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We are unfashioned creatures, but half made up, if one wiser, better, dearer than ourselves—such a friend ought to be—do not lend his aid to perfectionate our weak and faulty natures.


—Mary Shelley, Frankenstein















Authors’ Note



This is a work of nonfiction, based on our family’s experiences at All Children’s Hospital in St. Petersburg, Florida, and our reporting there in the years since. Nothing has been invented. Almost all of the scenes are based on notes we took during our daughter’s stay in the neonatal intensive care unit. We checked our notes and recollections through interviews with many of the doctors, nurses, and nurse practitioners who cared for our daughter and through our review of her seven-thousand-page medical chart.













The Tunnel



She arrived at the edge of what is possible and what is right, the shadowland between life and death, hubris and hope. Her eyes were fused shut. The plates of her skull were half formed, leaving her head more squishy than solid. Her skin was so translucent that just below the surface we could see the shuddering fist of her heart.


The doctors and nurses ringed her plastic box, summoning all of their arts and deploying all of their machines, working at the limit of human capability to keep her with us. We soon forgot what day it was, what we had been doing before we arrived in this place—our jobs, our plans, the vanities that had defined us. We’d been dropped inside a tunnel and were down so deep there was no way back.


She was perpetually dying, then not dying, then dying again. Slowly, we discovered that the only escape was to create a world for her beyond the box. So we filled her endless night with possibilities and sang her songs about the sun and read her books in which children could fly. We shared the story of how we had fought to make her ours. We told her the parts that humbled us, the moments that broke us. The frailties and failings that conspired against her creation.


If we made her long to know what happened next, maybe we could keep her with us until dawn.













PART ONE


Creation
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Kelley



Fallen creatures should not always be rescued. I have always known that, and yet. When I was fourteen, a friend offered me a baby bird, cupped in her palms. She’d found it among the pine needles in the Florida horse pasture where we spent our days.


His body was a blue heap of twigs wrapped in rice paper, threaded with veins and sugared with fuzz. His bobblehead teetered on a stalk of a neck, and his sealed eyes bulged blindly. His mouth was a gaping maw of need.


He was exotic and thrilling. In my suburban backyard, I had defended the naked rat babies in the compost pile from the threat of my father’s shovel, begged for the lives of the raccoon family in the attic. I’d raised stray kittens in the garage, puppies in the family room, and bunnies on the back porch. So that day, when my mom picked me up, I climbed into her old red Ford Falcon holding a shoe box and not expecting her to object. My parents had plenty of flaws, but their gift to me was the freedom to explore.


I was finishing my freshman year of high school. I was awkward and often alone. I knew this bird was, in the scheme of things, not special. But his heart fluttered in my hands. I carried him into the living room and set him up in an old, cracked aquarium I found in the garage. I put in a branch or two from the magnolia in the yard, a sad attempt to make his habitat more natural.


It’s probable that someone asked what was the point. Even if I saved him, he couldn’t live in our house, like a parakeet, and he couldn’t go free. Those were distant concerns. I soaked chicken feed in warm water and offered it every couple of hours in a syringe. It slid down his throat with a satisfying glug. I felt the divide between the civilized and the wild. Wasn’t I barely civilized myself, always bumping into invisible boundaries, finding the shape of the world? I was powerless in the halls at school, powerless over my too-big teeth, my disobedient hair, and my dad, who decapitated the baby rats in the compost pile, blasted the raccoons out of the attic with a Remington twelve-gauge, sold my puppies, gave away my bunnies, and took my kittens to the pound.


This bird’s small life, whatever it would become, was in my hands. I would protect him as long as I could. The next day, his lashless eyes peeled open. The first thing he saw was me, staring at him through the glass.


The bird grew fast. He sprouted feathers in tufts and stalks. He morphed into a bright, squawking blue jay. He lived in my bedroom, far enough from the main living area of the house that I got away with it, for a while. He perched on my ceiling fan, and I put the daily St. Petersburg Times underneath to catch the poop. Every morning he landed on my chin and tap-tap-tapped on my nose with his beak. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up. He drank Coke from the rim of my can. He pecked at birdseed and scraps of my dinner, which I often ate in my room, alone. He liked to perch on my shoulder or on top of my head, clutching with his dinosaur feet. Sometimes he caught rides on the back of our pug dog, Wrinkles, who was too dense mentally and physically to object. I’d take him outside and he’d visit the scrub pines, but he always came back to my shoulder. I hoped strangers would see us and believe I had magical powers. I felt like I did.


Eventually my mom said I had to let him go. He’d often find me on my walk to school and ride on my head part of the way there or back. After a few weeks, I came home and found him dead on the back porch. I guess I’d broken him in ways I couldn’t foresee. He’d had nowhere else to go, no other safe place to land.


