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Chapter 1

AUGUST 2013






Barcelona in August was very quiet. We were American ghosts in a Spanish ghost town, wandering around in the hot, thick air, trying to struggle out of the personal fogs we’d been drifting in since flying across nine time zones.


This was not going according to plan. At least not the plan I had dreamt up a few months earlier, after Tim and I had somewhat spontaneously decided to move our family to Barcelona for the year. That plan entailed a year of experiences and adventures in which Tim, the kids, and I all laughed a lot and spoke Spanish fluently to each other. I didn’t even know what we were saying to each other in this daydream, since I didn’t speak Spanish. But whatever we were saying, we were saying it fast and well, and we were very happy and smiling while we said it, and sometimes in these dreams Tim and I had glasses of cava in hand and were basking in the Spanish sun as the kids ate tapas. We looked like we were having a very good time.


But the only adventures we’d had since landing a week earlier had generally been misadventures as we’d tried to procure necessities for our flat and find our way around our new neighborhood. Lately we’d been venturing out into the oppressive mugginess to find school supplies for the kids’ impending start of the school year. There hadn’t been much smiling, rarely any laughing. We were hungry and dazed and living on Oreos. And who knew that they didn’t speak Spanish in Barcelona? We kind of knew, but in the rushed decision to move there we’d chosen to ignore the fact that Catalan, which to our ears sounded like a mixture of French, Italian, and Spanish, was the primary language of Barcelona. And the area of town where we lived was far from the touristy area, so not only did the fiercely Catalan people not speak castellano, Spanish, they didn’t speak English either.


Tim had taken Spanish in high school and college, but his Spanish was rusty after twenty years of nonuse and he said his Spanish helped him not one iota in understanding Catalan. Still, his rusty Spanish and no Catalan beat my no Spanish and no Catalan, so he was the designated communicator for our family, whether he liked it or not.


After no success at two stores looking for a certain type of school notebook, we were all about to enter a café for lunch when Tim got a phone call. As I stood on the sidewalk waiting for him to finish, sighing in resignation at the dark grey patches of sweat blooming on my light grey T-shirt, I could see he was struggling to understand what the person on the other end was saying to him. (While speaking a different language is hard, it’s even harder when you don’t get to read a person’s lips or body language, the nonverbal cues, as you talk. We had become intimately familiar with this fact in recent days.)


Despite the kids hanging on me and squirming in the heat, I thought back to a blog I had come across right before we flew to Spain, written by a professor of linguistics. In it he said he always laughed when people said they were moving to Spain to learn Spanish, and then chose to live in Barcelona. Back then, his words had filled me with a slight bit of concern. Now, standing in humid Barcelona with three bored, hot, and hungry kids, I only wanted to punch that guy.


After a bit of back-and-forthing, Tim hung up and turned to me. “That was Antonio.” Antonio was our portero, our doorman, in our new apartment building. “A guy from the cable company is waiting for us in the lobby. Or I think that’s what he said.”


“Now? They weren’t supposed to come ’til Wednesday I thought!”


We were getting our first taste of our future Spanish life. “Tomorrow” might mean next week. “Next Wednesday” might mean today.


Our five-, seven-, and nine-year-old kids were bickering and wilting simultaneously. They loved Oreos but the cookies caused predictable sugar crashes. Which we now found ourselves in.


“Can you stay and order sandwiches for them?” Tim asked.


My world expanded and contracted in a second. I felt I’d just stepped out of my body. Had he just asked me . . . to order sandwiches? By myself? I didn’t understand what he was saying. Was he speaking in Spanish? Did he know I couldn’t speak Spanish?


And so, with Tim dashing back to the flat, I entered the café with three cranky kids hanging off me like wilting leaves off a vine, approached the gentleman behind the counter, and did my best pantomiming, with an apologetic smile though I was not smiling on the inside, that we would like three ham-and-cheese baguettes.


