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To Jonny and Cash, under whose love and tutelage I’ve become the kind of human I’ve always wanted to be.


And to all those who’ve suffered or are suffering under this crisis.











In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.


—Albert Camus


Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.


—Rainer Maria Rilke


may my heart always be open to little


birds who are the secrets of living


—E. E. Cummings













PREFACE


WHEN I FIRST STARTED FALLING and the bruises formed a map of yellows and browns on my body, I touched them and said, “This was my sway in the kitchen,” “This was when I stumbled over the chair,” “This was in the high grass outside, holding my daughter, Chloe.” When I first started falling, I was blinded by a heavy fog of denial. It took a while for me to realize the insidious seep of drugs prescribed by my doctor for sleep were reducing me to nothing but bone and air. I was simply following my doctor’s orders. I was in a free fall.


When my doctor initially gave me a prescription for Ativan, I knew nothing about it. Now I know it’s a high-potency, fast-acting sedative hypnotic in the family of drugs called benzodiazepines, or benzos. Those in this family include Klonopin, Xanax, and Valium, among others. By the end of the 1960s, Valium was the top-selling psychotropic drug in the country. In the 1970s, it became the most widely prescribed drug of any kind. It was everywhere. Mike Brady popped a few on the television show The Brady Bunch. In the 1979 movie Starting Over, Burt Reynolds’s character had a panic attack. When his brother asked, “Does anybody have a Valium?,” every woman in the store opened her purse. Most memorable is the 1966 song written by the Rolling Stones, earning Valium the memorable and iconic name “mother’s little helper.”


In 1979, Senator Edward Kennedy held a Senate Health Subcommittee hearing on the perils of benzodiazepines, claiming they “produced a nightmare of dependence and addiction, both very difficult to treat and recover from.” Shortly thereafter, Vogue magazine called the pills “a far worse addiction than heroin.” Popularity dipped, but in the 1980s benzo popularity surged again after Xanax was brought to market as a treatment for those with panic disorder.


When I was prescribed Ativan in 2010, I didn’t know the medical literature advised occasional use only, two to four weeks maximum. I had no idea long-term prescriptions were on the rise despite warnings of high addiction potential, or that overdoses and deaths from these drugs would soon rival those caused by opioids.


All I knew was I was a new mother with two infants, one with Down syndrome, and I wasn’t sleeping. My marriage was faltering, and I was desperate to try to save it. I was desperate to care for my children without the constant struggle of feeling like an insomniac ghost. “Take these,” my doctor told me. And so I did. Frantic for sleep, I took them month after month, my mouth wide-open like a hungry carp, trusting my doctor, who I believed knew what he was doing.










PART ONE Insomnia











ABC WANTS TO KNOW


November–December 2013




First the light sinks to shadows; then the light is eaten.


Have you felt this? Have you been in this room?


What does one do with nights when there is no fleshy velvet of sleep?


It happened to me, quick as a shot and out of nowhere.


I don’t know how many days it’s been since I’ve slept. Two? Four?





IT’S WINTER, AND SNOW IS hunched like odd animals on the trees, when I receive the email from ABC World News with Diane Sawyer. One of the producers found my mama turned benzo withdrawal blogs. I’m amazed I’ve been able to write because of the sickness—the shivering of my eyes in their sockets, the muscles flickering like butterfly wings. Reading becomes impossible until I do the needed thing to beat the symptoms back. But still I write. I must. I don’t need eyes to tap, tap, tap the black squares on the computer keyboard.


Sometimes I think if I can tell the story, I’ll survive. Also, I’m pissed. For me—for others like me slipping into the dark. I try to write with technical and scientific accuracy to modulate my fury. I want people to understand this isn’t anomalous. I cite the medical literature. It’s all there, I say. Just look. There’s a mountain of us who have been buried with this sickness; a continent. I don’t know if this works. All I know is I’ve been writing about this thing that’s happened and now ABC wants to talk to me.


The producer is from New York. Her name is Naria or Narnia and I imagine her with red hair, fiery and ready to dig in. “I found your blogs,” she says. “We want to come to Salt Lake City to interview you.” She asks if I’m willing to tell my story on national television. I pause. Jesus. Diane Sawyer. She’s a legend, a high-ranking news journalist once suspected of being Deep Throat, the informant who leaked information to Bob Woodward in the Watergate scandal. When Diane became the first female correspondent on 60 Minutes, I was in high school. I watched the show every Sunday on the floor of my mother’s bedroom. The TV was stuffed at the end of my mom’s bed and my brother and I had a six-foot swath of carpet on which to deposit ourselves for what we called “tube time.” Watching Diane, I felt a doe-eyed feminist ardor I feel to this day.


My children are asleep downstairs.


My girl is three and my boy is four and I’ve had the sickness since before my girl was born. I don’t know where my husband is, but I know he won’t like it when I tell him they want me to be on national television. My sickness has taken him to the brink. I have no tumor to point to, no lab results over which we can cry together and show friends and family, no known story of what is happening to me. There is only the fire I tell him is in my head. There is the pain and my ribs poking out like railroad ties. He’s tired and the fear has eclipsed him, turning everything between us to shadows. I don’t blame him for this, but the wall between us aches. And now ABC. Now Diane Sawyer.


