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    Maribeth Klein was working late, waiting to sign off on the final page proofs of the December issue, when she had a heart attack.




    Those first twinges in her chest, however, were more a heaviness than a pain, and she did not immediately think heart. She thought indigestion, brought on by the plate of greasy Chinese food she’d eaten at her desk the hour before. She thought anxiety, brought on by the length of tomorrow’s to-do list. She thought irritation, brought on by the conversation with her husband, Jason, who when she’d called earlier was having a dance party with Oscar and Liv, even though their downstairs neighbor Earl Jablonski would complain and even though keeping the twins up past eight upped the odds that one of them would wake in the night (and wake her up, too).




    But not her heart. She was forty-four years old. Overtaxed and overtired, but show her a working mother who wasn’t. Besides, Maribeth Klein was the sort of woman who when she heard hoof beats did not think horses, let alone zebras. She thought someone had left the TV on too loud.




    So when her heart began seizing, Maribeth merely excavated a bottle of Tums from her desk and sucked on them while willing Elizabeth’s office door to open. But the door remained shut while Elizabeth and Jacqueline, Frap’s creative director, debated whether or not to tweak the cover now that sex tapes of the famous young actress gracing it had emerged on the Internet.




    An hour later, the decision was made and the last of the proofs were signed off on and shipped to the printer. Before leaving, Maribeth stopped by Elizabeth’s office to say good-bye, which she immediately regretted. Not just because Elizabeth, noting the hour, remarked how tired Maribeth looked and offered her a car-service voucher home—a kindness that embarrassed Maribeth, though not enough to decline it—but because Elizabeth and Jacqueline had been deep in conversation about dinner plans and had stopped talking as soon as Maribeth entered the room, as if they’d been postgaming a party to which she hadn’t been invited.




    At home, she fell into a fitful sleep, waking up with Oscar sprawled on the bed next to her and Jason already gone. And even though she felt worse than she had the night before—exhausted and nauseous, from the poor night’s sleep and the Chinese food, she assumed, but with her jaw aching, too, for reasons she did not understand, though she would later learn that these were all actually signs of her ongoing heart attack—she dragged herself out of bed and somehow got Liv and Oscar dressed and walked the ten blocks to BrightStart Preschool, where she maneuvered the gauntlet of the other mothers, who regarded her with a cool condescension because, she suspected, she only did drop-offs on Fridays. Jason handled the other mornings (something the BrightStart mothers positively lionized him for) so that Maribeth could get to her desk early enough to leave by four-thirty.




    “A short workday,” Elizabeth had promised. “Fridays off.” This was two years ago, after Elizabeth had been anointed editor-in-chief of Frap, a new (and well-funded) celebrity lifestyle magazine, and those were the bright, shiny apples she’d used to lure Maribeth back to full-time work. Well, those and the ample salary, which she and Jason needed to pay for the twins’ upcoming preschool, the cost of which, Jason had joked, was “exorbitant squared.” At the time, Maribeth was freelancing from home but not earning anything like a full-time salary. As for Jason’s job at a nonprofit music archive, well, the tuition would’ve eaten half of his annual take. There was an inheritance from Maribeth’s father, but generous as it had been, it would’ve covered only one year, and what if they didn’t get a spot at the public pre-K (the odds of which, people claimed, were worse than getting into Harvard)? They really needed the money.




    Though the truth was, even if preschool had been free, like it was in France, apparently, Maribeth suspected she would’ve taken the job just for the chance to finally work side by side with Elizabeth.




    The short work day turned out to be eight hours, and much longer during the closes. Those Fridays off turned out to be her busiest day of the week. As for working side by side with Elizabeth, well, that hadn’t quite worked out as expected either. Nothing had, really, except perhaps for preschool. That was just as expensive as they’d anticipated.




    At circle time, Maribeth opened the book Liv had carefully selected for today’s reading, Lilly’s Purple Plastic Purse, and blinked as the words danced across the page. Earlier that morning, after she’d retched bile into the toilet, she had suggested to her daughter that perhaps she should postpone the reading until the following Friday, prompting Liv to throw a fit: “But you never come to school,” her daughter had wailed. “You can’t break a promise!”




    She managed to get through the whole book, though she could tell by Liv’s scowl that her performance was lackluster. After circle time, she said good-bye to the twins and took a bus the ten blocks back home, where, instead of going to bed, as she so desperately wanted, she checked her e-mail. At the top of the queue was a message, sent to her personal and work accounts, from Elizabeth’s assistant, Finoula, asking if Maribeth could do a crash edit on the attached article. Next up in her inbox was the to-do list she had e-mailed herself from work last night. It contained twelve items, thirteen if you included the article Finoula had just sent. Though she generally avoided putting anything off—when she did, her lists only metastasized—she mentally shuffled the day, prioritizing what could not be delayed (ob-gyn, CPA, meet Andrea), what could be (call with Oscar’s speech therapist, dry cleaners, post office, car inspection), and what might be passed off to Jason, whom she called at work.




