Step.  Breathe.  Step.  Step.  Step.  I feel the familiar pull in my muscles, tighten the stretch as I begin my run along the deserted dirt path.  Step.  Breathe.  Step.  Step.  Step.  I inhale through my nose and exhale through my mouth, pushing my body harder than any previous time.  Step.  Step.  I quicken my pace as thoughts begin to break through my fragile walls of protection.  My mind fills with memories I want to suppress and I run faster, as though the devil himself were chasing me.

“You’re doing so great honey!  Are you ready for me to let go?”  I hear her voice and see a younger me learning to ride a little pink bicycle.  My breathing becomes labored.  

Then we are sitting by a pond on our farm and she is teaching me to bait a fishing hook.  I remember the taste of that fish on my tongue, the first fish I had caught all by myself.  As I continue to flee, my hands start to shake.

I see us in our warm tiny kitchen baking cookies, both completely covered in flour and tears fill my eyes, threatening to overflow.  Still, I cannot stop.  I must run.

I remember learning to drive at age eleven, behind Daddy’s back.  “Its okay to drive over 25,” she would tell me.  “I’ll stop you if anything goes wrong.”  Tears begin to fall as my legs slow to a jog.

I see me, all alone, crying in the bathroom floor, completely hopeless.  Heart-wrenching sobs escape as my legs give out.  My body collapses to the ground; I am completely overwhelmed with grief.  Her birthday, that beautiful party.  The hospital, full of creepy smells.  The funeral, so many people, all the tears.

I bawl, broken, unable to hide my pain.  “H-how could you do this to me?  H-how could you leave me?  Why G-god? Why did you take her away?”  Utterly spent I silently stare into space, lost in my thoughts.  Six months.  Six months of denial.  Six months of forcing myself to live as if nothing had occurred.  I know in my soul I cannot continue to live like this.  She would not want me to stop enjoying life, to stop living life.

It is time.

I slowly stand, tear-stained and exhausted.  I know that down the dirt road is the place I run by everyday.  I know that now it is time for me to cross the threshold of the gates.  My feet seem to be moving with a will of their own as they carry me to my destination.

My hands begin to shake again, as I see the wrought-iron gates marking the entrance.  “You will do this,” I say aloud firmly.  “It is time.”  I pause for a minute at the opening and walk through.  Somehow I know exactly where to look, just to the right of the first row.
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Quietly I sit and lean against the tombstone.  Tears fall from my eyes once again but I embrace them, allowing them to help me heal.  “H-hi M-mom. It’s me.” My voice breaks.  “I turned eighteen today . . . . ”

