The Goodbye
Troy Roemer

I should be nose blind to this hospital room by now. Every new smell puts me into fight or flight mode. The nurse’s parfum. The piss in the bedpan. My unfinished lunch on Grace’s bedside table. Add on top the ever-adjusting concoction of high-school-anatomy-class-scent formaldehyde and Pine Sol, and it’s any wonder my nose works at all. Every new artificial cleaner feels like a spike being driven up my nose into my brain. On the bed a few feet away, Grace’s breaths are barely audible. I want to scream. I want to pick up this sofa bed, throw it through the window, and watch it smash a car 10 stories below, but I don’t. I try to sleep.
I can’t remember the last time I had a normal dream. Because my sleep pattern has consisted of 30 minute dozes interrupted by nurses and doctors skittering into the room at all hours of the day and night, I feel like I might be losing my mind.
I jolt awake from the plane crash. I was sitting on a window seat, watching the landscape change from green to red. Maybe I was flying to Yosemite, Grace and my favorite place in the world. A small crack in the window’s glass turned into a ring-sized hole. I tried plugging it with my finger, praying I might survive. I held on tightly to the seat, waiting for the plane to land. The crack continued to grow, inching across the glass like slow motion lightning. The crack gave into the pressure differential between the outside and fuselage. The finger-sized hole swelled. The interior of the plane swirled with trash, vomit, piss, and tears from the passengers. The plane disintegrated somewhere over the rocky outcroppings of who knows where, USA. I fell towards bright red boulders that looked like Nerds candies from the sky.
Now I’m awake again.
Grace should have passed by now. I close my eyes and try to imagine her consciousness – whether there’s any part of her that feels the cold hand of death tugging on her wayward soul or not. I wish I believed in heaven so that I could weather these days imagining her getting a head start to the pearly gates while her body slowly pulls the levers that’ll shut down her kidneys, stomach, liver, gallbladder, thyroid, uterus, skin, nails, brain, and heart. It could be a comfort to know the real her is hovering next to the fluorescent lights, smiling down at me while I lie on this couch. Unknowingly to her or anyone in the hospital, I roil in an all-consuming rage that nobody can see. It’s the only thing I have left to feel.
I don’t believe in souls. I don’t believe in heaven. I don’t believe in much of anything. My happy ending was stolen from me.
I drove Grace to the hospital two and a half weeks ago. 456 hours ago. 27,360 minutes ago. 29 dreams about dying ago. 49 cups of bitter, burnt coffee ago. One big hope ago. Hope that her headaches were just because of a heavy period or too much time in the sun. On the way to the hospital, she looked over at me with tears in her eyes and told me she was dying. I’m still not sure how she knew, or how long she knew.
I look over at her, now just a heap on the bed, her breaths barely perceptible. The beeps on the heart rate monitor are the only sign of life I can even see coming from that side of the room. I resist the urge to put a pillow over her face and put us both out of this misery. It would be closure – something I’m not sure I’ll ever have.
When we arrived, the hospital’s reception room was stuffy but bright, the sun beating through the glass sliding doors on the South end of the ER. The first hospital employee we met was a cantankerous lady, bloated and mean from years of dealing with drug addicts looking for a score, wife beaters hiding their wife’s bruises, alcoholics shaking from withdrawal, heart attack victims eating double bacon cheeseburgers, diabetics getting legs cut off while gnawing on a bag of skittles, and idiot boys with broken bones poking out of their skin.
She’d seen and heard it all. I guess this one was new to her, because while we ran through Grace’s symptoms, her face softened and she moved us to the front of the line. Looking back now, it’s like the machinery of death had begun firing up the minute I cranked up the truck back at our house. Once put in motion, nothing could stop the devastation to follow. Part of me wonders if we could go back in time and stay home. Grace and I could still just be sitting on the couch together watching new episodes of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, no wiser to life’s great fragility.
Instead, we accepted the receptionist’s kindness as she escorted us into the maw of the hospital, the sunlight shut out by heavy double doors clicking ominously shut behind us.
Grace had been falling asleep a lot recently. At her desk at work. While out eating dinner. While practicing yoga. She just always felt tired. We’d been trying to have a baby. She chalked it up to a change in her hormones after coming off the pill.
