Chapter 3

The Lone Marker

How do you pack a suitcase to hold the contents of your life?
Stand in your bedroom.
Look around.
Which items are essential for a year away?
Will fit into one suitcase without exceeding the weight limit?
Then open up your bathroom cabinets and do the same.
Your desk too, if you have one.
Then your bookcase.
What, without question needs to come with you?
Do you take a book? Two? More? A journal?
How many pairs of shoes? If you’re not sure where you’re going, do you take
sandals and hiking boots?
Jewelry?
Atalisman to keep you safe?

Knowing what brings you comfort, is key.



Pico lyer says, “Home lies in the things you carry with you everywhere and not the

ones that tie you down.”

Rachel gave up everything.

Now it was my turn.

Her final words, “follow your heart,” impossible to ignore. From that time onward, |
was to discover how.

Giving up my apartment was easy. Quitting my job was easier. Taking control of
something propelled me through those final weeks at work. | could restart my life, just as
soon as | got on that plane.

Other than a confirmed two-month stay in a tiny Spanish village, there was no
agenda. After that | let the winds carry me away in a kind of blind surrender. To have a plan
would have been a mistake. | had to feel my way through this.

“Isn’t it foolish for a 53-year-old woman to just abandon her job and head off
overseas without a plan? My guess is you won’t find what you’re looking for in some far off
land,” said a friend. “What you’re looking for is already in you. Your life is already as it
should be.”

A fan of Eckhart Tolle? In my gut | sensed that far off lands would offer me the space
to see beyond what | looked past at home. | was reminded of the line from The Geography

of Bliss: “Where we are is vital to who we are.”



Lose yourself to find yourself. It’s what ancient wisdom advocates. | was exhausted
by ‘my story’. Living incognito was exactly what | needed.
The journey | envisioned was more than just fulfilling my daughter's dying wish to
keep traveling; it was the need to see the world through her eyes and to know her courage
and her joy. Only on a vast canvas could | come to this knowing. To get to where she was,

without encumbrances.

| decide that my daughters will go with me everywhere: the ashes of one - not all of
them - just enough to fill a medium sized Ziploc bag: and a photograph of the other.

It’s amazing how much | need to leave behind.

I hide the Ziploc inside an old Maggie B make-up bag with a zipper closure and a
popper down flap. The quilted lining is all ripped up and it crinkles. Then there’s the jar.
Barely two inches tall and an inch wide, the plastic jar is the pocket-sized home for my
daughter’s ashes. ‘Deserving Thyme’ bath salts, washed down a drain at a hotel on
Vancouver Island, and replaced with her ashes, it slips easily into my Baggalini handbag.

Beside my camera. My passport.

Ashes take up little space: heavy, but easily transportable. In the pieces of her burned
body, there is a paradox that comforts me.

You can only take her if you’re willing to let her go.



When the school children were back at school and the airfares more affordable, | flew

away.

It’s late September 2011 when | land at Mallorca’s Palma airport. 6pm. Well past the
scheduled arrival time.

The landlady had typed out detailed driving instructions to her house. Single-
spaced. ‘Take an early flight. It’s better than arriving in the semi-dark or at nighttime. Just a
thought?’

Here’s what | knew:

Her home in Llucalcari had no hot water, no washer (or dryer), and the bathroom
was outside. A nude beach was a 20-minute walk from the village. The neighbours were
friendly but spoke only Spanish; and a brilliant writer and linguist, Nicole, lived across the
street

No great fan of solitude, | knew that to completely remove myself from people
would be a mistake. Being part of something was preferable to nothing. But could | ever be

still enough to find out? Is this why | chose Mallorca’s smallest village?

There itis, on the baggage carousel: The Suitcase, with Rachel’s navy and white
bandana knotted to the red handle. A small, but essential, token of her presence. Proof,

she’s traveling.



She’d owned the bandana for years but wore it only after that first surgery in 2002
when her long dark hair resembled a bird’s nest; dry bloody tangles, wiry and wild and
voluminous as if someone in the operating room had spent hours backcombing it. Three
days post-surgery I’d braided her hair into eight or nine mini-braids. It took the better part
of an afternoon. They stuck out of her head like old rope gnawed on by rodents. Her friends
dropped by.

