On December 11, 2000 I got my father back.  It was the day before his birthday and I received word of where he was living.  My crazy stepmother had kept him hidden from me for years.  She had him on the run, avoiding what, I don't know.  

He had been sick.  A stroke disabled him in 1996.  Since then I had only seen him a few times.

But the day had finally arrived.  I was going to see my dad.  

Being his birthday so I brought him some cupcakes and a Christmas wreath.  I shuddered when I pulled in the lot of the motel they had been calling home for some months.  Just miles from my home and I had no idea he was there.  I couldn't believe he was living there, a "motor lodge", whatever the hell that meant.  To me it was a run-down motel and not the gorgeous, cathedral ceilinged home my father had owned just a few years prior.

When the door opened I wanted to cry.  But strength and dignity, traits my father taught me, took over and I maintained.  The room was in shambles.  Two unmade beds, a tiny kitchenette and my father in a pea-green, sticky vinyl chair.  A toddler ran about the room screaming, her toys strewn about the floor.  Apparently my father was stuck watching this mother-less child while my stepmother cleaned rooms for rent.  

I could see the sadness behind his eyes as I walked in.  But in his time of weakness he still showed no sign of giving up.  He pretended to be happy there, it's not so bad, he said.

Growing up I was always "Daddy's Little Girl."  Every picture of us together is him hugging me with a big grin on his face.  He loved me unconditionally, something I could feel even as a small child.  He would have given his own life for me, and I guess, in many ways, he did.

He was in the oil business.  My childhood times with him, mostly summers and winter vacations, were filled with good times, parties and gifts.  He was a generous man and shared his wealth with everyone in his family, distant or not.  He gave and gave, yet took little for himself.  Perhaps this is why he was left with nothing.

I didn't stay and visit too long that day.  But on my way out I invited them to Christmas Eve dinner at my mother's house.  My stepmother cowered and said, "we'll see."

They did join us for dinner.  It was a joyous evening.  All four of my parents together with no arguing.  My brother, his wife and my nephew.  Our whole family together for the first time in many years.  It was a celebration indeed.  But still, that look in his eyes.  Him looking at my mother with "what if" and "if I had to do it over."

The nights feeling of euphoria faded as news of surgery was brought to the table.  "There's an aneurysm."  

After New Years the surgery was scheduled.  I sat in the waiting room for hours while they went in to get the aneurysm out.  And after all was said and done, they never took it out.  Something about clogged arteries in the way.  Shunts.  Stitches.  More surgery.  The nightmare just wouldn't end.

On February 18, 2001 I received a call from my stepmother.  He was back in the hospital.  Apparently there was an infection creeping through his body.  I raced to the hospital.

The doctor's would only say "infection".  They wouldn’t' give reasons or answers.  He was on a stiff dose of antibiotics.  After hours in the intensive care waiting room, they sent my brother and I home.

The phone rang too early.  Or maybe it was too late, it's all fuzzy to me now.  The voice on the other end was my stepmother, "he's flatlined once, you better get here."

My father died about 6 times that day.  Finally we let him go to wherever he was trying to hard to get to.  We stood over him as he took his last breath.  I'll never forget that sound.  Life leaving a body that was once so full of life.  A life that was once so filled with joy.  

It was February 19th and my father was gone.

