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To Vanessa, 
without whom I may not have finished.



If ifs and ands were pots and pans,
there’d be no work for tinkers’ hands.

— Proverb
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Prologue

I lie here in the corner on the damp and dirty floor unable to wipe 
away your blood splattered on my face. My hands are still tethered 
behind my back. I haven’t felt them in a long time, and I’m not sure 
if the circulation has been cut off by the zip ties or if the pain from 
the gunshot wound in my arm has caused them to go numb. It’s 
likely a combination of both. I wish I could stand and move farther 
away from your dead body lying next to me, but my feet are bound, 
and even if they weren’t, I’m not sure I could stand. Between the 
butt of your gun connecting with my head and the bullet grazing 
my skull, my sense of balance is slightly off, and I think it is better 
for me to just lie here until someone carries me out of this place. 

I hear David yelling, asking if I am all right, but his voice seems 
so distant, even though I can see he is here in this room, too. I want 
to answer, but I can’t seem to form the words. I can barely take my 
eyes off of your body splayed out on the rotted basement floor and 
the pool of blood that is spreading out around you in a black, shiny 
pool. It is fitting that your blood should appear black and slick; it 
matches the darkness of your soul and the immorality you carried. 
There is a commotion beside you as they check to see if you are re-
ally dead. I know you are because I watched until your life drained 
from your eyes. I wanted to watch as you crossed over into hell, and 
I made sure it was me you saw smiling back at you as you went.
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Our game lasted eight years. Eight long years. In the begin-
ning, you nearly won, but I survived, and for the next days, weeks, 
months, years that followed, I watched and I waited. I prepared 
and I planned. I grew stronger and more confident. And you came 
back, just as I knew you would. But now it’s finished. It’s over. I have 
been changed forever. You have moulded me into someone I didn’t 
know existed, but I am still me. I do not have to wonder who I am 
or what happened to the person I used to be—that person is still 
here. I have merely created a new version, one who isn’t naive or 
unsophisticated in the ways of the world. I know evil exists. I know 
I will find it where I least expect it. And now I know it is possible 
to conquer it. I know because evil is dead on the floor beside me, 
and all I can do is look at your lifeless figure and smile to myself.

I used to wonder what event or events could possibly have led 
you to exude evil like you did, but I understand now that evil is not 
always chosen; sometimes it is accepted, sometimes it is forced, 
and sometimes it is embraced. I believe you embraced it. It may 
have been forced upon you, but you welcomed it with open arms 
and a thirst for more. I’m glad you are dead. There was no hope for 
you. Not because hope wasn’t possible, but because you refused it. 
You gave up, you accepted what was forced and relished in it. You 
became a monster, and monsters deserve to die.

The smell of your dead body beside me is disgusting. The con-
tents of your bowels and your bladder have soaked your pants, and 
even the metallic smell of your blood cannot disguise it. I wish for 
a moment I could stay just long enough to watch the rats come for 
you, but that makes me sound a little more like you, and in no way 
do I want to be like you. So, I will allow David to carry me out of 
here. I will give up my dream of revelling in your demise, but the 
vision of your dead, soulless eyes staring at me with panic and un-
certainty will be the lullaby that lulls me to sleep for weeks to come.

Maybe we have more in common than I care to admit, but the 
differences between us are astronomical. We have both encoun-
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tered the devil in all his glory, yet you became a follower while I 
became his nemesis. I vowed to fight him with everything in me 
while you succumbed to his charms. In the end, I have triumphed 
over evil, but I do not know that I am good. All I know is I am not 
you. But what if things had turned out differently? What if I were 
the one lying lifeless in a puddle of black blood tainted by my own 
feces and urine? What if my eyes were dead and soulless?
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What if?
At some point in our lives, we have all played the age-old game 

of What If. I remember sitting in my grandma’s kitchen while she 
baked my favourite chocolate chip cookies and playing What If. 
“What if I clean my room? What if I clean the dishes? Then can I 
have more cookies?” The answer was always the same. It did not 
matter what I was bargaining away or promising to do in exchange, 
her answer was always the same, “If ifs and ands were pots and 
pans, there’d be no work for tinkers’ hands.” Who or what were tin-
kers, and why did they need pots and pans? It took me a long time 
to figure out what she meant.