We sat down and waited for the sandwiches. I had gone from tired to having a major headache in the five minutes since Tim had left us. The kids’ complaining hadn’t stopped. I saw the server heading over with the sandwiches and slumped back in my chair, relieved and exhausted: My ordeal was about to end.


But after taking one bite, Patrick, my seven-year-old, said, “Gross! This has tomato on it!” He picked up the top half of the baguette and showed me the underside, which had a pinkish-reddish hue with seeds. Tomato had been crushed into the bread.


“Mine too!” cried Mae.


“Mine too!” Kieran said in disgust.


And the fury was unleashed. Out of my mouth came warnings and threats like, “You better get used to different things!” and “It’s just tomato!” and “It’s the only thing you have to eat!” and “Do you have any idea?”


The kids looked down at their plates. Kieran, my nine-year-old, picked up his sandwich and began to eat. The other two didn’t.


I reached across to Mae’s sandwich, grabbed the ham and cheese off the sandwich, and said, “Eat this.”


Mae had the guts to say, “There’s still tomato on it,” pointing to the seeds clinging to the meat.


After I choked down my anger, I ate their two baguettes, straight up, sans ham and cheese; Kieran ate half of his sandwich; and we left.


We walked the four blocks back to our flat in silence. I felt awful—unclear if it was from the baguette ball in my stomach or from my tantrum. My behavior was so different from that happy and carefree mom I had naively envisioned in our future life in Spain—the one who’d laughed merrily with her kids as they did cartwheels around her, never knocking and spilling her cava, daisies floating in the air—back when we had made the decision to move here. Even though the decision had been rushed and abrupt, it had felt absolutely right. We had wanted a change; Tim and I felt stagnant in our work lives as well as our personal growth, and we had long felt a desire to show our kids a life outside of the success-driven and entitled bubble of Silicon Valley—outside of our homogenous community.


But those motivations were hard to summon now as I struggled in my daily life. At that moment I needed to look at street signs, and steer the kids around the dog poop on the sidewalk, and hold our breath as we walked past a smoker on the corner, and what in the world were we going to do for dinner that night? Restaurants didn’t open until 9:00 p.m.; the kids would be asleep by then. Could we find a place to order pizza? That’s a joke, I thought. I couldn’t order a pizza on the phone even if I wanted to.


We arrived at our building. As we entered through the large wooden doors, I decided to leave my frustration there. I chose to think about how next week school would start, and so would my Spanish classes. And then all my problems would disappear. Like magic.


Like a ham-and-cheese sandwich served without tomato.













Chapter 2

ANYTIME 2012






I slowly turned the patient’s forearm outward. He moaned groggily.


“You’re doing great,” I told Mr. Pisaro. “We should be done soon.”


He nodded slowly with his eyes closed. He was a fifty-two-year-old who had fallen off his bike and dislocated his shoulder. I had ordered Dilaudid for him to make him comfortable, but “comfortable” is a relative term when your shoulder is out.


I kept his right elbow at his side and slowly, gently rotated his forearm away from his trunk. Gabe, the nurse, stood by watching, in case I needed anything.


I began to feel resistance—Mr. Pisaro’s shoulder not wanting to externally rotate anymore—and then the gratifying but subtle “clunk” as the humeral head went back into the glenoid fossa. Mr. Pisaro let out a sigh of relief, accompanied by a languid, narcotic-hazed smile. This wasn’t his first time dislocating his shoulder, and he knew that moment when the shoulder went back in as well as I did.


“Dr. Breen?” Lydia asked from the doorway. “The patient in 3 has some questions for you.”


Of course she did. Even after you’ve discharged a patient and have moved on, it doesn’t mean they have. But I still had to let 10C know about his lab results, and I had just picked up a laceration in 7 I hadn’t seen yet.


“Tell her I’ll be there in five minutes, thanks Lydia,” I said over my shoulder as I palpated Mr. Pisaro’s shoulder, making sure the normal contour was restored. “Gabe, can you get Mr. Pisaro in a sling? I’ll get his discharge papers and prescription ready. And let me know when he’s more awake and I’ll come back and talk to him. Thanks.” I walked out to the hall down to the counter and started filling out a prescription for Mr. Pisaro before ducking into 3.


