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prologue

A tall man in a white coat walks into the room without speaking. He has dark skin, dark wavy hair, and, as it would turn out, a slight Middle Eastern accent. Seven adults are gathered in the room now, but no one makes a sound and the man chooses not to make eye contact with anyone. He moves quickly and quietly to the bedside. He unfolds a stethoscope from his hands and inserts the earpieces. Although this is a routine task that he has performed a thousand times before, he is keenly aware that all eyes in the room are focused on his every move. He never looks right or left, nor acknowledges anyone seated around the room. He simply goes straight to work.

The man places the listening piece on the patient’s chest. He moves the stethoscope very slowly once, then pauses. He moves it again, gently, and listens. Finally, a third time. No one speaks. Not one sound can be heard. The nurse standing at the side of the bed looks away quietly.

Then the tall man in the white coat folds his stethoscope, glances nervously up at me, and speaks the only two words that I would ever hear him say.

“My condolences,” he says, and he leaves the room. It is 12:35 a.m. on February 28.




PART 1
life is good




CHAPTER 1
the fall

gina

The morning of my thirty-second birthday, I was already looking forward to dinner with my parents. Dad and I shared the same birthday and Mom was making our favorite, linguini with traditional meat sauce and meatballs, to celebrate. With a name like Antoinette Valenti, you know her sauce is ridiculously good. I’ve yet to meet a person, regardless of how many vowels they have in their name, who can make a more tender meatball than my mother.

Bright sunlight bathed the kitchen in warmth. Two-year-old Drew had just finished eating oatmeal, and Sam was sitting in his high chair launching toys in between bites of Gerber baby cereal when the phone rang. My best friend, Colleen Schomaker, was calling with a solo performance of “Happy Birthday.” She sang at hyperspeed, so as not to actually sing, and then reminded me that I am still older than her. We said good-bye with a plan to meet for lunch.

As I hung up, the television caught my eye. Smoke was billowing from one of the World Trade Center towers in New York City. I leaned my elbows on the counter to watch on my tiny black-and-white kitchen television and called Colleen back.

“Are you watching this?”

“Yeah, I know. Unbelievable.”

We mulled it over for a few minutes and hung up again. By now, I had turned on the television in the family room. Sam was still in his high chair, happily being entertained by Drew as I watched a passenger jet explode into the second tower. My body recoiled with every replay of the plane entering the building. I sat on the coffee table in stunned silence and began to feel nauseated. My soul ached at the sight of incomprehensible suffering. With the rest of the world, I was riveted to my television on this otherwise gorgeous September day, helplessly watching America wounded and bleeding.

It took my husband, Matt, several hours to return home from his downtown office at the local NBC television station in Detroit. When I heard the garage door go up, I ran to meet him. We held each other tightly, still in a state of disbelief. My parents had already arrived. Time was standing still as we came together to watch the horror unfold. Around five o’clock I walked outside to clear my head. The late afternoon sun was blinding. I felt like I had been in a tunnel all day. My body ached from tension. It was surreal, and it wasn’t even happening in our state. It was, however, happening in our safe country, in a city we had visited many times, and in a place where people we knew and loved were living. It was happening to people just like us. It was happening to us.

Dinner was quieter than usual, although the kids helped keep things light. The world may have paused, but Drew still had spaghetti sauce on his face, and Sam was still throwing things from his high chair. There wasn’t much conversation aside from expressions of deep sadness, gratitude, and a strong sense of unity with our fellow Americans.

I took an hour tucking the kids into bed that night, snuggling, reading, and saying prayers. What kind of world had I brought them into? I walked downstairs and collapsed into Matt’s arms. The television was muted and we sat quietly watching the images on the screen.

“I have a present for you,” Matt said.

“For what?” I asked and then remembered it was my birthday. “I don’t feel much like celebrating. How about if I open it tomorrow?”

“Okay, but you have to read this tonight.” He handed me a letter.


9/11/01

Gina:

Especially today, with the enormity of current events, I want to convey to you again, how much you mean to me and how proud I am to be your husband. The hard work that you are engaged in right now is exhausting, invisible and largely thankless in the short term.

But honey, please know that buried at the core of this tedium is the most noble and important work in the world — God’s work; the fruits of which you and I will be lucky enough to enjoy as we grow old together. Watching these little guys grow into men is a privilege that I am proud to share with you, and the perfect fulfillment of our marriage bonds.

You are a great mom.

You are a great wife.

You are my best friend.

You are very pretty.

Happy Birthday.

—Matt



Matt’s generosity restored my hope. He made me feel safe and loved and purposeful. In his own adorable way, he even made me feel beautiful, which every mother of young children knows is no small task. At a time in our lives when careers and kids were creating loose threads in our marriage, and on the worst day in our nation’s recent history, Matt gave me a renewed perspective about our life together and our future. His letter was like a stitch in the mending process. It was the best birthday present I’d ever been given.

A few months after 9/11, we celebrated our tenth anniversary in California. We planned the trip several months prior to our actual October anniversary, mostly to accommodate schedules. We rented a convertible Porsche Boxster in San Francisco and made the leisurely drive south to Big Sur. Matt was in his glory. Evidence of God surrounded us. The Sierras to our left, crashing surf to our right, and a little black sports car beneath us. Heaven. We looped around the Seventeen-Mile Drive and took in all the sights. The Lone Cypress Tree, tall Spyglass palms, and sea otters serving themselves a dinner of abalone on the rocks as they languished in the Pacific. We twisted and turned a bit farther south on Highway One until we arrived at the Ventana Inn and Spa, a quiet, romantic resort nestled in the cliffs at Big Sur. Pulling into the resort we noticed smiling people meandering around in white robes. Before the bell captain could open the car door, Matt leaned into me and whispered, “Resort? Or insane asylum?”

“Either way, we’ll fit in,” I replied with a laugh.

