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This book is dedicated to our friend Joe Sabah.


You wrote goodness on my heart with your life. You left me without the excuse to ever give up on kindness and the work of loving with all your days. I will keep going with your tenacious heart setting my pace.


Thank you, Joe. I love you.













CHAPTER 1





The email looked ominous. Bold and unread at the top of the inbox, the subject line read: Stop by my office first thing in the morning. I felt my stomach drop. It was a follow-up performance review with my new boss, John Gorman, the man who had been criticizing and hounding me and all the older artists at the firm. I took a deep breath and wished that I had not opened the laptop after coming home. If an email goes unread—can it go unlived? I wondered as I pushed back in my home office chair. Is this the beginning of the end at work?


My mind flashed back to the past year’s challenges that had led me to the edge of what now felt like an opening abyss. Would losing this lifeline of a job send me tumbling down further? Sometimes when I meditated, it seemed like I could feel the antidepressants that had been in my system for the last year. They had helped me keep it together through it all—calming me, protecting me, but also limiting me in ways I couldn’t quite define. Some days I just felt an absence, like something was being silently stolen from me. Was feeling spacey and losing some creative drive part of being fifty now, or was it because of the antidepressants? Maybe John was right, maybe I was losing a step to the younger, hungrier artists who kept coming through the door.


Looking around my cluttered basement office, I knew I wouldn’t be able to relax with the kids until I read the email. I clicked on it and started reading.


Marcos,


Stop by my office first thing tomorrow morning. We need to discuss your performance and set up an action plan for improvement. Please bring something to take notes on.


John Gorman, Senior Art Director


“An action plan,” I repeated as I thought about how to prepare. What actions can I take to save this job? What actions do I need to take to hold on to this lifeline? I took my leather journal out of the desk and flipped to the first blank page. I wrote “Action Plan” at the top of the page just as a gentle guitar chord echoed down the stairs to me. It had to be Elliott with my guitar. I listened for a few seconds and then rose from my chair, unable to resist the call of those first slow notes. Walking toward the stairs, I grabbed my ukulele from its case and climbed toward the music.


Elliott stopped when he heard my creaking footsteps cross the hardwood floor, but he moved forward on the old couch as he reset his fingers on the frets and started the song again. I sat in the matching tan chair across from him but didn’t raise my instrument to join him. I listened as familiar sad notes echoed in the small living room of our ninety-year-old bungalow home. Elliott played Johnny Cash’s acoustic version of “Hurt.”


Elliott strummed the strings as Cash’s soulful words about hurting himself just to feel something, anything, filled the air between us. My guitar looked so big in his hands. His hair was a black-dyed mess that fell over his left eye and swayed as his head moved. I watched his face and felt the emotion as he played in time with the tapping toe of his heavy black army boot against the floor. He sang in a low voice, lower than I thought he should be able to, as he attuned his heart to the lyrics in a way that highlighted some pain I hadn’t recognized before.


I loved connecting with my kids through music. For my youngest daughter, Lilly, it was vintage dance records and learning new ballroom steps. With Elliott, even before the change, it was always playing music together. I was tempted to join in as I squeezed the narrow neck of the ukulele in my hands, but it felt like he was performing the song for me.


I listened to the feeling he put into each word. Should my sixteen-year-old be feeling like this? Was he starting the slide into that familiar darkness again?


“It’s in G,” Elliott whispered to me as a prompt to join in.


I flipped up my small instrument into a tight cradle and began to strum lightly over the top of his notes as he continued the haunting, melancholic lyrics.


Elliott’s tone changed and brightened with the sound of the whimsical ukulele floating over his stronger chords.


Fourteen-year-old Lilly poked her head out of her room to follow our strange song and we eventually drew her out into the living room with us. When we were done, she laughed. “Johnny Cash on the ukulele? I’m not so sure about that one.”


“Do you think you can do better?” Elliott challenged through a rare smile.


Lilly reached a thin arm over and grabbed the old concertina I had rescued from a thrift store. It was a fiendishly frustrating thing to play and seemed to be filled with only sour sounds. She snapped open the dried red leather straps and expanded the hexagonal bellows as the instrument drew in a groaning off-key breath. Lilly raised her eyebrows in comic expectation as she pressed a few random keys and squeezed the protesting instrument to life.


