closed the door so that I could step through the next. I think this is what some people experience at Cruz de Ferro when they lay their stones at the base of the cross. Suddenly I felt so much lighter.    


After a bit of time, we had finished the wine, and everyone had a chance to be at the end, and it was time to return to town. I laughed to myself on the inside as I looked at the cliffs that I must now climb up to return to the paved path. For a second, I was terrified. I was going to have to climb this without my cane. My knee was in a horrible state of affairs. Without the extra support, the only way I could see to navigate the steep incline would be to turn around, sit down, and scooch up the hill. As I debated how to make it up, Ronald came up next to me and asked if I needed a hand. Before I could answer, he had slipped his hand into mine. Denny was grabbing my other hand.


As I navigated up the hill, the only thing I could think is that sometimes we have angels that carry us. I can’t even recall my feet touching the ground. It was as if they just carried me. Never in my life have I felt more powerful and more humbled all in one moment.  

This journey I have taken since my accident has been filled with extreme moments, but there is one thing I know deep inside without a doubt:

It was never just me. I would not be me, and I would not be where I am today if not for all the people who gave a part of themselves.  

I have been very humbled along the way and now wish to give back that which was so freely given to me.








CHAPTER 71

Unseen Impact

ONE BY ONE, people departed. Each is going their own way home, some by airplane, others by trains or buses.  Everyone is saying heartfelt farewells.  I have an open itinerary as I have called and extended my return trip to explore Spain more.  Denny was the only pilgrim left.  We were both going to take the train to Pamplona.  




“You should visit St. Jean Pied de Port,” he said and paused for a moment.  “I think you need to see what you missed.”  




He knew that a restless part of my soul now questioned if I should have started in France instead of Pamplona.  I knew all the logical answers, but with the finality of having completed something so large, there was a curiosity, could I have done more?




Staring out the train window as the countryside flashes by, it is already such a foreign place.  After living every day one step at a time, the sheer speed of the train is slightly unsettling.   The further the train is from Santiago, the more the idea appeals to me.  I have no set schedule.  I did miss those first three days of walking in the Pyrenees.  Why not go check it out?




That night we were back in Pamplona and got bus tickets to France for the following day.  




It was a beautiful ride through the mountains.  Almost immediately upon entering the Pyrenees mountains, I knew I had made the very best decision.  Those little voices that had asked what if suddenly were quieted.  Had I attempted any portion of that, it most likely would have ended my Camino very unpleasantly.  My heart was filled with gratitude that I could put that to rest.  I was thankful Denny had suggested this.




Two days later, we arrived back in Pamplona.  I had told Denny my plan to travel around Spain, so we decided to have one last dinner together.  As we sat down to eat, I could sense there was something quite heavy on his mind.   He had this determined focus that I had not seen in him before.   




Just after the waiter set down the bottle of wine, he said, “I have something I must tell you.”  This must have been what is bothering him.   “Please, can we use the phone? Some I do not have the right words for.”  Immediately I knew he was referencing Google Translate on my phone as it had been an invaluable tool in the past.  




He paused for a moment. Then, gathering the courage to say what he wanted to tell me.




“When I have left my home, I was walking Camino, but I was not going back.”  He said.  Was he saying what I think he just said?  He could read it on my face. “Wait, now I tell in German.”  He pressed the mic and started talking.  A moment later, he handed me the phone.  




When I left my home, I have packed up everything.  I have put it all away in boxes.  I have left my apartment.  I have said goodbye to everyone, even my daughter.  The Camino was not just a road for me. The Camino was the end.  I was going to walk to the end, but that was to be my end. 




“You understand?” he inquires in English.  




“Yes,” I respond. There is so much going through my head at the moment. 




Touching the mic button on the phone again, he continues in German.  Then he hands me the phone again.




Then I met you.  We walked together.  I saw how hard it was for you. At first, I didn’t know your story and just saw the cane, and it was hard.  Then after a few days, I saw your scars when you changed the bandage.  




He hands me the phone again. I read the text, nodded in affirmation, and passed the phone back.  




