WHEN THE LAST BELL RANG excerpt                                                       Paul Lonardo
Chapter 1	The Day Our World Crashed
I woke and turned to see a silhouette in the darkness of my bedroom. I was half asleep, but I knew it was Michael. He was standing near the tall bureau near his side of the bed with his back was towards me. I glanced at the clock. It was 4 a.m.  I looked back at my husband, who remained standing there.
“Michael, we’re going to go and see a doctor today,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling. “Okay?”
He didn’t respond. Something was clearly wrong with his mental state, and I was beyond concerned for him and our girls. He needed help, and I was determined that today would be the day that we would address whatever problems he was having. There had to be someone who could help us figure out what was happening.  He wasn’t close to acting like himself for about the last ten days. Looking back and going over all the events of the previous week and a half in my mind, I could clearly see Michael’s slow downward spiral in an unknown psychosis that left him delusional, paranoid and frighteningly unpredictable. Each day, it was as if the Michael I had known for more than twenty years was disappearing, and a person I didn’t even recognize, in both manner and appearance, was taking his place.  I did not see what was happening at first because to me he had always been so strong mentally and physically. He was our strength, our protector. He often told me, “In this life, nothing else matters as long as we all have our health and have each other.” Suddenly, he didn’t seem to have either.  I was far from a weak person myself, and only made me stronger. If one of us was down, the other was there to be the strength. I could probably count the times we had an argument on one hand in twenty-three years. We had an amazing respect and love for each other. 
We were always laughing together and with our girls, family and friends. We learned never to “sweat the small stuff.” The man who was standing with his back to me in the darkness of our bedroom that night was a very different person. He was not the same husband. Not the same father. He was very unsettled and restless. He would become overly fixated on things that never would have bothered him before, not EVER. This was the day it finally hit me that he was not getting better and I needed to do something.
The next thing I remember was hearing was the sound of the front door closing.  I turned to look back at the clock and it was 5 a.m. It was as if something had pushed me back to sleep for an hour because I had intended to get up with him when I first saw standing  there, yet I somehow fell back to sleep. I quickly reached for my cell phone on the nightstand next to my bed and texted him.
Where are you going?
 A moment later, I heard the beep of his cell phone from the kitchen as my text was received. I jumped out of bed and went to the kitchen to find his wallet along with his phone on the counter. He never went anywhere with these items. This made no sense to me. I told myself to stay calm, but I was really scared. Maybe he had just gone outside to his car for a minute, I thought. Or maybe he went to take out the trash? But I knew it was neither of these things as I looked out the kitchen window and saw him sitting in his car in the driveway. He was shrouded in the glow of the vehicle’s interior light. I raced upstairs and threw on the first pair of shoes I could find before going outside to see what he was doing.  But the car was gone when I got there, and I was really scared, not knowing what was happening at that point. Where could he be going at that hour without his phone or wallet? It was not like him. I went back upstairs to try to figure out what was going on, and as I turned on the light and walking into the bedroom I noticed that the drawer to Michael’s bureau, which he had been standing in front of earlier, was open slightly.  I instantly felt a sinking feeling in my gut. I was full on nauseous as I stepped over to the drawer and saw the box where he kept a handgun. Michael had a permit for the weapon, which he had purchased for our protection fifteen years earlier, and kept in a locked box in the drawer. Now the box was open and the gun was gone. I almost didn’t see the note next to the box, but as soon as I spotted it, I gasped it. Holding it in trembling hands, I read the words with a furrowed brow.  It was written in a very cryptic manner, the handwriting barely recognizable as Michael’s.
His message was unclear, but he was basically telling us that he loves us but wasn’t ok but God would save him.
At that moment, it felt as if the whole world was spinning incessantly around me. What was I reading? What was happening? What do I do? My daughters Victoria, 16, and Olivia, 11, were both asleep in their rooms and would be getting up for school soon. Do I wake them up now? Michael was supposed to take Olivia to school that morning. Jackie was a freshman in college, and away at school in Boston.