How can I say no?


When I was young, Diane interviewed Saddam Hussein and the Clintons. She got into North Korea when no one was allowed into North Korea. This woman has heft. She has moxie. Yes, yes, Diane. My God! How can I even hold the fact they want to talk to me without melting into a wild but teary euphoria?


This story’s tricky, and so much news has become a social narcotic. News as candy; news as sensational distraction. And it’s this machine of sensationalism that has me nervous and uncertain in the face of Diane and her producers. I want to tell this Naria or Narnia that I’ll consider being interviewed, but I won’t prostitute my sickness to the media’s love of McNugget news bites.


I’m cynical right now. It’s part of the sickness. Forgive me.


My son makes his “hoo hoo” sound from his crib downstairs. His Down syndrome has made us all more tender than we could imagine. How will being on national television affect my family? How can I protect them? I must ask Narnia why they want to interview me. I will not agree to an interview if I’m to be their prime-time pity sandwich. Because this is so much more than my story. This is the story of millions of people just like me. I just happen to have survived. I just happen to be upright.


I write the producer, terrified.


Yes, I say. I’ll do what I can.










HIS HEART


June–July 2008


IT STARTED FOUR DAYS AGO. Contractions through the night, starting and stopping. There’s a palette of pain—dark, light, hollow blue, heavy blue, liquid red like fire. Sean and I were sure the baby would come easy. We’d prepared. I felt like an Amazonian. We’d taken birthing classes. When labor finally came, I breathed and breathed and first it was ten hours, then twenty, then thirty. Friends came and sang folk songs and played guitars for six hours before giving up and going home. Our doula banged a drum. Call the child out, find the rhythm that will seduce. We drove to the hospital, drove home. There was no sleep. Take black cohosh. Walk from the red rug of the living room to the wild greens growing in the backyard. Finally, at hour forty, we went back to the hospital and I was strapped in, measured, watched on a monitor that had a little stork flying across the screen to represent the baby’s heart—which was failing.


At hour forty-eight, the room filled with a swarm of blue scrubs. I was on a bed with wheels and we rushed down the halls, ob-gyn trotting alongside. I saw the almond dust of hair on his upper lip. Sweat beaded and disappeared. In the room, I was anesthetized; a white whale beached on the shore in this lightblare room. Sean hovered. My boy was cut out. I smelled my flesh burning and then he wailed. His heart has continued to beat—my boy, arrived finally into the world.


And now, four days into our stay at the hospital, I’m drunk with sleep. The nurse opens the door. It’s 2:00 a.m. She’s a dark specter, her body backlit by the fluorescent hall lights.


I lurch up, electric. Something’s wrong. “What is it?” I ask.


“It’s Finch,” she says. “We need to bring him to the neonatal intensive care unit right now. He’s not getting enough oxygen.”


I’m up and stumbling. I shake Sean, who’s been asleep on the bright orange window seat that doubles as a bed. I’m hazy with Percocet, but my body knows something is very wrong.


I’m in my hospital gown with the wolf slippers Sean gave me. We’d thought they were hilarious when he brought them home months ago. They’re huge wolf heads, twice the size of my feet. Clownish. Now they add a surreal element as we jog through the halls.


At the NICU, we scrub frantically using the special bristled brushes. We use a strong antibacterial soap and are directed to scrub up to our elbows. As we try to find the room Finch is in, Sean and I pass several unused incubators along one wall. They’re the size of washing machines.


When we arrive, the nurses are putting a cannula up Finch’s nose to deliver oxygen. Sean and I stand side by side, paralyzed. Finch cries at having the tubes shoved into his little nostrils, and with each howl there’s a corresponding wail in my own body.


Nurse Robin explains that Finch will get oxygen. All his vitals will be monitored with excruciating detail. They’re starting antibiotics right away. “The doctor will give the order, but they’ll likely perform an EKG to check his heart,” she says. We stay for hours, taking turns holding Finch. When we return to my room eight hours later, he’s asleep on the warming slab, his little bird chest barely rising and falling under the thin blanket.


And now, on day five, we will leave and Finch will stay in the NICU. In my room, the nurses begin the process of discharging me. Sean and I sign papers and take the little tote they give us that has pamphlets on breastfeeding and immunizations and a DVD called Don’t Hit, Take Time to Sit, about how to avoid throttling your newborn. After gathering all my things, they tell us to go home and get some sleep.


“Come back at five,” one of the nurses says. “They should have the results from the EKG back by then.”





SEAN AND I conceived Finch less than two weeks after getting married. It was the kind of thing that steals the breath in mid-step. We’d been tangoing a lot post-wedding, as you can imagine, but the ultimate conception tango was just after our visit to Takashi, our favorite Salt Lake City hipster sushi joint. We’d started with the Volcano Roll. After that, we ordered buttery sablefish and the Red Hot Jazz. Waiters came and went, hovering next to our table, not wanting to interrupt. The restaurant evaporated around us. We were giddy with marriage and delicate sablefish and sake. So giddy, we danced a fierce tango in the car just outside Takashi. Then we went home and tangoed in the kitchen. Our steps were slow and breathless and heated, and when we made it to the bedroom, it was only to collapse into a warm marital heap. We were newlyweds and the world shimmered.