I started strumming my ukulele to accompany her enthusiastic noisemaking.


“What are we doing?” Elliott asked above the din.


“Just try anything in C,” I shouted as I kept my eyes on Lilly’s funny facial expressions that punctuated each moan from her instrument.


Elliott joined in with a few chords that seemed to anchor the chaos for a bit as my daughter droned on. He slowed his playing until we disintegrated back into noise.


“Not bad, not bad at all,” I said as I stopped playing.


“Are you kidding me?” Elliott laughed. “That was a train wreck.”


Lilly ignored him and just kept squeezing and expanding the poor instrument. “I think I’m getting the hang of it,” she shouted with an approving nod over the tortured sounds.


Elliott set down the guitar and grabbed his old band tuba off its rack on the wall. He pointed the open bell toward his sister and blew a loud honk. Lilly wrinkled her nose at the sound and squeezed another discord in Elliott’s direction as if answering his challenge.


Back and forth they went, laughing between the offending blasts. I stepped over our confused pug Zuzu and brought out my tarnished old trumpet from the back of the closet.


Elliott’s tuba notes had an almost narrative character to them, as if he were arguing with her and the protesting concertina. I raised the trumpet to my lips and joined in the argument with a defiant high note that turned both of their sounds toward me. I slowly lowered my pitch and softened my volume until the cacophony quieted down into a series of sheepish, almost comical, musical apologies. I broke out laughing when I couldn’t take my trumpet any lower to meet Elliott’s lamenting tuba notes. Elliott and Lilly both started laughing with me at the same time. It was just the fun I needed. Thinking about the action plan would have to wait.


I was afraid as I entered the building. Will today be my last day? Will I be walking out with my personal items in a box in the next hour? Is there still time to save this job?


“I need this job,” I whispered to myself as I pushed open the glass front door and saw my boss John sitting at this desk with his office door open. He looked up to see me and waved me over.


“Close the door, Marcos,” he said as I walked into his office. “How are you?”


“To be honest, I’m feeling a bit nervous about this.”


“Marcos, these are not easy for me either, but we have to talk about your performance lately.”


I looked at him and nodded.


John paused for a second as though waiting for me. “You might want to write some of this down.”


“Oh, right,” I said as I fumbled through my canvas rucksack for my journal. Did this mean I wasn’t getting fired today?


He retrieved a prepared document from his desk drawer and placed it in front of him. “Marcos, this is a performance plan agreement that our HR team provided for us. This will also serve as a written warning”—he paused as he tapped his index finger on the corner of the paper—“and it is also a final warning.”


“I understand,” I said as I opened my journal and started writing. Final Warning.


“Marcos, I have mentioned these items to you on numerous occasions, but I have been instructed that I need to go over them again now as the outline for an action plan that you will define and that I will approve and monitor for improvement. If you do not improve on these performance items, they will be grounds for termination from your role here. Do you understand?”


His words sounded well-practiced, and I got the feeling he had already made up his mind about firing me and this exercise was him just going through the required motions. “Yes, I understand.”


“Take this down, please,” he said as he looked up and recalled his list of frustrations. “You need to be quicker at returning emails to me, and to the creative directors and account teams.”


“I like to block out some time away from emails and distractions in the mornings so that I can focus on the illustrations that are due,” I offered but instantly regretted it because I could sense his annoyance that I had interrupted what promised to be a long list of complaints. “Sorry, please continue.”


“Tardiness is an issue as well, Marcos. You were late to Chris’s meeting.”


I wanted to reply that I was late because Chris had asked me to wrap up his last-minute additions, but I just felt like getting this over with.


“And then there are a series of what I would call professionalism issues.” John paused as though inventorying them. “Your emails to me and the other directors often have spelling mistakes. I have caught several creative description write-ups that contain spelling errors. Marcos, these are client-facing proposals. We can’t have this. It’s embarrassing.”


I wrote down the words as he continued, but I really wanted to crawl between the pages and just pull the leather cover closed over me.


“I feel like your artwork quality is substandard compared to your peers’. And I’m not the only one who feels this way. You need to up your game creatively. I think the last work you did that blew us away was the sports car driving-school campaign.”


