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Eat and Pray Before You Die 

By Michael Coolen 
 

Late for my Boy Scout meeting at the Maryknoll Center, I ran with the wild enthusiasm of a boy 
confident he was the fastest ten-year old in Seattle.  Christmas was only a month away, and I wanted to 
earn as many merit badges as possible before then.  I was pretty sure there was no merit badge for 
tardiness. 

  
They were just finishing the Pledge of Allegiance when I got there.  About 30 minutes later, my legs 
began to ache as I was practicing how to tie different knots.  I thought I was just tired from the run, 
which was mostly uphill.  I was only a kid, so I was totally oblivious to the fact that the leg aches were a 
sign from God that He had decided to kill me.   

 
The pain continued through the following week until my Mom, a nurse, checked me out and discovered I 
had a fever, too.  So, Dad, Mom, and I jumped into our 17-year old, purple 1939 Chrysler Imperial to go 
see our good Catholic family doctor.  He asked me how I felt, took my temperature, examined my joints, 
and found a little rash on my stomach.  He then ordered a blood test and a bunch of other tests with 
names like ESR and EKG.  

 
When we came back that afternoon, the doctor invited my parents into his office, but he asked me to 
remain in the waiting room.  He spoke quietly, but I could still hear him because I had developed 
Superpower Hearing by sneaking into the living room early on Saturday mornings to watch television 
with the volume real low. I watched Mighty Mouse, The Lone Ranger, and Sky King, but my favorite 
show was Sergeant Preston of the Yukon (and his wonder dog, Yukon King). I became pretty good at 
reading lips.  Lip-reading King was especially easy. 
 
“It’s Rheumatic Fever,” the doctor said, which confused me a lot because the only romantic thing in my 
life was Cheryl Holdridge on “The Mickey Mouse Club Show.” Everybody else was in love with Annette 
Funicello, but Cheryl was, like, way prettier, sang better, and danced a lot better.    
 
 “We found strep in his blood work,” continued the doctor, “and there is a heart murmur, evidence of 
swelling in his joints, an elevated temperature, and some skin nodules forming. Thankfully, at this time 
there is no evidence it has progressed to his brain, but if he develops a hole in his heart, it will get worse. 
He will get weaker and will probably die before he turns thirteen.” 

My Mom started crying.  “He’s such a good little boy,” she said. “Why would God do this to him?” 
 

Me, too, Mom! I thought. I want to know why God wants to kill me, too.  I WAS a good little boy, an altar 
boy, and I couldn’t remember committing even one mortal sin.  I’m not sure I even knew how to commit 
a mortal sin. WHY ME?! 
 
I decided I musta really pissed off God at some point. I wasn’t sure if it was because I liked to whisper 
“Benny’s Got the Dominoes” instead of saying Benedicamus Domino (“let us bless the Lord) at the end of 
Mass.  Or it might have been the time when I was about nine years old, and I had stayed up on a 
Saturday night to watch “The Wizard of Oz.”  When the family started walking to Mass the next 
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morning, I started skipping up the hill singing, “We’re Off to See the Wizard, the Wonderful Wizard of 
God.” Maybe God didn’t have a sense of humor. Whatever the cause, it was clear I had been promoted 
to the front of God’s “You’re Gonna Die Because You Pissed Me Off List.” 
 
After coming home from the doctor’s office, I went to bed…for the next five months. A television was 
brought in and set up at the foot of my bed. For the rest of my life I would lie there watching television, 
waiting to die. After the first week my ten-year old mind concluded that if I was going to die, I wasn’t 
going to die hungry. So I began eating, gaining about 50 pounds in five months, going from 105 to 155 
pounds.1   

 
Some people might call this comfort eating, but this concept is badly maligned and misunderstood in 
American culture.  The word “comfort” comes from the Latin, confortare, which means “to strengthen.”  
Therefore, what I was doing was consuming food to strengthen me in the battle against depression and 
death and sadness and a vengeful, pissed-off God. Pies are especially strengthening, and my very 
favorite ones are berry pies. Ice cream is optional, even though it’s also very strengthening. 

 
Breakfast usually consisted of a large salad bowl of sugar poured from a box labeled Sugar Smacks, to 
which I would add two bananas and a tablespoon of white sugar to sweeten the bananas.   Lunch was 
usually a couple of large sandwiches.  My Mom usually made bologna sandwiches, sometimes with 
disgusting red stuff in the meat.  I think it was called palmetto or something like that.  

 
Dinner usually consisted of some badly-cooked dead meat served with Jell-O with shredded carrots 
entombed in it.  If I was lucky, I got a large slice of pie for dessert. Lemon meringue was my very favorite 
pie, although around Halloween (or any other feast during the year), I’m very partial to pumpkin pie 
with real whipped cream. It’s my very favorite. 