    “Hey, it’s me,” she said. “Do you think you can figure out dinner tonight?”




    “If you don’t feel like cooking, let’s order in.”




    “We can’t. It’s the twins parenting potluck. We’re hosting,” she reminded him. Because even though it was on the calendar, and even though she’d told him about it earlier in the week, and even though the potlucks had been happening every other month for more than four years now, they still caught him by surprise. “And I’m not feeling great,” she added.




    “So cancel,” he said.




    She knew he’d say that. Jason was very fond of the easy way out. But the only time anyone had canceled a potluck was two years ago, right after Hurricane Sandy. And, yes, she knew this wasn’t Jason’s thing. But she’d joined this group when the twins were six weeks old and she’d been body-bruised from the exhaustion of it all and so unbelievably lonely from being home all day with just them. And, yes, maybe some of the parents were annoying (like Adrienne, with her changing dietary demands for Clementine and Mo based on whichever nutritional study she’d just read about in the Times—no dairy, no gluten, now it was paleo). But these had been her first parenting friends. Even if she didn’t exactly like them all, they were her comrades in arms.




    “I’m just worn out,” she told Jason. “And it’s too late to cancel.”




    “It’s just I’ve got a crazy day,” Jason said. “We have tens of thousands of files to migrate before the database upgrade.”




    Maribeth imagined a world in which a crazy day excused her from having to deal with dinner. Excused her from anything. She would like to live in such a world. “Can’t you just cook something? Please.” Don’t tell me to order pizza, Maribeth thought, her chest clenching, though not from stress, as she thought, but from the blood bottlenecking through her narrowed coronary artery. Please don’t tell me to order pizza.




    Jason sighed. “Fine. I’ll make the chicken with olives. Everyone likes that.”




    “Thank you.” She felt almost tearfully grateful to be off the hook, and residually angry because she was always on the hook.




    It took her fifteen minutes to walk the three blocks to the café where she’d arranged to meet Andrea Davis, a former colleague of hers from the Rule. She would’ve liked to cancel that appointment, but Andrea, who was divorced and had two teenage children, was out of a job now that the shopping magazine where she’d been working had folded. Just like the Rule had folded. Just like so many of the magazines they’d worked at had folded.




    “You’re so lucky to be at Frap, with Elizabeth,” Andrea told her over coffee, the smell of which was making Maribeth want to gag. “It’s brutal out there.”




    Yes, Maribeth knew this. It was brutal. She was lucky.




    “We’re a long way from the Rule,” Andrea said. “Remember after 9/11 when we tore up the entire issue and remade it from scratch? Those late nights, all of us working together, the smell of burning plastic in the air. Sometimes I think those were the best days of my life. Isn’t that sick?”




    Maribeth wanted to say that sometimes she felt that way, too, but at the moment she’d grown so breathless she could hardly speak.




    “Are you okay?” Andrea asked.




    “I’m feeling off,” Maribeth admitted. She didn’t know Andrea all that well, which made it easier to tell the truth. “Strange symptoms. Like pains. In my chest. I’m worried it might be my . . .” She couldn’t finish.




    “Your heart?” Andrea asked.




    Maribeth nodded, as the implicated organ clenched again.




    “I go to the ER at least once a year, convinced I’m having a heart attack. I get the pain in my arm and everything.” Andrea shook her head. “Anyhow, it’s nothing. Okay, not nothing, it’s reflux. With me anyhow.”




    “Reflux?”




    Andrea nodded. “Acid reflux. A by-product of this thing called stress. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”




    Of course, stress. That made more sense. But Frap had just done a profile on a twenty-seven-year-old sitcom star who’d been diagnosed with MS. “You just never know,” the actress had said in the article. And then two weeks ago Maribeth’s mother had called and mentioned that her friend Ellen Berman’s thirty-six-year-old daughter had been diagnosed with stage-four breast cancer. Although Maribeth had never met Ellen Berman or her daughter, she felt terrible for her and freaked out enough to schedule an ob-gyn appointment (and she really did need to schedule a mammogram, too; she’d only had one since the twins were born.) Because that actress was right: You never knew.




    And in fact, Maribeth did not know that at that point, her heart tissue had begun to die from lack of oxygen. So she carried on with her day. Promised Andrea she’d ask Elizabeth about any openings or leads and then took a cab to the CPA’s office to drop off the year’s receipts so their tax returns—already on extension since April—could be prepared in time for the deadline next week. Then she hailed a cab uptown to Dr. Cray’s office because even though she was dizzy now and wanted nothing more than to go home and crash, she was already six months late for her annual ob-gyn exam and she didn’t want to wind up like Ellen Berman’s daughter.