That was after the divorce, but before my depression diagnosis.


“And then there are other professionalism issues …,” he droned on.


I wrote them down one by one, and felt my anxiety rise with each new criticism. Is it really this bad? Or is he just targeting the older artists to make way for a younger vision now that he’s been promoted?


“Things are different now than when Jordan ran the department. I need more professionalism. It’s a reflection on the whole department.”


“I’m sorry we’re at this place, John. It’s been a difficult year for me.”


John nodded and his face softened a bit. “We all know about your divorce, and Janice in HR told me about the time you took off after your daughter’s attempted—”


“Son,” I corrected. Getting Elliott’s gender right was important after all that we’d been through.


John looked down to double-check his prepared notes for a second before he continued. “Marcos, we want to support you and your family through this, but we must meet these standards that I have detailed for you.”


“I think I need to wean myself off the antidepressants I started taking last year,” I blurted out. “They make me spacey, and I just feel like I’m off sometimes.”


“You do what you need to, Marcos. But the items I detailed for you must be corrected. Understood?”


“Yes, it takes a month or two to come off my medication. I hope you can give me that long.”


“I don’t know what to do with you, Marcos,” he said with a sigh. “You can have that long if you improve in these areas right away. I think you should take the rest of the day off to think about your career and draft an action plan to address the items I have detailed for you.”


His voice sounded cold and clinical again, as he signed the document and turned it around for me to sign. I closed the journal and signed the document as I thought about Elliott and Lilly and what I would do if I couldn’t hang on here.


* * *


I drove straight home, but then sat in the narrow driveway for a long time looking at our small 1930s bungalow. The mortgage payment suddenly seemed so much bigger than the shelter it provided us. It could be at risk now, I thought as I gripped the wheel of my one-year-old car—whose payments now felt oversized too.


Entering the house, I went straight to my desk in the basement, sat down in my chair, and started my laptop. The house was quiet, except for the burbling snore of the sleeping pug. This house was never quiet. John was smart to send me home today. With both kids in school, I would have no distractions. I opened a new document and typed the title: Marcos Perez—Action Plan.


My mind was still sharp with the shock of the meeting. “What is my Action Plan?” I asked myself out loud.


“Number one, stop being a space cadet,” I answered as I typed Stop Spacing Out. “Number two, pull your head out of your butt, Marcos. And three, learn how to fricking spell!”


I wrote down some items I could work on, but the negative voice in my head was an all too familiar critical one. Should I just work on the items that John detailed—or were his complaints symptoms of my deeper flaws that would require their own action plan?


I sat and looked at the words on the half-filled screen. What I was hearing was an old voice from my childhood, a voice that always shamed me into shape for what others wanted of me. Echoes of “get your act together, apply yourself, what were you thinking, you can do better, Marcos” rang in my ears—the ghosts of an ADHD past, always within earshot, ever ready to pick my bones clean again. I thought I had banished them when I got my undergraduate degree, which at the time seemed like validation that I had gotten my act together, had applied myself, and had done better. But they always came rushing back in to fill my lowest moments.


“You’re beating yourself up,” I whispered to myself as I thought about meditating to calm down and get back to the task. I opened my journal to the notes I had taken down that morning. How many Ls in professionalism? I thought as I studied the jumble of panicked handwriting.


“Damn it, Marcos,” I muttered in disgust as I closed the journal. I could feel my critical mind closing in and I didn’t want to be alone with those haunting thoughts. I needed to get up and get away. I needed a walk in the trees with Elliott.


Elliott had library duty at the school on Mondays and I hoped he would be able to leave early as I texted him from the parking lot outside.


“You’re off work already?” Elliott asked as he approached the open passenger door dressed in skinny black jeans, a gray jacket covered in his handmade art patches, and his usual combat boots.


“Sort of,” I hedged. “They gave me some time off to focus on a work project, but I feel like going for a hike. Wanna come along?”


“Sure, they won’t miss me. No one comes to the library.”


“Hop in.”


“Can we go to the trail by the road tunnel? The one where we found the bones last time?” Elliott’s voice rose with excitement. “I am looking for an elk skull for an art project.”


