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Prologue

Memorial Day
May 28, 2007

As near as anyone on Oxford Road can recall, it was
shortly before 5 p.m. when Trish Nelson came flying out of
her house at No. 10 and stood screaming in the middle of
the street.

It was the end of Memorial Day weekend, and the
street had been quiet until Trish’s screams shattered the
silence. Most people were in their back yards or inside
their homes as the holiday wound down to a close.

Craig and Sara Benson, who live next door to the
Nelsons at No. 8 Oxford, were having a small, impromptu
barbecue on their back deck with a couple of friends. One
of their guests was a third-grade teacher in the village,
Leigh Splendorio, who had stopped by with her fiancé.

Craig and Sara can recall only a very few details of that
small party. “I remember hot dogs,” Sara said. Craig
remembers beer. “I might have had four or five,” he said.
There was definitely beer.
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The neighbors on the other side at No. 12, Scott and
Danielle Brinkley, weren’t home when Trish ran screaming
into the street. Only moments earlier, Danielle and her
three young boys had been sitting on their front stoop
waiting for the ice cream truck, but it never showed up on
Oxford Road that afternoon.

Danielle gave up, figuring maybe the truck had sold out
at the parade downtown earlier in the day. But her sons
were psyched for ice cream, so she called her husband on
his cell and asked if he wanted to meet her and the kids at
What’s The Scoop, down on Matthews Street.

Scott doesn’t remember where he was when he got his
wife’s call – maybe at the apartment complex just down
the hill from Oxford, putting out a mulch fire with some of
the other volunteer firefighters in the village.

That’s where Howard Nelson’s closest friend, Steve
O’Sullivan, was. Fighting the mulch fire. Steve, who lives
just around the corner from Oxford on Fletcher Street, is
another volunteer firefighter. So was Howard. At least he
was until the excruciating pain in his back became his
constant companion.

But Scott just doesn’t remember whether he was at the
fire or not when Danielle called. He met his wife and kids
at the ice cream stand, and that’s where he was when he
heard the 911 summons for help on his fire department
pager.

“Medical assist needed on Oxford Road. Gunshot
wound on Oxford Road.”

Steve, down at the mulch fire, heard the summons on
his pager, too. And they both just knew. It had to be
Howard. They each ran to their cars and raced to Oxford
from opposite directions.
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Danielle took the kids to her parents. She had a real bad
feeling about this.

Across the street from the Nelson house at No. 15,
Mark and Meri O’Hara were sitting together on the glider
in their back yard listening to WPDH. The radio station’s
annual countdown of the Top 100 rock songs was closing
in on the final three, and Mark was wondering if “Stairway
to Heaven” would be number one. “That’s always the top
song, so I figured it probably would be again,” said Mark.

But Mark would not be anywhere near his radio by the
time the number one song was announced.

Three doors down from Mark and Meri, at No. 9, Harry
Mills was sitting at his computer. His desk was in the living
room, just inside the front door. When he heard a knock,
he barely had to get out of his chair to answer it.

“It was little Trisha,” said Harry. Little Trisha Nelson, the
twelve-year-old daughter of Trish and Howard. She was
standing on his porch barefoot, banging on his door.

“Something’s wrong with my father,” Trisha told Harry.
“I think my father’s sick.”

Harry yelled out to his wife Mary to call 911. Then he
grabbed his slippers and ran out the door, leaving little
Trisha behind with his wife.

“When I got outside, I saw Trish standing there in the
middle of the street screaming,” he said. “She had a
cordless phone in her hand.”  The phone was smeared
with blood.

“Howard shot himself!” Trish was screaming. “He shot
himself!”

Harry ran past Trish, into her house and up the stairs.
All he had to do to find Howard was follow the noise – a
terrible, loud, wet snoring-like noise that he soon realized
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was Howard trying to pull in oxygen through the blood
that had filled his throat and nose.

Craig Benson was already there, stunned at the sight of
his friend and neighbor lying on the floor in a pool of his
own blood, struggling to breathe. Mark O’Hara would soon
join them. All three men saw the gun on the bed. Harry
covered it with the bed sheet. And it was Harry who
noticed a folded piece of paper on top of the tall dresser
against the wall.

At No. 17, across the street from the Brinkleys, Beth
and Bob Quinn don’t recall what drew their attention to
the street out front. It must have been Trish screaming
but, really, they can’t remember. Whatever it was, Beth
opened her own front door and ran out into the street.