    And because she did not know that the exhaustion she was feeling was a result of the decreased oxygenated blood now flowing through her, she told Dr. Cray’s nurse she was feeling fine, even as the nurse took her vitals and noted that her blood pressure seemed abnormally low and asked her if she might be dehydrated. Maybe she was. Maybe that was it. So she accepted a cup of water.




    She did not think heart. And perhaps she never would have, had it not been for Dr. Cray asking Maribeth if she was okay.




    The question itself was pro forma. But Dr. Cray—who had delivered Oscar and Liv and had seen Maribeth through so much—happened to ask it right as she was doing the breast exam, right as her fingers were gently probing the flesh of Maribeth’s left breast, just above her heart, which no longer hurt, but felt tight, drumlike, a sensation that called to mind her pregnant belly, leaving Maribeth no choice but to reply, “Well, actually . . .”
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    Two hours later, Maribeth was starting to panic.




    After reassuring her that it was probably nothing, Dr. Cray had put Maribeth in a car service to the nearest ER and called ahead to let them know she was coming. “Just to get checked out, just to be on the safe side,” she’d said. Upon arrival, Maribeth had been tagged with a wristband, taped up with monitors, and shunted into a cardiac observation unit, where she’d been observed, primarily by an unending series of doctors, none of whom looked old enough to legally drink, let alone practice medicine.




    In the car over to the hospital, she’d called Jason at work and gotten his voicemail. Remembering that he said he would be offsite for part of the day, she’d called his cell and had gotten voicemail again. Typical. He was allergic to talking on the phone. She hadn’t bothered leaving a message. After all, she was in a car service, similar to the one that had ferried her home from work last night. It hadn’t seemed unreasonable that this would all be over in an hour or two.




    Instead, she’d texted Robbie, who had started babysitting the twins when they were a year old and Maribeth had started getting enough freelance work to justify hiring someone. Back then, Robbie had been a sweet, creative NYU theater major. Now she was a graduate, a bonafide actress with an erratic schedule. So Maribeth wasn’t entirely surprised when she’d texted back: Can’t. Got a call back!!!!!!! with a series of emoticons to underscore her excitement. And then she added a Sorry, with a few sad-face emojis to telegraph her regret.




    Now it was getting close to two-thirty and the twins would be getting out of school soon with no one to pick them up. She tried Jason again. And got voicemail again. This time, there really was no point leaving a message. He wouldn’t be able to get to BrightStart in time. And Jason had unretrieved messages on his cell phone dating back to the last presidential election.




    She called the school. The receptionist, a model-pretty but grossly incompetent young woman who regularly lost forms and checks, answered. Maribeth asked if it might be okay for Oscar and Liv to stay a little late that afternoon.




    “I’m sorry but we don’t offer aftercare,” the receptionist said, as if Maribeth were some random stranger inquiring, not a parent who’d been with the school for more than a year now.




    “I know that but I’m in, well . . . I’ve been unavoidably detained.”




    “BrightStart’s policy clearly states pickup is no later than three-thirty,” she said, the connection hissing. The reception in here was terrible.




    “I’m aware of the policy but this is an . . .” She hesitated. Emergency? It was looking less like her heart than like a colossal waste of time. “An unavoidable situation. I won’t be able to get there by three-thirty, nor will my husband or babysitter. I know the teachers stay later. Can’t Oscar and Liv just play in a corner? I can’t imagine I’m the only parent this has ever happened to.” Though, who knew? Maybe she was. The Tribeca neighborhood where the school was, and where Maribeth had lived in a rent-stabilized loft for more than two decades, had become one of the wealthiest zip codes in the country. Sometimes it seemed as if even the nannies had nannies.




    The receptionist made an unpleasant sound and put Maribeth on hold. A few minutes later she returned, saying that one of the other parents had offered to take the twins.




    “Oh, okay. Who?”




    “Niff Spenser.”




    Niff Spenser wasn’t technically a BrightStart parent. She had two BrightStart graduates, both now ensconced in a K-12 prep school, and a third child who would be starting next year. She volunteered in the “gap year,” as she called it, to “stay in the loop,” as if preschool had a steep learning curve you couldn’t afford to loosen your grip on. Maribeth couldn’t stand her.




    But Jason wasn’t answering and Robbie was busy. For a flash, she thought of Elizabeth, but it felt inappropriate, less like calling a friend than a boss.




    She got Niff’s number from the receptionist and texted her Jason’s information, promising he’d collect the twins before dinner. She texted Niff’s info to Jason and told him that she’d been held up and to coordinate a pickup with Niff. Please confirm you have received the text, she wrote.




    Got it, he texted back.




    And just like that, a decision seemed to have made itself. She would not tell Jason why she’d been held up until it was all over. And if it turned out to be nothing, maybe she wouldn’t tell him at all. Odds were, he wouldn’t ask.