“I told Matt to meet you in there to translate,” Lydia said as she walked up to me at the counter. “How are the kids?”


It was always jolting to switch from my “work world” to thinking about my “family world.” It didn’t seem like too long ago I had been rushing out my front door to work, even though it was going on six hours. I had kicked a piece of chalk on our walkway as I was looking down and checking my maroon scrubs for any stains from the afternoon dinner I had just scarfed down in three minutes. I’d looked up to see my four-year-old daughter, Mae, drawing chalk figures in the driveway with the babysitter. Patrick and Kieran were riding their bikes in the cul-de-sac behind them, yelling something to each other. This was a familiar routine: rushing off to work on a beautiful California afternoon, chasing each kid down and interrupting their blissful play to give them a goodbye bear hug and kiss, maybe getting the briefest “Bye Mommy,” without even eye contact in return.


Doing the evening shift in the Emergency Department was my choice; since having kids, I tried to maximize my time with them by being around all day and then working the 5:00 p.m. shift so I only had to leave when their day was winding down. All three kids were under the age of nine, so theoretically they were asleep for the majority of my shift. But I missed their dinner, I missed their story times, I missed their bedtimes.


As I turned on the engine and buckled up to come to this shift, I had thought: But it’s good they don’t care I’m leaving. It’s good they are totally engaged with the sitter. Which then predictably morphed into: But why do I have a babysitter when I should be the one playing with my kids? I’m paying the sitter so I can go to work to make money so I can pay the sitter so I can go to work? Pulling away from the house and exiting the cul-de-sac, I’d looked in my rearview mirror and seen the kids happily darting around—and felt dejected. And then I’d gotten mad at myself for feeling sorry for myself. This is the life and career you’ve chosen, I’d told myself. Put on your adult pants and suck it up.


Lydia reached in front of me for a lab slip and pulled me back to my “work world.”


“They’re pretty good, thanks. Well, that’s not exactly true,” I amended, thinking back to wiping Mae’s sweet face after her puking incident that morning. “One was vomiting today, but I’ve been too busy to call home to check in.” I finished the prescription for Mr. Pisaro and looked at Lydia. “Hopefully Tim’s got it under control.”


“Ugh, vomiting. That’s the worst. Which kid?” she asked.


“My four-year-old.”


“God, aren’t you so glad you’re here and not at home dealing with that?” she tossed over her shoulder as she headed off toward the lab.


“No—actually, I’d much rather be at home,” I said to no one, out loud, because this was the Emergency Department, and speaking out loud to oneself was not out of place here amongst the angry drunks and patients being admitted for psychotic breaks. I talked to myself all the time at work. Especially now that I was feeling sorry for myself again.


Apparently my adult pants had fallen off somewhere.
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“So keep giving him Motrin, it’ll help make him comfortable,” I said to the mom in room 3 who was holding her toddler to her chest.


Her eyes quickly darted to Matt, an ED tech and our unofficial translator. He wasn’t fluent, or maybe even good, but he was the best we had.


“Dalo Motrin,” Matt told her. “La medicina va a hacer el bebé más cómodo.”


Her eyes were still on Matt. I could see no relief in them as she bounced her toddler in her arms. And I hadn’t said the word “baby,” which I had clearly heard Matt say.


Since we weren’t provided with a translator and had to rely on someone with decent but not expert Spanish to unofficially translate for us, this lack of knowing whether what you had said had actually been passed on to the patient happened too frequently for my comfort. But finding a legitimate translator somewhere in the hospital at eleven at night was as likely as Matt translating word-for-word what I had said.


“Pero, ¿qué pasa con la erupción?” the mom asked, her eyes still on Matt.


I never knew how to construe this; it happened quite often, where the translator became the patient’s point of focus. Was it comforting to focus on the translator, since they had a language in common? Was she embarrassed? Did she not trust what I was telling her? Regardless, I didn’t like the gap that existed between me and my patient, any of my patients, when language became a barrier.