The next thing she remembers is sitting with Trish on
the Brinkleys’ front stoop, on the very spot Danielle had
vacated moments earlier when she left for the ice cream
stand. There was a man sitting on the other side of Trish –
to this day, no one recalls who it was – and Trish was
rubbing her hands together. Rubbing them, twisting and
turning them.

Her fingers and palms were covered in her husband’s
blood. As she rubbed them together, the blood spread
onto the backs of her hands, onto her wrists, onto her
arms.

 “I was afraid he’d do this,” Trish wailed.
Two days earlier, she had asked Howard if he had

thoughts of suicide. He said no, that he loved her and the
kids. He’d never kill himself, he said.

Still, her fear had persisted. “This morning I told him, if
you’re thinking about killing yourself, Howard, please give
me fifteen minutes to get help.” She spoke as she watched
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her own bloody hands twist and turn in her lap. “I said
please just talk to me first.”

 Howard apparently had nothing more to say. He was
done talking. And so he held a .22 up to his right temple
and pulled the trigger instead. No one on Oxford Road
heard the gunshot.

* * *
Oxford Road is not so much a road as a side street in

the village of Goshen, New York, a street with about
twenty modest homes built in the 1960s when the
Ryerson Farm was sold to a developer. Many of those
homes were enlarged and improved upon during the
eighties and nineties when times were good. Additions
were built, roofs were raised, new siding was installed,
front porches and back decks were added. By the time the
Nelsons bought No. 10 in 2002, the house had been
transformed from a tiny ranch into a spacious split level.

From the outside, the Nelsons appeared to be a happy
family except for Howard’s back. Most everyone on the
street knew Howard was depressed because of the
constant pain. Nothing would touch it. Recent surgery had
accomplished nothing. Pain pills were useless. Physical
therapy was pointless.

“You could see it in his face, in how he walked,” said
Joe Bayno, who lives on the corner of Oxford and Fletcher.
“I’d see him out walking those dogs every day, Diesel and
Daisy. He’d have the dogs on a leash in one hand, and he’d
be holding that tall walking stick of his in the other. He
looked like an apostle coming down the street. A sad
apostle. He couldn’t do anything, he told me. He couldn’t
go to work, he couldn’t take care of his house or yard, he
couldn’t sleep. He never slept, he told me.”
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Howard’s back problems are a long story, but they
began with driving big UPS trailer trucks with bad
suspensions for more than twenty years. Bouncing around
in those trucks on the night shift caused some bulging
discs in his back, and two corrective surgeries not only
failed to correct the problem, but they made matters
worse. Nerve pain in the back. Terrible, never-ending
nerve pain that grew steadily worse.

That whole Memorial Day weekend in the Nelson
household was a grim one, at least as far as Trish was
concerned. Howard barely got out of bed. He didn’t talk
much. Diesel, their golden retriever, and Daisy, the
family’s little spaniel mix,  rarely left Howard’s bedside.

“The dogs would come down for meals, they’d go
outside to pee, then they’d go right back upstairs to be
with Howard,” said Trish.

By Monday afternoon, Trish was fed up. “I was
aggravated,” she said. “Howard wasn’t getting up, he
wasn’t communicating. He had a bad headache, a terrible
headache, but I couldn’t convince him to let me take him
to the hospital for help.”

Trish went into nurse mode – she was the head nurse
at Good Samaritan Hospital’s dialysis unit at the time –
and she began lecturing Howard about not stopping the
pain pills all of a sudden like he was doing because he felt
they were useless. And she was worried about the anti-
depressants he was taking. The doctors had just put him
on Paxil, along with Welbutrin, and she read her husband
the side effects.

“I remember saying to him there’s a risk of suicide with
this,” said Trish. “I said to him, if you’re going to hurt
yourself, talk to me. I’ll have help here in fifteen minutes.
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He said he’d never do that. He said he loved me and the
kids too much.”

Then she went into mommy mode. “The kids had been
cooped up all weekend with a depressed father upstairs in
bed,” she said. “I said I don’t know what the hell to do for
Howard. I’ve got to take care of the kids.” She decided to
take Trisha and Luke to see an afternoon showing of
Pirates of the Caribbean II at the Galleria in Middletown.

Luke, who was fourteen, doesn’t recall feeling cooped
up. In fact, the weekend had seemed pretty much like
every other in recent memory.

“My father had his bad days in bed,” said Luke. “This
didn’t seem any different. Right before we left for the
movies, he asked me to make him a peanut butter and
jelly sandwich. He liked how I made them on toast so the
peanut butter would melt. I brought it up to him, and then
we left.”

