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Winter Looks Familiar Until It Breaks You 


At the hospital, the nurse paused my husband’s gurney at the kissing corner, where, drug-sleepy, he tipped his head toward me for a peck. The nurse said I would see him in a few hours.

I’d slid into November happy to replace sweat-soaked t-shirts with sweaters and corduroys. But by December, the thermometer dipped below zero. Daily squalls blurred time into a hazy white, and ice accumulated on sidewalks and parking lots. A single misstep could cause serious harm. 

As white flakes dumped their weight on the world, January seemed like a good time for a hip replacement. It was too cold to do much else, and we knew what to expect. My husband had had this procedure before. So as heavy snow pounded the windshield, I drove us to the hospital and envisioned the future: in three days, he would be home, and in three months, he’d be swinging his clubs, riding a bike, and walking trails in the park. 

The next day, I sat vigil in the ICU, holding his hand, whispering encouragement. During surgery, a single slip had caused blood to flow the way rivers run under ice, faster than anyone expected. When the body is starved for blood, it prioritizes heart, lungs, and brain. Other organs suffer—colon, kidney, and muscle. 

Transfusions saved his life, but help came the way plows come in Wisconsin—clearing one danger by piling another in front of the door. 

Once, driving in a blizzard, the yellow lights of a city truck flashed reassurance: we’re taking care of you. But as I approached a stoplight, that municipal leviathan rammed the back of my tiny sedan. The car was never the same after that, dents scarring the trunk, a stutter when I accelerated, as though it would always remember the impact. 

As January trudged toward February, and then March, I learned the names of every ICU and surgical nurse, ate tiny bites in the hospital cafeteria, and signed consent forms for procedures and debridements. 

Outside, the storms continued, each one spawning the next. 

From a smudged window, I watched winter strip the world to its bare essentials. The dry skin of his hand, my night watch, everything else uncertain. 
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