“She wants to know about the rash,” Matt said to me.


I looked at the mom, whose eyes darted to mine and then came to rest back on Matt’s. I had already explained, through Matt, that a virus was causing her child’s rash and crankiness and there was no medicine to treat it per se. For the hundredth time, I worried what information had actually been passed on to the patient and what hadn’t.


“Dr. Breen?” Gabe popped his head in the door. “5A is awake and wanting to go. You want to talk to him, right?”


“Yeah, definitely,” I said, thinking of the discharge papers I still needed to fill out for Mr. Pisaro.


“And do you want me to irrigate the guy in 7?” he asked, referring to my new laceration—the guy I had yet to see.


“Let me numb him up first, thanks, Gabe. Could you put some lido at the bedside for me?”


Gabe nodded and let the door close behind him.


Turning back to Matt and the mom, I said, “Tell her it’s a virus causing the rash, that it will go away in a few days, and that there’s no medicine to treat it but she needs to keep her son hydrated.” I was already thinking of what type of suture material I would need for the laceration. “And please go over the precautions in the discharge papers with her, and point out peds’ number so she can follow up with them.”


The mom looked at Matt expectantly, her body stiff, as she moved her toddler to her other hip. I knew she wasn’t fully understanding or accepting of the situation, but I accepted this with resignation. If I had another ten minutes to sit with her and answer all her questions, I would. I would love to. But I worked in the ED, where time was a luxury, and I never got that gift. I had done a good work-up on this child and knew my diagnosis and treatment plan were solid. But I didn’t like leaving that mom feeling uncertain like that. I knew she was trying hard to advocate for her child, despite a language barrier. I felt compassion, from one mama bear to another—and frustration that my job had to be this way. But it was. I had to move on to the lac. And Mr. Pisaro. And my patient in 10C.


I walked out of the room, toward the lac, and looked at my watch. I hadn’t been able to call home yet to check in on Mae. And Tim. And now it was too late to call.
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After I had talked to Mr. Pisaro and sewn up the laceration in 7, I was heading to 10C to discuss that patient’s test results with him when a thought muscled into my consciousness: I don’t want to be doing this when I’m fifty.


I was forty-one. Tonight was no different from any other night. But I was tired of this. Of the pressure, the continual high-stakes clinical decision-making, never having enough time, missing out on taking care of my family. It wasn’t fun. It hadn’t been fun for a while.


As I walked into “room” 10C, more a slot for a gurney separated from 10B and 10D by flimsy floral curtains, I saw my patient now had his daughter and wife at his bedside. They were standing, because there was no room for chairs.


After introducing myself and shaking hands with the wife and daughter, who appeared to be in her early twenties, I said, “So some of his blood tests that look at his pancreas are higher than they should be. The next step is getting a CT scan to make sure his pancreas looks okay.”


“Will he be okay?” the daughter asked me anxiously, her eyes wide. Her question had a whiff of drama; her vantage point was that her dad was not in pain, had walked himself in there, and had been chuckling with his wife when I came in.


“Well, we don’t have the information we need to know exactly what’s going on, but your dad’s looking good. He’ll need to drink some contrast, which helps the radiologist—”


“How much longer will this take?” the daughter interrupted me.


“Well, it’ll take a few more hours,” I answered with growing wariness. “The contrast has to make its way to his abdomen, and then after we get the CT we need to get the results from the radiologist. But that’s good, because it means we can keep our eyes on him that whole time to make sure he’s getting better, not—”


The daughter put her hand in my face, arm outstretched—the universal “stop” or “shut up” sign, depending on how you wanted to read it. In this case, I think she definitely intended for me to read it as “shut up.”


“If you’re not going to help him right now, right here, we’re leaving,” she said, squared up to me.


My own nerves flared. I don’t like confrontation, either emotional or physical, and this was both. Simultaneous to feeling my own heat and not knowing how to handle it, I was surmising that I wasn’t dealing with a totally rational person, given how outsized her reaction was in relation to the context.