Ventana was quite a contrast from our everyday world. It was an extremely quiet, romantic escape. There was a bit of culture shock, but it didn’t take long to adapt. Fifteen minutes after we mocked the crazies in the white robes, we were donning our own monogrammed terries with matching white flip-flops, sipping a delightful Napa Cabernet on our leisurely stroll to the Japanese hot baths. We giggled like kids who were getting away with something. We had only two days to luxuriate, so we made the most of them, eating extraordinary cuisine and taking deep breaths of the night-blooming jasmine.

After dinner we sat on the terrace of our bungalow overlooking the tranquil mountains. I rested my head back and felt the tension in my body melt away. When I opened my eyes, there was an open jewelry box with a beautiful pair of diamond earrings sitting on top of a Ventana notepad with a handwritten note:


Here’s my big idea. When the time comes, we give one to Drew and one to Sam as “down payments” on engagement rings. Then, we go get you two giant rocks! I love you. — M



I hugged him around his neck and we kissed. He got it right. The earrings were perfect, but most of all, I loved his big idea. He considered five people in giving this gift. It was for me, our boys, and their future wives. His thoughtfulness would touch people he didn’t even know.

“Try ‘em on,” he said, smiling. He knew he had me. Matt had been buying me jewelry for years, but much of it sat idle in the jewelry box. I had never been one to wear much jewelry, mostly because I was hyper-aware of the fact that I had it on, and I tended to fidget with it. My discomfort, however, did not stop my persistent salesman husband from buying it. Now, after ten years, he had found the perfect gift, elegant and understated, with the perfect message.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I can’t wait until our boys can understand this about you.”

Matt hit play on the CD player on our nightstand, and we listened to a complimentary CD titled Going to California. The CD was an acoustic guitar tribute to Led Zeppelin. I liked my rock-and-roll, but this mellow CD worked with the robes-and-slippers mood. It became the soundtrack for a perfect weekend getaway.

Back home, the week of our actual anniversary in early October, Matt and I were not feeling pressured to buy gifts or plan an elaborate night out. Great memories of our California trip lingered, but we were glad to be home in Michigan this time of year. The autumn chill was beginning to creep back into the air, which meant sweatshirt weather, football games, and spicy chili. Everything smells different when the leaves begin to turn. Their yearly morph releases a burnt perfume that sweetens the air. The vibrant colors and crisp temperatures make me feel like I could run a thousand miles, although after the first two, I’d rethink that idea. Autumn arouses all of the senses like no other season, perhaps because we can feel the beginning of the end, nature’s grand finale.

Matt was upstairs showering and Sammy took his morning nap while I molded Play-Doh with Drew. I took notice of the leaves that hung just outside the window. The chartreuse green was giving way to hints of vibrant red, orange, and yellow.

“Gina!” Matt shouted to me from our bedroom. I walked to the bottom of the stairs to see him wrapped in a towel, dripping wet.

“Feel this,” he said as he pushed his finger into his thigh. At first I thought he was being funny but quickly realized that his tone was more serious.

“What is it?” I asked, rushing up the stairs.

“I don’t know. It feels like a marble in my leg, like a tiny tumor.”

I stopped moving and glanced up at him with a confused look.

“A tumor? Who says that?” I said half sarcastically. That thought lingered in the air a moment until I realized, a Kell says that. While the average person does not jump to the conclusion that it’s a “tumor” before considering every other possibility, Matt’s family, given the genetic history on his dad’s side, tended to assume the worst. We continued feeling around his thigh. The marble was very deep in the muscle. Matt and I agreed that he would call his dad’s oncologist.

A few days later, on the day of our tenth anniversary, I was in our bedroom and saw our acoustic Led Zeppelin CD from Ventana. I realized that the timing of our trip had been less about logistics and more about a divine plan. As Matt lay in our bed recovering from surgery to remove a tumor from his leg, I pressed play. The last two songs on the CD were “Babe, I’m Gonna Leave You” and “Stairway to Heaven.”

Autumn had arrived.




CHAPTER 2
mullett lake

michael

Cold spring waters run over the small rocks at the far end of Grandview Beach, providing the only sound to the predawn stillness on Mullett Lake in Northern Michigan. The perfect crystal surface rests, motionless. In the distance, at the first break of light, a lake perch stretches up toward the tangerine sky just enough to gulp a breakfast of fallen mayflies, then disappears quietly below the surface. The silent ripples on the water glide toward the now-smoldering horizon. As the sun begins to wrestle the darkness into retreat, I wish the world could remain this perfect for just a while longer.

As I wallow in the calm, the moment quickly becomes bittersweet with the realization that, in the blink of an eye, this perfect tranquility will surrender to the sound and fury that accompany each new day. Cars and boats, people and noises, busyness and bills to be paid, and all of the blessings and curses that occupy the space between dawn and twilight will soon be upon me. In the end, the silent bliss that is morning on Mullett Lake is friend and foe alike; a beautiful and cruel Shakespearean device that each day seduces me with its promise and then shatters me with its heartbreak.

For my wife, Cathy, this was a unique and spiritual place. Her parents, Larry and Jill Lutz, owned a cottage on Grandview Beach, a pretty stretch of sandy shoreline at the far end of the lake, and Cath spent many summers there. One of the largest and deepest inland lakes in the U.S., Mullett Lake seemed to call out to her each time she stayed away a bit too long. She became a different woman when she was up north. (That’s what the locals call it; when one goes to the lakes in Northern Michigan, one goes “up north.”) Along with flip-flops and waterproof sunblock, Cathy put on a new self when she was there and it looked good on her. Her slender frame seemed taller than the 5’6” listed on her driver’s license. Her summer hair caught just enough of the sun’s magic to brighten with highlights. Her skin, fair and pink for nine months out of the year, grew deep brown, making her teeth piercingly white when she smiled. Being at the lake agreed with Cathy.

While she and I were still dating, I had to be dragged there. “Come to my parents’ cottage,” Cathy pleaded.

