ber, Nettie eased effortlessly into calling my parents "Mom" and "Dad," an honor that pleased them. Although she was flexible much of the time, she sometimes displayed a mid-western spunk—a hard-headed-ness when it came to spending time alone with each other. I resisted her a little in the beginning because I'd been hurt too much the first time, but over the years, I grew to share her values.
Nettie also elevated the marriage itself—this may have been partly due to her religious fundamentalism. Like any couple, we sometimes had to labor to make things work, but we both felt that staying together was worth the fight. As she put it, invoking a famous cigarette TV commercial from our day, "I'd rather fight than switch." It helped that she loved giving even more than getting—something I came to prefer doing for her myself.
To save our pensions from imminent state cuts, we both retired in 2003—earlier than planned. NjsttiB--c[uit at the beginrilng~6Tthe summer to garden. Two months later, she returned part-time to help out at the Area Agency on Aging, where she'd worked for thirteen years. I postponed my retirement until the end of November.
Since Nettie had suffered a heart attack in 1998, she had gotten her weight back down to what it had been when we married. She looked healthier than ever. We had both maintained heart-healthy diets, but for the last two years, Nettie still complained of joint and muscle aches, fatigue, and insomnia. Our primary care physician dismissed this as polymyalgia—a malady that often disappeared after a couple of years as mysteriously as it came.
Avoiding the only medications because of their side effects, Nettie figured she could "tough it out," and she relied only on over-the-counter painkillers. Then, at the advice of a contract
 nurse in her office, Nettie finally convinced our doctor to refer her to a rheumatoid-arthritis specialist early in November of 2003. That doctor ordered tests to confirm her diagnosis, beginning with a bone marrow sample.
Two weeks prior to my scheduled retirement—and three days before our twenty-seventh anniversary—we learned the startling news: Nettie had Acute Myelogenous Leukemia (AML), one pf the worst kinds of cancer. We couldn't believe it. The oncologists told us this—Nettie had contracted the disease two months earlier and wouldn't live to see her fifty-eighth birthday next March.
Throughout December, Nettie began a mild chemotherapy. She avoided refined sugars, raw fruit, and vegetables, and she progressively improved. Her diet reduced her blood's cancerous leucoplasts substantially. When we found out these latest blood test results, Nettie said, "I can do this!"
We celebrated our growing victory over this dire disease with a romantic dinner at our favorite restaurant on Swan Island, overlooking the Willamette River. We enjoyed the rest of the Christmas season shopping for each other. Nettie even made a traditional turkey dinner on Christmas Eve and then made homemade gnocchi on Christmas Day.
Then, on Sunday, December twenty-eighth, she woke up with a sore throat that only worsened. A week later she couldn't swallow her own saliva. Hospitalized for four days, she grew stronger for a week but then began declining again. She gave up on chemo, believing that it only increased her chances of further infections. We opted instead for naturopathic remedies. Within two weeks, we knew they weren't working. We couldn't stop the cancer's advance.
On  one  occasion,   when   I
 couldn't hold back the tears, Nettie told me, "I think I've got the easy part, honey. It's going to be harder for you."
O,
'ne morning, after listening to her hoarse breathing all night, I reluctantly called hospice care. The first two days, though increasingly weak, she got around the house on her own, conversing with our friends that were now stopping by. But at five in the morning on Wednesday, February eleventh, she had me help her to the bathroom.
Her hospice bed was positioned opposite our king-sized bed so we could see each other. When I laid her back down we kissed, and she said, "I love you, honey." Through the tears in my eyes, I said the same to her. Then, she lapsed into a sleep that deepened to a coma, while I continued to moisten her lips and administer liquid pain medicine.
By mid-morning, the nurse had hooked her up to an oxygen machine to ease her breathing. Early that same afternoon, the hospice pastor, holding her hand, blessed her, readying her for heaven. Dad and I looked on.
Less than an hour later, Nettie began to chuff softly. Her close friend and co-worker, who had joined me beside her bed, said, "I think that our angel will soon be joining the other angels."
Then, we watched helplessly as Nettie lolled her head to the side of the pillow and gave out one last gentle breath. She was one month shy of turning fifty-eight.
Afterwards, trying in vain to console me, my father said, "maybe her work here was done."
Nettie had come into my life when I needed her most, helped us both tolerate government jobs that afforded us many wonderful times together, and then left much too soon.
But maybe that's what angels do.T