While I tried to calm my own nerves, I also tried to defuse the situation, using extra care in explaining why her dad needed to stay and what harm leaving now could cause him, all the while wondering if I needed to ask security to escort her to the waiting room to prevent any further escalation. It was a hard thing to do: talk calmly and with care to a person who had just put a hand in your face.


After the daughter had calmed down and they had agreed to the work-up, I walked out of 10 toward the office to do my charting with anger, embarrassment, and shock coursing through me. Unnerved, I felt like my adult pants had fallen off, once again.


I am not doing this ’til I’m fifty. No fucking way.













Chapter 3

AS GOOD AS IT GETS






Another shift over, I walked out to the parking lot in the dark early-morning hours, climbed in the cold car, and drove the twelve minutes home in silence. At least this shift nobody had shoved a hand in my face. Just some vomit on my work clogs. I could handle gross better than confrontation.


El Camino Real, the road home, was quiet now. The stores were all closed. Barely any cars were on the road—maybe two to three other lonely travelers, with the occasional cop pulled over on the shoulder, waiting to catch a swerving or speeding driver. Usually, the drive home was when I decompressed from the shift. Was I wrong to push for admission on the guy with the belly pain? Why is it always contentious when I needed a consult from Dr. Stephanopolos? Mostly the surgeons are pleasant, but not him. Why do we call him Dr. Stephanopolos, anyway, when the rest of us all call each other by our first names? Such an ass.


My mind turned to tomorrow morning. When I got in bed tonight, or rather this morning, I’d need to set the alarm for four and a half hours later. I wanted to make it to Kieran’s concert at school. Tim could go, but I wanted to; I didn’t want to miss it. I also had to get a few things from Target, and I’d promised a friend I’d take a walk with her.


I looked down at the gas tank. Damn, I needed gas too. So, concert, errands, gas, walk. That should still leave me a few hours before work to get some things done around the house—laundry, folding, did I have enough food for dinner? Damn, add grocery store to the list. And damn! My work availability for next month was due tomorrow!


Each month I had to fill out a calendar for work with my availability for shifts for the following month, and then the scheduler for our department put together the puzzle of all our availabilities and requests and sent us our shift assignments for the month to come. That blank calendar of possibility always changed my mood from perhaps sunny to at best gloomy, and at worst “stay away from Mommy.” When the calendar was blank, it was a month of joy and possibility, of 100 percent time with my kids. But every day of availability I had to mark down—each Monday at 5:00 p.m., every Saturday at 10:00 a.m.—was 30 percent less time with my family, 40 percent less time. Every shift I offered, I resented the fact that I had to.


But most times when I filled out the calendar I knew, of course, that I had to work. Financial reasons aside, the arguments would play through my head: Are you really not going to work after all the time you’ve dedicated to getting here—four years of college, four years of medical school, and three years of residency? If you reduce your number of shifts, you’ll feel rusty at work. And being rusty makes you slower (not good for your colleagues), makes you feel incompetent (not good for your psyche), and makes you second-guess everything (not good for anybody). If you don’t work, what are you? “Hi, I’m Amy, I’m a doctor. Well, I was a doctor. I mean I still am, but I’m not practicing anymore. Which was a choice I made . . .” This is the point where the person I was talking to would excuse themselves to go fill up their already full drink.


So every month I did this mental dance between wanting more motherhood and knowing I needed to work. What was the lowest number of shifts I could sign up for in order to not feel rusty but still feel as if I were getting the time I wanted with my kids?


Zero.


Okay, well, that was unrealistic and dumb. But that was what I really wanted.


Yeah, but again, dumb.


Okay, three shifts.


Yeah, that would be nice, but I would definitely feel rusty.


I knew I should probably do eight shifts a month—two a week—minimum. But that would qualify as full-time, which is what I had walked away from after Mae was born, including all those nice benefits. So why would I do that?


What about seven?


Seven would be okay, but what about six? Six. Yeah, that would come out to a shift and a half per week. I guess that might be enough to not feel rusty.