Just a few weeks earlier, when we’d discussed my going off birth control, I was sure my being thirty-eight years old would mean months or more before we’d have a taker of any kind. I told Sean that the lady in charge of pulling files in my brain circuitry would have to shuffle way back to get the information on what sperm was and how to use it. “Seriously,” I said, looking as serious as I could, “she’s old. She hasn’t seen this file in decades. It’ll take forever.” This bit of rhetorical strategizing was entirely for my own benefit. Sean had told me two months into our courtship that he wanted kids. Two months. His biological clock was screaming. I, on the other hand, was sure my cosmic alignment would render me infertile at worst, difficult to knock up at best. Either way, I thought we had time. What we had was twelve days, give or take.


Sean and I had been married around three weeks when I got up from the kitchen table in the morning to drive to the grocery store. I didn’t think. I drove. Once there, I bought a pregnancy test. I was being ridiculous—I knew it—but I couldn’t help myself. There was just no way I could be pregnant. I kept saying this to myself while I drove and purchased and ran home to pee on a stick. I told myself this while I looked down at the little blue plus. I told myself I was silly, ridiculous, paranoid, while I peed on the second stick. And then I gawked. I sat in that bathroom for a long time staring at the walls. I’d been the baby of the family. I’d never babysat, never even changed a diaper. Married all of three weeks and I was suddenly, undeniably pregnant.


And though I felt unready, unsuited to motherhood and stunned with the suddenness of creating a human in my body, something happened when I got pregnant. I fell in. Motherhood is like this. Parenthood is like this, but women are given the mama cocktail that drinks us in and we become new creatures. I woke every morning and sat, hands around my cup of tea at our tiny kitchen table in our bungalow. “Take a picture of me,” I’d tell Sean. And when I pulled my shirt up, he’d say, “Still looks like a beer belly,” or “Today you’re a small cantaloupe.” And we’d marvel at how fast my body was changing.





AFTER DRIVING HOME from the hospital, Sean and I fall asleep. We jolt awake just in time to race to the hospital before the shift change at five o’clock. We jump into the car and I tell myself to focus on what’s in front of me. Dashboard. Street signs. That same inane billboard for plastic surgery depicting three breasty melons of increasing size. The sky is the color of chalk, as if all texture has been erased. I feel my heart thumping in my chest. Heart, I think. No, not that—just look at the billboards.


At the NICU, we scrub vigorously. We walk fast, trying not to break into a jog. In room three, Finch is asleep, but the new nurse says we can pick him up if we want. We have to be careful of all the tubing and wires. I’m afraid of pulling something out. I tuck my hands under him and feel the warmth of his bundled body. He’s so tiny, barely five pounds. I hold him against my chest. Sean stands up and walks around the little room. He sits. He looks at me and looks at the floor. We wait.


Finch’s body is the size of half a loaf of Wonder Bread—so tiny, barely there. His hands are little fisted walnuts. I don’t ever want to let go of this body—these eyes, this tiny belly. After ten minutes of holding Finch tight to my chest and pacing the small room, Dr. Templeman walks in. He’s around fifty, with kind brown eyes. He feels nothing like the other doctors we’ve met in the hospital. He wears khakis and a button-down shirt and has the air of a monk. He settles into a chair in front of us and asks how we’re doing. We don’t know how we’re doing, Sean tells him. We want to know about Finch’s heart. We want to know our boy is okay. Dr. Templeman sighs. He looks at Sean and then me before leaning forward and placing his elbows on his knees. “The EKG came back,” he says, “and Finch’s heart is just fine.” He pauses, his kind brown eyes looking into us. I feel air come back into my lungs. “But the blood work has also come back. Finch has tested positive for trisomy 21. He has Down syndrome.”


All sound drains from the room. My throat locks up. My hands go numb against Finch’s little body. Dr. Templeman sits across from Sean and me looking so full of compassion that I can only choke on the tears lodged in my throat. I can’t cry or wail because the torrent of emotions floods me while my brain battles something that feels incomprehensible. I understand completely, but I don’t understand at all. How can our beautiful, perfect Finch have Down syndrome? People with Down syndrome have always been strange to me. The ones I’ve seen always seem to wear Coke bottle glasses. They’re heavy, with wide-set eyes. And they’re retarded. The word suddenly becomes something new to me. Retarded. What does that mean, anyway? Slow? My boy will be slow? My boy may or may not talk? My mind races and slows, trying to find a place to land—something that will help me gain footing.


“How will we know how to take care of him?” I finally ask. And now I’m crying. I’ve never known anyone with Down syndrome. I’ve never even known anyone who’s had a relative with Down syndrome.


At some point a Diane Arbus photo flashes in black and white in my mind. In 1970, Arbus traveled to upstate New York to photograph the people who lived in institutions for the mentally retarded. There were a lot of these institutions back then—warehouses where people who were deemed damaged or mentally deficient could be put away so as not to be a burden on family or society. In the photo that surfaces from my memory, a group of four or five adults stand at a distance, holding hands in a field. It’s Halloween, so a few of them are wearing clown masks and sheets that billow around their exposed, pudgy legs. And there’s something about the way they hold on to one another’s hands—as if they’re the only hands they have to hold on to in the world—that makes the scene bleak and horribly lonely. But this picture makes no sense to me as I look at my beautiful boy. I’ve never imagined the people in the photos as having parents. I’ve never considered what it must have been like for those parents to have been told their child was deficient or imperfect in any way. What was it like for them? What was it like for the children who got sent away? The thought brings a fresh choke of tears. I try to keep myself together but I’m falling apart piece by piece in this tiny glass-walled room.