I wanted none of it. I was strictly concrete. I loved the city and was never going to be a “happy camper.” Roughing it for me was when room service stopped serving at midnight. Plus my only notion of a “cottage” came from the dreadful visits to Wisconsin where my dad had taken my three siblings and me in order to get a little outdoors in us.

“You’ll love it,” Cathy insisted.

“I will not love it,” I said, channeling Woody Allen. “Crappy fishing shanties and deerflies the size of Volvos …”

“It’s not like that,” she said. “Besides, we need a nice getaway.”

“Getaway has words like Hyatt in it. Spas and tee times. That’s a getaway! The only thing we’d be getting away from up north would be indoor plumbing and twentieth-century dentistry.”

Yet, as we all know, love makes you do the occasional foolish thing. So I packed a case of SPF 90 and a five-gallon canister of calamine lotion, and we drove north out of Chicago.

As soon as we arrived, all of my fears of outhouses and backwoods banjos were put to rest. It turned out that her parents’ “cottage” was actually a beautiful and well-appointed lake home with four bedrooms and two bathrooms. Being a top salesman in the furniture industry gave Larry Lutz not only access to the finer things but a taste for them as well. Their home was spotless, with a clean, contemporary style and a touch of up-north charm. The meticulous white walls remained free of any clutter, except for three large framed photographs that Larry himself had taken and hung prominently in the great room. They had more than one hundred feet of lakefront and all the water toys you could desire: ski boats and pontoon party boats, flotation devices of every kind, and even a SeaDoo to ride.

Nearby I discovered a golf course called The Secret — a fabulous little

semi-private track carved out of the virgin pine forest that always seemed to have an opening on the first tee whenever I asked. The people there were great and the course not too difficult. I soon developed a love/hate relationship with the par-five eighth hole, which always taunted my ego into going for the green in two, though there was a well-placed pond in front. This diamond in the rough (all puns intended) was the deal maker for me with Mullett Lake. I began to look forward to going up north as much as Cathy.

Eventually I mustered the courage (brains really) to ask her to marry me. As I waited for her at the altar on our wedding day, I looked around the church at the countless friends and family gathered. My dad caught my eye and smiled a wedding smile at me and then turned toward the back of the church. Just then Cathy appeared, glowing at the end of the aisle. Dad wheeled around and caught my eye again. This time, though, he appeared dazed by the vision he’d just seen. I understood. Cathy had that effect on people.

It was her smile that took me captive the day we met, and never once let me go. There was an authentic quality to her smile that made people stop and look; a basic human truth that seemed to emanate from deep within her and naturally find its way upward and out. Like the magma flow from Vesuvius, there was simply no stopping Cathy’s smile. It could freeze people where they stood and hold them there, sometimes forever.

That’s what happened to me anyway.




CHAPTER 3
skyline

gina

Matt was first diagnosed with cancer the week of our ten-year anniversary. For several months it felt like I was watching smoke billowing from the first tower on 9/11. A tragedy was occurring in our lives, but it seemed distant. I knew what I had to do, and like a rescue worker, I sprang into action to assist and save the life of my husband.

We visited the University of Michigan Cancer Center and MD Anderson in Houston, armed with stacks of research and Matt’s family history. The doctors we met at both hospitals were longtime colleagues who seemed to be in agreement on everything regarding Matt’s case except one detail. It was known that radiation and chemotherapy could result in his type of cancer spreading more quickly, but only one doctor believed the benefits outweighed the risks. In his words, it was a “fatal mistake” not to have chemo. It was a “damned if you do, damned if you don’t” situation, and the only thing we knew for sure was Matt’s family history.

I spent much of my youth indifferent to the subject of history and, regrettably, have remained ignorant into adulthood. Though I might still fail a pop quiz on the Revolutionary War, I knew one thing for sure: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Traditional chemotherapy had never worked on leiomyosarcoma in the Kell family.

This big, scary word pronounced “lie-oh-my-oh-sarcoma” is a rare form of cancer that had already claimed the lives of Matt’s dad and several other members of the Kell family. They all died young, accompanied by a toxic chemo cocktail that was “the best we’ve got to offer” by the medical community.

Highly intelligent specialists disagreed, but history was clear and we were determined not to repeat it. The medical profession is driven by the need to do something, even when that something has the potential to cause greater suffering and ultimately end with the same outcome, give or take a couple months of misery. Matt was clear about how he wanted to live with cancer, and it was going to be free of traditional chemo and doctors with blinders.

For seventeen months we were in watch-and-wait mode. Matt had routine CT scans and checkups, but our lives were not dramatically altered. He was mostly healthy and life was mostly normal. I became the Martha Stewart of living with cancer, trying to make our home and life perfect, but it wasn’t. Matt spent much of the first year grieving himself in subtle ways. I could feel the pull between us. The boys and I represented a painful reality to Matt, so he gravitated toward things that felt good: work, food, and drink. Unfortunately, there weren’t enough blue cheese – stuffed olives in the world to alleviate his anguish.

I sat slumped on a stool at the kitchen counter staring at the digital clock on the microwave, blinking 4:14 p.m. back at me. The house was unusually quiet. My head felt heavy and my hot tea had gone cold. Looking down at my calendar, I crossed off a bridal shower, a benefit dinner, and our family vacation to Naples, Florida. In place of those events I inked in Matt’s lung biopsy, appointments with cancer specialists at Sloan Kettering and Dana Farber, and an appointment with Dr. Nicholas Gonzalez, a holistic doctor in Manhattan.

“Where are the kids?” I thought. This is not a question I usually have to ask. I realized quickly that Sam was still napping, but it took an extra few seconds to account for Drew. Suddenly, I remembered. I was thirty minutes late picking him up from preschool. In a panic I ran upstairs and grabbed Sammy out of bed. I practically threw him into his car seat, grabbed a sippy cup off the car floor, shoved it in his lap, and sped off. I could feel myself beginning to unravel. Midway through my apology to the school office staff, I began to sob. It felt like the second plane was slamming into the World Trade Center, and this time, I was in the building.