When I was nine, What If seemed like the perfect game to gar-
ner the myriad of things any aspiring nine-year-old would need. At 
bedtime, it could squeeze one more story out of my sweet father. 
All it took was the biggest hug I could muster and a kiss on the 
cheek. My mother was easily seduced by the game as well. “What 
if I promise to clean my room?” meant an extra half-hour at the 
park. “What if I set the table?” earned me an episode of SpongeBob 
before supper. As children we quickly learn the tricks for getting 
what we want. For some it’s sad eyes and crying, for others, tan-
trums and stomping or just incessant begging. For me, those two 
little words were the magic that made my life easy and carefree.
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Until they weren’t.
When I was fourteen, my father became ill. In the beginning, 

my parents insisted it was a virus. But the flu does not last for 
weeks on end. When Dad stopped coming to my volleyball games 
at school, I asked him, “What if I become the team captain? Then 
will you come see me play?” The answer was still no. He didn’t say 
it bluntly, yet the combination of apologies and excuses still meant 
the same to my fourteen-year-old ears. It was the first time the 
What If game hadn’t worked for me. I was devastated. I’m not sure 
if it was because my father had refused to come to my games or the 
fact I had failed to change his mind. I stormed down the hall to my 
bedroom, slamming the door so hard I thought I had broken it.

That night my parents sat me down for a long overdue conver-
sation, and in a matter of minutes, the world as I had known it had 
come to an end. Sitting there stone-faced as they explained that my 
father did not really have the flu, I was trapped between them, listen-
ing as they cried and held my hands. The reality was stage-four lung 
cancer. Yet all I felt was anger and resentment. I must have asked a 
thousand what-ifs that night, but there was no bargaining left to be 
done. No long list of chores or promises to be made in exchange for 
a cure or a quick fix. There was only one answer to all my what-ifs. 
My father was dying, and there was nothing I could do to change it.

Looking back, I should have known something was wrong. 
Dad was always at home when I returned from school. He would 
claim he had left early or had taken some sick time to recover from 
the flu, but the truth was he had never left the house. My once ac-
tive father, who normally spent his spare time hiking, fishing, and 
tinkering with his old pickup truck, had suddenly become a couch 
potato. I had never heard the television set in my house as much as 
in those last few weeks. When I think about it, there were changes 
in my mother that I hadn’t picked up on as well. Mom’s infectious 
smile, the one that greeted me each morning and whispered me 
good night, was rarely seen in those days. I would often hear her 
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singing to herself while she cooked or cleaned the house, but her 
voice had been quiet for quite some time. My home, my family, had 
changed, and I had not noticed.

I remember lying in bed that night and thinking my world 
was falling apart. My father was dying physically while my mother 
was dying inside. And I had been so wrapped up in myself that I 
hadn’t known it was happening. How had I not seen that my dad 
was tired all the time? My father was an athletic man, not large, but 
fit, so how could I have not noticed his clothes were suddenly too 
big? How had I missed the sad, red eyes Mom wore every day, or 
not caught the blank stares out the kitchen window while the kettle 
whistled and danced on the stove? But worst of all, I had not heard 
the silence between my parents, who were too afraid to speak for 
fear their voices would give away their dreaded secret. How had I 
not noticed? How had I been so ignorant? My parents loved me 
beyond words and had desperately tried to shield me from their 
sadness until it was no longer possible.

And I had been oblivious.
I laid there that night angry and ashamed. Angry that my par-

ents had not trusted me to handle this news in the beginning, and 
angry with myself for being angry with them. I was even more an-
gry that I had not known something was amiss in the first place. 
And then I was ashamed for having all of those feelings. I was 
ashamed that I had become that self-involved, conceited teenager 
who thinks the world revolves around her. That night I realized 
What If wasn’t going to work with my parents. I could not bargain 
or make promises to them in exchange for my father’s health or my 
mother’s emotional well-being. It was time to put aside the childish 
game I played with my parents since I was old enough to speak in 
sentences. However, I was not about to give up the game altogether. 

That night I learned to play What If with God.
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I sit on the front porch watching my daughter, Lily, running through 
the water sprinkler that is desperately trying to revive my parched 
lawn. She lets out a squeal each time the cool water reaches her bare 
skin, as if each soaking is an unexpected delight. Our rescue pup, 
Sadie, follows her wherever she goes and seems to be enjoying the 
cool water almost as much as Lily. I remember the day we went to 
the animal shelter and picked Sadie from a litter of puppies that 
had recently been rescued from the city dump. Lily had begged and 
pleaded for weeks to get a puppy. She had a million and one reasons 
why she absolutely must have a puppy. The puppy would be her best 
friend; the puppy would keep her warm at night; the puppy would 
keep the monsters away; and on and on it went. And then she said it. 
Those two little words from my childhood that made my heart stop.