Trisha didn’t go upstairs to see her dad before leaving.
“I just called goodbye up the stairs to him,” she said. Just a
normal goodbye, hollered up the stairs.

As she and the kids headed out, Trish didn’t really give
a thought to Howard’s gun collection. That was something
that had just always been there, passed down from
Howard’s father and added to over the years. Guns for
hunting, guns for protection, guns for show. They were
part of the household, like the furniture and lamps and
kitchen knives.

She pulled out of the driveway and took her children to
the movies.

The movie, said Luke, really sucked. None of them liked
it, and it was way too long. Trish felt edgy and worried
about Howard. She couldn’t wait for it to end. Little Trisha
remembers only one scene from the movie.
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“The squid guy in the movie opened a jewelry box and
it played a song – the same song the jewelry box my dad
gave me plays,” said Trisha. “I don’t know the name of it.
But when I heard that song, this feeling of terror washed
over me. It felt like something was really wrong, but I
didn’t know what.”

The feeling passed, and Trisha figured it was just the
movie that had her creeped out.

* * *
Trish was the first one into the house when they finally

got home, shortly before five o’clock. The kids followed
her in.

“The first thing I saw was Diesel and Daisy,” said Trish.
“They were downstairs in the family room looking up at
me as I walked in the door. They were penned in behind a
child gate.”

How weird, she thought. Even as she was trying to sort
out why Howard had gotten out of bed and walked down
two flights of stairs to lock up the dogs, she could hear the
loud snoring-like sound, that wet gurgling noise, coming
from upstairs.

“I took the stairs two at a time,” said Trish. “When I
went into the bedroom, Howard was lying on the floor
between the dog crate and the bed. His back was arching. I
thought he fell. I took his head and moved it. That’s when I
saw the right side of his head – it was completely blown
open. There was a pool of blood under him, on the wall,
on the dog crate. Blood was coming out of his nose, his
mouth, out of everywhere. The gun was lying on the bed.”

“I heard my mom upstairs yelling, ‘Howard, what did
you do, Howard?!’” said Luke. “Then she yelled, ‘Call
911!’”



9

Luke started bounding up the stairs with the phone. He
had dialed 911 but didn’t know what to say. Trish ran from
the bedroom and closed the door behind her. “Don’t come
up!” she told Luke. He tossed his mother the phone.

  “Go get help!” she yelled to both kids. Trisha didn’t
know what for, but she ran across the lawn to Craig and
Sara’s and began pounding on their front door. She was
barefoot, she said, and it would not be until the next day
that she’d have a pair of shoes to put on.

Craig and Sara were out back barbecuing hot dogs.
They didn’t hear their twelve-year-old neighbor’s knock.
Trisha gave up and ran across the street to the Mills’
house.

Trish told 911 to come fast. “I’m at No. 10 Oxford,” she
said. “I think my husband shot himself. Come quick!”

“The guy on the phone wanted to know who was in the
house with me,” said Trish. “I got mad. ‘What are you
doing, taking attendance? What the hell do you care who’s
here? Send an ambulance!’”

Then she ran out onto her own back deck and shouted
over to Craig and Sara. “Howard shot himself!” Craig
leaped the chain link fence between their back yards. “I
asked Craig to go in with Howard,” said Trish. Then she ran
out into the street holding the blood-smeared phone and
called her family. Her sister Kathy’s husband Richie, who
lived only a quarter-mile away on Golden Hill Avenue at
the time, answered the call. He turned white when he
heard Trish’s screams. Then he dropped the phone, ran
out of his house and headed for Oxford Road.

Harry Mills raced by Trish and entered her house. Luke
ran across the street to the O’Hara house and knocked on
the door. Mark and Meri’s daughter Jen opened it. “Please
get your mom,” Luke told her.
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Meri led Luke to her back yard. Mary Mills came
rushing down the street with Trisha, and they joined Luke
and Meri in the back yard. Mark crossed the street and
entered the Nelson house, where Craig and Harry were
already in the bedroom listening to Howard trying to
breathe through the blood in his throat and nose. Harry
pulled the sheet up over the gun.

Someone, a man – maybe it was Richie – led Trish to
the Brinkleys’ front porch, and Beth Quinn ran across the
street to sit with them.

“It was just chaos,” said Meri. “The street was suddenly
filled with emergency vehicles – police, ambulance, fire
trucks, everything with lights and sirens.”

“I could hear what was going on out in the street,” said
Luke. “I got a glimpse of so many people and the fire
trucks. People kept me in the back yard and tried to calm
me down. I still didn’t know what happened. No one that
day told me what happened.”