Forgetting to pick up my four-year-old from preschool was the first sign of the grief that quietly grabbed hold of me earlier that week when Matt received a second cancer diagnosis. He had another routine CT scan and minor outpatient abdominal surgery to remove what we suspected was a tiny lipoma, which is nothing more than a hard lump of fatty tissue, usually found just beneath the skin. I had driven Matt to the hospital for the procedure and waited alone with my book and cell phone to keep me company.

It was a familiar routine until the oncologist called me into a small room adjacent to surgical waiting. As I gathered my things, my hands were shaking. I was being called into a “doom room.” I knew the skyline of my life was about to change.

“Is anyone with you today?” he asked.

“Just Matt.”

He hesitated, as if not wanting to tell me.

“I can handle it,” I said calmly. “We’ve been dealing with this for a year and a half.”

The surgeon leaned in and I watched his hands as he spoke, subconsciously wanting to see how steady they were.

“We removed the lipoma from Matt’s abdomen, but we found another tumor hiding behind it. Pathology confirmed it is leiomyosarcoma. Also, the CT scan shows lesions on his lungs and liver that could also be sarcoma. We’ll need a lung biopsy to confirm.”

I could feel my heart beating in my chest. I couldn’t reconcile why I felt shocked, so I remained stoic. He never said the word “terminal” but it was there, lurking in the subtext like the cowardly hidden tumor.

Two weeks later, Matt had a lung biopsy to confirm what we already knew. This time I wasn’t alone. Eighteen friends and family sat with me in the waiting room. When the official word came, the room erupted in tears and wailing. The first unofficial wake for Matthew Kell was taking place.

When I finally went back to see Matt, he was still groggy but reached for my hand.

“It’s what we thought, right?” he asked.

My eyes welled up and he knew. He pulled me closer.

“It’s gonna be okay,” he said.

I wanted to believe him, but the towers were beginning to fall and I couldn’t run fast enough.

Our entourage of family and friends left the hospital, only to return the next day to rally around Matt. They needed to talk to him and be near him. I remember thinking how blessed we were to be surrounded by people who were not afraid to draw closer to us at a time when stage 4 cancer was barreling down the tracks. Many people flee the scene at times like this, but not our friends. They put their own lives on hold to move in closer, giving Matt the strength he needed to turn cancer around.

A nun came into the room and offered to pray with Matt. A small group of us gathered around him and held hands while she prayed for healing and comfort. As we were about to let go, Matt asked if he could say a prayer. I saw on the faces of those gathered a sense of “Good for you. Way to be strong, Matt! Pray that you beat this thing, because you can!” We bowed our heads once again and Matt began to pray for the nun and her ministry. He prayed that God would watch over her and guide her work. Not one word of his prayer was directed to himself. This was the moment when Matt’s focus turned outward. Cancer had done all the damage it was going to do. His body was weak, but I had never seen him stronger.




CHAPTER 4
mushroom cloud

michael

The modest bungalows and decaying brownstones of Chicago’s West Side provide a stark contrast to the gleaming architectural hubris of its downtown skyline, and illustrate a uniquely Chicago blend of cynicism and hope. Growing up there meant learning quaint aphorisms that seemed to be passed down generation to generation: Maybe the next mayor won’t be quite so corrupt. It’s possible it won’t be as cold this winter. Perhaps this year the Cubs will make it to the World Series. Right. Pull this leg and it plays “Jingle Bells.”

No doubt about it, I was a cynic, but at least I came by it honestly. The Chicago of my youth could well be called Skeptic Valley, given the number of hypocrites, quasi-authoritarians, and just plain lapsed faithful running around the place. This rich region of doubt was fertile ground for cultivating a generation of cynics who were comfortable challenging old-school conventions. My grape was a 1962, a pretty good year: John Glenn, Cuban missiles, and white-tie dinners at the Kennedy White House. The Beatles released their very first record and Oswald was still nothing more than a punk on the corner passing out leaflets.

I was raised Catholic but, like so many, left the church long ago. My cynicism for all things religious was nurtured by a turn as an altar boy. My father, mother, uncles, and oldest brother were all graduates of Catholic education and they spoke freely about its blessings and curses. So I felt comfortable when I made my thoroughly informed decision to leave. As I’ve said many times, I always questioned “them.” I’ve never once questioned Him.

As a kid the only true authority for whom I had unwavering respect was my father, Richard Spehn, aka “The Boss,” a self-imposed but deserved title. Dad was the boss at work and he was the boss in his home. He seemed to be the boss, or at least very much in control of things, just about everywhere he went. People naturally gravitated to him and followed his lead. My two brothers, my sister, and I certainly followed his orders. “TB” he would sign notes to us. “Make sure the grass gets cut today. TB.” The Boss.

Dad was never really called Richard. For most of his life he went by the diminutive Dick. In later years his grandchildren were too young to enunciate “Grandpa Dick.” They could only muster “Gucka Hoke.” Later that was shortened to simply Hoke.

He loved kids and kids loved him. Though he always had the highest expectations of them — be polite, mind your manners, pick up that garbage on the ground — those same kids adored him. He loved games and was a master at making up new ones to play. We were never bored waiting for food to come at a restaurant because Dad found a way to make a game out of sugar packs and saltshakers.

To us kids the worst thing in the world was disappointing him. Not only because he was our father and we wanted to impress him like any kid does, but also because we knew that he had such high standards. If we earned his praise, we must be doing something right. His role was teacher, protector, provider, but also arbiter for all that is worthy and good in the world. If Dad said, “Well done,” that was the gold standard and nothing else came close.