“Can we take Rachel down to London Drugs? It’s only a short walk.”

“Sure,” | said. “You up for that Rach?”

Already Rachel had folded the bandana neatly in half and was holding it above her
head. | watched it touch down on her scalp, gently like a tablecloth floating to land, the air
blown away. She tied the two ends at the base of her neck, once then twice, adjusting it to
hide the pink flesh and the one staple just above her left ear.

“How’s that?” she asked. “Can you see any staples?”

“Perfect,” | said. She looked amazing.

“Thanks mum, see you later.”

How quickly the young heal, | thought. How fortunate to have a daughter so self-

assured and nonplussed by all that’s happened. | loved this about her.

Llucalcari, Mallorca, a one-street village nestled along the north coast, warrants a
name on a Google map but not on a road sign in the real world. The sunis setting as | pull
out of the Repsol gas station with a full tank. | kick off my flip-flops and drive toward the

silhouette of black mountains.



Valldemossa, the first village en route to my new home, is lit like a dream hamlet for
Christmas. I roll down my window, the night air still so warm.

Shortly thereafter, things change: the breeze is cooler, the blackness to my left
must be the ocean at night. | can smell it. Feel it: the sound of waves melding to one
gigantic undulating sea. | want to stop, but there’s no place to pull over.

Around a deep curve come the lights of Deia. Swags of twinkling lights above the
back deck of a restaurant. | drive through the village, easy bodies in floating fabrics and
skimpy sandals press gently against the stone walls to let my car pass. The pavementis
only wide enough for one.

Llucalcari, | know, must be close. Very close.

On | go, navigating hairpin bends in the pitch of night, talking to myself. Fifteen
minutes later it’s clear I’'ve missed my turn. That’s not so bad, the trick is to find a place to
turn around. | begin to laugh. It’s exactly what Rachel would’ve done, were she sitting
beside me. Then | startto cry.

I have to drive miles out of my way before | can turn and get back on track.

A Bus Stop is the lone identifying marker for Llucalcari. The descent into the village:
perilous.

Down - brake —down - brake —down.

Followed by a No Entry lane, the only way in or out. With exacting precision |
maneuver the Fiat into a teensy parking space, one of just three in the village, and

congratulate myself.



With careful instructions arrogantly ignored on the back seat, | climb out of the
rental car, and begin searching for my caserio.

Houses are glued together like a fortress wall. Yellow bulbs high, high up, illuminate
the cul-de-sac with faint shadows. There’s a church. It’s locked and barred. My house, No
13, is attached to the church. Builtin 1688, The Virgin of the Helpless.

| wiggle the key into the massive door. It opens with a clunk and a creak. The musty
smellis overwhelming, tells the story of its years. | stand frozen in the pitch black. Shiver.

I reach out with my flashlight, find the kitchen in the far back. Dishes are still
draining beside the sink, a long granite slab. Two terracotta bowls; one, | assume, for
washing, the other for rinsing, are upturned beneath the cold tap which juts out from the
wall.

“There’s a kettle if you need hot water,” she’d written in a recent email.

A row of cold beeris lined up in the fridge door. | pull back the tab from one, and
head back outside. The village is asleep. The seais only a suggestion in the distance.

Against the silence, | hear it gently lapping.

The house has three floors. On the top floor is the art studio. It’s where | spend most
of my days because it’s the only room that gets any air or light. And light, | know, is an
antidote to depression. Opening all three windows | feel something moving.

The north window looks out onto a sea of glazed turquoise, and the sky, like those in
Rachel’s Greek photos, a Santorini blue. Across the room, a smaller window looks out over

the terra cotta tiles of the church roof, the afternoon light catching the curves. Beyond, but



not faraway, is the craggy backbone of Mallorca; the Sierra du Tramuntana mountain
range. Most people | know would give anything to call this place home for two months. | try
to like it. But there is no respite inside of me.

The bathroom outside, at night | pee in a bucket in my bedroom.

Nicole lives across the street from my caserio. A native Mallorcan born to a French
mother and El Salvadorian father. She’s both multilingual and beautiful; a prolific reader,
writer and smoker. Her novel Cartas/Selected Letters, a translation of Emily Dickinson’s
poems and letters made Spain’s Top 10 bestseller list.