I went into panic mode, worrying about what to do with my daughters. I couldn’t possibly wake them up with this news when I still had no idea what was really happening. As the lines between the unreal and truth remained blurred, I wished this was all a nightmare from which I would soon awaken. Unsure what else to do, I called my sister, and despite the early hour of the morning, she picked up right away, knowing I wouldn’t have called her at that time if it wasn’t an emergency.
I told her what was happening and asked her to come over right away. I could always count on my sister whenever I needed her. We were always close, and would do anything for each other. She got there as soon as she could to help me with the girls, who were told that I had to take their father to the doctors because of the pain he had recently been experiencing with his knee. It was at least a lie hey would believe because he had been out of work due to the knee injury. I also called my father because I needed someone to take me around to look for Michael I  knew I couldn’t drive because I could barely feel my legs. I needed to find my husband. My mother, who has always been like my rock, was away on vacation in South Carolina. I kept saying to myself, “Michael where did you go??” We went to the gym where Michael worked out every day, then to a park near the house where he grew up, where there was an outside chance he might be, though I knew in my heart of hearts that he wouldn’t be there, either. He wasn’t. I felt my anxiety level rising, my heartrate pounding like a drum in my chest. My breath was coming in gasps as I decided to call a friend of mine who I had grown up with and was now a police officer. I explained to him what was happening, and he told me to give him some ideas of any places that Michael might be. It was hard to think, but I gave him a list of addresses of friends, family and possible locations he might be. My friend promised me that several police officers would be dispatched to go out and look for Michael. I was so grateful, and hopeful that they would find him.
When I was asked if Michael had a gun, I lied. I told my friend that we did legally own a gun that we kept in the house for protection, but I wasn’t sure if had it with him. I knew it was wrong, but I was just trying to protect Michael. I was totally certain that he wasn’t out there looking to hurt anyone, anyone but himself, maybe, but I didn’t want them to hurt him, either. I was thinking, “Please just find him, and he will realize that things will be ok.”
Despite all the places that the police were looking, a vision of St. Ann’s Cemetery came into my mind.  This is where both Michael’s parents were buried. His mother had passed away when he was 17 years old; ironically, the same age as our oldest daughter, Jackie. His father passed two months before our wedding. We weren’t without our share of heartache in life, that is for certain.  Michael, however, almost never went to the cemetery. He just wasn’t one for visiting a gravesite. He felt that when people die they are always with us, and not just at a cemetery. However, something inside made me think he was there. For one thing, he had recently started wearing a ring that used to belong to his fathers around his neck. He kept it on a gold chain along with a medallion of St. Michael that I had bought him on our first year wedding anniversary almost twenty years prior. The inscription on the back of the medallion read; Michael and Janine, Today, Tomorrow, Forever. After he had added his father’s ring to the chain, I remember asking him why he was wearing it. I don’t think I got a straight answer, but he was up for a big position at the company, where he worked for over twenty-five years, and I felt it was to bring him the feeling of “his angels” on his side.
Was this the onset of when things started to change for him? Was he recognizing that something was happening inside him and he needed protection? If it was happening, it was so subtle I didn’t pick up on it. He was still ‘himself” to me. We were both very spiritual, believing that there is a reason for everything that happens on this earth. We often had deep discussions about this and other topics. We both had a clear understanding of what the other was thinking. Now, I was out trying to find him to make sense of what was happening in his mind. Nothing could have been further from my mind than the possibly that he would take himself away from our girls and me.
I was still driving in the car with my father when I called my mother. My parents had been divorced since I was nineteen, and my mother had remarried. I don’t remember the exact words that we had, but I know that she did what any mother who loves her children would do; she tried to stay strong, even when she was falling apart on the inside. I do remember later, while driving with my father, I texted her; “I am in hell right now.” Eerily, this would be something that I would feel for a very long time after that day.
Finally, I said out loud that I thought he may be at the cemetery. But I couldn’t remember the plot number of his mother and father, so we drove all around the cemetery, but couldn’t find him. We left St. Ann’s when my police officer friend called asking us to meet him and a detective back at my house.