“Sure, that sounds perfect for me right now,” I said, already feeling my anxiety decrease.


Elliott always had a thing about bones and anatomy, even as a kid. We used to build models of dinosaurs, horses, and then humans. And Elliott learned the name for every single bone, even the tiny ones that weren’t labeled. I drove west from Denver up into the foothills of the Rockies and smiled as I recalled a favorite bone memory from years ago. We had just moved up to human skeletal models and he had memorized every bone in the body. One day when he caught a fingertip in a closing door, I heard the scream and raced in the room to hear, “I think I broke my phalange!” It was terrible, but I was actually proud of her—him—standing there as I corrected and mentally scolded myself.


It had been an effort to get the name and pronoun thing right with him at first, but I still found myself getting it wrong in my mind when recalling the childhood memories—another item for the action plan.


We parked the car, and Elliott took a pair of rubber gloves and a thick plastic bag that he kept in the trunk for picking bones out of lifeless carcasses. His favorite trail started just off the highway before it disappeared into a tunnel through a giant mountain.


“There must be a lot of animals that cross here,” I said to him, but he was already up the trail searching for signs of large dead animals.


“Found one!” he shouted back to me after a few minutes. “I think they get hit by cars and then struggle to get away.”


I walked up to find Elliott already examining white bones that protruded through wounds and fresh openings where scavengers had been at work. The smell of decay caused me to step back. “You can see the breaks across this scapula, and these vertebrae are wasted,” he said in a tone that sounded almost clinical.


“The head is gone,” he conceded. “Something probably carted it off.”


“I’ll look around for it,” I offered, eager to distance myself.


“See the hips? She was a juvenile,” Elliott said softly. “Damn.”


I looked around at the fresh snow that covered the tops of the mountains as I breathed in the fresh air that made John Gorman’s demands feel a thousand miles away. I returned to Elliott, and he handed me a second set of gloves and the bag as he carefully took only the bones he wanted.


I watched him as he examined the poor creature before making his deliberate selections—three neck bones below the absent skull and four ribs broken from their vertebrae anchors. I thought back to us working on anatomical models and studying each bone carefully before placing it in its proper spot. When I recall those earlier times, it’s like those experiences and memories happened with someone else—someone I still miss but feel like I shouldn’t. The dreams I had for that earlier person are the hardest things to let go of as a father—the drama of a first boyfriend, a white wedding dress, or holding a newborn grandchild. Now, I just felt off script as I continued to learn who Elliott was becoming.


I can still recognize parts of that person in the boy next to me, but those parts feel different—not better, not worse—just different. Perhaps Elliott should be at the top of my action plan.


“There. I’m finished,” he said, directing me to close the bag. “I’m going to leave the rest for the raccoons. They need the calcium.”


Our drive home was quiet. I imagined that Elliott was thinking about the life of the animal whose remnant bones he held, which he would ultimately repurpose into something new and beautiful. My mind kept coming back to John’s list and my response. The whole thing seemed so cheap and meaningless compared to the pile of bones. The animal was here one minute and then boom—a pile of calcium for some raccoons.













CHAPTER 2





I walked into the office on that last day and everything just felt off. It was too quiet, and several other artists were standing up in their cubicles.


“Marcos,” came a voice to my left.


It was Gorman, standing in the open office doorway. No, no, no, I thought. Not me. I’ve been improving.


“Please step into my office for a moment.”


Walking down to his office felt like sliding down a long slope.


“Marcos, we gave this a month, but the other directors and I just don’t feel like you have made the performance gains we discussed and agreed to in your plan.”


“But I started spell-checking everything, and I can feel the difference in mental clarity after I lowered my medication.”


“I’m sorry, Marcos. It just isn’t enough of an improvement,” he said, reaching for a package of documents at the edge of his desk. “I have a separation package here. Today is your last day with us.”


I moved forward in my chair to object, but he ignored me and continued in what sounded like a well-rehearsed script. What more do you want from me? Just ask me. I can take a class, I said to myself.


“In it, you will find your final paycheck and severance check, a job resource kit that the HR team put together, and some help lines if you feel you need them. You will likely qualify for unemployment benefits if you wish to apply; details are in the packet. Your company-paid medical and dental coverage will continue for another thirty days. We took the liberty to place some boxes outside of your cubicle to pack your personal belongings. Do you have any questions?”