As we kids became young adults and began to make decisions on our own, I think Dad’s own view of his role in our lives confused him a bit. He still roared like the old lion he was, but the other lions in the den no longer regarded him the way they used to. This aggravated him to no end. I think the scariest thought that crossed my dad’s mind was that he might someday become irrelevant. He preferred conflict and acrimony to disregard. He didn’t mind if you thought he was an SOB; he just didn’t want you to consider him irrelevant. For The Boss, that was simply unacceptable.

When I was ten, my Uncle Jack died suddenly. He was my father’s brother and best friend, and Dad immediately felt a profound sense of duty to take care of Jack’s family. My Aunt Peggy was left with six kids and they needed a father figure. My brothers and sister and I just wished it didn’t have to be ours.

A sense of duty was very important to my dad. Responsibility came before everything else.

“It’s about honor,” he said.

No matter what “it” was, it was always about honor. Dick Spehn never served in the Marine Corps, but by God, he lived semper fi every day of his life. He did in fact serve in the army and was proud of it. He was stationed in Cincinnati during the Korean War. When we joked about his lack of combat experience, he always answered back with the same line: “You’ll notice that at no time during my service did the city of Cincinnati ever fall into enemy hands.”

So out of duty, nearly every weekend he started going to our cousins’ home in Barrington, a beautiful lake-strewn suburb northwest of Chicago. He checked on his nieces and nephews, did little chores around the house, arranged Peggy’s bills, and made sure the life insurance money was well invested. Quickly this became a significant source of tension in our home. My mom and dad began to argue, the kind of arguments that nobody ever wins.

Being ten, I didn’t care much about the human dynamics of it all; I just wanted to be with my dad. Soon I figured out that if I wanted to spend a lot of time with him, I’d better be willing to get in his car and go to Barrington. It became something of a ritual for him and me, and I found a way to enjoy it.

The long car rides provided a lot of time when we could talk to each other and get to know each other’s take on the world. He taught me about Tony Bennett and Luciano Pavarotti on those car rides. I taught him about the Eagles and Don McLean. He schooled me on how to make a sale, talk to a cop when he pulls you over, tell a great story, and ask out a girl. I told him why we should get a new game called Pong. Those car rides taught me something else too: sometimes everything you know to be true really isn’t.

On a Saturday morning at the corner of Lake Cook Road and Route 12 in an unincorporated section of northwest Chicago, my father tested the first Spehn family nuclear bomb.

“You know that your mom and I will probably split up someday, right?” he said to me during one of our drives.

The air rushed out of my lungs. It felt as if I was in a plane at thirty thousand feet and someone had just opened the door. He was taking my temperature, gauging my reaction. He had me alone in the car and completely ambushed me.

I knew my parents fought. I had been in the middle of those classic uncomfortable moments at the kitchen table. He’s tired, she’s unappreciated, and nothing in life is turning out the way they hoped. I got that, even at ten. After a while the arguing almost became a lifestyle. No longer the exception or something to be shocked and horrified by, it was simply their life. And mine.

There wasn’t abuse. They weren’t throwing punches, or dishes, or knives. Their slings and arrows came verbally and relentlessly. The really hard part for me was their tone. Like two new siblings, sarcasm and scorn had come to live with us. I grew so accustomed to the din of tension that it all sounded like just another plane flying overhead. In reality it was the Enola Gay coming to drop the big one. My mom and dad were going to split up? That was a nuke.

I turned toward Dad in the car and gave a halfhearted, “Yeah, I know.”

What I wanted to do was scream, “Are you out of your mind? And by the way, even if you are going to split up someday, keep it to yourself until it happens. I’m ten! I don’t want to hear about it. I want to ride my bike, play with my friends, and pretend that we have a normal family.”

I didn’t say those things, of course, and I hated myself for it. I turned away from him and looked out the window and watched most of my ten-year-old world disappear in a mushroom cloud.




CHAPTER 5
win-win

gina

I met Matthew Christopher Kell in my sophomore year at Michigan State University while working together in retail advertising sales at The State News. He was a natural leader with the intellect to back it up. I couldn’t help being impressed with his sales talent and high-energy work ethic, but his overconfident, bordering on arrogant, attitude didn’t match up well with my feisty yet insecure personality. For two years, if we weren’t ignoring each other, we were taking shots at one another. By senior year, with a little maturity and a lot of humility, we grew into each other and I was proudly celebrating with my new boyfriend when he was named MSU’s Advertising Man of the Year.

Less than a year after graduating from MSU, Matt proposed to me via a ten-second television commercial that he produced at WLNS, the CBS television station he worked for in Lansing. As “Groovy Kind of Love” played, the words “Gina, will you marry me?” flashed across the screen. As I said “Yes!” the Arsenio Hall Show was starting, and we were hugging and kissing to the “Woof, woof, woof” of the Dogpound.

We originally set our wedding date a year out, but decided we couldn’t wait to be together, so we gave ourselves six months and got married that October.

Matt and I worked in several arenas of the ad business, from copywriting to network cable sales. Eventually we landed at competing television stations in Detroit and enjoyed all the perks that our careers afforded. His instincts and performance earned him a reputation as a hot young executive. As I was exiting the business to stay home with our firstborn, Matt’s career hit the management fast track and he was named general sales manager of the local NBC station before his thirty-fourth birthday. His success was made sweeter by the fact that his closest friends were also in the ad business. The real fun of entertaining clients in suites at major sporting events and concerts is the added benefit of cronyism.

One of the most intriguing qualities about Matt was the ease with which he honored and maintained unconditional, long-standing friendships. His inner circle of six appeared to be just another group of guys talking sports, business, and politics, but at the core was a tight-knit group of men who lived the same values and weren’t afraid to be challenged by one another to live up to those values in every facet of life. The stereotype of men’s relationships being a mile wide and an inch deep was turned on its head by Matt’s “band of brothers.”

Matt, Mike, Marty, Red, Doc, and Jeff were six distinctive men, imperfect and forgiving, who formed a bond of friendship that was rooted in faith and held together by integrity and a willingness to be open. They worked hard and played hard together. Every interaction between them was a natural extension of who they were and hoped to be.