Upon my fretful return home with my father, my friend was waiting for me. Besides him, a detective and several other officers were there also. My sister arrived a short time later, as well as my mother’s best friend. They would all remain with me for the duration of what was to come. I remember being asked by one of the officers if they could search Michael’s drawers in my bedroom. I allowed them to do so, knowing full well what they would find. I didn’t try to hide the empty gun box, which they found right away. They continue to talk amongst themselves and communicate with other officers who were still out searching for Michael. 
I was asked if I could talk privately with the detective, who took me aside and proceeded to ask me different types of questions trying to get to the bottom of why Michael would take a gun and leave the house. I showed him the note he left me, and then told him that this couldn’t be further from his character, but he hasn’t been himself. The next thing I remember was just pacing around the kitchen and living room waiting for someone to say they found him and they are bringing him home. In my mind, I believed that this was how it would play out, and once he was home I would take him to get some help. Suddenly there was a lot of activity and excitement among the police offers. They found him. He was at the cemetery, at his mother and father’s gravesite, but sitting in his car. These are pretty much the exact words I heard come out of the mouth of one of the police officers. My sister and my mother’s best friend were crying and hugging me and saying, “Thank God!” I, however, didn’t have that reaction. I was still numb. Something inside me knew it wasn’t right. I looked my friend in the eyes.
“He’s is still in his car?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said.
We were both thinking the same thing. He told me that they were communicating with him.
“Communicating”? What did that mean? I just wanted to go to him, but they would not let me leave.
Waiting for any news at all seemed like an eternity, when all of a sudden I heard the door open and turned to see about four uniformed officers and the detective that I spoke to earlier that morning enter one after the other. The looks on their faces were not what I had been hoping and praying to God to see. They looked at me, but none of them would look me directly in the eye. I turned to my police officer friend for some answers. He looked at me sympathetically and approached me. Bracing a hand on my shoulder, he said, “Janine, he shot himself. I’m so sorry.”
I heard the words, but it was as if someone was speaking to me in another language. They had no meaning. Michael could never have done such a thing. It made no sense. I was still trying to process the meaning of these words when I felt a tremendous ringing in my ears and felt my legs give out. I dropped to the floor and started screaming. It was as if I had no control over my body. If there was anything I remember at that moment, it was my dog, Sonny, our three -month-old puppy, jumping on me, not to play, but like he sensed something was wrong. The next thing I knew I was on route to the hospital, sitting in the back seat of the detective’s care with my sister.  She was crying and praying and holding onto me. I was just numb. I wasn’t feeling anything, I wasn’t thinking, and I wasn’t moving. I didn’t know it, but I was in shock. I was in the middle of some dark recess somewhere in my mind trying to process the reality that I was actually on route to a hospital to see my husband who shot himself.
He shot himself?
He shot himself?
The words kept ringing in my ears. No matter how many times I said it to myself, I could not believe it. There was no way that my husband, the father of our three beautiful daughters, our protector, and the strong, funny, happy, healthy man that I married would ever take his own life, not in a million years. Besides, God wouldn’t take him from us like that, I kept thinking. Whatever happened, it was just a misunderstanding, and he would be all right. He will come home and we will help him, get him anything he needs. That’s what I believed. That’s what I had to believe.
My sister and I were taken into a small room at the hospital with the detective. Within a few minutes, a team of doctors entered. I felt like I was watching some dramatic scene in a movie instead of taking part in this real life horror. One of the doctors stepped forward and made his way over to me. He looked me in the eyes, paused a moment, and said, “I’m so sorry. He didn’t make it.”
Wait! What? No. That’s not what was supposed to happen. There must be some mistake. Michael was fine last night. And he was okay now. We just need to get him help. All these things were rampaging through my head, but I couldn’t manage to utter a single word. My sister reacted outwardly, crying very loudly and holding me tightly. The world began to spin around faster and faster, and it was if my sister was trying to keep me from flying off. I just needed to see my husband, but before I could say anything I was taken into the room where Michael was lying lifeless with a tube in his mouth. He looked like he was just sleeping, as if any minute he would wake up. He didn’t, and I didn’t wake up from this nightmare.