Yes, is this all that ten years of effort earns me? I thought to myself.


“Please let me know if you need any assistance to pack up your things this morning,” he said, standing up to open his office door.


I exited his office and walked over to my cube like a man freshly condemned. The only people who made eye contact were other older artists who were already packing boxes with their design awards and personal items. If I still worked here, I wouldn’t want to look at me either.


I placed the packet on my cluttered desk and started taking my drawings out and laying them in the first open box. I looked at the pictures of Lilly and Elliott sitting on what would soon be someone else’s desk. What would I tell them? Would they see me as a failure? I grabbed their photographs and set them on the top of my files just as Austin, the young artist in the cube next to me, poked his head around the divider. “Marcos, I’m sorry, man,” he whispered. “I really enjoyed working with you.”


I looked up from my grim task, eager to see a friendly face. “I enjoyed working with you too. That Sturdy-Mix portfolio you did was awesome.”


“Thanks. Hey, all of us are getting together at Django’s later for happy hour,” Austin said and then nervously corrected, “I mean, it’s not happy, but it would be good to meet up with you and the others after a tough day.”


I smiled. Tough day is right, I thought, and how many like it might follow? The last thing I felt like doing was wallowing and commiserating over drinks, but I should be thinking about networking and building a list of people who might be a reference or introduce me to a new firm or creative director. “Sure. Let everyone know that I will be there.”


I finished packing my professional life into just two boxes. I looked up at the gray December sky as I walked out. Light snow had started to fall on the windshield of the car.


I had never been a regular at the Friday after-work get-togethers and I felt even more of an outsider after being fired from the team.


“Marcos!” Daniel shouted over to me to join their table in the middle of the busy bar. Deb, Jerry, Amy, and Thomas, all fired too, sat with the artists who had just finished their day. “I’m so sorry, Marcos,” came the first condolence. “I don’t know what they are thinking, letting you guys go,” came a second more general offering.


“Them’s the breaks,” Deb said over a frozen margarita. She tried to be flippant, but she looked like she had just been crying. “We’re calling this one the unhappy hour.”


“I mean, your contribution on the Salsa Sisters account was epic. No way that we’d get to that dance step breakthrough without your idea,” Greg said to me.


“That was a fun one,” I answered.


“Oh, and the Tahitian Black Pearl campaign was brilliant,” Amy offered in my direction. “‘Diamonds are a girl’s best friend … now meet her lover!’ That was amazing.”


“I’m going to miss working with you guys,” I said as I looked at their solemn faces—unhappy hour indeed.


“I’m going to miss working altogether,” Jerry replied.


“Are you retiring?” Austin asked.


“Most likely,” the older man answered. “I’ve been at this for a while and the technology is turning it into a young person’s game.”


“But your freehand work is the best, Jerry.”


“I’ll do contract work if you hear of any, so keep me in mind.”


“Keep me in mind too,” I chimed in. “I really can’t be without a job very long. I just bought a new car last year and all of a sudden, those payments look daunting.”


“Oh, you’ll get snapped up next week,” Greg said as he clapped a hand on my shoulder. “You’ll see.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Deb said, raising a hand to ask for a refill. “It’s hard out there for graphic artists over forty.”


“I don’t think that’s true,” Austin said.


I knew that it was. After the initial performance discussion, I started noticing all the new faces—Gorman hadn’t hired anyone over thirty since taking over.


“Middle-aged designers who don’t make it to senior art director are like dinosaurs—on their way to a nicely illustrated fossil record,” Jerry added.


I swallowed hard on my drink. Maybe they were right. Maybe I should have been on the art director side of the business by fifty instead of still holding pencils. But the thought of the extra stress and the politics never seemed like a good fit.


“I heard that Denver Designs is hiring,” Austin offered.


“For interns,” Deb corrected. “I just checked with my friend who does their storyboards.”


“I’m a little past my intern phase,” I joked.


“Well, Marcos, if you don’t catch on anywhere, you could always use your new red Mazda to drive for Uber to make the payments,” Jerry said as he clinked my glass. “Here’s to the dinosaurs.”