 
Television was my sole (and soul) entertainment over those five months. Lying in bed, nursing my 
orange juice while I died, I watched lots of game shows.  My favorite show was “The Price is Right” 
hosted by the be-spectacled Bill Cullen.  He was such a nice guy I was sure I could win a prize if I entered 
the mail-in contest.  I asked my Mom to buy me a lot of postcards that I sent off every day, sometimes 
twice, because the mailman came twice a day back then. I figured if I won, my family would have 
something like a new electric range or a stacked washer/dryer as a sort of legacy to remember me by.  I 
did win a travel iron, but there wasn’t enough room on it for a plaque with my name on it. 

 
There were also many great television shows, like The Adventures of Jim Bowie, and The Adventures of 
Superman, and The Gale Storm Show, which I watched because she was so cute. One of my favorites 
was The Millionaire. In each episode, some unsuspecting person would receive a million dollars and 
either use it wisely or blow it.  I didn’t know it back then, but that was the first time I ever saw DeForest 
Kelley, the actor who played Dr. McCoy on Star Trek?   In an episode titled “The Iris Millar Story,” Kelley 

                                                           
1 1 In an interview on the Howard Stern show on April 7th 2014, Dan Rather talked about the effect his own 
experiences with rheumatic fever, how.  “At the time I had it,” he said, “it was every mother’s nightmare, second 
only to polio.  There was no known cure for it…I was 11, and they thought I might [die]…at the very least they 
thought I might come away with a very difficult heart ailment.” On his website Rather writes “In my early teens I 
came down with rheumatic fever. At the time, the only treatment was protracted bed rest. To guard against 
permanent and perhaps fatal heart damage, I was literally bedridden for several years. The radio was my constant 
companion. I listened daily to the "Murrow Boys:" Edward R. Murrow, Eric Sevareid, Charles Collingwood, and the 
rest of his excellent eyewitness reporters. These journalists brought the battles of World War II vividly to life for a 
boy who couldn't do anything more strenuous than look out his window.” 
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played an under-appreciated doctor, one of whose lines was, and I kid you not, “I’m a doctor, not a 
politician.” 
My favorite show was The Cisco Kid, with Duncan Reynaldo as the “Kid.” I still treasure an autographed 
photo of him that an aunt sent me from Arizona to cheer me up before I died.  The show was based on 
O. Henry’s short story, “The Caballero’s Way,” in which the “Kid” is actually a murderous bad guy who 
kills lots of people and is even responsible for the death of his girlfriend.  Before Duncan Reynaldo, the 
Kid was sometimes described as “the meanest man in Arizona.” Somehow, this didn’t appeal to radio 
and television producers, who turned the kid into an ultimate warrior for truth, justice, and the Texi-
Mexi-Zona way. Who can forget the final lines of the show? “Ah, Pancho! Ah, Ceesco!” I was a bit taken 
aback years later when I learned that Duncan Reynaldo was Romanian, not Mexican. “Ah, Ceesco!” Still, 
I admired the Kid, and I’m the only person I know who has a copy of Nash Candaleria’s 1988 collection of 
short stories titled The Day the Cisco Kid Shot John Wayne. 

 
“Miraculous recovery!” announced my good Catholic doctor when my 5-month test results came back 
negative.  My parents were overjoyed at the news, but I do not remember feeling any joy or relief at my 
“miraculous recovery.”  Rather, I suspected that God wasn’t through with me yet. I’d read the Old 
Testament (well, saw the movie), and God was pretty serious about suffering and retribution. I healed 
because He probably got distracted with turning someone into a pillar of salt or brewing up some well-
earned plagues or famines or pestilence.  Either that or He was busy with some TV marathon, raising 
funds for starving pagan children in China.  I was just lucky He was occupied and forgot about me; at 
least for the time being.  I think that deep inside his heart and mind that 10-year-old boy that I was had 
just begun a life-long journey knowing that at God’s command his body could fail him again at any 
moment, and that he may as well keep eating so that at least he wasn’t hungry when he died.  
 
I returned to Immaculate Conception Elementary School fifty pounds heavier, scared the students would 
call me Fatso; they did. I walked into the classroom looking down at the floor, wanting to be invisible. I 
was welcomed warmly by Sister Mary Margaret and also by a classmate named Darlene Barnhart, who 
looked amazingly like Cheryl Holdridge. We were stretching our arms during the first class after I 
returned, and I felt a hand grab and squeeze my right hand. I turned to see Darlene smiling at me. We 
were inseparable for the rest of the school year.  We ate lunch together and played at recess together.   
Whenever I ran towards her when we played Red Rover, I always pretended not to be able to break 
through her arm grip, falling down and shouting that she was as strong as Wonder Woman. A week 
before summer vacation, however, both of our hearts were broken when we learned her parents were 
transferring her next fall to Our Lady of Lourdes Catholic School in South Seattle. We shared one very 
sweet, teary kiss on the playground the day before she left.  I never saw Darlene again. 

 
Oh, Darlene, Darlene!  Thank you so much for being so kind to the shy and scared little fat boy who 
waddled into that classroom after being so very sick for so very long. Your kindness and love meant so 
much to me that I still remember your name, your hand, your smile, and that kiss more than half a 
century later. If there was such a thing as the sweetest, kindest, most strengthening pie in the whole 
wide world, it would be called The Darlene Barnhart.   
Love, Mikey 
 
 