I somehow managed to call my father, who came down immediately, while my mother got on the next flight home from South Carolina. I remained with Michael, holding his hand. It was surreal, but there I was thinking that at some point he would just open his eyes and everything would be okay. 
Then it occurred to me that I had to tell my three beautiful daughters that their father was gone. How was I supposed to do that?
Dear God, give me strength!
I stepped into the waiting area to call my eldest daughter’s boyfriend at the time. I didn’t want to tell him directly what happened because he was always with us. He happened to be with his parents, who we were also close with at the time. I asked to speak to his mother, and I just told her to get to the hospital, that it wasn’t good. All of them came right down, joining many of my family members who began to assemble to be by my side at the hospital. I felt better having so much support around me when the horrible news was broken to my daughters. They needed everyone who loved them to help them through this. I needed them, too, and I felt fortunate to come from a large family, beginning with my mother who had five sisters and three brothers. We were all very close, and I would lean on them to help carry me through this agonizing terror that was only just beginning. The first thing I had to do was get my eldest daughter home from Boston. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to do that without telling her why. This was a daunting task, which would require me to put on the biggest act of my life. I was able to keep it together as I talked to her and asked her to trust me, insisting that she just needed to get home. She listened to me. I told her to trust me, and she did without question. She was on the next train home. My other daughters were with my mother’s best friend, who would bring them to my mother’s house when I got there. Once I had all of this in place, I suddenly collapsed on the floor of the hospital hallway, screaming on the top of my lungs. I knew I had to say goodbye.
This cannot be my life!
Please God, let me wake up!
I went back in to Michael’s room and held his hand. I kissed his forehead. Letting go of his hands for the last time was the hardest thing I ever had to do.   At that moment I walked away from my husband forever, leaving behind the only man I had ever loved and the wonderful, loving, comfortable life that the girls and I had come to know. Nothing would ever be the same,
I was physically and emotionally drained, unsure how I was even functioning as I dragged myself from the hospital to my mother’s house. I wanted to collapse when I walked in the door, but I knew my daughters would be there shortly. My cousin, who was a priest, had been at the hospital, and was with me for emotional and spiritual support. If the girls had any clue that something was really wrong from my cousin’s presence, they did not let on. However, when everyone began to arrive at the house all at once, practically our entire family, consisting of aunts, uncles, cousins and some family friends, they knew something was very wrong. The anguish that I felt deep within my soul as I looked into these innocent, frightened faces that were peering intently at me for answers was heartbreaking enough, but then I had to tell them that their dad was gone. It was something that will forever be engrained into my mind and darkest nightmares. The words came out. There was no gentle way to put it. If there was, I didn’t know how to say it.
Then came the spinning of the world around me once again, faster than before, and I didn’t think it was ever going to stop. I felt like I was inside a tornado with my life swirling around me. I wanted to hold my daughters and take their pain away, but I was helpless. The cries for their father and the tortured screams that came from them as they all dropped to the floor in horror and pain was too much for me to bear.
What do I do? How can I help my daughters? How can I make this pain stop?
I could do nothing. NOTHING.
My body went numb and my legs gave out as I fell helplessly to the floor while watching the agony of each of my three, beautiful innocent children. The only thing I could do was sob uncontrollably.
Inevitably the dreaded question came about how he died. It didn’t make sense to me, so I didn’t know how I could make them understand that their father had killed himself. They wouldn’t believe it, nor would they accept it. I tried to explain that something went wrong in his mind, and he wasn’t himself when he did it. There was no way that their dad would ever have taken his own life and taken himself away from us if he was in his right mind. I made the decision that night that no one was to tell Olivia, who at only eleven, couldn’t possibly handle news or understand the reasons behind his action. I wanted to protect her.so she wouldn’t find out the truth until much later. The task of preparing for Michael’s funeral was agonizing. The entire week was a blur. I don’t know how I made it through those days, but I know that I couldn’t have done it without my family. So many people came to visit, or send food and flowers. They really wanted to show my girls and me their support and love.