What if.
“What if I clean up the puppy’s mess? What if I feed her every 

day? What if I walk her every morning before school?” she pleaded.
How could I say no to those deep brown eyes? Lily is my world, 

my every reason to get up and keep going day after day. I remem-
ber the day the What If game had come to an end for me and my 
father. I was devastated. I did not want Lily to feel what I felt back 
then. She was too young to stop playing the game. I did not want 
her to know the truth behind those words. Hence, we have Sadie. 
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She is a tan and white fluffy mutt with the sweetest black nose and 
the most lovable personality. She and Lily are best friends. They do 
everything together. At more than half Lily’s size, Sadie has taken 
on the role of her protector. Lily thinks it is cute. But she is only 
seven and, thankfully, has no knowledge of how cruel and danger-
ous the world can be. She is young and innocent. Her world is filled 
with sunshine, butterflies, and puppies. And I will do everything in 
my power to keep it that way for as long as possible. Because I, on 
the other hand, know too well how evil lurks around every corner, 
waiting to catch you when you least expect it.

I know because I did not have Sadie, or someone like her, all those 
years ago when I needed a protector. I know because I fought my way 
through a nightmare and was lucky enough to come out the other 
side. Sometimes I wonder if I really was lucky. Even though my ordeal 
is over, it was never really finished. There was no closure, no finality to 
it. He is still out there. The monster that made my life a living hell still 
walks among us, and I live every day looking over my shoulder, watch-
ing and waiting for the other shoe to drop. Is that lucky? Is that living? 
But then I look into Lily’s big brown eyes and hear her sweet laughter, 
and in that moment, I know I am the luckiest woman in the world.

“Mama! Mama! Can we have ice cream?” Lily yells from be-
neath the sprinkler.

“Lily, honey, it’s almost bedtime,” I reply, knowing full well she 
was not going to sleep any time soon.

“But Mama, it’s so hot outside. What if I promise to go to sleep 
right after my bath?”

And there it is, the what-if. How can I say no? 
“Okay, munchkin, but only one scoop!” I yell back.
“Yay! Can Sadie have a scoop, too? She’s really hot, Mama.”
“I guess so, but let’s get the two of you dried off and inside 

before you get soggy!”
We go through the same routine as we do every other night be-

fore bed. We start with a bubble bath overflowing with lots of straw-
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berry-scented bubbles. Lily plays while Sadie watches from the bath 
mat. I believe if I allowed it, Sadie would gladly take part in the bubble 
bath, but I draw the line here. Once bath time is over and Lily is set-
tled into her pjs, she and Sadie have a bedtime snack. Tonight, instead 
of a bowl of fruit and a dog treat, it’s vanilla ice cream—one scoop for 
Lily, and one scoop for Sadie. Oh, how my mother would have disap-
proved. Two storybooks later and my off-key version of “You Are My 
Sunshine,” and Lily and Sadie are tucked in for the night.

“Good night, Mama, I love you,” Lily whispers, nearly asleep.
“Good night and sweet dreams, baby girl. I’ll love you always,” I 

reply. It is the same every night. No matter how tired or grumpy or 
anxious I am, I always make sure Lily knows she is loved. I know how 
lives can change in the blink of an eye, leaving us scared and confused, 
but the one thing I never want Lily to question is my love for her.

I tiptoe toward the door, but before I leave, I can’t help but 
stop and stare at my daughter nestled under the soft pink covers. 
She is angelic, rambunctious, and so trusting of others. I am so 
blessed to have her in my life. She would not be here had it not 
been for him and my ordeal.

Ordeal?
I mull the word over in my head, like I have done so many 

times before. I am not sure that is the right word. What I went 
through, all that I endured, cannot really be labelled an ordeal. It 
was a nightmare—a nightmare from which I could not wake. Some 
might even call it a horror show. For me, it was reality. For three 
months, two weeks, and five days, it was my life. Yet here I am, 
watching my baby girl sleep by the glow of her Tinkerbell night 
light. I survived. I came out the other side, broken and forever 
changed, but alive. For three months, two weeks, and five days, I 
fought the devil with everything in me. He may have won in the 
beginning, but I came out on top in the end. Now I spend each day 
wondering when round two will begin.

What if he finds me? What if he finds Lily?
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I don’t remember much about the first week after my parents in-
formed me of my dad’s diagnosis and imminent death. I locked 
myself in my room every day after school and cried each night over 
the unfairness of it all. Why must I, at fourteen, have to say good-
bye to my dad forever? My strong, loving, and supportive father 
could not be dying at forty-five. He had so much left to do, so many 
places to see, and so many people who depended on him. He was 
my mother’s world—everything she did revolved around him. She 
loved me unconditionally, but with my father, it was different. He 
was her everything. I knew I was going to lose my father, but would 
I lose her, too? Would his death be too much for her? For me?