Trisha was mostly just so confused. Plus everyone kept
asking her where her shoes were. “That went on all day,”
said Trisha. “It almost became a weird joke, people asking
me where my shoes were.”

What made the day even weirder for her – surrealistic,
really, kind of like a strange dream – was when “all of a
sudden our neighbor Sara came into Meri’s back yard with
my third-grade teacher, Miss Splendorio. I hadn’t seen her
in four years, not since third grade, and I was thinking
things must be pretty bad if they called my third-grade
teacher to comfort me. She was hugging me and patting
me. None of it made any sense at all.”

Trish’s parents, Jack and Mary Kitson, suddenly
materialized on the street. So did about fifty or sixty other
people, including Steve O’Sullivan and Scott Brinkley.
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“I had to fight with the fire police at the end of Oxford
to let me get onto the street,” said Scott. “I shouted, ‘I live
here! I live here! Let me past!’”

When he got to his driveway, he jumped from his car
and literally climbed over the three people sitting on his
porch. He grabbed Trish beneath the arms and hauled her
into the house, with Beth and the unnamed man – maybe
it was Richie – following.

“I remember Scott leading the three of us through his
kitchen into the den,” said Beth. “I saw that the sink was
filled with dirty dishes and I had this wild, crazy thought
that Danielle would be mad at Scott for letting us see the
mess in the kitchen.”

Scott handed Trish a glass of water and then went next
door to see if he could help the EMTs. They were bringing
Howard out. He was intubated and they’d wrapped his
head up. The ambulance took off for the local hospital,
Arden Hill.

The police came out of the house with Howard’s guns.
“There were so many,” said Mark. “I couldn’t believe how
many guns Howard had. I had no idea.”

The police also took the piece of folded paper that
Harry had seen on top of the tall dresser in the bedroom.
The house was, after all, a crime scene. It would be several
days before they returned it to Trish. When they did, it
was the first she knew that her husband had written a
suicide note.

After the emergency vehicles and people left, “a group
of us gradually came together on  my front lawn,” said
Meri. “We just stood there staring at the empty house
across the street. A couple of times someone spoke, but
mostly we all just stood there. I just remember the silence.
The whole street was so silent.”
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It was Scott who would go in and clean up the
bedroom. He took in a bucket and sponge from his own
house next door, and he washed Howard’s blood and bits
of brain and tissue off the wall and floor.

The next day, he would call Mike Nuzzolese at the
village DPW and ask him to bring up the garbage truck to
take away the mattress and box spring. “Trish didn’t need
to come home to that,” said Scott. It wasn’t Oxford Road’s
regular garbage day, but of course Mike came with the
truck.

Terryl Delaney, the pastor at Trish’s church, Grace
Community in Washingtonville, arranged for the bed to be
replaced. It would be there, all made up with new sheets
and blankets, when Trish returned to her own bedroom
two nights after her husband shot himself there.

* * *
Trish has no idea how she got to the hospital, but she

knows her brother Jimmy and her parents were with her.
Steve O’Sullivan followed the family in his own car. The
kids stayed behind at Meri’s house. Eventually, they would
end up at their Aunt Kathy and Uncle Richie’s house, down
on Golden Hill Avenue. They don’t know how they got
there.

“Everything is a blur at that point,” said Trish.
“Someone called Mona, my dog sitter. Maybe it was me, I
don’t know. But Mona came and got Diesel and Daisy. I
didn’t see them again for a few days, I don’t think. Those
poor dogs were totally traumatized. To this day, you can’t
crack your gum in the same room with Daisy without her
getting spooked by the sudden noise.”

The emergency room doctor told Trish there was no
exit wound in Howard’s head. The bullet was lodged
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behind his left ear. There might be a chance to save him,
she was told.

Trish knew better. She’s a nurse. And she knew that,
even if they did save him, he’d be a vegetable the rest of
his life. “Right then and there I said I don’t think Howard
shot himself in the head to live out his life as a vegetable,
and I don’t want that either,” she said.

A helicopter  arrived to transfer Howard to Westchester
Medical Center in Valhalla. They offered to let Trish fly
with them. Trish is nothing if not a pragmatist. “No,” she
told them. “I get air sick. You’ll end up having to take care
of me, too, if I fly.”

Steve called the Goshen fire chief and said he needed
the use of his car. He wanted lights and sirens all the way
down. He headed for Valhalla with Trish and her parents,
about a fifty-minute ride if you’re going the speed limit. “I
called ahead and told the State Police we were coming
through.” He doesn’t know how fast he was driving, but no
one got in his way.