I grew up. I had dogs and horses. I smelled of hay and dirt. I imagined that someday I’d have a farm, with room for all the wild or broken baby things. I knew also, even though I never babysat or played with dolls, that I’d have a daughter.


She would be fierce and wild and dirty and drag a kitten under one arm. She would climb trees and sing. I would not forget what it was like to be a kid and to love something warm and alive. I would not forget how it felt to be afraid—afraid to make friends, to dance in public, to be seen at the beach, to talk in class, to bring home a boy. I’d protect her wildness. She’d bring home a stray cat or a rabbit or a baby bird. I’d show her how to care for it, to protect its wildness. I’d teach her when and how to let go.


It was a certainty, not a wish. When I was little, I’d asked my mom how you got a baby. She said, “Well, first, you have to want one.” She didn’t explain further, so I guess it stuck in my mind that the wanting was the only essential ingredient. The wanting was what mattered.


When our daughter was born—after everything went wrong, and the certainty turned to longing and the longing drowned out everything—she looked just like that baby bird. She was knobby, papery, translucent, and blind. Not all fallen things should be rescued, I understood. But no one was going to say no if we wanted to try. Who was more helpless, her or us? Her toothless mouth gaped in need. We stared at her through a wall of glass.


To understand the improbability of her, the odds against that first breath, we must go back to that summer I raised the blue jay. Because that was also the summer I met Tom, who had a small but crucial cameo in my teenage life. I’ve wrestled in the years since with the absurdity of it all. Because even if the story had ended there, it would have been strange enough.


Tom was one of the speakers at a high school journalism camp I attended. He was a hotshot reporter in his thirties, married with two small boys. I had been reading the St. Petersburg Times since the fifth grade. I loved the mischief in his columns railing against school administrators who would censor high school journalists. I loved the compassion and ambition in his book-length series about a murdered woman in Gulfport. His stories were daring and absorbing, like novels. I swooned over his byline: Thomas French.


He wore a purple shirt and zebra-striped shoelaces that day, which was off-putting. His glasses swallowed his face. His hair, dark and floppy across his forehead, was already turning gray. He was sweet, but he was a nerd, which I found somehow reassuring. I had no self-confidence, and though people told me all the time that I was a good writer, I knew they were just being kind. Tom had insecurities, too. He kept swigging Diet Coke and glancing out the window and running his hands through his hair. His nerves somehow made the work he was doing seem more achievable.


He told us to see past authority figures with their titles and their passive-voice pronouncements and unearth the unofficial story, the real story, bubbling under the surface. He told us to take the reader into the “secret garden”—the back of the nail salon, the corner of the teachers’ lounge, the places where collusions were formed and power was transferred. Real stories did not arrive via press release. They did not announce themselves, but they were all around us, for the plucking. He told us our interests were not trivial. The things we cared about mattered. We mattered.


I wrote about him that day. In the paragraph that journalists call the nut, which is supposed to distill the thing to its essence, I wrote: He never does anything halfway.


I didn’t fall in love, break up his marriage, and steal his children. That would have been absurd, and a felony. But I changed. I opened up. I started noticing the beauty in small details, the sublime in the everyday. Those lessons stayed with me, became part of me.


I graduated from high school, started college, and interned in the summers at the St. Petersburg Times. I fell in love, a few times.


Rick was first. I loved him like a drug. But after three years I left him because I knew he’d never have kids. It shouldn’t have mattered yet; I was just twenty-two. But my wild little girl was already real to me. Next came Bill—my brilliant and soulful journalism professor. When I moved to south Florida to take a teaching job, I let him slip away. Then came a chiseled and easygoing personal trainer, whom I left for grad school, and a series of interchangeable D.C. intellectuals. I broke up with one because he was too skinny and another because he sweated too much.


When I found Tom again, I was twenty-eight. I hated dating, bars, and men in their twenties. I was finishing grad school in Maryland and trying to land a job at the St. Pete Times. Tom was in his early forties. He had won a Pulitzer Prize, gotten divorced, and ditched the glasses. His face was leaner, his hair almost silver. His boys were in elementary school. He had a longtime girlfriend who was older than him. “A sweet woman,” he called her.


We had dinner when I went to Florida for a job interview. It wasn’t a date, but he was so easy to talk to it started to feel like one. He talked on and on about how he still wanted a daughter. I picked at my trout as my ovaries did somersaults. He still had that openness I remembered. He baked cookies. He volunteered in his boys’ classrooms and hand-made their Halloween costumes. He wasn’t afraid to talk about hard things. He was the exact opposite of most of the men I’d ever known. Dinner lasted four and a half hours.


I e-mailed my friend Lucia: I would marry him, end of story. He gave me a hug at the end, and I can smell him in my hair.


We had a crazy chemistry that caught me by surprise, because he was wrong in so many ways. He was too old, too short, too divorced. He disliked animals, dirt, vegetables, exercise, unfamiliar foods, home repair, and the outdoors. He was emotional and overly sensitive. He talked too much. And the girlfriend.