Then there was my grandma. The wonderful woman who 
loved to bake cookies with me as a child was now in a nursing 
home. Alzheimer’s had claimed her years before, but her face still 
lit up when my father came to visit. Twice a week, we would stop 
by to visit with her, and each time she would smile and call him 
“Daddy.” In her world, she was a little girl thrilled to see her father. 
Would she notice when he didn’t come to visit anymore? Would 
she feel abandoned or neglected? I questioned it back then, but I 
am not sure she ever really noticed his absence. I always thought 
it weird how the mind could work like that—taking her back to 
another lifetime where the people and places of the present did not 
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exist while, physically, she remained here with us, the people who 
loved her. I learned later that the mind can take you anywhere, 
especially when you need to protect yourself from the present and 
just escape reality.

And what about my dad’s friends? His co-workers? The com-
munity? Dad had so many friends and co-workers who loved him. 
He was always involved with the community, helping with charities 
and social activities. Whenever someone was needed to take the 
lead or turn another’s ideas into action, Dad was who they called. 
He could organize the biggest fundraisers and most entertaining 
events. He had this knack of getting as many people as possible 
involved and then making sure everyone had a job to do. He was a 
leader, but he always made it seem as though he was just a part of 
the team. Would they miss his voice, his larger-than-life personal-
ity, his leadership? Would they feel the void his death would bring?

And there was me.
How would I go on without my father? The man who helped 

me with my homework and taught me how to send an awesome 
serve in volleyball, the man who was supposed to watch me walk 
across the stage to receive my high school diploma and my college 
degree, the man I wanted to, someday, walk me down the aisle. 
How was I supposed to say goodbye to him and to all my plans 
for the future? When you’re fourteen, you have all these hopes and 
dreams, visions of what your future should look like. For me, they 
all included my dad. I was Daddy’s little girl. I had him wrapped 
around my little finger, and we both loved it. I did not want that to 
change. I could not let my father go. 

That’s when I started talking to God, or rather bargaining with 
Him. Each day as I sat in class, I racked my brain trying to find 
something worthy enough to bargain with the Almighty. What if 
I tried my best to get straight A’s? What if I promised to befriend 
Allie Lockwood, the poorest kid in school who didn’t have any 
friends? What if I committed to helping Mrs. Roberts with her Sun-
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day school classes, even though I hated Sunday school? You name 
it, I came up with it. I tried everything I could think of to secure my 
father a cure. In the end, I had to settle for a possibility, an opportu-
nity to try something new with no guarantee it would work.

Two weeks after I was informed of my father’s illness, Dad 
entered a new clinical trial his doctor had recommended. He sold 
it as a last chance, a final opportunity to beat this thing that was 
killing him, rotting him from the inside out. He had nothing to 
lose and everything to gain. And for a while, we thought it was 
working. Dad seemed to be getting better. Little by little, he im-
proved. His eyes were brighter, his smile was bigger, his appetite 
grew. I thought it was finally going to be okay, that my father was 
going to beat this thing. Whatever I had said to God, it must have 
worked! Now I just had to hold up my end of the bargain. The fol-
lowing week, I aced my mid-term exams, Allie Lockwood and I ate 
lunch together every day at school—I even shared my lunch with 
her most days—and I’d started helping Mrs. Roberts with her Sun-
day school class. I vowed I would do what I had promised in order 
to keep my father alive.

Just over two months into the trial, Dad contracted pneumonia. 
It was the worst possible situation for him. The cancer was in his 
lungs, and despite the advantages the treatment administered in the 
trial had given him, his lungs were just too weak to fight. Little by 
little, his lungs filled with fluid, and each day, each hour, he fought 
harder and harder just to breathe. Dad was slowly drowning in his 
own fluids, and just eight days later, we were told there was nothing 
more they could do, and it was time for us to start making plans.

Make plans? How do you make plans for someone you love to 
die? Do you set the date and time it should happen? Do you pre-
pare a last meal, say prayers, reminisce about days gone by and all 
the good times we’ve shared? I was fourteen. I did not know how 
to say goodbye to the man who had held our family together. My 
mother was a mess. She cried all the time and begged my father 
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to fight, even though a fool could see he had no fight left. I was 
fourteen. I needed my dad to get well and make everything right 
again, to take us back to the days when my biggest worry was if my 
team would win our next game, even though I knew those days 
were gone forever. I was fourteen. My father was going to die. My 
mother was losing herself in her grief. And I had suddenly become 
the adult in our family. At fourteen, I wasn’t sure I could do it. I 
couldn’t be the one to look after everyone else. I desperately needed 
my dad to get better, to live. I was not ready to give up on him or 
my mother. I could not give up on the life I so desperately wanted. 

What if I didn’t have to?
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