Then when we sat with the group having a beer and Suzie asked how it happened.  You told your story.  When you finished, nobody said a word.  Did you see what happened when you told your story?  Did you see their eyes? Did you see how nobody said a word?




“Yes, but ..” 




He took the phone again. “Wait!”




I had walked with you for three days before hearing your story.  It touched my heart.  It made me think.  Then I wondered how I could be so weak?   How could I have gone through something so much less and be willing to give up so easily when I see someone like you fight so hard.




Also, I am sorry. At first, my reason to suggest going to France was selfish because I was scared to go home.  Also, I have no return ticket.  




Do you know why I am sharing this with you?  I tell you because I think you do not see.  You do not understand the impact your story has.




There was a truth to what he was saying. However, I had always held the story close as I didn’t see a reason to share it. It was my story, nothing more.  Nor had I considered that it would genuinely interest someone else.   




Reaching across the table, he grabs my arm and looks into my eyes. Then, in English, he says, “You must tell your story. This is important!” Never breaking eye contact, he continues with emphasis. “This is why I tell you my story.  You must tell your story.”




“Tomorrow, I go home and fight.”




Later that evening, I contacted several pilgrims who had already arrived home and told them of Denny’s situation.  Immediately everyone rallied together. A return ticket was purchased on his behalf. 




This exchange was also a moment of clarity for me.  For days this person had walked with me, talked with me, and shared food with me.  Yet somehow, I didn’t see the pain he was carrying until that moment.  Nobody had. Somehow he had managed to share his story with me because he had a message for me.  It took great courage on his behalf to share this with me and eventually other pilgrims.  There was a profound impact because he is not the first to tell me I need to write my story. It was just the first time there was something more than “you need to write your story.”  This was the first time my eyes were opened to the level of impact a story can have on another human.




There is also a certain irony that I was so oblivious to the potential impact of my story as it was the story of Mandy Young that had such a significant impact on how I had decided to proceed.   It was Mandy that gave me an example of courage.  Yet, I had been shortsighted and not seen how I could be doing the same thing she had done for me all those years ago.




We all need inspiration and courage at certain points in our life.  I desire that if you have read this story, it in some way gives you courage.  Dare to dream. Dare to step beyond the boundaries of what other people tell you is possible. This story would have turned out vastly different if I had listened to other people instead of my heart.




The End.








THE FUTURE




MOVING FORWARD THE next part of my dream is to have an albergue on the Camino de Santiago.  I wish to help the pilgrims on their journey.  




Since the first journey doing the Camino de Santiago I have returned several times.  In 2016 I returned to walk again this time with a different goal.  As I began my journey I found that within a few days of walking I was getting this very strong feeling deep in my soul.  A new calling was on the horizon.  A new voice coming from somewhere deep inside me.




“Take care of the pilgrims”




The experience of being a pilgrim is challenging in and of itself.  One observation I had made on my first camino was that when I stayed in a private albergue, where the hospitalero/hospitalera was there and involved it was a completely different experience.  A good night sleep,  a warm shower, and a shared meal with pilgrims provided in an environment of love gave me extra physical energy for the next few days.  It was a noticeable difference from the stale public places. So when this idea first arose for me I dismissed it immediately as a fantasy.  




I questioned my motivations.  Is this just some fantasy that pilgrims experience while walking just because of the connections that are made along the way?  Is it a way to escape?  What are my motivations?




This idea of caring for pilgrims sat inside me bubbling away.  As I walked I processed it.  I really tried to dismiss it as a fantasy.  I had probably walked with this idea percolating for about 200 kilometers and it wouldn’t go away.  Then one night I landed at an albergue that had only been open for less than a month so there were only two other woman staying there that evening.  They had already eaten before my arrival so that night I dined alone.  




During the course of the meal the chef, who I assume was bored due to nobody else around, kept coming over and talking to me.  He spoiled me with so many extra little Spanish treats over the course of the night.  As our conversations progressed he asked why I was walking and told him my story briefly.  This opened a whole new door for conversation. Then I decided to verbalize this new idea for the first time.  “I have this dream to be a Hospitalera. I don’t know if it is just a fantasy because of this journey I am on. Maybe this is just an illusion.”