After answering our questions about physical and occupational therapies, Dr. Templeman leaves. I sit holding Finch. I look into his unwavering blue eyes and try to connect my idea of Down syndrome to his perfect little body. And in the space of a moment, all the mental pictures I’ve had of those people in institutions who looked so lonely and sad and different fall away. The only thing that has oxygen to breathe is the love I have for my boy. The anguish of those pictures evaporates in the love that feels like it’s breathing me. In and out, in and out. Nothing but love. And in this new context, everything shifts in how I feel about people who have Down syndrome or who have a different way of being in the world. I don’t care that he has an extra chromosome. I don’t know what it means or how we’ll help him, but I know that we’ll learn. I love him with a power that turns my tender heart liquid.


Sean and I stay into the evening. We go out for dinner and our young waiter seems to feel the crush in the air around us. After we finish eating, he brings us a massive piece of chocolate raspberry cake. “On the house,” he says, his voice soft. “I just had a feeling you needed this tonight.” I start to cry again. The simple kindnesses of Dr. Templeman and chocolate cake, together with my fear that I won’t know how to care for Finch, bring an unstoppable flow of tears. Sean puts his hand over mine. He’s crying too.


“Thank you,” I say to our waiter, who’s near tears himself.





IT’S NOT THAT night, but the next that I lie awake thinking of Beauty. In my twenties, I’d gone to one of those fancy liberal arts schools that emptied my pockets and filled my head with philosophies I would hold like glorious, ancient rocks. These philosophies had weight; they had heft. I returned to them often when I felt myself ungrounded, unmoored by any of the great confusions life could offer. I read Plato and Aristotle and Socrates. I studied Galen and Archimedes. I read the epics. All of them talked of Beauty and Virtue and Truth, and so many of them filled my head and my mouth. Sometimes it felt like I’d place those ancient rocks in my mouth and turn them over, placing my tongue here and there to feel for the sharp places and feel for what was right. Sometimes they were smooth and sometimes they cut my tongue, but I could always press myself against their solidness.


In those long nights without Finch, I think of Plotinus, the third-century philosopher and author of The Enneads. He described stars as letters inscribing themselves in the sky. He believed every moment was filled with signs and that the events of the world were coordinated, that “everything breathes together.” I’ve loved this idea for a long time and give Plotinus a break for not knowing stars are a bunch of unbreathing, long-dead celestial matter. The image of the universe and all the things in it breathing together has long been a balm to my occasional bouts of cynicism and existential angst. I feel the Plotinus rock in my mouth. What would he say about Finch? How would he explain this beautiful boy’s arrival in my universe? I feel a blind, burning love and wonder, Is this Beauty? Is this kind of Beauty meant to cut one open at the seams?


A day later, standing outside the hospital after visiting Finch, Sean and I make phone calls to our close circle of friends and family to tell them about Finch’s diagnosis. I watch Sean pace in the hospital parking lot, the phone pressed against his ear. He calls his mom and sisters. I call my mom, my brother, my dear friend Ivy, with whom I share a love of writing, and a few other friends. It’s awful only when the response is awful. The worst is a friend’s awkward “I’m sorry,” as if a mistake has been made, as if my boy himself is broken. I tell myself my friend doesn’t know what to say, that perhaps his expression of regret is because of the difficulty of the situation, but the sting remains. And even worse is the knowledge that if the roles were reversed, I could have easily said the same thing. I could have fumbled, unconsciously adding loss to a tender heart that was trying to reassemble itself.


Sean and I scrub up before entering the NICU. We talk with Jerry, the speech therapist, at ten o’clock and Rachel, the occupational therapist, at eleven. We learn that a federally sponsored early intervention program will supplement physical and speech therapies until Finch turns three. Each conversation gives me more strength. The therapists hold us with their words and give us a vision of what it will be like to have a little boy who is different. He’ll be the same, mostly. He’ll do all the baby things, but they’ll take more time. They will help us. We won’t have to figure it out on our own. Their confidence and compassion give me the belief that I can do this. I can take care of my boy. The great mountain of fear that had risen in me begins to dissolve. We can do this. Our boy is so beautiful. And more than that, more than any of that, is the fact that we love him so completely. We’re drunk on our love for him.


After lunch, we get the oxygen primer. Finch will go home with five tanks, twenty feet of tubing so we can walk around the house, and a monitor. The doctors tell us that lots of kids with Down syndrome have difficulty getting enough oxygen at first. They have no idea why. About 10 percent get sent home with the setup we’ve got. The cannula splits into two small tubes for his nose and is held in place via two very sticky circles of tape attached to his cheeks. Later that day, we walk out of the hospital a family of three, into the surreal landscape of the parking lot. The hospital was safe. Now we move under the shadows of the massive building, hefting tanks of oxygen and a little boy nestled in a car seat that looks like a battleship around his tiny body.