    Maribeth examined the monitor on her finger. A pulse ox. She recalled her father wearing one after his stroke. The monitors taped to her chest itched; she suspected it would take a good scrubbing tonight to get the glue off. “Excuse me,” she called to one of the ER residents, a stylish young woman who wore expensive shoes and spoke with a Valley Girl lilt. “Do you know when I might get out of here?”




    “I think they, like, ordered another blood draw,” the doctor said.




    “Another one. Why? I thought my EKG was normal.”




    “It’s procedure.”




    More like covering their asses or padding the bill. Maribeth had once edited an exposé about profit-driven hospitals.




    With that she remembered the piece Finoula had sent. She might as well cross something off her list. She pulled it up on her phone. It was an interesting premise—about celebrities who were harnessing social media for philanthropic purposes; Maribeth vaguely recalled suggesting it in a pitch meeting—but it was terribly executed. Usually, Maribeth could read an article and immediately see the problems in structure or logic or voice and know how to fix them. But she read the piece a second time, then a third, and couldn’t see the forest for the trees, couldn’t see how to make it right.




    It was the hospital. Hardly a conducive workplace. She needed to get home. It was almost dinnertime. Jason would probably be back with the kids by now. He might even start to, if not worry, then wonder. She closed the article and saw several missed calls from the landline. She called and Jason answered almost right away. “Maribeth,” he said. “Where are you?”




    The sound of Jason’s steady, sonorous voice shook something loose in her. Maybe because his phone voice resembled his radio voice, it still had the power to ricochet her back twenty-five years in time, to those nights when Maribeth and her friends would listen to his Demo-Gogue show from their dorm and muse over who he really was (his on-air name was Jinx) and what he was really like. “I’ll bet he’s ugly as sin,” her roommate Courtney had said. “Hot voice, hideous face.” Maribeth, who worked for the college newspaper, had no opinions as to his looks, but she was certain that he would be an unbearable snob, like all the film and music writers on staff were. “You should interview him and find out,” Courtney had dared.




    “Where are you?” Jason repeated. Now she heard the irritation in his voice. And then she heard why. In the background was the clatter of adults and children. Many, many children.




    The potluck. Tonight. Shit!




    “I thought you wanted me to make the chicken, but we don’t have any in the house and now people are here,” Jason said. “Are you getting food?”




    “No. I’m sorry. I forgot.”




    “You forgot?” Now Jason sounded pissed. Which she supposed she understood, but it still made her chest clench again. Because, really: How many times had Jason spaced something leaving her to mop up the mess?




    “Yes, I forgot,” she said, her voice snappish. “I had other things on my mind, what with being stuck in the ER all afternoon.”




    “Wait? What? Why?”




    “I was having chest pains so Dr. Cray sent me just to get checked out,” she explained.




    “What the fuck?” Now Jason sounded angry, truly angry, but in a different way from before. Like he was sticking up for her against a bully.




    “It’s probably nothing, just stress,” she said, feeling foolish for having told him, and more foolish for having told him out of spite. “They’ve had me under observation for hours.”




    “Why didn’t you call me?”




    “I tried, but you didn’t answer, and anyway, I thought I’d be out of here by now.”




    “Where are you?”




    “Roosevelt.”




    “Should I come up?”




    “Not with everyone in the house. Just tell them I had to work late and then order some pizza. They’re letting me out soon.” She pounded her chest with her fist, hoping that might make the resurgent pain go away.




    “Shouldn’t I be with you?”




    “By the time you got up here, I’d be discharged. It was just an overblown case of heartburn.” In the background, she heard Oscar begin to cry. “What’s going on?”




    “Looks like Mo took Creepy Lovey.”




    Creepy Lovey was a defaced teddy bear that Oscar couldn’t sleep without. “Better get it back,” she told Jason. “And can I talk to him? Or Liv?”




    As Jason tried to corral the children, her phone made that mournful tone sound, down to its last 10 percent, and then, a few seconds later, made another sad sound, and died.




    “I’ll be home soon,” she called. But they could no longer hear her.




    LATER A GRANDFATHERLY doctor wearing a polka-dot bow tie showed up. He introduced himself as Dr. Sterling and told Maribeth he was the on-call cardiologist. “There was an abnormality on one of your EKGs so we ordered that second blood test and this one showed elevated levels of troponin,” he explained.




    “But the earlier EKG was normal.”




    “That’s not atypical,” he replied. “My guess is that you’ve had what we sometimes call a stuttering infarct.”




    “A what?” Maribeth asked.




    “Ischemia, probably ongoing for the past twenty-four hours or so, which is why you’ve had intermittent pain, and now your blood work suggests complete occlusion of one of the arteries.”




    “Oh,” Maribeth said, struggling to take it in. “I see.”




    “So, we’re going to send you to the cardiac cath lab to look for any underlying blockages in your coronary arteries, and if we determine a blockage, we’ll place a stent right then and there.”