He paused for a moment and then looked me right in the eyes and said, “If you would like to know if this is what you want to do, then come back when you are done with your camino.  You can experience what is like.  You will stay for free.  You will eat for free.  Just take care of the pilgrims.”




I am quite surprised for such a fast offer of exploration.  “I will consider it more as I walk.”  




Over the next few weeks I considered this offer deeply.  Most of all wanting to be honorable with my intentions.  When I finally arrived at Santiago I had to stay there for over a week due to big problems walking.  During that time I decided that I had to at least go try this new experience. The idea/dream wouldn’t go away so I had to at least do it justice and parse it out.




I booked a bus to the closest town to the albergue and started a new journey of exploration.  The bus stop was about 15 kilometers to the albergue but that wasn’t at the top of my mind as I started stepping off.  This bus stop was just a gravel pull out on the side of the road way out in the country.  I asked the driver for clarification as I got off to be sure I wasn’t just walking into the wild.    The one other passenger getting off here heard me asking and asked where I was going.  I said “La Finca”.  




“La Finca!!”  The smiles and laughter “Si si!” 

 

I was immediately offered a ride in their car because they were going somewhere close to there and they would drop me off.  I decided to accept because it was a family and their happiness at the name was infectious.




Upon my arrival I had planned to stay for one week then return to the USA.  After just a few days as a Hospitalera I knew I needed more time here.  I changed my flight back home so I could stay a few more weeks.  I lived at La Finca for a month. The was one of the most fulfilling experiences of my life.  




It is hard work.  It is seven days a week.  There is no break.  At the end of this experience my heart and soul knew this is what I wanted to be doing with my life.  The new question that came to me was can this be sustainable for me?  Can I physically handle this?  I was able to do it for 4 weeks.  Can I do it longer?




All of these questions were answered before I departed with a plan to return the next summer.  So in 2017 I returned to Spain.  I went back to La Finca.  I volunteered there for 3 months.  I would have stayed longer if allowed more than 90 days in the EU.   Yes, it is hard and exhausting work.  But for as hard as it is it also gave me energy.   As I feed the pilgrims and help them on their journey they feed my soul.




So now I wish to make this my new mission in life.  I see this as one of the truest things I can do.  Each pilgrim that goes on this journey is changed in some way.  I hope that I can aid and assist people in their journey of self growth.  That they may grow and flourish, then return to their parts of the world and hopefully that will rub off on the people and places they come in contact with.




Help me be the change in the world. If you would like to help please come join the discord. 








THANK YOU!




BECAUSE THIS WAS not a solo journey:




My heart is so filled with gratitude for the people that have helped me on this journey!  I would like to say thank you first to my family who rallied around and took care of me when I got out of the hospital.  To all my motorcycle friends that rallied around me and did a huge fund-raiser to help me, thank you!  To the local businesses that donated, thank you.  To the friends that visited me in the hospital, thank you!  To the special woman I never met that sent me hand made cards every month for several years, thank you! To the doctor that saw me at no charge for several years because you cared that I would be taken care of properly, thank you.  To the one surgeon that dared to take a risk on me, thank you!  To the people that believed in my crazy dream to walk the camino, thank you! There are so many more that I have probably left out but know each and every one of you that were there along the way helped me reach my goals.  I love you all!








Part Eight




Timeline Appendix
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February 28th 2004 Accident Scene
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February 28th 2004 - Accident Scene Leftovers
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June 2004 - Dressing change 
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Benefit @ JB’s
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Visiting the van
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Chuck Wagon Cooking - Leonard & Lindsay
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September 2004 - Mandy Letter
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January 21, 2011 A Dream Resurfaces
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July - Sept 2012 - Camino de Santiago 
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September 9, 2012 “We Go Together”
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September 11, 2012 Compostella
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September 11, 2012 Santiago de Compostella 
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September 16, 2012 Standing at the End of the World 
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September 16, 2012 Tossing the Cane
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September 16, 2012  Tossing the Cane
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September 16 2012 - Postcard from Susannah
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Change the world
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A STORY OF COURAGE, DETERMINATION,
AND FOLLOWING THE HEART,
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