Local children come and go from her casa hoping to improve their English under her
tutelage. I’m certain she tutors solely to pay the bills. Her live-in boyfriend has difficulty
holding down a job.

She was topless when we first met. Perched on a giant boulder, her knees drawn in
to her bare chest, she was reading a book. | noticed her vertebrae bulging down the length
of her tanned back all the way to her red bikini bottoms. She was smoking a cigarette, using
the same hand to brush aside the fine dark hair from her face. There was no fat on her
girlish frame nor, | realized, on any locals with the agility to scale the perilous slope down
to the water’s edge. Everyone was topless. It’s how many ‘take the sun’ on this side of the
Atlantic. | found it difficult not to stare.

| ask Nicole to be my Spanish tutor. She accepts. Twice a week we sit outside at her

table beneath the grapevine trellis, stray cats at our feet, and speak only Spanish.



By the second class | discover un tumor cerebral took the life of her 16-old cousin.

“Do you want to meet again next week?” she asks, rubbing her hands together and
blowing on them for warmth. “It’s getting cool out here, isn’t it?”

“Is it?”

By the third week I’m certain she’s bored with our sessions. I’'m always on time;
she’s not. | can tell she’s just stubbed out a cigarette. Her fingers are cold and twitchy and
they smell. Am | that bad at Spanish, | wonder?

The next class is our last.

“I need to leave Llucalcari.” Nicole speaks to me in English. “Sergio, my boyfriend
has been making physical threats. So | shall move to Palma. | need you, as a friend.”
Nicole’s aloofness | realized was not about me. And it struck me just then, perhaps

only then, that grief isn’t exclusive to dying.

She’d tied up her books into piles of fifty, each a metre-high. | marveled at the
precision of her perfectly knotted twine.

“May | store some in your house? My car’s completely full.”

“No worries,” | said

We carried them, nine piles, across the street to my house and up to the office on
the second floor. The fine string left imprints on my fingers.

“I’ll come to pick them up another day.”



For centuries, life by the sea is best where doors open onto back decks or up to
rooftops. Not the medieval dark of a home wedged between a derelict church and Spanish
neighbours whose TV screen is always moving.

My house was everything | was: dark, hollow, solitary and heavy. No deck or
balcony. Just a small secluded space out back with two stone sinks built into the wall. This
is where | carry my clothes to wash them. My palms blistering with all the wringing, the
rawness of opposing turns.

Three clotheslines zigzag overhead. Only at the height of day does the sunlight
touch my wet clothes. Sometimes | sit on a chair beneath the clothesline and peel the skin
from an orange, letting the juice dribble on the stone.

Across the street are four homes attached to each other. Each has a back door that
opens out onto a communal deck of patchwork slate. Above, a string of twinkling lights
loops around a trellis. Beat-up wicker chairs pulled in together make for easy conversation.
There’s Fanny and Phil from Belgium; Nicole, my Spanish tutor; and occasionally Ole, the
Barcelonian entrepreneur who owns all four properties. And there’s me, for a while. But |
don’t live here, and | feel like an imposter. | live in the house across the street.

“Seeya’ later.” | wave goodbye, heave open my front door and climb the cold stone
stairs, two flights, my breathing labored, up to the top floor, and lean out the front window.
I hear them laughing over there.

Why didn’t you stay? This is Europe, not Canada. But | don’t, and | don’t know why.

Only that hovering between grief and engagement is an unsteady dance. In this home it



requires little effort to stay lonely. And it’s lonely to live in the world and be afraid. Bone
deep.

I roll out the yoga mat alongside the crack where last week I’d watched a scorpion
scuttle away. Both of us froze, unsure of who should be more afraid. Vicki Christina
Barcelona is my yoga soundtrack. | play the songs in order so | know what track comes

next. It’s all | ever play these days.

No one phones me. It’s fine. | like it that way. A ringing phone can mean
catastrophe. My daughter, Charlotte doesn’t call. Nor do my friends from Canada. The call
I’m dreading is the one from my sister Debbie in England, telling me that one of our parents
isilland requires care. Afraid that, unemployed, I’ll be the natural choice to step in, having

proven myself a caregiver to the dying. | don’t know what | would do.