“They’d already evaluated Howard by the time we got
there,” said Steve. “They had him on life support, and his
brain was beginning to swell. Trish knew without being
told. She knew Howard wouldn’t make it. And she raised
the issue of organ donation almost immediately.”

 “I told the E.R. doctor that I ran the dialysis unit at
Good Sam,” said Trish. “I said I knew quite a few people
personally who needed a kidney.”

Trish called Good Sam and talked to one of the nurses
on duty in the dialysis unit. “Test everyone for a match,”
Trish told her. “I think we’re going to have two available
kidneys here.”
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“Then I remember looking at my parents and seeing my
mother lean into my father,” said Trish. “She said, ‘Oh
Jack, what are we going to do?’ She was crying.”

Trish remembers thinking, I know what I’m going to do.
I’m going to tell the kids to start saying goodbye to their
father.

* * *
No one told Luke what had happened that day. Not

outright. He remembers watching Mary Poppins with his
sister and younger cousins at his Aunt Kathy’s house. “I
remember thinking, will someone please shut this movie
off,” said Luke.

Trisha recalls very little from that evening except her
Aunt Kathy asking where her shoes were. “I don’t have
them,” Trisha said for maybe the fifteenth time that day.

Air mattresses were set up down in the family room for
Luke and his mother, who was still at the hospital. Trisha
wanted to sleep upstairs with her younger cousins, Rachel
and Samantha. “I went to bed with Samantha’s stuffed
Tigger,” said Trisha. “But I didn’t sleep. Not right away.”

When Trish got to Kathy’s late that night – at least she
thinks it was late, but who knows, really? – she told Luke
his father might have had an accident and shot himself
cleaning his gun.

“That’s when I knew,” said Luke. “My father taught me
how to handle guns, and his big rule was, you never clean
a loaded gun. Never. It was no accident.”

“Aunt Kathy and my mother kept asking me if I wanted
to cry,” said Luke. “‘Why aren’t you crying, Luke?’ they
asked me. That made me angry. I didn’t feel like crying.”

Trisha heard her mom and brother and Aunt Kathy
talking downstairs. She crept out of bed and went halfway
down the stairs to listen. She could hear their voices but
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not their words. She sat there silently crying as she
listened to their murmuring conversation.

“Then I just went back upstairs and got into bed with
Tigger,” said Trisha. “In the morning, Samantha and Rachel
had to go to school. Samantha – she was only about seven
years old – she had tucked her favorite stuffed horse into
bed with me before she left for the bus. It was so
unbelievably nice.”

In the morning, Trish Nelson and her children went to
their house to get some clothes. As they were leaving
Kathy’s house Trish asked her daughter, “Where are your
shoes?”  Trisha packed a couple of pair while they were
home. Then Trish took her children to the hospital to visit
their father.

Luke figured out on his own that his father wasn’t going
to make it. “When we went to the hospital that first day, I
asked a nurse what this one machine was,” he said. “She
told me it measured the pressure in his brain. The first
time we went, it was at 65 or 70. Each day we went, it was
higher. It went into the 90s.”

A machine was breathing for Howard. “At some point,
after a few days, my mother told me, if he doesn’t start
breathing on his own tomorrow, it won’t happen,” said
Luke.

He didn’t. Howard was kept on life support until
Thursday, May 31, 2007, three days after shooting himself.
The doctors let him go after recipients were found for his
kidneys, lungs, pancreas and eyes. They also harvested his
skin, ligaments and tendons. The two men who received
Howard’s kidneys were Trish’s patients in the dialysis unit.
It didn’t make her smile, but it felt hopeful in a small part
of her soul.

And then Howard Nelson was gone.
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* * *
For Oxford Road, Howard Nelson’s suicide had come to

an end. There would still be the wake and the funeral, of
course, but the street quickly went back to its quiet, sleepy
self. The neighbors didn’t talk about Howard’s suicide among
themselves too much, at least not that summer.

For his widow and two children, though, Howard’s
suicide was just the beginning, the start of an alien new
life without the man who had been their center, the man
who had walked the dogs and who had sometimes stayed
in bed all day and who had suffered such pain and who
had loved them all so much.

“You know, my father and I didn’t really get along all
the time,” Luke said. “We were usually mad at each other.
But that day … that was a good day for us. We weren’t
mad that day.”

“And then that was it,” he said. “That was it. That’s all
there was.”