We were rushed to a neurologist who practically sprinted her headfirst into a CT scan. The cynical side of me started adding up the bills that would be flowing into our mailbox in a couple weeks. One from the radiologist. One for the neurologist. One for the hospital. One for daring to even look at the fucking hospital. I knew all about the hospital scam. They’d order expensive tests, find out Grace was a little anemic, and prescribe her some iron pills that the insurance company wouldn’t even cover.
I wasn’t afraid. Not then at least.
All that changed when I saw the doctor’s face, somber and serious, embellished severely and dramatically by the awkwardly lit examination room. He looked like a cell-shaded comic book villain. Up against the backlit wall, a picture of the inside of Grace’s head shone in contrasted black and white. Her teeth, eye sockets, sinuses, esophagus, and brain displayed for all of us to see. Even without any kind of medical training I could see the tumor. The doctor hadn’t said anything yet, but I started crying anyway. At the base of Grace’s brain, right where the spinal cord meets gray matter, dark shadows crawled up from her cerebellum, past her occipital lobe, and all the way to her parietal lobe. Those were all new words to me. In my stupid brain, I always imagined cancer as round, globe-type growths – little orbs of doom. This tumor wasn’t that. Instead, it started as a tangled mess above her neck that spread malicious tendrils through her entire brain. Staring at the images on the wall, it looked like the wrathful hand of God leaving its throne, reaching into Grace, grabbing her where we couldn’t reach, and ripping her away from me.
The doctor said there was nothing we could do. He said it was inoperable. He said it was too advanced for chemotherapy. He said even with radiation, there was no way the tumor would shrink enough to remove it. He said we can make her comfortable. He said now is the time to call family. He walked out of the room and left us in silence.
451 hours ago, I was ready to be a father. 450 hours ago, we lost all hope. 449 hours ago, the nurse started preparing Grace for her final goodbye. 448 hours ago, I loved Grace with every fiber of my being. 447 hours ago, Grace said her final words. 446 hours ago, I stopped knowing what to think about anything anymore.
Grace’s pedigree was to marry some high-level professional who wears seersucker pants to the office in July, hangs out at the country club, and goes to church every Sunday. I was destined to live in a van down by the river. Even becoming Facebook official seemed like a fluke. If you asked her, I’m sure she would have told you the same. Instead of her mid-level professional, she got me: a metal band t-shirt wearing loner with aspirations of being a published author. Life doesn’t make any sense that way.
Ever since we met, everything between us seemed to move of its own volition. We didn’t look like each other’s plans – for her because I wasn’t a dentist, or a lawyer, or a pharmacist. For me, she wasn’t in my plans because I hadn’t had any plans at all. We were like the human embodiment of a Bob Ross painting: a happy accident. Some people might interpret it as fate. I just think it was an inevitability of an open mind.
The problem with Grace and me is that our cracks didn’t show like normal. Our red flags didn’t look like red flags at all. Every problem in a relationship I’d ever experienced before was a problem of too much – too much love, too much anger, too much alcohol, too much hurt, too many feelings. With Grace and me, it was the opposite. Our red flags came out of too little. Too little effort, too few words said at dinner, too few arguments about what to feed the dog. I didn’t even know it was possible that not fighting could be a problem.
Idiot me mistook silence for happiness, apathy for contentment.
I’m stuck in the middle of a campground. It looks similar to Camp Fulton, the place I used to go every summer for karate camp. 30 or so bunk beds fill the single, large room in rows of three. It’s the middle of July. The Southern heat and humidity is unbearable. There’s a standoff. I’m holding a gun. Pops of gunfire fill the room, amplified by the cinder block walls and metal-framed beds. A man bursts through the swinging mesh door. He points a gun at me and fires. The bullet tears through my brain and I collapse on the concrete floor. The last thing I see before losing consciousness is blood pooling on the floor. Someone’s hand is on my shoulder, telling me to wake up.
I jump up and wipe my eyes. Dr. Prakash stands over me. “Hey, doc. Thanks for saving me,” I mutter. I’ve developed a rough case of sciatica from these futon power naps.
“Maybe you should go home for a bit,” Dr. Prakash tells me. “We’ll take care of Grace. You need to take care of yourself.”
I sit hunched over on the futon. “I’ll have plenty of time for myself. Right now, Grace needs me, you know?” I almost believe my own lie. I can’t imagine what kind of hell I look like.