Okay, five it is.


When I had just finished residency and was working alone, a newly minted attending, on a shift at a community hospital, I confided to an older colleague who was going off shift that I felt I still had so much to learn. He said, “You’ll never know as much as you do right now.”


I think he may have had to reach over and pick my chin up off the floor after that comment. How could that be? my petrified brain was screaming.


With the benefit of time, I had decided he was only partially right. Sure, I definitely had much more information in my brain back then, just coming out of residency, than I would ever have again. But what that attending had not conveyed, and what I now knew made a huge difference, was the importance of experience.


That was what ate at me every time I looked at a blank work calendar. I felt behind because of the three maternity leaves I had taken, and after reducing my hours to part-time to accommodate being a mom. Every shift I didn’t sign up for was experience passing me by. And I was digging myself deeper into a hole every month I signed up for only six—no, five—shifts. Part of me thought I hadn’t gotten far enough in my career before going part-time; knowledge hadn’t cemented like it should have. But you can’t hold off having kids indefinitely. And I hated even allowing that question—Did I damage my career, and psyche, by stepping away too soon?—to enter my head. Women should be able to start a family without feeling they’ve sacrificed their careers.


Surprisingly, I was the first woman in my group to get pregnant, let alone need to take a break to pump her breasts. And this was in 2004, for god’s sake, not 1970! What I needed was a slew of women who had come before me and with me who had also taken maternity leave and come back part-time and now felt slower and needed to look up correct dosages and what fractures needed referrals; what I needed was to see that being unsure was normal. But I hadn’t had that and didn’t have that. And so this internal debate raged on in my head, every month that I had to fill out the damn calendar, and it left me feeling dejected and restless. Because I hadn’t found the answer.


And my current situation was not it.


Almost home from my shift, that thought took me back to a conversation I had had with Paul, one of my best friends from high school. It was 2009 and I was back East for our twentieth high school reunion. Paul and I were driving on the Schuylkill Expressway in Philadelphia, on our way to the reunion. In that forty-five-minute car ride, we tried to catch up on our lives the best we could. (Thanks to med school, residency, and subsequently work, and on top of that living in California, I had fallen out of communication with him and everyone else from my past who was important to me outside of my immediate family. I’d even missed nearly everyone’s wedding.)


Like me, Paul had a young family, and as we barreled down the Schuylkill he told me about a recent conversation he’d had with one of his friends back home in Seattle. One hand on the wheel, the other arm resting against his door, so at ease, Paul said, “We were watching our kids run around the playground and my friend turned to me and said, ‘This is as good as it gets, man.’”


I held my reaction, waiting to hear what Paul had replied. Are you serious? I assumed he had told his friend. This isn’t as good as it gets. We’re so young! We have so much more to do! No way this is as good as it gets!


Instead, I heard Paul saying to me, “I was like, ‘Man, you are so right! This is as good as it gets.’”


At that, he looked over at me with his characteristic easy smile, like he knew I agreed.


Since I had no poker face, I turned my head and said to my window—with a little laugh, so as not to tip off Paul—“Yeah.”


Now, driving down El Camino after my evening shift in the Emergency Department, I found myself wondering, again, Is this as good as it gets? And I felt exactly as I had felt driving along the Schuylkill with Paul a few years earlier. Nope. “This is as good as it gets” felt depressing. It felt lazy and complacent. As if you weren’t hoping for anything better. As if you were just accepting the status quo.


Of course the best was yet to come. Of course it was.


And with that I pulled into my driveway, walked into the dark, silent house, found my way to the bedroom without banging my shin on furniture and waking up a kid, changed out of my scrubs into a T-shirt, and climbed into bed next to a sleeping Tim.













Chapter 4

MAY 2013






“You are not going to believe what the Moellers are renting their house for.” Tim had just returned from a mountain-bike ride with some friends, one of them being Brian Moeller. Brian and his family were taking a year-long sabbatical in Barcelona starting that summer and were renting out their house while they were gone.