    “When is all this happening?”




    “Lickety-split. As soon as we can get you upstairs.”




    “Now?” She looked at the clock. It was past seven. “It’s Friday night.”




    “You have plans to go out dancing?” He was amused by his joke.




    “No. I just wondered if we could do this, this stent thing next week?”




    “Oh, no. We need to get in there before any more damage is done.”




    Damage. She didn’t like the sound of that. “Okay. How long does it take? I mean, when can I expect to get out of here?”




    “My, my, are you always in such a hurry?” he asked. He chuckled again, but this time there was the slap to it, as if the underlying message was I see how you got yourself here.




    But at this very moment twelve four-year-olds were rampaging around her apartment. Someone was going to have to clean up after them, to find the Goldfish crackers that Mo always stashed away in the closet, or the soiled diapers that Tashi always left in the kitchen garbage (because Ellery still would only crap in Pampers). Someone was going to have to make sure the pantry was stocked with all the ingredients for Saturday-morning chocolate chip pancakes.




    And that was just tonight. In the coming days, someone had to get the kids to their ballet classes, their soccer clinics, their speech therapy sessions, their playdates, their birthday parties. To take them shopping for their Halloween costumes, to the pediatrician for their flu shots, to the dentist for their cleanings. Someone had to plan the meals, pay the bills, balance the checkbook. Someone had to get it all done, while still getting all the work-work done.




    Maribeth sighed. “It’s just I have a house full of four-year-olds and a very busy weekend.”




    He stared at her for a long moment, frowning. Maribeth looked back, disliking him already, and that was before he said, “You do realize you’ve had a heart attack?”




    USING THE PHONE at the nurse’s station, she called Jason and got the voicemail again. As calmly as possible, she told him what was happening: the tests, her being admitted overnight, probably for the weekend. She never said the words heart attack. She couldn’t make herself do it. Nor did she say that she was scared. “Please get here as soon as you can,” she told his voicemail.




    AS SHE WAITED, she filled out the admission paperwork. It was calming in its way, perhaps because it was familiar. She’d done this before her C-section, before Oscar’s ear-tubes surgery. Name, address, insurance number, social security. Repeat. There was something Zen about it. Until she got to the family history.




    She never knew how to fill these out. She’d learned that she was adopted when she was eight, but back then, it had just been another piece of identifying information: She lived on Maple Street. She rode a blue Schwinn. She was the best speller in third grade. She was adopted. It had never occupied much mental real estate until she’d tried to get pregnant herself, and then there were so many unanswerable questions: Was anyone in her family Portuguese? Jewish? Cajun? Was there a history of Down syndrome? Cleft palate? Huntington’s disease? A family history of infertility? Well, that last one she could reliably answer, at least with regard to her birth mother, but everything else was a mystery.




    And then her children were born and the mystery only increased. Oscar was a carbon copy of his father, the same hazel eyes, the same weak chin, but by sixteen months Liv had long blond hair, almond-shaped green eyes, and a fierce, sometimes dictatorial manner that Jason joked heralded a future leader, a Sheryl Sandberg, or a Hillary Clinton even. “You sure you didn’t get inseminated with the wrong egg,” more than one person had quipped.




    The joke was stinging. Because Maribeth didn’t know where Liv got that princess hair from, or those apple eyes, let alone their intense gaze. Looking at the little genetic puzzle that was her daughter had opened up if not quite sadness in Maribeth, then a sonar ping of sorrow. But she didn’t have time to dwell on it. Because, twins.




    She left the forms blank.




    JASON BURST IN just before ten. “Oh, Lois,” he said, reviving an old nickname he hadn’t used in years, which was Maribeth’s first clue that he was scared, too. They had known each other half their lives, and even with the ten-year break in there, they could find each other’s tender spots in the dark. Besides, Maribeth knew that Jason became unhinged when she was hospitalized. He’d been that way before her C-section, too, though he’d later admitted to her it was less the surgery than the nightmares he’d been having in which she died during the delivery.




    “Hey Jase,” she said softly. She wanted to say I love you, or Thank you for coming, but if she did, she thought she might cry. So she asked where the kids were.




    “With Earl.”




    In the rock, paper, scissors of emotions, irritation killed sentimentality. “Jablonski? Are you kidding me?”




    “It was late.”




    “So you left them with our misanthropic, possibly alcoholic, downstairs neighbor? Did you attach signs that read, ‘Molest Me’?”




    “Come on. Earl’s grumpy, but he’s not a bad guy.”




    “Jesus, Jason. Why didn’t you send them home with the Wilsons?” The Wilsons were one of the families in the parenting group who lived in the neighborhood.




    “It didn’t occur to me,” he said. “They were tired so I asked Earl to come up. I can try the Wilsons now but they’re probably asleep.”




    “Forget it.”




    He sat down on the edge of her bed. “How you feeling?”