ON THE FIFTEENTH morning home, after giving Finch another bottle of the milk I pump with the industrial pump given to us by the hospital (hands-free using the specialized mama milking bra), Sean and I talk about writing an email to our broad community of friends. We’ve thought about it for days—how to phrase Finch’s diagnosis. I want everyone to know he’s healthy and different than we expected, and we love him. It feels simple to me. Sean’s happy I have the words to write it. He feels overwhelmed, he says. The very fact that we have a baby has taken his heart on a journey, but Down syndrome has pushed that journey further than either of us could see. He wants to sit outside while I write the email. He wants to have another cup of coffee and not think about anything at all for a while.


I write draft after draft and everything sounds overly sentimental or wordy and I start feeling weepy again and have to stop. I look at Finch’s sleeping face. How is it possible to love him so much so soon? I caress a small finger and he curls it around mine. After several minutes, I go back to the computer and start the email with his vital statistics:


Finch Daniel was born June 26, 2008. He’s five pounds, two ounces, bald as his papa, and has glacier-blue eyes that could stun an elephant. Many of you know he was diagnosed with Down syndrome. To us, this simply means he’s more colors of the kaleidoscope than we could have imagined. We love him fiercely.










STING AND THE RADIANT BOY


September 2008


TWO AND A HALF MONTHS after Finch is born, I return to my job as associate editor of the Wasatch Journal, a magazine serving the Intermountain West. I interview people like our governor, Jon Huntsman Jr., and other local celebrities. I work with smart and funny people, and the joy of being around adults who can get their own milk leaves me euphoric. I haven’t realized how lonely being a mother to an infant can be. There’s so much glorification of motherhood—all those media images of rosy-cheeked babes and their mothers staring beatifically into each other’s eyes. Gerber propaganda. I tell my friends that somehow I must have missed getting the parenting manual I’m sure exists in some alternate universe that tells you the real nitty-gritty of parenting. The one that tells you you’ll spend hours if not days speaking in monosyllables and watching the rain fall and not changing your milk-stained shirt just because no one will be there to see it and it will become milk-stained minutes after you change it anyway.


A friend of Sean’s gives us the name of her part-time nanny, and now Christina, a Chilean immigrant and devout Mormon, watches Finch gurgle on his baby mat for twelve hours a week. We settle into a routine. I write articles, go to the office, and work with writers for four hours, then return home to edit and help Finch do his physical therapy exercises on the U-shaped pillow that I fit under his chest three times a day.





TWO MONTHS AFTER Finch’s birth, Sean and I go to see Sting. A friend has given us tickets and Christina promises to watch Finch until we get home. We’re out-of-our-minds happy. For the past several weeks there’s been a hushed uncertainty at work. My editor, Ivy, and I move quietly between our offices, sharing glances. I tell myself that the black waters of this Great Recession aren’t lapping at our heels, but I know I’m lying to myself. I’ve taken additional assignments because our freelance budget has shrunk to a laughable amount. I interview Patrick Byrne, owner of Overstock.com. I write furiously, thinking that if we create something beautiful—so beautiful it will make people ache—the magazine won’t die. Yesterday, in the kitchenette, Ivy said she hoped we’d at least get the winter issue out. I stared at the floor, mute. It’s impossible to imagine the magazine failing. I just can’t. So when Christina arrives at the house, giving us a night to indulge in a singer whose mark on the world is pure beauty, I practically cry.


“Don’t forget to feed him at eight. He’ll likely drink two bottles, so warm them at the same time, and if he doesn’t fall asleep right away, play ‘Over the Rainbow,’ ” I say. “And please pet the cat. Poor Goose isn’t getting any attention at all,” I add as she pushes us out the door.


“Go,” she says in her beautiful, lilting accent. “We’ll be fine.”


And so we drive to USANA Amphitheatre, a massive outdoor concert venue with an amazing view of the mountains and, in the beer garden, painfully overpriced beer. Sean and I find our seats right in front of the stage and then Sean leaves to get a beer and mineral water. I wonder when the opening band will start. If they start in the next half hour, I reason, Sting will start in ninety minutes, give or take, which means we’ll be home in maybe three and a half hours. I text Christina:


Me: How’s it goin’?


Christina: We r fine. He’s doing his pushups.


Me: Does he miss me?


Christina: He’s forgotten you exist.


Me: Thx.


Christina: Anytime.


I turn off my phone and turn it on again. I’m being stupid. But I can’t be sure a fire won’t start somewhere in the vicinity of our house. If it does, or if Christina takes Finch out of the house and they’re attacked by a rabid dog, I’ll need my phone. I try to estimate exactly how long it will take Sean and me to get out of the parking lot and onto the freeway. Sean returns with our drinks.


“Salud,” he says, raising a beer.


“Salud,” I say, tapping his plastic cup.


The opening band runs onto the stage and a tsunami of sound crashes over us. I have no idea who this band is. I no longer know bands, which is crushing. Music has always been a mystical force to me. I’ve made more playlists than I can count and have loved knowing the best music able to capture deep wells of emotion. But in the space of just over a year I’ve left the archetype of hip young person and entered the archetype of mother. I pump my breasts with a machine. I eat standing at the fridge. When Sean and I were offered the tickets, I was euphoric to see Sting. Now I’m freaking out because I’ve left my child.