I couldn’t help but feel like I was in the middle of someone else’s life. The numbness I felt spread, penetrating deep within me. I couldn’t eat. I couldn’t sleep. And when I did, I would wake to the cries of my daughters and a feeling of despairing helplessness because I could not provide them with the comfort they needed, or anything that would take away the pain they were feeling. I hated to fall asleep because when I always woke up with the hope in my mind that it was all a terrible nightmare and Michael would be beside me.

The day I went to the funeral parlor to make the arrangements, I could hardly find the strength to look at the choice of urns for Michael’s ashes, in the fulfillment of his wishes to be cremated. My uncles came with me and helped me with that task. I told them to go in the back where all the caskets and urns were kept and choose something that they thought would be good and show me. They took me pictures of a few and I picked one. I also chose a photo of him to have at the funeral; it showed him on Block Island while he was watching his daughters swim in the ocean. It was one of my favorite photos of him. It captured him doing what he loved most; being with his family. One of my best friends had the photo blown up for me and put into a beautiful frame with a stand. It took my breath away when I saw it for more than one reason. Decisions, decisions, decisions. That was all it seemed I was doing as I geared up for the day my children and I would “march into hell” together. Then, couple of days before the wake, my family was all gathered at my mother’s house (where my girls and I were staying), and I kept hearing about how long and arduous the wake was going to be, how we would be standing there greeting hundreds of people for four hours straight. Michael was forty-six years old, and he had so many friends and people who knew him and our family and who would want to pay their respects, I wasn’t sure my children and I could handle all that. We were barely getting by each day. I thought about this a while, and then walked out of my mother’s living room crying, telling my uncles to please call off the wake. I decided I wanted it to be private, only for close friends and family the morning of his funeral. There was no way that I could endure to see the girls in any more pain, especially if it was something that I could shield them from. If I could, in my limited power, protect them from any additional trauma, I would do it without question. As we arrived at the church the morning of the funeral, where we were going to say our final goodbyes to Michael, I saw the pews on both sides were filled, many standing in the back of the church because there were no seats. I couldn’t believe the people that were there. Besides our family, there were friends, coworkers, teammates, coaches and parents from every softball team my daughters played on. Some friends I hadn’t seen in years were sitting among the congregation, showing their admiration and love not only was felt for Michael, but also for my children and me. It actually made me gasp for air. My girls and I held each other as we proceeded down the church aisle.
To say this ceremony was difficult was an understatement. It was like having a knife plunged into our hearts as we sat and listened to the service, led by my cousin, the priest. At one point, the sun was shining through the stained glass window directly onto Michael’s picture, which was on top of the altar. To me, and many others who had seen the same thing, it was a sign that he was there that day, and further that he would always be there, watching over us.
The tortured cries of my daughters that day, more than any other day before or since, are something that will stay in my mind forever. Throughout the service, we held each other up, literally and figuratively, and we continue to do today.
After the funeral liturgy concluded, we walked out of the church arm in arm and as we proceeded down the steps I began to hear the somber, melodious chime of the church bells. The sound instantly brought me back to a time when I was nine years old, and sitting in the schoolyard at the end of my grandmother’s street. I would go there by myself when school was out and bring a book to read on lazy summer days. I always loved to read, and I would spend hours there reading and looking up at getting lost in my thoughts. When I would hear the peal of church bells ring out from the church down the street, I knew it was lunchtime. But I would look up and smile as I listened to the chimes echoing through the warm air. It was beautiful. Magical, somehow. When the last bell rang, I would head back to my grandmother’s house, where she would already have lunch made for my sister and me. Suddenly, thirty years later, and I once again hear the familiar and comforting sound of church bells as I am walking out of my husband’s funeral mass with our children by my side. It is a very different feeling from the last time I recall hearing church bells ringing out at nine years old. With my girls in tow, I went to stand next to the wall outside the church and I listened as the bells continued to ring. When the last bell rang, I felt as if this was representative of how the life that we had known for so long had come to an abrupt end, and another life that we couldn’t begin to fathom was just beginning for all of us.
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