    “Fine. I just want to get this over with.” She paused. “Maybe you should ask the Wilsons to take them tomorrow. Liv and Tess have ballet together.”




    “Right. Ballet.”




    “And Oscar has soccer.”




    “We’ll figure it out.”




    “How? We can’t tag team it. You’ll need someone to step in.”




    “Okay, I’ll call the Wilsons.” He reached for his phone.




    “Not now. It’s late. Just text or e-mail or call in the morning.”




    He nodded. “What about Sunday?”




    They had a birthday party on Sunday. And afterward Liv had a playdate and Oscar speech therapy. She didn’t want to have to think about all this now. “I don’t know, Jason.”




    “We could send them to Lauren’s for the weekend.” Lauren was Jason’s little sister, who lived near Boston with her husband and four children.




    “How are they going to get there? And back?”




    “I could ask Lauren to pick them up. She knows what’s up.”




    “You told her?”




    “Well, yeah. I called her in the cab. She was with my dad when he had his heart attack.” Jason’s father, Elliott, had a heart attack when he was in his seventies, when you were supposed to have such things. “So what do you think? Lauren?”




    She put her head in her hands. The logistics of their weekends generally made her feel like an air traffic controller, but right now, she just couldn’t keep the planes in the air. “I don’t know. Can you just leave me out of it? Until this is over?”




    He mimed a force field around her. “You’re in a bubble.”




    An orderly and a nurse arrived with a gurney. “Would you like a mild sedative?” the nurse asked.




    “I’d prefer a strong one,” Maribeth deadpanned.




    As they prepped her for the transfer, Jason squeezed her hand, saying not to worry, that everything would be fine. Which was what he always said. Maribeth never really believed this, though she used to appreciate the sentiment’s low-key optimism; it balanced her propensity for, as Jason put it, always waiting for the other shoe to drop.




    She wanted to believe it now. So much. But when Jason leaned over and kissed her on the forehead, she could feel he was trembling, and she had to wonder if even he believed it.




    But then the sedative took effect and everything went so nice and soft. She heard Jason say, “I love you.” She said she loved him, too. Or she thought she did. She might’ve just imagined it.




    IN THE CATH lab, the mood felt light, festive, befitting eleven on a Friday night. The radiologists and nurses bantered and Maribeth observed it through a narcotic fog. She could feel pressure when the catheter was inserted but couldn’t feel it being threaded up to her heart. When the dye was released, there was a warm sensation, strange, but not entirely unpleasant.




    “Can you cough for me, Maribeth?” someone asked.




    She coughed.




    “Excellent.”




    She felt something then, which was strange, because hadn’t they told her she wasn’t meant to feel anything at this point?




    “What just happened?” she heard someone ask.




    “Her BP’s dropping!” came the reply.




    The mood changed as suddenly as a cloud blocking the summer sun. Everything happened fast after that. There was a chorus of alarms, a jerking of movement. A mask over her face. In that final moment before everything went dark, Maribeth thought—less in fear than a sort of awe—how easily it could all leave you.


  




  

    3




    She opened her eyes. She couldn’t breathe. Except she was breathing. But it felt like she couldn’t breathe.




    A bright light shone in her face. She blinked. She tried to speak but she couldn’t.




    Was she dreaming?




    It didn’t feel like she was dreaming. She was freezing. Had someone left the AC on? Why was the AC on? She didn’t think it was summer.




    SHE WOKE UP again. The bright light was still there.




    She still couldn’t speak.




    Was she dead?




    She hoped she wasn’t dead because she felt dreadful.




    Maybe this was hell.




    She didn’t think she believed in hell.




    Her cheek itched. Her jaw ached. She became vaguely aware of a throbbing pain in her leg. Left. No, right. She was confused. She was cold.




    There was something in her throat. As soon as she recognized the foreign object, she gagged on it.




    A woman peered over her. Brown skin, alert eyes. She rubbed Maribeth’s forehead. “That’s the ventilator; it’s breathing for you. Relax and try not to fight it.”




    A ventilator? Had she been in some kind of accident? Where were the twins? Panic rose up in her. She tried to breathe but she couldn’t. She gagged again. And then it went dark.




    SOMEONE WAS CALLING her name. She knew the voice. Jason. It was Jason.




    Relief.




    She tried to say his name.




    She couldn’t.




    “Nurse! She’s awake.”




    Jason. Relief.




    “She’s choking. Can you give her something to calm her down?” he asked.




    No! Don’t give me something to calm down, Maribeth thought. She was already so foggy. She needed to stay here. She didn’t want to get left behind.




    “A little something,” the nurse said. “We want her to stay awake so we can get her off the ventilator. She’ll be more comfortable once her breathing tube is out. So Maribeth, if you bear with us, your surgeon will be here soon.”




    Surgeon? What was going on? She looked to Jason but he didn’t get it. She tried the nurse.