“Who’s the band?” Sean mouths, nudging me with his beer hand.


“No idea,” I mouth back.


He leans back and sips his beer. I watch a mid-twenties couple in front of me. The man cub wears black jeans predictably mid-ass with hiked-up white boxers. The girl is lanky, with silver hoop earrings and tattered black shorts. She has a tattoo running the length of her long calf. It’s a stunning rendition of the elephant in Salvador Dalí’s painting Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee Around a Pomegranate a Second Before Waking—one of the Spanish surrealist painter’s famous works. I lean forward as Lanky Girl looks around. I point to her leg and smile, giving her the thumbs-up.


“Cool,” I mouth, smiling broadly at her to cover up the fact I’ve just given her the thumbs-up.


Sean and I watch the opening band and I look at my phone every five minutes to see if Christina has texted. She does not text that there is a fire.


When the opening band whose name I still don’t know finally finishes their set, I tell Sean I’m going to get more drinks. Everyone standing in line seems to have either a tattoo or a piercing. I’m profoundly aware of the fact I’m wearing a maternity shirt. I have pads shoved into my bra so milk won’t leak onto my shirt during the concert. I’ve never felt less sexy.


I leave the beer garden and walk between the upper and lower sections of the amphitheater. It’s the same route I took to get to the beer garden, but on the way back I happen to look up at a section that’s been cordoned off. I see a wheelchair pressed up against the iron railing. A young man sits in it. His smile is beyond radiant. He has wavy brown hair and deep-blue eyes trained expectantly on the stage. Next to him sits an older woman with silver hair. She has on a soft yellow sundress and one arm drapes over the arm of the wheelchair so she can hold his hand.


And then suddenly I see all of them. I stop in my tracks. There are bodies braced and wheeled, held fast with loving hands and belts running across their chests. There are some like Finch with wide-set eyes—like my boy, my beautiful boy. They’re here, like me, to see Sting. A sign at the top railing says, SECTION FOR THOSE WITH DISABILITIES. My breath gets shallow and tears become little pools in the corners of my eyes. How did I miss seeing them on my way out? How could I have been so blind? It’s then I realize I’ve been that kind of blind my whole life. An entire population, an entire segment of humanity, has been invisible to me. The Radiant Boy leaning forward with joy streaming out of him was invisible. His mother with the soft hands was invisible. My heart cracks open. Radiant Boy looks down at me. I put my mouth against my hand and kiss it, lifting it up to him. He doesn’t lift an arm but smiles and kisses me back, pressing his lips into the air above me. My God, I think. He’s golden. I go all at once into tears, my body slumping against the concrete wall. A minute later Sting is on the stage and I’m back with Sean. I’m up out of my seat, tears still wet on my face, singing at the top of my lungs.





THREE MONTHS LATER, Sean and I crush into a small wood booth at Cannella’s, a local Italian restaurant, for the Wasatch Journal’s Christmas party. The recession tide has sluiced onto our shores, but we’re defiant and drinking deep from the river of denial. Hooray for us, the party says. We’re not going to fold like those other magazines. Look at us having this great party with fat steaks and endless bottles of Petite Sirah. We’re buoyant. We’re huge!


Our staff has grown thin in recent months as the publisher tries every angle to keep us alive. My colleagues join Sean and me in the dark booth. Sean tells a few lewd Santa jokes and soon someone chimes in about the difference between Tiger Woods and Santa (Santa stops with three hos) and we’re all laughing. We talk over one another like crazed children until the restaurant closes. It’s a lush Norman Rockwell moment. Hope and promise light us up, delightful and brilliant.


When Sean and I arrive home, he undresses me in our bedroom. We’re all fingertips and mouths. Our bodies press hard together, tingling under the spell of the evening.


“Should we use anything?”


“No,” Sean says. “You’re breastfeeding. Shhhhh…”


Afterward, I curl against his warm back and listen to his breathing. Just this, I think. Just this.










EASTER EGG BLUE


February 2009


I’VE BEEN PRETENDING IT DOESN’T matter, but once three weeks have gone by without a paycheck, I know it matters a lot. The Wasatch Journal is faltering, and our skeleton crew continues to thin. Staff are being laid off quietly, and each day I come in to find someone else missing. Our distribution manager is gone, then the graphic designer, then the copy editor. Those of us who are left have been promised a paycheck, but nothing has arrived.


Because Sean has his own landscape business, which is physically demanding, he likes to take winters off to recharge. He brings me coffee as I pull on my thermal underwear, sitting on the side of the bed to watch me dress, grabbing my ass like a seventeen-year-old when I bend over to retrieve my wool socks.


“You’re going in?” Sean asks.


“Yes, I’m going in. Of course I’m going.” I grab my keys.


“Is anyone going to be there?”


“I don’t know,” I say. “I hope so.”