I felt completely deflated as I carried my boxes into the house. Elliott and Lilly were in the living room and they both immediately recognized that something was off.


“Well, I got canned,” I said as I dropped the boxes to the floor and flopped onto the couch between them.


“Canned? Like fired?” Elliott asked.


I let out a long sigh as the humiliation rushed out of me. “Yes, fired.”


“Why, did you do something wrong?” Lilly asked with a side-eye look. “Did you tell off that jerk boss?”


“I wanted to,” I said with a smile as I envisioned my little girl letting him have it. “In the end, I guess I didn’t do enough things right.”


“That’s dumb. You’ve been there forever,” Elliott said.


It was true. I had been working there for most of their lives. It was the only job they had ever seen me have.


“Dad, you’re an awesome artist,” Lilly said as she laid her head on my slouched shoulder.


“I’ll put the kettle on,” Elliott said as he got up. “I’ll make us all some tea. You’ll get hired at the first place you try for. I know it.”


I hugged my daughter and stroked her long brown hair while Elliott set up the cups. “They gave me a severance package. It’s an extra two months’ salary in a final payment. It’s like a reward for working there for so long. It should be enough money for us until I find another job, but we can’t be buying anything we don’t absolutely need.” I reached down and stroked the head of our pug as Elliott brought in the tea. My heart was so tender at that moment and their compassion and support soothed me. I turned the conversation to their days and Lilly cracked me up with pictures she had taken with her friend Eva as they worked on cosplay costumes.


After a simple spaghetti dinner, I took the boxes down to the basement and added them to the clutter. I started unpacking the first box by taking out the family photographs. Clearing a space on my desk, I placed the old photograph of Lilly to the left of the monitor and the new one of Elliott on the right side. I retrieved an older photograph of both of them in Sunday dresses at their grandparents’ and looked at it for a moment before placing it facedown in the bottom drawer.


I sat in my worn office chair and took in the silence as I tried to settle my chaotic thoughts. What should I do next? How long can I make the small severance check last?


I drew in a deep breath and tried to start meditating to control the shock that was quickly moving through worry on its way toward panic. Breathe in. Put a resume together. My last resume would have been from 2002. Breathe out. Deposit both checks. Set up a budget. Breathe in. Send out resumes and build an online portfolio. Breathe out. You can do this. One step at a time.


By that next Monday, I had compiled a list of activities I was confident would land me a new graphic design job in the next thirty days, two months at the longest. The severance package would last that long if nothing came up. I knew I would have to start paying for medical insurance after the first month, so I set a goal to try to get hired within four weeks to avoid any lapse.


An updated resume was my first item. I couldn’t even get the ten-year-old file to open on my laptop, so I started over by using the Colorado Office of Employment guide Gorman had provided in the help section of the separation package. I was proud of parts of the work I had done over the past decade and detailing those wins took some of the sting out of Friday’s blow to my ego. I showed the finished resume to four of my former co-workers, but only one replied, and their advice was to do online image searches to find more examples of my work to add to the accompanying portfolio. By the one-week anniversary of my firing, I had sent my new resume to ten design and advertising firms.


The second week brought a new routine—the morning email scan for job application follow-ups. I checked my inbox first thing in the morning, every morning, eager to reply to a request for portfolios, telephone interviews, or office visits to meet creative directors. By the end of the second week, I had two requests to see my artwork—but nothing else. I found seven more positions posted, two of them junior, and I applied for them.


Weeks three and four came and went with new applications going out, but only two firms asking for artwork examples. Each morning, I would hang my hopes on the inbox only to see the familiar rejection format. “Thanks for applying for our senior graphic designer opening. While we thought your resume was strong, it doesn’t quite fit our needs. Good luck in your search.”


Week five delivered the dreaded health insurance search and paperwork I had hoped to avoid. I had visited my doctor right before the company’s extended coverage ran out. He put me back on my full dose of antidepressants and wrote me a double-sized prescription that I could fill before my coverage lapsed. But as I sat at my computer, swimming through the confusing options for coverage and deductibles, I kept one eye on a dwindling bank balance.