February 13th 2006 - ten days after Bob and | moved into our new home, he’d
called.

“Hey,” he croaked.

“Where are you?”

“I’min the hospital.”

“Hospital? | don’t understand.”

“I've had a seizure.”

“What do you mean?”



“There’s something in my head. I've got something in my head.”

“What?”

“Something in my head - like Rachel.”

“What!”

“l didn’t want to call you at school.” His voice parched. “l didn’t want you to find out
that way. Not again.”

Rachel was still sitting at the kitchen table, drinking a bowl of Mr. Noodles.

“What’s happened?” she said.

“Bob. He’s in hospital. He’s had a seizure.”

| threw jeans on over my yoga pants, snatched up my fleece and slammed the door.
Shut. | thought the glass might break. I’d forgotten how easily it rattled. How I’d need to be
gentle with the old thing until we replaced it.

Rachelwas already in the car.

What did he mean? Something in his head. Another brain tumour would have been
too cruel.

Afaded green robe was stretched taut across his broad chest, too tiny for the heft of
his 6’ 2” frame. His tongue, swollen three times its normal size. | saw the bite marks, a
dotted line scoring his tongue into two parts. “A self-inflicted bite is common during
seizures,” said the nurse.

The neurologist said, “l think it’d be better if your daughter left the room.”

“Trust me. She can handle it.”

“I’ll wait outside,” said Rachel. “It’s OK.”



The doctor scraped the metal curtain rings across the metal bar. | watched the folds
of pale plastic wafting in the breeze of moving bodies. An illusion of privacy, inside what?

Everyone heard him say, “It’s a brain tumour.”

A daughter diagnosed with a brain tumour was, | thought, the worst thing that could
happen. Much like a fortunate player in Survivor who’d endured some great challenge, |
thought | had immunity.

In the spring of 2004, two years after Rachel was diagnosed with a brain tumour, |
met Bob. By year-end he’d moved in.

“How wonderful,” said my friends. “You deserve a break. Someone to love you, help
you through everything with Rachel.” I’d bristle. Doesn’t everyone deserve to be happy?

After living together for a year, we got engaged, we bought a house: the perfect fixer-
upper for Bob, a carpenter, to renovate. Ten days after we moved in - Bob, Racheland | - he
was diagnosed with an aggressive brain cancer: a Glioblastoma Multiforme (GBM). Six
months later he was dead.

“It’s not fair,” said friends. “You don’t deserve this.”

Most of us consider it ‘fair’ that we experience some good and bad in a lifetime, but
not too much of either. Winning the lottery twice, or two brain tumours in one family. You
can’trationalize it. You can’t make sense of why certain things happen to certain people.

You question your vulnerability, your fate or ill-fate. You think you know the shape of your



life but one day the whole fucking thing falls apart. The sensation was that I’d tripped some
wire; been singled out.

None of us are immune. The notion that life is fair is an illusion asserted by parents,
teachers and politicians to keep us compliant. Except | thought | was. Instead, | got a huge

broken promise.

People warn the recently bereaved. “Don’t do anything foolish. Something you might
regret.”

Four months after Rachel died | sold the house. An easy decision. In less than four
years a household of three was reduced to one.

| signed a one-year lease on an upscale one-bedroom apartment in Horseshoe Bay,
a fresh space, far from the familiar. It made me look like | was doing OK. | wasn’t. The
deepest sadness was waiting for me.

August, then September. | hid from everything. Training, | realized, for living in the

shadows.

The poem Grief, by Stephen Dobyns:
Trying to remember you is like
carrying water in my hands

a long distance across sand



| got busy. It’s a hand-me-down from my mother’s post war generation of “Keep
Calm and Carry On”; a conviction that hard work precludes one from pain.

Nothing worked. Least of all, my return to full-time teaching. What | failed to
calculate, as did Roger Rosenblatt after the death of his daughter, “is the pain that
increases even as one gets on with it.”

It started out badly. In the recognition ceremony at my school district to honour

teachers with 20 years service, my photo and name were mismatched.

Waking up was the hardest part. Most days | struggled in to school. Because here’s
the thing: you can’t check grief at the classroom door. Negotiating petty arguments
between eight-year olds about who stole whose pencil is dangerous territory.