That summer he came up to Baltimore to teach at a nearby college. I drove over and watched him lecture about writing using Monet. He explained how the artist observed the transformation of the Rouen Cathedral in the shifting light of the passing sun and how, on the page, respecting the natural sequence gives a story shape and power. When I was around Tom, I felt like I was bathing in a different light.


The next day, I met him again, and before we could leave his hotel for dinner, he launched into an angsty discussion of our by-now-undeniable mutual attraction, invoking his girlfriend by name. “I am a nice guy,” he said. “But I am human, and I am not married.” Shut up, my brain was screaming, the attraction dissipating. “So I have to make a decision and”—Christ, was he still talking?—“and I want you to respect—”


I kissed him to make him stop talking. To make him forget the girlfriend, or any previous or concurrent women, or any version of himself that had ever existed that was afraid to begin again. I kissed him to say, If you never do this again, you’ll miss it for the rest of your long, static life.


“Why me?” he asked hours later, hair and shirt all a mess. Whatever I’d done had not calmed his insecurity. He seemed love drunk, sure, but lost.


I did my best to answer. He was interested in the world, its history, its richness, its forces and counterforces. All its crazy beauty became magnified and reflected in him, and when I was around him, it rained on me.


I saw him the next day and the next. Driving home one afternoon I was overwhelmed by the urge to pee. I pulled over at the National Cathedral, where surely they had clean bathrooms. I walked around inside that place, a temple to the things man can build and the things beyond his understanding, the afternoon sun streaming through stained glass. Man’s filter and God’s light. A service was starting, so I hung around. I wasn’t religious, but I was in love, and that felt like religion. I lit a candle. When I left, the light had changed again. It was foggy and dark, and I thought of Tom, the world spinning around him, exerting its forces, and I hoped that inside him, something would move.


Over the next few months, I moved to Florida and started my job, and tried to allow the tension to build. Tom would call, late. I came to expect it.


“You’re like this vast, unexplored continent,” he said one night on the phone. “And I could wander around it forever.”


He paid attention. He listened. He remembered the things I said and tried his best to make sense of them. With him, I grew more aware of myself. Everything that mattered to me—love, writing, parenting—began with a heart in a conversation. He was good at that. He was better at that than anyone I had ever known.


“Writing is a concentrated form of paying attention,” he told me. “And so is singing, and kissing and praying.”


He said he loved me. He said he was going to break up with the girlfriend, but then he didn’t. He didn’t want to hurt her. He needed to “understand.”


“I think too much,” he told me.


“I can’t split myself in two,” he said.


“I have told myself I need some time.”


Weeks turned to months turned to years. At work, I wrote about a rooster attack, a garbage-truck race, and a man who spent twenty-six years on death row. I got promoted twice and landed my dream job on the feature staff. My new boss, Mike Wilson, was one of Tom’s closest friends and fast becoming mine, too. I had a cubicle with a window, and I could see Tom from my desk.


I bought a four-bedroom house that I shared with my neurotic, emotional Weimaraner, Huckleberry. The house was too big, and the emptiness made me feel more alone. I spent all of my spare time nesting. I scraped paint, built a fence, planted bird-of-paradise. I replaced doorknobs, hinges, siding, molding, light fixtures, fans. I hung a swing from the branch of a broad live oak. I knew where the nursery and tree house would go.


I fostered puppies for the local animal rescue. Whatever it was in me that had once wanted to save that blue jay had swelled. By now I’d fostered hundreds of puppies for four different shelters in three cities. My mom, who lived nearby, would bottle-feed them and talk to them and cradle them belly up in her arms like furry grandbabies.


Tom faded in and out as I drew him in and pushed him away. He bought a cramped cinderblock house that I hated—a clear sign, I told myself, of our incompatibility. While he dithered, I dated other fine, available, confident, attractive, dog-loving, baby-wanting men. I always stopped returning their calls. I was stuck.


Ex-Boyfriend Number One, Rick, put it to me plain. “You know who you ought to marry?” he asked one day on the phone. “Tom French.”


Ugh, I told him. That guy’s a disaster.


Tom was the one I wanted, though. I couldn’t will myself to want anything else.


I refused to believe that the frightened, scattered version of himself he presented to me was real. Inside that shell was a guy who didn’t just love Springsteen, he had seen him in concert seventy times, always up front, screaming the lyrics. He couldn’t just write a story, he had to write a nine-part series that took five years. In things that mattered, he chose to commit. He never does anything halfway. Even my fifteen-year-old self had known this.


I stubbornly believed, as so many women believe about so many men, that I could help him rediscover the best parts of himself, the person he might have been had divorce and middle age not beaten him blind.