Matt and Mike were the nucleus of the group. The connection between them began in middle school at St. John Lutheran in Rochester, Michigan. As kids, they were an unlikely duo. Mike Schomaker was a skinny, WASP-y kid, who could physically and verbally run circles around his peers, most of whom towered over him. He had a literal mind and a need to study long and hard to earn good grades. Matt was an Italian-Syrian-German mutt with dark hair and olive skin. He was tall and lanky with big glasses to match his smile and ego. He was a straight-A student who didn’t need to study, and didn’t mind saying so. His smarts and creativity were surpassed only by his not-so-quiet confidence.

Matt and Mike attended the same schools for ten years. They watched, played, and debated sports together ad nauseam, followed similar career paths, and married two women, Colleen and I, who became like sisters. We teased our husbands because they functioned like an old married couple. Matt would get exasperated with Mike when he asked inane questions like “How do I set the margins on a Word document?” And Mike was repeatedly frustrated with Matt for his petty laziness, the kind usually attributed to teenagers. Matt would rather freeze than take an extra thirty seconds to grab an overcoat from the closet. They gave each other gray hairs, but they put up with the quirks because what was below this superficial banter meant so much more.

In college, following the sudden death of a mutual friend, Matt and Mike relied on each other to make sense of it. For the first time in their Lutheran lives, everything they had been taught to believe was being challenged. They searched for understanding and answers at a time when what they knew to be true was colliding with the confusion and emotion surrounding their loss. Their need for healing set off a quest for truth that became the catalyst behind their coming-of-age decision to make a leap of faith without a cord attached.

Believing God, and the lessons they were taught, prepared them to survive and even grow through the next ten years in life’s trenches: Both of their fathers died within seven months of each other. Mike’s second child, Tommy, was born with a severe congenital heart defect. Matt was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Each time the enemy seemed to advance, these brothers stood strong on the front lines armed with faith.

After Matt was diagnosed with cancer, his brothers were a daily support and presence in his life. Each brought something unique to help him see beyond the disease. In the weeks following Matt’s lung biopsy, our friends were with us regularly. Life felt normal, except for the 800-pound gorilla in the corner named Sarcoma.

The snow thawed and the first buds were beginning to appear on the trees. It was an early spring day in Michigan when temperatures unexpectedly reached the midseventies. Matt and I were preparing to visit cancer centers on the East Coast and our friends came over to give us a send-off. As the evening lingered on, it was getting close to bedtime for the kids. I carried Sam upstairs to get him into his pajamas. At three years old, and supposedly past the terrible twos, he still had an uncanny ability to worm his way into the cracks of my parenting skills. Professionals call it oppositional-defiant. I call it, “His Dad has cancer!” His sweet young life had been surrounded by the turmoil of this evil disease since he was twenty months old. No matter how hard we try to protect our children, or convince ourselves that they don’t understand, we cannot shelter them from what is happening right before their eyes. Cancer was shaping their character. It came into our home and quietly took hold of all of us. But not my babies, please, leave them alone.

“I don’t want jammies, Mom.”

“Look, Sam! Buzz Lightyear!” I said, trying to sound excited. “No jammies!” he said more defiantly.

I needed to redirect. “Let’s read a book, then we can get changed.” “No, no, no!”

Our conversation escalated. Regrettably, this wasn’t the first time I had allowed my three-year-old to engage me in battle, but this night Sam reached the point of screaming and flailing around wildly. The windows were open, and certainly everyone downstairs could hear the racket. I was humiliated, feeling like a parent on Supernanny. Finally, Matt came to my rescue.

“What’s going on?” he said firmly, startling Sam.

I moved aside and Matt took over where I left off. I was embarrassed and angry, a dangerous emotional cocktail. As I watched them, it occurred to me that I couldn’t do this alone. The 800-pound gorilla sat down on my chest. My husband was sick and dying and I would be left to raise two boys alone, as a damaged wife and mother. As soon as Sam was headed back downstairs happily wearing his Buzz Lightyear pj’s, I began to weep uncontrollably. We sat on the floor next to Sam’s dresser and I buried my head in Matt’s chest.

“How will I do this without you? Please don’t go. Don’t leave me alone.”

In my shameful tantrum, I unleashed all my fear, anxiety, and grief, without regard for the fact that I was victimizing the victim with my selfishness.

Matt wrapped his arms around me, kissed my head, and let me cry. When I quieted down, he lifted my shoulders and spoke words that I will never forget.

“G,” he said. “This is a win-win situation.”

Long pause. Confusion. Win-win? How could he say such a thing? “Please, hear my words,” he whispered.

I took a deep breath. He continued, “If I am cured of cancer, that is an obvious win because I will be here and we will have a great life, raise our boys, and grow old together. But it’s also a win if I die.”

He spoke with a level of controlled enthusiasm that was strangely comforting. His gratitude filled the air.

“Regardless of how much time we have here,” he said, “I know that we will be reunited in heaven. We’re only on this earth a short time relative to eternity, and we’ll all be together in the end.”

I sat for a moment, stunned. He actually meant what he was saying. This wasn’t a line or a quote. This was his heart. He was challenged to believe his faith, and by doing so, he put death in its proper place. I had never considered the idea that death was a win, at least not outside the context of Easter Sunday. It’s a paradoxical truth that Matt had embraced and wanted me to hold on to with him. Give thanks in all circumstances. Really? Yes. My dying husband was teaching me.

Matt continued, “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but if he’s calling me home, I need you to walk me to the water’s edge. I don’t want to leave you, but I have to trust that he will take care of you and the boys. You belong to him, not me.”

Listening to Matt made everything all at once harder and easier. That he could say this and believe it was a gift. Pure grace. I still wanted to argue or fight or scream, but there was nothing more to say. We were going to live with cancer fearlessly, hoping for life and believing that even death was a win. My heart ached, but Matt’s confidence soothed me.