Doctor Prakesh shakes his head and checks Grace’s chart. He flicks one of the myriad tubes hanging from the translucent bags by her bed. He takes one last look at me, takes a breath like he wants to say something, and walks out of the room instead. Grace and I are the only people in the room. I allow myself to look at the bed with Grace’s body slowly whittling itself away.
“Was it true, what you said?” I push myself to ask her. Her breaths rise and fall in the same shallow rhythm. I look down between my feet. I answer my own question. “Why would you lie about something like that?”
I recline back down on the futon and rub my temples.
Grace and I are sitting at our dining table looking at each other. My hands are folded in my lap. Our cat, Yang, rubs his back against my ankles. I feel the purring in a low vibration around the top of my socks. Grace is saying a prayer, blessing the food we’re about to eat – take-out from our favorite Thai restaurant. She cracks apart her chopsticks, ready to annihilate her pad thai. My mouth is watering from the Panang curry in front of me. Grace always says the blessing. I don’t believe in God. She pulls the loose, long sleeves of her sweatshirt up to her elbow. I don’t ask her about the small bruises on her wrists.
This time feels different. The doctor and the nurses come in together. Usually it’s one or the other. Never both. They walk past me like I’m not even in the room. They whisper to each other. Maybe they’re being considerate of me.
I lean my head back on the futon again. I have no clue what time it is.
I’m sitting at home on the sofa in the living room. Some stupid show is on the TV. My hand is in a giant bag of Sweet Chili Doritos. I’m high as hell. I hear Grace grab her keys from the hanging shelf I installed next to the garage door, minimalist and modern, just like we like. I turn around and see Grace is dolled up in a plum colored dress, her grandmother’s pendant necklace around her neck, and jet black high heels on her feet. I ask her where she’s going. She says she and her girlfriends are going out for a few drinks at a new mimosa bar that just opened up in the East Village. She comes over and kisses me on the forehead. Her lips feel soft and perfect. I tell her to have a good time and I’ll see her when she gets home. I tell her not to drink and drive. I tell her I’ll pick her up if she needs me to. She just says, “Uh huh,” and walks out of the house.
I dive back into the Doritos.
Something’s happening to Grace. Nurses are flickering around like static around the bed. Grace’s skin has changed color. It’s become a mottled mess of red splotches and bed sores. Even with the nurses moving her every so often, her body has been sinking into itself. It’s like the weight of the air itself is pulling her into the mattress, collapsing her lungs. I make a note to myself to see what hospitals do with mattresses after someone’s died on them. Do they throw it away? Do they just remove the sheets and apply the next living corpse to it to wait for the inevitable? Do they toss the mattress into the cremation fire with the body, the mattress like a Viking ship accompanying the deceased into Valhalla?
God damn it, this is so hard. We were supposed to have longer together.
Seneca would say that time as we perceive it is an illusion. He said that a fly probably perceives its 1-day long life the same way we perceive 80 years. That, by that same token, we would perceive a 500 year life the same way we perceive our 80 years. So instead of wishing for more, just be thankful for the time we have.
Maybe he’s right, but I’m not sure Grace would agree if her brain were still functioning. I’m sure she would wish this fucking tumor wasn’t strangling her brain stem right now. She’d probably wish she would have had the opportunity to be a mother, just like I’d had a dream to be a father.
The crackling nurses die down a bit. They’ve changed one of the bags dropping some mystery liquid into Grace’s veins. I start to ask myself what all this is for. I ask myself what would have happened to Grace if we were cave people in the Sahara Desert or something. The buzzards would be picking her bones by now, I guess. I can’t tell if prolonging her feeble existence like this is compassion or torture. I can’t tell if it’s one for me and the other for her.
Grace and I are sitting on a long stretch of beach in California. Our car is the only one in the parking lot. We walked on a long boardwalk to get here. The beach is closed in on each side by tall brooding cliffs. We’re in a little oasis of sand where the Pacific ocean laps against the land.
We’re sitting on an oversized towel with a giant flamingo print, our arms held around our knees. The sun is going down, not that we can see it. The sky is full of dark, menacing clouds that look like they could drop rain at any minute. I glance over at Grace, who is transfixed on the horizon. I smile at her and kiss her on the cheek. I tell her how glad I am that I got her. I tell her that I wouldn’t trade her for anything in the world. I tell her there’s nowhere in the world I’d rather be right now, and nobody I’d rather be here with.
Grace leans back and puts her palms in the sand.  She closes her eyes. She takes a deep breath through her nose and lets it out of her mouth.