I wanted my kids to talk to me like Tom’s sons talked to him. I wanted to watch Nat and Sam grow up. I wanted my kids to share their love of Shakespeare and South Park. They were already two of the finest humans I’d ever met—generous and joyful and funny. Tom was damaged, but they were perfect. And he was part of the reason.


I watched Tom sing with them as they incorrectly loaded the dishwasher with unrinsed plates. He overlooked the patches in the mostly mowed lawn. He bought out the first three rows for their performance in Urinetown. Together, they debated the narrative arc of Battlestar Galactica, Team America, and the gospel of the Boss. The kitchen forever smelled of bacon, and the floor stuck to my feet. It all melded into an exuberant mess that I could imagine as my life.


One night after work, not thinking, I turned in to his neighborhood. The street was a circle, and I wandered around it for a while, wondering what in the hell I was doing there, until, suddenly, I was passing in front of his house. It was December, and the blinds were open in the front windows, and the light was warm inside. Nat and Sam were at the dinner table, and Tom and the girlfriend were sitting down to join them.


What did you expect, stalker? This is not your family. Find your own goddamn family.


I hated myself. I had wasted so much time. I spent another Christmas with my parents. My mom worked that morning. When I woke up, the house was empty.


Almost imperceptibly, Tom turned cold on the subject of more kids. He had a million reasons, none of which made sense. At first I brushed it off, because of course he wanted more kids, but he retreated behind some invisible shield.


He made me playlists full of promises, and I’d sing along in my car, searching for meaning, and then I’d find duplicates on his computer, made for other women. He spent long hours on the phone with God-knows-who. I kept asking him who she was. He always lied.


“Listen,” Rick said. “You tell that motherfucker you are not going to beg.”


My counselor said I should move on, buy sperm from a bank, have a baby on my own. It started to not seem crazy.


Tom slept too easily, always with his back to me. I could never sleep, lying next to so much confusion, so I’d just watch him breathe. With my finger, I’d slowly trace messages on his back, all the things I couldn’t say, as it rose and fell and rose and fell.


I—L—O—V—E—Y—O—U


Asshole.















Tom



In the beginning, I saw Kelley only in secret, at midnight. My official girlfriend lived an hour north of Tampa, which made it simple to steal away. She was a kind and faithful woman who would have done anything for me. Late at night, I would call and tell her about my day and listen as she told me about hers, and then I would tell her I loved her and taste the ashes of those words in my mouth.


Speeding down the interstate toward Kelley’s bed, I would put on the faraway face I wore whenever I knew I was committing a sin but was not ready to feel the shame. Kelley lived at the other end of the county, which meant there was always too much time to reflect. Usually I waited until I was on the Bayside Bridge, skirting north over Tampa Bay, before I called to tell her I was on my way.


“Where are you now?” she would ask.


“Maybe fifteen minutes away.”


“What would you do if I said no?”


When she said this, I’d stare out at the pavement rushing toward me, the pelicans swooping in and out of the shadows, the black water stretching on either side. She wasn’t about to stop me, and both of us knew it. I heard the anger in Kelley’s voice, and below that an awful sadness. She was better than this and couldn’t understand why I was not. But I also could hear that my brashness satisfied something in her. She wanted me to claim her. She was biding her time, hoping that I would redeem myself with a ring, a house, a baby. That was the problem. I had worn a ring once, for many bitter years. The only good things to come out of that marriage had been Nat and Sam. They were growing up fast and would soon be headed for college. I could not see the point of starting over.


Behind the wheel of my SUV, I turned up the stereo to shut out my brain. On these midnight drives, I gravitated toward dreamlike songs of isolation. The Stones and “Moonlight Mile,” Springsteen quietly vanishing into a pitch-black night in “Stolen Car.” What I listened to the most was Beth Orton’s Daybreaker, the desolation in her voice, the sense of someone who had gone too far and would never be the same. How much damage was I causing, especially to myself? Despite my distrust in marriage, I yearned for the simplicity of the vows. I was hopeless at being single. I did better with clear-cut rules, a handbook written by God. Though I had long since drifted from my Catholic upbringing, the nuns lived on inside my head.


By now I would be off the bridge and turning onto Sunset Point Road, cutting west past the darkened fronts of taquerias and gun shops, past convenience-store parking lots where teenagers lingered in the neon clouds emanating from the Budweiser logos in the front windows. Halfway down there was a little strip mall, the Time Plaza, with a big clock out front that had stopped working. Every time I drove by, I held my breath and asked myself if it were possible for me to have died without knowing it.


Just beyond the turnoff for Kelley’s street, there was a flashing yellow light. When I spied it in the distance, I clicked ahead to the last track on Daybreaker, “Thinking About Tomorrow,” and sang along with Orton as she told her lover farewell, even though she was made for him and created for him. Good-bye, so long, so long. This was our song, Kelley’s and mine. She just didn’t know it yet.