“I promise to walk you to the water’s edge, unless you have to walk me there first,” I said tearfully.

We tried not to get too far ahead of ourselves, but made promises to each other to trust God and make decisions without regret. We planned to be honest with our kids, but not so honest as to scare them. We agreed to be strong for each other, and when we couldn’t, we would call on our friends and family.

In preparation for our East Coast trip, Matt spent several hours a day online, delving deep into cancer research and clinical trials. He compiled his data in a folder labeled “Cancer World Tour.” We hit several cities on our tour and met a cast of characters along the way. The doctors all began to sound alike. Even the dismal setting of each location was the same, with one of two color schemes: mauve and gray or bluish-green and taupe.

Matt’s mom and sister were part of our entourage for the East Coast leg of the tour. At times, under the pressure of constant waiting and anticipation of the expected drone of nothing new, we would begin to crack and rely on moments of levity to maintain our sanity.

Wearing the “Sarcoma Sucks!” buttons given to us at U of M, we were waiting in the office of another specialist who would have nothing new to say. “Welcome to Sloan Kettering” scrolled across the monitor in the office, and Matt started tapping his foot on the floor. In his best Tony Bennett show tune voice, he snapped his fingers and began singing the words, “Welcome to Sloan Kettering.” Snap. Snap. Snap. Then he added, “Where cancer won’t kill ya,” snap, “Cuz you’re gonna die waiting.” Snap. Snap. Snap.

Well, that was it. We burst into hysterical laughter. Matt coined one irreverent death jingle after another and the laughter became a little too loud for a cancer center. When the doctor and nurse practitioner walked through the door, they were pleasantly confused by what they were seeing. This was a first for the doctor, who had been seeing cancer patients for seventeen years. Our laughter was infectious, and before the chart was opened and the drone could begin, the doc and the NP shared a laugh with us.

From Sloan Kettering we made our way to the offices of Dr. Nicholas Gonzalez in Manhattan, where we heard refreshing new perspectives and ideas that energized us. There were no guaranteed cures or threats of making a “fatal mistake,” but the Gonzalez program allowed Matt to proactively build up his body rather than passively tear it down. It was his plan to live healthy with cancer. He effortlessly made extreme sacrifices and never once complained. Rather than feeling stripped down and devoured, he was empowered and purposeful. It freed him up to live and to pursue clinical trials to further research, and ultimately he used his energy to share his testimony of faith.


Journal Entry, Matt Kell, April

Facing the prospect of terminal cancer has finally switched my priorities. I switched off a show on the NCAA Tournament. I’m laughing when I try to read Car and Driver. I’m out of new cars (used my allotment anyway). I was thinking about next year’s MSU team and realizing I might not be here to see them. The shame is it took a very sketchy future to get me to loosen the temporal, ridiculous ties to materialism and the pursuit of happiness. Last night, I tried to loosen even deeper ties, with my children. I must trust that the author of the universe is capable of raising Andrew and Samuel without my help. It’s his will, not mine. They are his boys, not mine.

I’m now in the biggest test. What appears to be the end-of-life. Who will I touch? How will I be perceived? Do I really believe the promises? Can I experience peace and joy (not comfort!) in my trials to come? Can I reflect eternal life in the face of earthly mortality? I have been given a gift. If I can be a positive witness as a 34-year-old, father of two young boys, husband of a vibrant young wife through cancer, that would be in accordance with his will and be held as a credit to me.






CHAPTER 6
just get it done

michael

My dad was the original Nike ad. “Just get it done” was a phrase we heard often in our house. At those times, to Dick Spehn, the ends for sure justified the means. There are moments in life, he taught us, when nothing else matters. Just get it done.

In many ways this prepared me well for marriage. When Cathy and I were first married, we had a loft apartment in a 1920s-era building on Chicago’s North Side. Exposed brick and a 180-degree view of the skyline made up for the fact that it was a third-floor walk-up with no elevator. The Lincoln Park neighborhood is a place that’s “cooler near the lake,” and not just the temperature. Folks there know the difference between deep-dish and stuffed pizza, and kids can calculate the wind chill factor before they can do long division.

On a particularly long cold snap where the mercury didn’t rise above zero degrees Fahrenheit for nineteen straight days, Cathy came home from work, climbed the stairs to our loft, and stated, “We’re moving to California!” Being a newlywed, I thought she was simply tired and cold from a hard day’s work. It turns out she was quite serious. Apparently I should’ve known this from her tone.

There is a tone that all married women possess. All married men know of what I speak. It is a pitch, an inflection that every wife seems to have. Mothers must pass this down to their daughters on the wedding day, or perhaps it was something we registered for at Crate & Barrel when I wasn’t paying attention. I say this because I hadn’t heard this voice prior to being married. This small but potent lilt tells the husband, “We are going to do this.” It was a voice with which I would become quite familiar. Cathy didn’t use it often, but when she did, rest assured, it worked. At those times, I knew my job was to just get it done.

Six weeks later we packed up everything and moved to California. My dad had relocated there years earlier, and so this pleased him very much. He saw our move as an opportunity to be close to what would soon be a new set of grandchildren. My oldest brother, Rick, had three boys whom my father treasured. But they lived in Chicago and Dad had to be content with once- or twice-a-year visits. Now, however, he would be able to see a new set of grandkids actually grow up close by.

Cathy and I found a home in Orange County. On the high end of affluence and brimming with diversity and culture, it was also a place where God did some of his best landscaping work. Take a drive along Pacific Coast Highway past Laguna Beach one evening at dusk and you’ll know just what I mean. Although we loved our life in California, Cath and I both maintained our Midwestern roots and quietly acknowledged to each other that there might come a time when we would return to the old neighborhood.