“Say something,” I think to myself. “Please, say something,” I plead silently to myself. She looks over at me and smiles.
She stands up on the towel, grabs my hand, and picks me up. We shake out the towel and walk over the boardwalk, back to the car.
I crank up the four door rental Toyota Corolla, put it in reverse, place my hand on the back of the passenger headrest, and take one last good look at Grace. I try to stay in the present – to practice the mindfulness that I mostly fail at most of the time. Grace looks over at me.
“What are we having for dinner?” she asks.
I just smile and put the car in drive. We’re heading down to Big Sur. We’ll have to find something on the way.
450 hours ago, Grace and I walked into this hospital room. It felt like descending into a tomb. Grace was the pharaoh being laid to rest, and I was the unlucky slave who would be sealed inside with her for forever.
The doctor escorted us here, to help familiarize us with the room that would become the center of our lives for the next…who knows. Here’s the remote for the TV. Here’s the button you press to sit up. Here’s the button you press for the nurse. Here’s the button you press for more morphine. Once he left, Grace changed into a pink and blue patterned hospital gown. She folded her clothes neatly and placed them on the end of the futon closest to her bed. I tied the back of her gown shut for her.
As soon as we crossed the threshold into the room, all language became euphemism. “Making Grace comfortable” really meant drugging her so full of pain killers that she never regained consciousness again. “We’ll be right here if you need us,” really meant “We’ll administer more painkillers as often as Grace needs until she’s dead.” Everything got twisted into macabre double entendres. When one of the nurses told me, “She’s lucky to have someone like you here with her,” I didn’t know what to think.
Grace lay herself down on the bed. She closed her eyes and leaned back. She took a deep breath through her nose and exhaled fully through her mouth.
A nurse tore open the packaging of a single-use alcohol swab. She pulled the small soaked gauze out of its paper and rubbed furiously in the crook of Grace’s arm, like she was trying to slough off her skin from the bone. She tied a tourniquet tightly around Grace’s slim bicep. She prodded around Grace’s elbow with a gloved forefinger. The first needle poke missed the vein, and Grace winced. My blood pressure rose. On the second attempt, the needle hit home, ready to deliver Grace into the blissful arms of morphine-induced oblivion.
The nurse tied up a bag of clear liquid that dripped down opaque tubes, through the hypodermic needle, and into Grace’s bloodstream. The nurse quietly left the room so that Grace and I could share the last few moments of her conscious life together, even though neither of us knew it at the time.
I’ve spent so much time in my life getting high that sometimes reality doesn’t feel real. I got especially stoned in college once and it changed my life forever. I had this epiphany, I call it, but others might call it psychosis. I had this profound feeling that life as I know it is just a giant retrospective – that everything I call my life is just me re-living a previously lived life. It’s not that my life is a projection, but more that I’m just in the process of infinitely re-experiencing something that’s already happened who knows how many times. To this day, I’ll still waft in and out of this feeling that nothing is real and my entire experience of life is epilogue.
That same out of body retrospective is the only way I know how to describe how I felt during those last few moments of Grace being awake. The drugs didn’t knock her out right away. She was awake and aware, but not completely there. In a similar but different way, I wasn’t either.
The only reference point I had for how to act during Grace’s last few minutes were sad romantic movies I’d seen. Taking my cues from Ryan Gosling, Brad Pitt, and Ryan Reynolds, I kneeled by Grace’s bed and held her hand. Her blinking slowed down. Her breaths softened. The hospital room rang with a deafening silence.
I didn’t want to look at her. It felt impossible. But when I did, I saw tears streaming down her face. We were both helpless – her against the cruel fate she’d been handed, and me watching the love of my life slip through my fingers. We hadn’t really spoken since the examination room where we saw the x-rays.
Grace started exhaling words, the sounds eeking out of her mouth like violent accidents. They escaped her voice box; she didn’t speak them. “I’m scared,” she whispered.
I bowed my head. “I know, baby, I know.” My throat clenched. I couldn’t breathe. “I know,” I croaked.
The next pause lasted forever. Maybe it was just a second.
“I’m sorry, Matt,” Grace breathed.
I looked up. “Grace, don’t apologize. How can you apologize for this? None of this is your fault.”
Grace furrowed her eyebrows, contorting her face in pain. “Not this.” She closed her eyes and waved her hand over her slowing body like she was Vanna White.