She was always waiting when I arrived, a vision materializing in my headlights. She would stand in front of her big glass front door, her long brown hair falling soft over her shoulders. Neither of us said a word. I could never get over the way she folded into my arms.


I said as little as possible, and explained myself not at all. These late-night visits weren’t just lust, I was sure. I had never been wired for superficial experiences and had no interest in flings. Though I had no right to say such things, I told Kelley over and over that I loved her and tasted the ashes of those words, too, even though they were true.


In the middle of the night, I would wake and feel her breathing against my shoulder. I wanted to stay forever. I wanted to leave right away. The dog, Huck, had the good sense not to trust me. When I stirred and headed for the bathroom, he would wake and stalk me with his yellow eyes. Sometimes he growled. Once, he padded over and blocked my path. I was wearing only a T-shirt, and before I knew it, he had lightly fastened his teeth through the bottom of the shirt and onto my crotch, daring me to move. A second or two later, he let go.


That morning, when I told Kelley, she laughed.


“Huck didn’t bite you,” she said. “If he’d wanted to bite you, he would have.”


She was staring at me now, no longer smiling.


“Besides,” she said, “you deserve it.”


She always told the unvarnished truth. At the newspaper, when I showed her early drafts of my stories, she wouldn’t say, “I can see what you’re going for here.” She would toss the printout on my desk and say, “Um, it went on too long. You’re doing that wordy thing again.”


There was nothing nice about Kelley, at least nothing she carried around like a badge. She didn’t care about self-promotion. In my head I kept a list of her quiet acts of kindness. She volunteered at an elementary school and mentored a fifth-grade girl. She had donated bone marrow, simply because there was a shortage. I knew about her work with unwanted dogs, of course, and how she had stolen a starving Doberman from a crack house. She brought pregnant dogs into her guest room and helped them birth their puppies. One night, she’d delivered ten German shepherds, and then when she realized more puppies were stuck inside the mom, she had reached in and pulled out four more squirmers and given them mouth-to-nose resuscitation, breathing them back to life.


Kelley was always rescuing vulnerable creatures. Especially pit bulls. She felt a kinship with powerful animals. She often spoke of how much she wanted to touch a tiger. In those days I was reporting on the zoo in Tampa and following the keepers who watched over two Sumatrans. Kelley asked if I could arrange an encounter. Maybe she could pet one.


“A tiger,” I said, studying her face for some hint that she was joking. “You’ll be lucky not to lose an arm.”


“I would be careful. I would only pet the tiger for a second.”


She was a puzzle I could never solve. She did not seem to need anything, except what I would not give her. Though she made her living with words, she was not a big talker. Sometimes I would ask her a question, and fifteen minutes would pass before she answered, usually in a pronouncement of crystalline concision. Mysterious and self-contained, she refused to be understood before she was ready. The only time I avoided conversation was late at night, when Kelley asked me when the hiding would finally end.


“You know, you don’t have to figure this out all by yourself,” she said. “I wish you’d let me in there with you.”


It was sobering, cataloging our differences. Kelley wanted to cuddle apex predators. I had been afraid of animals, especially dogs, ever since some bad experiences when I was a young paperboy. Kelley was handy around her house, constantly fixing doors and shelves with an arsenal of power tools. I could barely hammer a nail. Her grandfather had once slapped her grandmother for voting for a Democrat. My grandfather had once gone to confession for voting for a Republican. Our writing styles were just as dissimilar. My writing overflowed with detail. Kelley’s stories were so spare that they left the reader to fill in the blanks. On the page, as in her life, she remained just out of reach.


Kelley was thirty, now ready to begin a life. I was forty-six and still recovering from the wreckage of my marriage. I could not understand Kelley’s insistence that the two of us were meant to be together. So much of her faith in me was tied up in my skills as a dad.


“I’ve seen your work,” she said. “I know what you can do.”


There was no denying that I was wired for fatherhood. The oldest of five siblings, I’d been training for the job since I was a kid. Even as a boy, I had imagined myself grown up and holding a little girl in my arms.


When my first wife gave birth to our first child, I was so sure it would be a girl that I could not believe my eyes when the nurse held up the red and squirming baby. What the hell is that between my daughter’s legs? I thought.


When Nat and Sam were babies, I balanced them on my shoulder and danced them to sleep. After the divorce, the boys and I grew even closer. They had a beautiful and unbreakable bond with their mother, but now my time with them was mine alone. I woke them up with songs from The Wizard of Oz and showed them how to cook in our little kitchen. Sometimes the hamburgers fell apart before reaching the buns. The omelets were usually too runny, or scorched. Didn’t matter.


Nat and Sam were still in preschool when I taught them the words to “Thunder Road” and “Badlands.” I coached them on how to yowl like Wilson Pickett and hoot like the Beatles. We worked especially hard on the little yelp McCartney breaks into as Lennon plows through the second verse of “Bad Boy.” There was a whole world inside that one raucous cry, and I wanted my boys to claim it. I wanted them to be wild and strong and know that they were never alone.