In the meantime, I ran a franchise-consulting firm with my dad. Our company had one primary client: a Michigan-based franchisor that operated children’s retail stores throughout the country. Our job was to provide services to store owners on the West Coast. We sold the franchise to them, trained them, found the locations for their stores, negotiated the leases, etc. It was fairly successful throughout the nineties and my dad and I actually got along pretty well. He had always been “The Boss” to me and now it was literally true.

As time passed, however, Cathy’s longing for the familiar ways of the Midwest grew stronger with the births of our three children.

Charlotte was our first. A nearly perfect baby, she was special from the minute she was alive. Named after my father’s mother, she had blonde hair and the fairest complexion. Small freckles dotted her nose and her piercing blue eyes looked as though they could see into people’s hearts. My mother used to say that Charlotte had an old soul. Cath hated that, but I think she just meant that this little girl always seemed to “get it.”

Jack was next. We were wishing for a boy, so I was thrilled when the ultrasound technician told us we’d put the stem on the apple. Jack was a golden child, and not just because of his downy blond hair. He was a straight-A student and you could see it coming a mile away. He always had a “please” and “thank you” for everyone, and not in the Eddie Haskell kind of way either. I called him Captain Literal because if you told him to do something, he would do it precisely. There was very little nuance to Jack. He just loved life and the people in it.

Danny was last to join us. With a big smile that broke hearts from the instant he was born, he became the funny one. The most physical of the bunch, he loved to hold both of my ears when he would crawl into bed with me and Cath around five o’clock each morning. He looked like a three-year-old version of Bill Murray and drank his milk the way Bluto from Animal House finished off a six-pack.

We did have one experience that was heartbreaking during these years. Cathy miscarried in her fourth month of a pregnancy. We were devastated. On the drive home from the hospital we were startled by a bright, full rainbow that hung low in the sky, filling the Saddleback Valley with a horizon-to-horizon heaven-sent message: Our baby girl was home with God, and she was all right. From that moment forward, whenever Cath and I saw a rainbow, we would give each other a knowing look. It brought Cathy much-needed comfort to know that all of her babies were okay.

Cathy had a marvelous way with children. She had an innate understanding of the rhythm of kids. Kids, especially those under the age of ten, have a pace, a psychological gait. If you can recognize it and go with that flow, you can accomplish almost anything. You can get them to eat their vegetables, say please and thank you, and even go upstairs, brush their teeth, and get into bed. You really can.

That rhythm was sacred to Cath. To her, if Jack wanted to tell her a story, well then, the dishes could wait. She’d get onto the floor, put Jack on her lap, and listen as if each word carried the secrets to life itself. To Cathy, reading a story to the kids always took precedence over chores. A full heart was more important than a tidy house. Smiling kids were more important than shiny counters.

She was on the floor a lot. Many people just don’t understand how important the floor is to kids. They play there, read there, watch TV there, love to wrestle and be chased there…. They live there. Furniture is for adults. If you want to gauge how comfortable someone is with kids, pay attention to how much time they spend on the floor with them.

Growing up, Cathy was the only child of a rather proper couple. Larry and Jill Lutz were German Lutherans with a strong sense of duty and propriety. Both worked hard their entire lives, spending decades in the same professions. The life Cathy knew at home was a sedate and well-planned one. Yet as she grew older, she dreamed of a big noisy house filled with loud kids, hearty laughter, and made-up songs sung out of key.

She also wanted her kids to have the blessings of Mullett Lake. So we settled on a kind of compromise. Each year at the end of June, Cathy and I packed up the kids and flew to Michigan. I returned home after a week’s vacation to get back to work while the family spent the balance of the summer at the lake. By late August, I came back to the lake for one last long weekend. I’d swim, stop at The Secret to make a donation of balls to the pond in front of the green on number eight, and fly home to California with everyone.

September meant back to school for the kids and back to a work routine for me. For Cathy it meant the beginning of the long count of days until we could once again return to Mullett Lake.

Things were reasonably good with a full life that included kids, our own business, and friends and family. Although I was agreeable to thinking about moving back to the Midwest, I likened it to turning a large ship. We couldn’t just drop everything and go. We would have to make a wide turn that might take years to actually complete. Although we’d been in California for more than ten years, Cathy told me she’d be patient, but she was adamant about changing our course.

After many years of working together, Dad decided he wanted to “step back” from the day to day of the business. Since I’d taken over many of the daily tasks anyway, I was perfectly fine with this new arrangement. Companies all over the nation spent the nineties bringing technology into their businesses, and all of that work had fallen to me in ours. I was even featured in a cover story in Inc. magazine about intranets in small businesses. The retail market was strong and money was flowing. Hot products like Ty company’s Beanie Babies were flying off the shelves and making a lot of us retailers look smart.

However, the new millennium saw a shift in financial trends, and several things happened nearly at the same time. The first was Dad stepping back. He never stepped back from anything in his entire life. Leaving the business and having nothing much to do each day was, to say the least, difficult for him. So he tried to keep his hand in the business just a bit, and often this clashed with my ability to manage things.

Around the same time, the dot-com bubble burst and retail dollars flowed a lot less freely. Layoffs hit manufacturing companies and home values started to pull back. Several of the hot sellers, like the aforementioned Beanies, fizzled after a good long run. Many a retail budget was rendered obsolete when products like those no longer generated throngs of customers queued up for hours. Then 9/11 happened and businesses everywhere saw revenue take a downward turn. Including ours. “Excuses,” Dad said. “Just get it done.”

He grew impatient with my inability to perform in spite of market conditions. He disagreed, and was downright angry, with many of my business decisions. At times that reaction was perfectly correct, as I made more than my share of boneheaded moves. Further complicating things were his random appearances in our office. He went weeks without coming in, and then, out of the blue, he’d show up and start asking questions. Not surprisingly, my answers to those questions either confused him or made him mad. He lacked the day-to-day context of why certain things were being done. So I became defensive, he became angry, and the others in our office would duck for cover. In so many ways it was just like being back in grade school. I was still answering to TB.

We both knew it would be impossible for us to continue this way. Something had to change.
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