The second month was the real deadline, I remembered telling myself as I expanded my search to the neighboring cities of Golden, Boulder, and even Colorado Springs for larger firms that I could drive to if hired. But each day it became harder and harder to check an inbox empty of any positive reply. I started meditating in the morning to recover from the daily disappointment. “It’s going to be okay,” I repeated as a mantra every day, but I had a harder and harder time believing it.


At the start of the third month, I reluctantly went to the central office for Colorado Unemployment and filed for benefits to help stretch our remaining money until the end of the next month. I showed them my resume and brought along a handful of my favorite creative works, but most of the guidance was “Can you do anything else? Or what other work have you done besides the artist thing?”


“I used to teach ballroom dance,” I answered as the case worker kept his eyes locked on the screen as he scanned potential jobs for me.


“We don’t get much call for that one, I’m afraid.”


The unemployment money helped and the weekly walk of shame to check in on my job search progress was tolerable. Lots of things were becoming tolerable.


I attended job fairs and tried to warp my design background to meet the needs of corporate marketing, software sales, and even social media advertising.


The full-strength meds helped again, but they felt like soft brakes on a runaway truck that delivered new anxieties daily. Near the middle of the fourth month, lack of regular sleep had eclipsed all other problems. I would lay in bed at night and chart the upcoming bills against the last of the savings and the next unemployment check—there was no getting over the hurdle next month. We were officially out of money, with only the remaining available balances on the credit cards as the last reserve left for us.


I thought about having the kids stay with their mother full-time, but I felt Elliott needed a man in his life—even an unemployed one. I thought about asking my mom and dad for help, but their relationship with Elliott had been strained since his transition. They try to love him, but still hold on to who he was, and every visit is another painful step of letting go.


Lying awake in a nervous sweat, Jerry’s words from the unhappy hour came back to me. “Marcos, you can always drive that new red Mazda of yours for Uber to make those payments.” So I got out of bed at 2:00 a.m. and filled out the application and background check on my phone. The next sleepless night, I snuck out of the house and gave my first stranger a ride to the airport. By the time I returned home to make coffee for us, I had earned seventy-four dollars.


Night after night, I snuck out of my own house while the kids slept, and each night out felt like an escape from the obvious shortcomings that everyone could see in the daylight. Halfway through the fifth month of job searching, I was tired of struggling, was desperate for some financial relief, and just felt frustrated on all fronts. I felt broken in ways that I never imagined I could break.


Worst of all, I could see that my fruitless job searching and what felt like a darkening depression closing in were affecting my family. I also started rideshare driving during the day to earn enough to fill a grocery cart with ever more generic food items as the quality of our diet declined. We deferred once-standard family activities like pizza night out, and events that Lilly wanted to do with friends now felt like luxuries. In the spring, when the kids’ clothes started to look a bit short in the limbs, I took them both to the thrift store.


All these events eventually led me to the turning point that changed everything, and it was all triggered by my father. I’m sure he thought he was helping, but for the past three months he had been emailing me inspirational Bible verses. They would hit my inbox on Mondays or sometimes on Thursdays after a Wednesday-night Bible study. I usually ignored them, but sometimes they did give me something to ponder as I thought about how to fill the day ahead of me. A few times they reminded me of when my distant faith held a more prominent place in my mind—before I began walking down other paths. The passage he sent on that defining morning was Isaiah 41:13: “For I am the LORD your God who takes hold of your right hand and says to you, Do not fear—I will help you.”


I sat at my desk and reread the verse. I had been up since 3:00 a.m. and had already been to the airport and back with passengers twice before taking the kids to school. I could use God’s help right about now, I thought as I nursed the last of the morning coffee. What the hell, God? I could use help from anyone’s hand right about now.


I fumed as I wondered what my dad was doing that morning as I was reading his email. He could be helping in more direct ways than this. Taking my kids out for the day would be a help—and offering to take both kids, not just Lilly. Removing older family photographs that made Elliott uncomfortable would help. Just trying to present gender-neutral holiday gifts to my son would help. I could feel myself getting angrier as I imagined him simplifying my current challenges down into a single Bible verse about taking a divine hand. I spent every morning in this inbox, looking for something to hold on to—something like a job offer, or even an interview, and the only thing I was being offered was Isaiah’s quote about God’s hand?