    “You had emergency bypass surgery,” the nurse told her.




    The words penetrated but their meaning did not.




    “The angioplasty went wrong,” Jason explained. “It punctured your artery so they had to rush you into emergency surgery.”




    “Can you tell me your pain level?” the nurse asked, showing her a chart going from one to ten, one being a happy face and ten being a very sad face.




    The pain was unlike anything she’d experienced before, all encompassing, and yet, also removed. She couldn’t rate it.




    “Let’s call it a five,” the nurse said.




    She felt something warm prickle into her hand. After that, she felt nothing at all.




    SHE WOKE UP again, an unfamiliar doctor hovering over her. “Good morning, we are going to take your tube out now,” he said.




    Her bed was tilted up and before she knew what was happening she was being ordered to exhale sharply. She tried to but it was as if she’d forgotten how to breathe.




    “On three,” the doctor said. “One, two . . .”




    The sensation was like throwing up in slow motion. When the tube came out, she simultaneously gulped in air and retched. She cupped her hands around her mouth, to catch the vomit that didn’t come.




    “Nothing in your stomach, thanks to this,” the doctor said. He fingered another tube, one going down her nose.




    Maribeth slumped back. Nurses were bustling about. One gave her a sip of water through a straw while the doctor read her charts.




    “Where’s? My? Doctor?” Maribeth croaked.




    “I am your doctor. Dr. Gupta,” he answered. He went on to explain that he was her thoracic surgeon. He had been called in to perform her emergency bypass after the angioplasty punctured her artery. “It is very rare. Only the second case I’ve ever seen, and the other lady was much older than you. You are quite exceptional,” he said, as if this were a good thing.




    “My husband?” she gasped.




    “No idea.” He carried on, telling her about the surgery, a double bypass. “In addition to the punctured vessel, you had a second artery with a significant lesion so as long as we were inside, we grafted that, too. It’s a better long-term fix in the end than the stent so you came out well.”




    Huzzah.




    He went on to explain what to expect—some discomfort from the leg where they’d harvested an artery and from the sternum, which they’d sawed though to reach her heart. Also some cognitive symptoms, so-called pump head, from the heart-lung bypass machine.




    “The what?”




    “The bypass machine. What we routed your blood through to oxygenate it and pump it while your heart was stopped.”




    He said it so casually. While your heart was stopped. And suddenly, she was yanked from the fog.




    She placed her wired-up hand across her taped-up chest. She felt her heart beating there, as it had been since she was a baby, no a fetus even, nestled inside the womb of a mother she had never known. But it had stopped beating. She wasn’t sure why, but this felt like a threshold she had crossed, leaving everyone and everything she had ever known on the other side.


  




  

    4




    A week later, Maribeth was discharged. She didn’t feel remotely ready. It had been that way the last time she’d gotten out of a hospital, but back then, at least it had felt like she and Jason were in cahoots. “They’re leaving us alone with them,” Jason had joked about the twins. “I had more practice with my dad’s Skylark.” Now she was all alone.




    “I have something to tell you,” Jason said as Maribeth sat in a wheelchair, waiting for a cab. There was something to his tone. If she wasn’t getting out of the hospital after open-heart surgery, Maribeth might’ve thought he was about to cop to an affair.




    “What?” Maribeth asked warily.




    “You know how I promised to keep you in the bubble when you were in the hospital, so you didn’t have to worry about anything?”




    “Yes.”




    “So, I did some things. While you were in the bubble.”




    It took a moment for Maribeth to understand what he meant. She was pretty sure she’d have preferred the affair. She shook her head. “No.”




    “I kept her out of the hospital,” Jason said. “I even kept you from knowing about it.”




    “You took the easy way out. Again.”




    “Easy way out? I asked for help.”




    “How is my mother help?”




    “She’s another set of hands. And the twins love her.”




    “Great. The twins get quality time with Grandma and I get a third person to take care of.” A fourth person, she wanted to say, but didn’t.




    As the cab sped downtown, Maribeth wanted to turn around, go back to the hospital. On a good day, it took all of her mental reserves to deal with her mother. And this was not a good day.




    Jason tentatively touched her on the shoulder. “You okay?”




    “You know how you always ask why I’m waiting for the other shoe to drop?” she asked.




    He nodded.




    “This is why.”




    WELCOME HOME MOMMY! GET WELL SOON! read the butcher-paper sign taped to the front door.




    She was about to see her children. She had not seen them in a week except for the proof-of-life videos Jason made on his phone to show her each day. She missed them, in an aching, primal, animal way. But standing in front of the door now, she felt paralyzed by dread. Maybe she shouldn’t have asked Jason to keep them home from school today.




    Jason opened the door.




    On the entry table was a vase of lilies next to a huge stack of mail. The dread deepened.




    “Maribeth, is that you?” she heard her mother call.