I could see Grace retaliating against the medicine. She summoned strength from inside her stomach, pushing through the impending chemically induced euphoria. She edged her way past the morphine, past the tumor, past her heart, and past her soul to get her final words to me.
“When I visited my sister back home last year, I met up with an old friend of mine.”
My entire body went cold.
“He was my childhood crush. We went to prom together.”
I felt my hands start to shake. The guy who went off to med school. The seersucker wearing, country club attending, blonde haired, blue eyed hunk of her dreams.
“I slept with him. I didn’t know how to tell you.”
I was paralyzed. I wanted to rip the morphine drip from her arm and jab myself in the heart with it.
“I didn’t plan on it. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It’s been weighing on me, you know?”
I didn’t know.
“I’m dying. I can’t without telling you. You deserve to know.”
Did I?
“I just want you to know. I need you to know. I…”
And then Grace fell asleep.
I shook with full-bodied, convulsing sobs. It had to have been an opioid-induced stupor that made her say those things, right?
The first stage of grief is denial.
What was she about to say before she fell asleep? Was she about to apologize? Was she about to say I love you? I’d only ever wanted Grace to open up. I wanted her to show herself to me. I wanted to know the real her. The Buddha said that all human suffering comes from desire, that what we want most hurts us the most.
I felt her unresponsive hand relax in my palm. I felt the thin muscle between her thumb and forefinger release a lifetime of tension. Grace went to sleep peacefully. All the consternation and guilt evaporated from her pretty face. I was a hurricane. I was an earthquake. I was Mount St. Helens ready to blow the lid off myself and anyone else within 100 miles from me. I was a desiccated worm on the sidewalk, squirming in the death throes of one grave miscalculation.
I tally the past two and a half weeks in my mind. 50 cups of bitter, burnt coffee stolen from the nurses’ break room. 81 unwanted conversations with the doctor and nurses. 1 world shattering confession.
I’m startled awake from a shudder on the bed. Grace’s body collapses. Some people say when you measure the weight of a body when a person dies, it loses a couple grams. They say it can be explained by the weight of the soul leaving the body.
Grace’s corpse is the opposite. It looks heavier. It looks crushed. It looks defeated. As the final dying gasp leaves her body, her chest implodes on itself. It’s like her body had kept itself composed out of pure duty but it wasn’t worth the effort anymore. As that last breath escapes into the atmosphere, her body finally lets go. It gives up with the rest of her.
The steady drone of the heartbeat monitor beep signifies her now non-beating heart. The nurses and doctor rush in. I’m sure it must be calamitous. I’m sure all the rustling is making a racket. I don’t hear any of it. I stand up from the futon that had been my home for the past two and a half weeks and walk out of Grace’s hospital room. I pass through the hallway leading to the elevator. I take the lift down to the reception room where Grace and I walked into the hospital a lifetime ago. I hover past the receptionist with a kind heart wrapped in a callous shell. I stride into the sunlight and stop next to a trash can in the parking lot by the hospital’s front entrance.
I tear the plastic bracelet off my arm. I throw it in the garbage and glance out at the sea of cars in the parking lot. I realize at that exact moment I’m not the same person who walked through those doors two and a half weeks ago. Maybe this is what therapists mean when they talk about trauma.
If I traced my life prior to Grace’s passing and after, a strict bifurcation would show up. A coarse, worse version of myself would spawn from the point where Grace made her final confession and it would replace me into infinity. A worse version of myself will now echo out into the universe forever. I’m a filtered mess of a human, like a guitar chord being passed through too much distortion, chorus, reverb, and delay until it’s utterly unrecognizable.
I’m a ruinous heap.
Out of all the emotions that surge through me like infinitely forking lightning bolts, the one that I feel most is pure rage. I’m not mad that Grace died. Everyone dies. I’m not mad that Grace cheated on me, per se. Everyone makes mistakes. I’m furious about the absolute selfishness that pushed Grace to her bedside confession before transmuting herself into dust and corrupted memories. I feel crushed by the weight of knowing that a hopelessly frayed and dangling thread will forever strangle my heart until I die too. I’m furious that Grace’s absolution means my eternal, debilitating damnation.
I double over and sob under the unbearable weight of this new me. Secrets can only sleep with the dead. Truth can only torture the living.
I wonder to myself what I’ll do tonight.
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