Prior to my job at the Wasatch Journal, I considered myself a guerrilla poet street scrapper, which I thought made my poverty sound more glamorous and intentional than it really was. In between poetry projects, I’d find paid work. I’d bend metal for metal artists and serve out-of-towners fancy beers on cork trays. I’d write divorce documents for lawyers. I’d turn myself into a graphic artist and design ads for high-end pet boutiques. I’d brave lockdown facilities for hardened addicts to teach writing. In between, I’d run poetry slams and organize flash mobs to recite verse on a street corner with everyone wearing pink hoop skirts. Guerrilla poetry. Scrapping. But always writing. Then I found magazines. Well, a magazine. One that I liked and that liked me, and we did a little dance and I was deliriously happy. I even had an official job title: Associate Editor and Poetry Editor. I had health insurance. I was the happy, humming girl. I was a glorious poet turned journalist singing the song of myself and getting paid.


I don’t say anything to Sean, but I need this time in my office to remember who I am outside of the day-to-day minutiae of motherhood. I adore my son, but my work at the magazine gives the writer in me a room of her own. So I make the drive to the very white, very square building that houses the Wasatch Journal. I walk the two flights of stairs to our offices. The elevator has a handwritten “Out of Order” sign taped to the doors. It hasn’t worked for weeks, and the entire building has the feeling of being hollowed out and on the verge of demolition. I’m fairly certain this is less about the recession and more about the fact the building appears to be managed by someone far away. I make up the story that the building is owned by a New York hedge fund broker looking for a place to store cash. They couldn’t care less about ensuring the building is occupied, let alone whether the elevator works.


It’s cold in the office. The heat was turned off several days ago, which is an undeniable death knell. But I still hope; I still sip from my cup of denial. I have four layers of clothing on and it’s still cold. I heat a mug of water in the microwave that Ivy brought in from her house several weeks ago. There’s no coffee or tea left in the kitchenette that sits off the main hallway. I riffle through papers at my desk. I have no windows. The walls in my office are a primer white, the kind of white that feels somehow both abrasive and dull. Someone long ago cut a square in the wall in front of me, right next to the door, and installed a piece of plexiglass. This plexiglass faux window allows me to look out onto the opposite wall, which is also white. It’s 9:30 a.m. I sit at my desk, alone in this obscene whiteness with my mug of hot water and four layers of clothing.


After a half hour of staring muted at my computer, Ivy walks in, winks, and hands me my paycheck. The publisher has come through. Everything is fine and good, and I’ve been worrying needlessly. The Huntsman interview has been proofed and photographs have been supplied. Yes, there is a recession and, yes, magazines and newspapers are floundering like sad fish on a tide-stripped beach, but we will make it.


Two days later I’m home helping Finch with his little push-ups when Ivy calls. She asks me to eyeball the final proofs so we can send the magazine to the printers. I split my time between the office and home, which is damn lucky. I can pile toys around Finch and then edit on the couch until he breaks through the great wall of stuffed animals circling him. I consider his efforts to hurl the animals aside excellent therapy for his gross motor skills, but our cat, Goose, has become fearful of the occasional assault these stuffed animal circles represent.


“Can you get the proofs done by two?” Ivy asks.


“Yes,” I say. “Two. No problem.” This is the certainty I need. I feel strong and confident again. I’m making a living doing what I love, and I feel unstoppable. I effect a hip-shot nonchalance but inside I’m giddy. I imagine myself as the new Diane Sawyer poet rockin’ the journalist beat with my own gonzo rhythm. I’ve been at the Journal a year and a half. Give me another year or two and I dream I’ll get a toe in at Rolling Stone or the New Yorker or both. I’ll meet Malcolm Gladwell for drinks and tell him how much his story about the radical technology of diapers changed my life. We’ll become friends. Good God, life is glorious.


I decide to finish the proofs and then go to a yoga class. The energy in my body is like a tide. I need to move.


At two thirty, Sean takes Finch. We do the handoff and Sean kisses me.


“I’m glad you got paid,” he says, reaching his hand under my shirt and whispering into my neck. “Maybe tonight we can celebrate.”





EN ROUTE TO the yoga studio, free of the concerns for revolution or childcare, I make a right turn into the parking lot of our local grocery store. I hadn’t planned this detour. I hadn’t even thought about it until that very moment. But I get out of my car and walk in, making a beeline to the condom aisle. Ah, the condoms. The names alone are so very big, so Trojan in their pleasure. The condom aisle is where the home pregnancy tests are stocked, and I need one. No, I need two—better to buy two just in case. Because Sean and I haven’t been using any of the aforementioned French letters. We haven’t been using any kind of child deterrent whatsoever, and despite the fact I’m nursing and what’s considered “geriatric” as far as motherhood goes, I feel a sudden, irrepressible urge to pee on a stick. I buy a two-for-one pregnancy test in a comforting pink box and, once in the car, roll the box up in my yoga mat.


Five minutes later I’m in the yoga studio, which smells of lavender and sweat. Shoes stack in neat namaste rows on the stairs. There’s the happy hush I feel whenever I enter the yoga studio. I’m several minutes early and the bathroom that’s always jammed with people trying to pee before getting into any kind of compromising position is open. I surge in, tucking my mat against me like a football.


The bathroom has a small shelving unit in front of the toilet with several rolls of toilet paper and a wood sign that says Breathe in white, painted cursive. I unroll my yoga mat and tear open the pregnancy test. My heart careens in my chest like a drunken toddler. Breathe. I pee on the first stick. I put the test on the shelf and wait, pants around my ankles. I stare at the stick as it turns blue. Easter egg blue. My God. It can’t be. A slow buzz starts in my head. I tear open the second test and pee and wait. They aren’t always accurate, these tests. You can have a false positive. But in seconds there it is: the blue plus. It’s definite. Breath stalls in my chest. I have another passenger aboard.