“Well, where’s the hand, God?” I said out loud. “Where’s the damn hand? Can’t you see me down here in this damn basement, alone?”


My voice cracked with emotion as I spat out the accusing words. “I just don’t know what to do.”


I walked over and flopped on the spare single bed in the corner before taking in a few deep breaths to keep my negative thoughts from spinning out of control. “Even if you can’t give me a hand, maybe you can just spare a finger,” I murmured in a sigh. “Just one finger pointing at what to do next.”


I remained silent and slowed my breathing until my mind started to calm down. After a few moments, I felt a soothing calm come over me that brought a serene silence that made me feel like I was somewhere else, in the presence of something else.


And then the words just came, clear and plain, like another voice in the room with me: “Just do the next good thing.”


I lay there on the bed with my eyes still closed. I heard that, I thought as I tried to stay in that blissful moment. For sure, I heard that.


I started coming out of whatever that welcome serenity had been as I replayed the words in my head. Was that a message to me? I thought as I closed my eyes again and tried to get back to that quiet space to hear the rest of the message, but the feeling was gone, the voice was gone. I replayed the voice in my head as it felt like I was returning to normal on the bed. The words sounded so confident, so sure. But was that the whole message?


I felt the familiar doubts begin to creep back into my questioning mind. What good thing? Will it lead me to a job? Was the voice talking about my son? Was it talking about everything or just the next thing? Where was the explanation to that simple guidance?


I repeated the comforting words. Were they a test, a leap of faith? I lay on the bed for a long time as I processed what had just happened to me and I resolved to look for that next good thing in my life, whatever it might be. As I spent the morning searching for volunteer opportunities that all seemed like good things, I felt something rise in me that I hadn’t felt in a long time—anticipation. I found myself looking forward to the events of the day in anticipation of finding that next good thing. And I hoped that I could find the resolution to do that thing. Besides, anything looked better than the trajectory I had been on.













CHAPTER 3





I started the laptop, closed my eyes, and drew in a few deep breaths to quell the anxiety that always rose with the morning job search. The familiar stress felt like fingers around my neck as the computer blinked to life. I let out a slow breath as I imagined opening the inbox and seeing an email reply from an enthusiastic HR director from one of yesterday’s job postings. Let today be the day, I thought as I visualized the opening line of their response. “Hello, Marcos, thank you so much for reaching out to us. We would be very interested in speaking to you. Can you send us the latest portfolio of your work?”


It was a familiar routine, and I took a careful measure of the small reserve of hope that I could still draw from to keep it going. How many more mornings like this will it take? I opened my eyes to the brightness of the screen and saw the notification bubble hovering over the email icon. I felt a quick rush of anticipation as I thought about the promise that could be a click away.


I tilted my head back and raised my eyes to face the basement ceiling that had so often been the focus of prayers and meditations. That spot had once been a firmament, occupied by a well-known and steadfast God, but which was now an open place where vacancy cleared space for new voices. “Today, please let it be today,” I whispered as I clicked to open the email.


Help Our Friend Joe stood at the top in bold as the only new message. It was a follow-up to one of my emails about volunteering.


Hello, Marcos, thank you for your interest in helping our neighbor, Joe Sabah. Joe is eighty-seven and a twelve-year survivor of a stroke that makes it hard for him to get around. Joe needs help about six hours each day from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., sometimes longer, sometimes shorter. It involves light caregiving and housekeeping, assisting him on his computer and phone, and driving him to Perkins—he buys! We are looking for weekday help, and it pays $10 an hour. Marcos, if you would like to meet Joe and interview, he has time most afternoons after 2:00 p.m. Email me back to make an appointment. Thanks, Patrick (for Joe).


I reread the email a second time. Ten dollars an hour? I thought. Is that all I’m worth? I leaned back in the chair, half in disappointment—half to make it easier to turn my face upward for help again. Ten dollars an hour will not cut it. Ten dollars an hour is not even close to cutting it. I closed my eyes again and took in meditating breaths to get back to that calm state that had felt so clear and comforting the day before. “Just do the next good thing,” I whispered as an incantation, but the words just seemed to hang thin in the air without the conviction of yesterday.
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