    And deepened again.




    “It’s me,” she said.




    “Liv, Oscar, did you hear that? Mommy’s home!”




    Her mother appeared, dressed up in Chico’s autumnal Palette for Women of a Certain Age. She gingerly embraced Maribeth, then stood back to look at her, her hand over her own heart. “My poor girl.”




    Just then Oscar came running. He leaped toward her, yelling, “Mommy!”




    She didn’t mean to wince. But her chest was so very tender and Oscar so very puppylike. Keeping him only a little bit at bay, she buried her face in his hair, inhaling that boyish sweaty scent that never fully went away, even after a bath.




    “Hello, Mommy.” As Liv approached, taking tentative balletic steps, every ounce of her controlled, ladylike, Maribeth caught a glimpse of the woman her four-year-old daughter would someday become. It made her feel inexplicably sad.




    Maribeth braced herself for another hug, but Liv just kissed her lightly on the cheek and stepped away. Last year when Maribeth had a stomach bug, Liv had treated her coolly until she was back to normal.




    “It’s okay, baby,” she said. “I’m still me.”




    Liv wrinkled her nose, as if she didn’t fully buy that. Maribeth wasn’t sure she did, either.
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    The discharge from the hospital, the ride downtown, the arrival home, all exhausted Maribeth, so she excused herself for a nap. When she woke up, it was unusually quiet for the loft, which didn’t have real walls to mute the clamor of family life.




    She called to Jason, who was working at home for the next week.




    “Hey.” He smiled. “It’s good to see you home, Lois.”




    “It’s good to be home. Where is everyone?”




    “Your mom and Robbie took the kids to the playground. Do you want anything?”




    Maribeth looked at the clock. “I think the nurse is coming at three. Maybe some lunch?”




    “Sure. We ordered pizza before. Brick oven. There’s a few slices left.”




    “Not pizza.”




    “Right, special diet. We’ve been mostly doing take out. I’ll organize a grocery delivery. Do you want to give me a shopping list? We can do FreshDirect.”




    “Yeah, okay,” she said. “For now, maybe some soup.”




    “Is canned okay?”




    “It’s really high in sodium. Supposed to avoid that.”




    “I can run to the deli.”




    “It’s okay. I’ll go forage in the fridge.”




    “We’ve been keeping it together here with rubber bands and bubble gum,” Jason said. “We’ll get back on track soon.”




    MARIBETH WAS FINISHING up her lunch of yogurt and an apple with peanut butter when the visiting nurse arrived. Luca was pleasantly plump and wore the crooked smile of an accomplice.




    She checked the dressing on her chest and the one on her leg. “Healing nicely,” she said.




    “Yes, I’m so looking forward to the scars,” Maribeth said.




    “Some women see their scars as a badge. I’ve worked with breast cancer survivors who go for tattoos instead of reconstructions. You could get a really nice one along your leg, like this.” She lifted her pant leg and showed a daisy chain circling her ankle.




    “Funny. My husband used to say that scars were like tattoos but with better stories.”




    “I can see that, too. As for the chest.” She tapped her own ample cleavage, “it fades so much it looks like décolletage. It’s very sexy.”




    “Now you know why I finagled myself a bypass surgery,” Maribeth said.




    Luca laughed. “A sense of humor will go a long way.”




    “That and some real food and I’ll be set.” And as if on cue, her stomach gave a good loud gurgle.




    Luca looked at the yogurt container, the apple core. “What else have you eaten today?”




    “Cereal at the hospital.”




    “It’s almost four o’clock.”




    “Is it?”




    Luca stopped typing notes. “You need to take care of yourself.”




    “I’ll get some groceries delivered tomorrow.”




    Luca frowned. “Take care of yourself by asking for help.”




    “I’m trying.”




    Luca hooked Maribeth up to a portable blood pressure cuff and then a portable EKG machine. All the data went straight to her iPad. “Looks good,” she said. “Get some rest. Eat. You’ll feel much better soon.”




    At just that moment the front door opened and the kids bounded in with her mother.




    “Is Mommy here?” Liv shouted.




    “She’s in her room,” Jason said.




    “Mommy?” Oscar yelled. “I want Mommy.”




    And just like that, the quiet apartment was filled with noise. Within seconds, Oscar was jumping on the bed, coming perilously close to Maribeth’s bad leg.




    Luca arched an eyebrow as she packed up the rest of her things.




    “Will you do bedtime tonight?” Oscar asked. “Grandma doesn’t do voices and Daddy doesn’t know how to catch Liv’s bad dreams.”




    “I’m supposed to be taking it easy,” Maribeth said, looking to Luca for confirmation. But she had quietly slipped out.




    “You haven’t done stories forever,” Liv said. “And Grandma promised you would.”




    “I said maybe she would,” her mother said.




    “What if I tuck you in and Daddy reads?”
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