Our days and nights were defined by stories. On rainy Saturday afternoons, I showed them Star Wars over and over. On the playground, when I pushed them on the swings, we pretended we were X-wing pilots attacking the Death Star. As the boys grew, they became obsessed with Harry Potter. The first books in the series were just coming out, and when each installment was released, they would beg me to buy two copies so they could devour them simultaneously. From age eleven onward, they repeatedly checked the mailbox, hoping for their invitation to Hogwarts.


Beyond my parenting skills, I could not fathom why Kelley wanted me. I wasn’t as clever as her or as good a writer. I wasn’t as charming or as smart or talented as other serious boyfriends she’d had. The best I could do was take her to a movie and then show her how to map out the story, scribbling the sequence on a napkin at the Greek restaurant down the street. “I know it’s an A/B structure,” she’d say impatiently. “Can we just eat?”


In the morning, when I shuffled into the bathroom, I barely recognized the man gazing back at me in the mirror. The lines of exhaustion, spidering around the eyes. The bewildered expression of someone perpetually playing catch-up.


Something inside me was broken. I worried that I only knew how to skate the surface of things, that I had never learned how to hold on to anything that counted, or to even recognize what counted. I suspected that I was not a person at all, but a facsimile of a person. A forgery.


“You know, you don’t have to pretend with me,” Kelley said. “I don’t need you to be perfect. I just need you to be yourself.”


What could I say? I wasn’t even sure how to summon that person. I doubted that either of us would like him, whoever he was.


In December, two and a half years after I started seeing Kelley, I broke up with the official girlfriend. Kelley was suspicious, and who could blame her.


For the next six months, we went through the motions of becoming a couple. We raked the leaves in her front yard, walked Huck together, got barbecued ribs from a food truck parked in front of the convenience store down the street. I played her Born to Run and would catch her softly singing the lyrics in the car, her head turned away because she was self-conscious about her voice. On weekends when Nat and Sam were around, she laughed as they mocked me and plotted with them to convince me that they needed a trampoline, despite my fears of emergency-room visits.


The four of us were already strategizing about Halloween. Nat and Sam and I were planning a party, and Kelley helped us brainstorm. She had given me a little gargoyle statue, a winged dog in chains. According to the package, he was the Guardian of Hopes and Dreams. I had several life-size skeletons, and two mummies that I positioned every year in the front window, with a candle casting flickering shadows on their gray faces. Kelley one-upped me by ordering a skeleton of a dog from a veterinary-supply catalog.


She was a natural with the boys, not pressing for their affection, easing into the seams of their lives. But I grew increasingly certain that I was too old for the life she envisioned. I saw us standing at the altar and then her getting pregnant and promptly dumping me. She would be granted custody of the baby and would bankrupt me with child support and alimony, just as I was approaching retirement. I tortured myself with visions of leaning on a cane as I inched along the sidelines of youth soccer games, a stooped and wheezing specter. I’d have to watch Kelley’s new, younger husband grabbing her ass at some violin recital. I would show up for our daughter’s college graduation in a wheelchair, feebly waving with a purple-veined hand. Eventually I’d be stashed away in the nursing home, and our daughter would groan when another Sunday rolled around and her mother reminded her it was time to visit Papaw.


“Mom, he drools.”


“I know, honey. But he loves you.”


I was terrified that I would have a heart attack and not live to see this theoretical child grow up. However many years I had left, I could not see spending them as Kelley’s junior partner. I didn’t want any pit bulls in the house. I couldn’t imagine changing diapers and lugging strollers through airports and sliding thermometers into a baby’s ass at 5:00 a.m. I wanted to follow Springsteen on tour in Europe. I wanted to float in the pure blue waters off a Greek island.


I waited for a night when Nat and Sam were with their mother. When Kelley arrived, I told her we needed to talk. She heard the predictable words tumbling out of my mouth and told me to shut up.


“You’re not breaking up with me,” she said. “I’m breaking up with you.”


She smiled with the weary expression of someone who had been rehearsing. She told me that I was a cheat and a liar and a pathetic excuse for a man. In slow motion she stood and headed for the door. There was almost nothing of hers to retrieve from the bedroom. Knowing this day was coming, she had been spiriting away her clothes for weeks, emptying the house of her traces. I’d been too self-absorbed to notice.


As she walked out, I held my breath again as though it were midnight and I were still driving past the frozen clock. Only now, I truly was dead.


Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans the following Monday, and soon the news overran with images of corpses floating in dirty water.


I went into the newsroom and stared at my computer screen. Kelley’s desk was empty for the next two weeks until she reappeared, possessed by a silent fury. When we passed near the elevators, she walked away as though I did not exist.