I throw the test sticks into the garbage can and pile some toilet paper on top. I’m being ridiculous. I sign in with a big, shit-eating grin. People file in. Hushed tones fill the room. I spread my mat on the floor and lie down, trying to keep my shit together. Keep your shit together! Jesus, this is a yoga studio. The yoga teacher’s name is Kim and she’s lithe and beautiful. She sits on her mat in front of me as if she’s sitting in front of a stream. And lo! I am the stream. And then we bow our heads and chant three oms. I start giggling uncontrollably. This is a problem of mine. Overwhelm of any kind sets off the giggles. It’s an unfortunate coping mechanism, especially when in a yoga studio. I feel like a man having sex with someone for the first time and doing everything possible to distract himself and maintain the vigor of a stallion. Imagine your mother-in-law! No, imagine a very, very sick kitten! I start snorting, which is another unfortunate habit. I’m cracking up at the image of a sick kitten. I’m making little snorts into my mama bra tankini. Death and carnage! Apocalypse! Zombies eating small children!


I manage to get my euphoric shit together by the time we’ve moved from the stream and the oms to mountain pose. Still, I’m out of my mind. I’m ecstatic, looking under my arm while in down dog at the woman next to me and wanting to whisper in an embarrassingly loud voice—no, wanting to shout like a lunatic—“Hey, guess what? I’m pregnant! Can you fucking believe it?”


The next night I surprise Sean by asking Christina to babysit for a few hours so I can take him on a date to the Metropolitan, one of Salt Lake’s swanky downtown restaurants. The Metropolitan advertised in the Wasatch Journal and, as payment, a few of us at the magazine got gift certificates. The Metropolitan is the kind of restaurant that has handsome Italian men waiting in the wings to fold your napkin into a quick swan when you get up to go to the bathroom. I feel both awkward and jubilant. It’s such a silly thing, this kind of bourgeois napkin folding. But I’ve taken my man to the place of the fold, so we can sit next to the fire and order Bison Medallions with a Pomegranate Reduction and I can tell him I’m pregnant. Again. Earlier, I’d strolled into Planned Parenthood to take a real pregnancy test. The people at Planned Parenthood want me to plan well, and even though I’ve taken two home tests, which they assured me are fairly accurate, I wanted a third and final opinion. There’s something about peeing into a cup in an office that feels more medically reliable than peeing onto a grocery store test at a yoga studio.


I wait for our bison to arrive before sliding Planned Parenthood’s folded test results across to Sean. I sit on my hands, trying hard not to jump out of my seat and into the jaw of one of the hovering Italian men. Sean looks at the paper, then at me, then back at the paper as if it’s something flammable.


“What’s this?”


“Take a look.”


“Uh… okay.” Slow, unfolding of the paper. Eyes scanning the small print, confused. Finally, his eyes rise to the top of the sheet. He recognizes the name printed in boldface: Planned Parenthood.


“You went to Planned Parenthood?”


This is all going interminably slow. It feels almost scripted—the fumbling of the husband, the jittery glee of the wife. I’m out of my mind on baby hormones, and I recognize it—the evolutionary high in my body that has been turned on like a light switch.


“Yes,” I say, cocking my head. “This morning.”


Sean looks down again, but it’s a wash. There are names of hormones with indecipherable numbers next to them running the length of the page. He looks up at me.


“You’re pregnant?”


I nod.


“You’re serious?”


“Yup.”


He puts his hand on his forehead and starts rubbing it, fingers pressing in deep, as if somehow he can move the information in more quickly and have it make sense. We have a seven-and-a-half-month-old and I’m pregnant again. Hello, family.


“Wow,” he says, rubbing. “Wow, wow, wow.”


And then he looks up and smiles an awkward, vulnerable smile. It’s the smile that felled me the moment I first laid eyes on him. My heart lurches.


“Wow,” he says again. “You’re pregnant. Oh my God.”


After a few minutes and several gulps of wine, he stops rubbing his head and looks up, his eyes penetrating mine. “Have you told Finch?”


And then we fall into ridiculous, giddy laughter. The bison medallions have gotten cold, but we’re in happy hysterics, unable to comprehend how this could have happened and then laughing at how much random sex we’ve actually been having—while Finch nods off in his seat in the living room; while he sleeps in the stroller we’ve parked next to the kitchen table; at midnight, at 5:00 a.m.; when it snows; when it doesn’t snow. We laugh like two people at the edge of a cliff, ready to dive into water that shimmers at least thirty feet below us.





I CAN BARELY catch my breath at the suddenness, the corralling of everyone into the largest office, the one with the pretty but clichéd print of orange poppies in a field that someone had put up to combat the whiteness. I’d been so sure we’d make it. We’d sent the winter issue to the printers. We’d been paid. But this morning we’re called in by the publisher’s twentysomething son and are told that we’re done, the Wasatch Journal is closed as of today, as of right now: Clear out your offices, take the microwave, there’s just not enough money to keep us afloat. So sorry, and thanks, everyone, for your hard work. It’s over.
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