Driving home, the steering wheel clenched in my vice-like grip, I’d speed along
Highway No. 1, banging the heel of my hand against the perforated padding. Not a scream
but a roar from deep in my belly. Even with the windows closed | was afraid of being heard.
Rainy days were the worst, the wipers wagging their long black fingers against the glass.

Can’tyou get your shit together?

The paradox: how to go on, without letting go? It felt like | was holding her hand but was

drowning too. To save my life, | had to release the grip. Mothers don’t let go.



| craved just five more minutes of sitting across from her and then death can have
her back. My heart hurt so much sometimes | rubbed it, wondering if | might be having a
heart attack.

On good days, you say to yourself I’'m still breathing. The bad days too.

Something had to change.
I went hiking in the woods. Sabotaging good judgment, | chose a route I’d never
hiked before. Eagleridge Bluffs.
The sky was white on that February morning, but no path was clear. No tracks visible
in the snow. In dark shadows, slippery with moss and patchyice, | scrambled up a rock

face, following the light. Two hours, | saw no one. Heard no one.

In February the light fades quickly; a hazard that catches many hikers off-guard. On
Vancouver’s North Shore Mountains it happens all the time. | imagine a Search and Rescue
team out searching for me. Me? Now there’d be a story. My despair fully exposed.

Higher and higher | climbed, as if some kind of answer was waiting at the top. Closer
to the sky. A clearing?

Nobody would miss me. Not until my absence at school tomorrow morning. |
relished the thought. Last week a teacher’s comment had flung me into a rage. She’d
touched me on the shoulder. “She’s always with you,” her voice, so pious. Of all the things
people said, this felt the worst.

Then it happened. Lost in thought one moment, the next, | was hovering over a

dizzying height. My hiking boot inches from going over.



| leaned toward the edge, looked down. My heart thumping.

Just one more step.

The drop-off was well beyond what a body could withstand were | to fall.

All this time looking down, I’d lost focus.

Rachel was gone. Bob was gone. | was alone. Completely and utterly alone. Where
was ‘home’ without them?

So this is how despair feels. A death wish and a life wish both desperate for victory.

But there’s Charlotte. My living daughter. There’s me.

Ankles locked. Swaying. Left. Right. There it was! A landmark. Howe Sound
stretched out far below me. | could just make it out between the gaps in the trees; a
spectacular but terrifying sight. | was facing north, heading in the completely wrong
direction.

Down there somewhere, was my luxurious oversized sofa where, in the deep down-

’»

filled cushions I’d realized the great tragedy: “accepting’” my loss meant reconciling
myself to the truth - I’d have to live life without her. How could | give myself this
permission? | didn’t want to stop grieving. Grieving kept them close. Kept her close. To get
on with life felt like abandoning her.

| could feel the tears rising up in me. Hot. Stinging. The wind dried them to my
cheek, a tight white.

A giant branch snagged my leg, piercing the flesh of my calf through my thick hiking

pants. No one heard me cry. | slid my hand inside my pants, shocked by my body’s

response to fear - a warm wetness between my legs.



Which way to go? Deep into the forest, or west toward the ocean far off in the
distance?

Then this. Something I’d never done before or thought | ever would. | hugged a tree.
A gigantic Douglas fir.

I’d read about people further up the coast who did this kind of thing to save the
forests. Tree-huggers. A photograph of a woman with her palms pressed against the trunk
of a giant cedar, her head lowered between her outstretched arms had consumed one
entire page of a magazine. | wasn’t one of these earthy women. | didn’t want to be. But

some lines from a poem, suddenly remembered now:

Stand still. The forest knows

Where you are. You must let it find you.

(From Lost by David Wagoner)

My hot cheek against the scruffy bark | brushed my fingertips along the coarse,

slimy grooves. It was oddly silent, as if the world heard me holding on, and was waiting.

What happened next | recall only in fragments and images. | found the helipad, took
refuge in an open sky. Helipads, | realized only then, are placed in the highest locations. All
have a path leading away. | followed the path.

As a mother | knew what | must do to revive my skewered heart. Keep going. Risk life

for just one more day.



If Rachel’s death led me to that cliff edge moment, that moment made me find my

way without her.