“Really?” I said. “This is what you want?”


The rituals of bitter dissolution played out for weeks. Seeking counsel, I went to Mike Wilson, our editor and mutual friend. Mike listened patiently as I asked if he could broker some kind of truce. He said he was sorry, but there was nothing he could do. The stalemate deepened. From across the room, I could see that Kelley was losing weight, buying flattering clothes, projecting an aura of triumphant defiance. She was smiling and laughing with her pod mates, all of them women who I thought were my friends but who were now avoiding eye contact.


I tried to distract myself with a trip to Target. It was late September now. Nat and Sam were still excited about our party, so I couldn’t cancel it. When I arrived at the store, a fresh Halloween display awaited. I was walking among the gargoyles, admiring their snarling faces, when I stopped. I thought about the winged dog Kelley had given me. The Guardian of Hopes and Dreams. That was its fucking name.


I don’t know how long I stood there, as other shoppers pushed their carts around me. A Target was the last place on earth to expect an epiphany, but the realizations came flooding.


I felt a stab as I remembered the daughter I’d wanted since I was a boy. Wasn’t that one of the reasons I’d been drawn to Kelley? At our first dinner, long before the midnight drives began, hadn’t I told her how much I wanted to cradle that child in my arms?


When I got home, I was sobbing, pacing, talking to myself. I literally could not stand up straight.


I sought out my old counselor, who had helped me through my divorce. In the weeks of marathon sessions that followed, she helped me untangle everything I’d gotten wrong. I told her what I wanted, and she asked if I was sure. Maybe I preferred to keep jumping from relationship to relationship, plotting escape routes.


One night I sat in my living room and opened my laptop. The mummies were already positioned before the big front window. Now they stood sentinel behind me, listening to my fingertips on the keyboard.


I wrote for hours, deleting and starting over and deleting again, trying to find the words to prove that for once my words meant something. I had no idea if it was too late.


At 2:44 a.m., I hit “send.”















Kelley



The Gulf water lay flat and still, and November cold, and so pale as it stretched toward the sky that the horizon faded into rumor.


I’d grown up surrounded by it. I’d squelched my toes into its sandy floor, never wading farther than neck-deep. I’d swallowed bits of it trying to belly-surf its waves toward the shore. I’d dangled my fishhook into its murky expanse from the side of a boat. I had admired it only safely, distantly, the way people appreciate zoo animals and museum art.


Now I stood on the slick desk of the Anastasi, a forty-six-foot sponging boat, a relic of another time anchored off the coast of Tarpon Springs, Florida. I was reporting on a dying way of life. When I am reporting, I get to forget who I am. I was almost three months past the breakup, about a month past Tom’s e-mail. I was adrift. I could stare off the boat in any direction and see nothing but water and sky.


“Mermaid,” Tasso called to me.


He was sunbaked and ox-strong. If I’d wanted a hero to distract me from my troubles and ravage me in the salt spray, he could have played the part in a pinch. He was one of the last Greek sponge divers, wringing out a living on the ocean floor. He had speared grouper through the eye and punched a shark in the nose.


Tasso believed the only way to know the sea was to sink into it, surrender to it. He wanted me to follow him down into the deep. Red tide was poisoning the ocean. He was searching for life in the water. I wasn’t sure I was ready to admit it yet, but I was trying to salvage something, too.


I was as seaworthy as a giraffe. I certainly didn’t know how to dive. Tasso slipped a mask over my face and hooked my fingers around his belt. “Mermaid,” he said, “just hold on.”


Down we went.


I was helpless, in another realm. So much heavy water above, so small a space inside that plastic mask. My breath came fast and loud, but then the fizz began to clear and I saw the sand, white on the floor, and the sponges swaying like alien life, and the fish, darting and shimmering, and Tasso, half swimming, half running against the current, as if nothing could stop him, as if he could part the sea. I was some forgotten piece of kelp, trailing him in the current. I was water. I was air. I was at the mercy of the waves and the sun, and oh my God, it was beautiful down there.


I stayed on the water with Tasso for four days. As the sky lightened in the mornings, I drank his Greek tea with honey while he shaved with salt water and a straight razor. All day he dove. He would rise out of the water and unzip his wetsuit and stone crab claws would rain out onto the deck. At night I drifted off in the salt breezes, rocked by the ocean. I thought about Tom, of course, because I missed him and I wanted to go to his door and tell him enough already and melt into his arms, but I had no phone, no computer, no Internet, and I had long ago realized that I could not change him or fix him. I surrendered to that, too.


It had taken me days to respond to his e-mail. By the time he’d sent it, my rage and disgust had corroded everything, and I didn’t even want to read it. I had cried all I was willing to cry.


After the breakup, I’d spent a week in bed. Mike, my boss, would call to check on me, and I’d cry into the pillow, at times unable to form words. “I’m sorry, sugar,” Mike would say. After making excuses for me as long as he could, he sent me to New Orleans in the aftermath of Katrina, and by the time I got back I had absorbed the fury of that storm. I was bent on destruction. All those lies. All those wasted years.


Mike never meddled. He just listened. “Are you feeling any better about Tom?” he asked one day in September. “God, no,” I told him. “Last night I had a dream where I ran over him with my car.”


I’d lost too much time at work, and too much dignity.


Then the e-mail came.




i hope you’ll find it in your heart to read this.





In it, I saw a broken and sorry man, and I guess there was satisfaction in that. But he was only looking inward at the mess he had made of his own life. He didn’t acknowledge the carnage he had wrought in mine.




i have never felt such a deep and crushing regret.


i feel your absence every minute of every day.





Tasso’s given name, Anastasios, and the name of his boat, Anastasi, both meant the same thing: resurrected. We were all looking for new life. By the time I got back to shore, I knew I was going to have that life, and a baby and a dog and a goddamned picket fence, with Tom or without him. I would be okay. I was good at rescuing things, but you can fight against the current for only so long before it sweeps you away. Tom would have to save himself.


I had written Tom back and agreed to meet with him, but only after he completed a gauntlet of conditions. He probably answered various riddles and made certain offerings before the gods. I demanded counseling: mine, his, and ours. I grilled and berated him in my counselor’s office and refused to see him without a referee. We ended up, eventually, in the office of a couples counselor neither of us had ever met. Neutral territory.


“How long have you been married?” she asked.


“Oh no, we are not married,” I told her. “We are not even dating.”


She startled in her chair. This was not something she saw every day.


“Are you here to get together,” she asked, “or to split for good?”


That question cut through my defenses. I could humiliate Tom without her ninety-dollar-an-hour assistance. I was there, I had to admit, because I wanted everything he was saying to be true.


I don’t know how we edged our way back. I remember that it took a long time, that he was as broken and humbled a person as I’d ever seen. I didn’t attend his stupid Halloween party, and I asked a friend to check his dresser drawers to make sure I had gotten all my stuff. Part of me never wanted to see that house again.


While I wrote the story of Tasso and the sponge boat, Tom was working on a big series for the paper. Both of us wrote late into the night, alone in our dark corners of the newsroom, not speaking, stealing glances at each other between paragraphs. Late one night, I messaged him a compliment on his story, and he messaged back, and pretty soon I was leaving my laptop open all the time, in case.


He would tell me he loved me, and I wouldn’t respond. I had seen him in counseling a few times, but I wasn’t ready to talk in person or on the phone. I didn’t allow myself to dwell on his promise to commit. It would be cruel to want that again and lose it, again. I hated him and loved him, and my only shelter was distance—the buffer of the newsroom, the protective shield of the computer screen. It all fell apart when we ended up, by coincidence, at the same conference in Boston.


Tom was scheduled to give a reading in a large auditorium in front of a thousand people. I made a friend sit next to me and scrunched in my chair, trying to meld into the crowd. I hoped he couldn’t see me.


He stood at the lectern in a suit. He cleared his throat.


This is a love story like no other, he began. Boy meets girl.


My cheeks caught fire. I grabbed my friend by the arm.


Girl decides that boy is wrong, all wrong, and that the forces of darkness have possibly replaced him with a copy of the original…


He was reading to me. The story was one he had written years earlier, about two people brought together by forces beyond their understanding.


In that moment, the questions of Laura’s life—questions that would run through all the years stretching before her—announced themselves once and for all. Was it brave of her to venture out into the hurricane? Or was it foolish?


Tom, like the character in his story, had stepped inside a storm. He was drenched in it. I could destroy him. Maybe I already had. He had been ruled by fear for so long it had warped and twisted him into a dark copy of himself. He was turning into the wind, letting the rain hammer and shape him into something new.


She felt the ecstasy surging inside her. She turned her face to the dark skies, surrendering to the power and grace and glory of things beyond her control.


That night we talked, sitting close in the hotel bar, stone sober.


We sat next to each other on the plane home.


A few days before Christmas, I let him come over. I had spent four days putting lights on the tree. We sat on the couch and talked, and it grew late, and I couldn’t ask him to stay and I couldn’t ask him to leave, so we just stayed on that couch all night, barely moving, sharing space and air. He kissed my forehead, and I turned, a little.


The next night I threw a futon mattress in front of the fireplace, and we slept on it in the shimmer of a thousand lights.


Ten months later, I was walking down the aisle, holding Nat by the arm. Mike, the best man either of us would ever know, stood next to Tom, holding the ring.
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“Heartfelt as a memoir, richly researched as narrative journalism, and as propulsive
and literary as a novel, Juniper alters and expands your understanding of being human.”

—Sheri Fink, author of Five Days at Memorial
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