I bent over to get peas out of the freezer and guessed a number, venturing what I thought was high. As I rummaged around the drawer, Tim told me the actual figure.


“They are getting how much?” I stood up straight in disbelief.


“I know. Ridiculous, right?” He paused a few beats, leaning against the kitchen island. “I wonder how much we would get for our house.”


“Probably more,” I said as I looked for a dish to microwave the peas in. “Our house is on a cul-de-sac, their street is a cut-through. Our house is a little bigger. Yeah, we’d get more.” I looked up and saw my husband’s wheels turning.


Living abroad was something we had always wanted to do. We’d had a fleeting opportunity to live in Switzerland six or so years prior, for Tim’s job, but that chance hadn’t materialized into reality, which had disappointed us more than we’d realized it would. That tease of change had stuck with us—had awakened something that had been lying dormant, but hadn’t announced itself.


Since that missed opportunity, life had gotten busier. Back then, when Switzerland had been dangled before us, we’d had a one-year-old; now we had a nine-, seven-, and five-year-old. We both had jobs, and we owned a house we had remodeled just four years earlier. Why would we consider pulling up roots just because our friends were managing it? And it was already May! The kids would need to be in a new school in wherever in August. As in, in a handful of months. As in, you can’t up and move to another country in a span of three months, with three young kids. Where would they go to school? What country would that school even be in?


“They listed on craigslist,” Tim said. “It was rented within a few days.” He let that sink in for a moment, then added, “That kind of rent could almost finance a year abroad.”


“Huh.” I handed him the bag of frozen peas. “Stick these in the microwave.”


Tim and I had been married long enough that we recognized certain hallmarks of our marriage, one of which was that every few years, we felt the need for change. Luckily, we somehow both felt it, and both liked to act on it. Which was serendipitous—a homebody plus a spouse with wanderlust does not a perfect marriage make. We’d started dating as freshmen in college and gotten married at the end of my time in medical school, and somewhere along the way we’d developed a profound need to take a hard turn left whenever our life was decidedly pointed straight ahead.


So, every few years, we turned. The bigger the change, the more attracted we were to it. The last time we had acted upon the hunger for change was when I’d needed to rank where I wanted to do my residency in emergency medicine. I was in medical school in Philadelphia then—where I’d grown up, where my parents still lived, where Tim had a good job, where we were only a few hours from his family in DC—but after interviewing at Stanford, I knew I wanted to rank that program number one for residency, and Tim liked the idea. Stanford, in California. California, where we knew no one and where Tim didn’t have a job or connections. Because, why not. Because we liked change.


I matched at Stanford and we moved to California, and then the need for change started to get pushed far below the surface of our lives—beneath the epidermis and subcutaneous fat. Residency and then work in the Emergency Department for me, work and then business school and then back to work for Tim pushed that need beneath the muscles, beneath the fascia. By the time we had had three kids, our mutual desire for change was safely buried under the normalcy of life. Diapers, preschool, evening work shifts, overnight work shifts, breastfeeding, nannies, grocery shopping, cutting crusts off sandwiches, trying to be social despite our profound sleep deprivation with other sleep-deprived young parents, the occasional trip back East to see family, rinse and repeat for many years.


But all that time, without our knowledge, our need for change was fighting against the weight of normalcy. Unbeknownst to us, it was slowly making its way upward—around the organs, up through the cobweb of fascia and the bundles of muscle fibers, all the way right back up to the epidermis.


Hello, change.













Chapter 5

HOW ONE MOVES ABROAD






How a family normally goes about moving abroad:


One to two years before moving abroad: Depending on size of bank account, go visit several cities (or countries) you might like to live in; return home; narrow choices over several weeks to months; decide. Tell friends and family you are moving abroad.


One to one-and-a-half years out: Apply to schools for your children in chosen city; depending on bank account, visit chosen city again, this time evaluating neighborhoods and schools; look into lawyers in destination country to help with visa process; look into lawyers stateside to help with visa process stateside.


One year out: Talk to a relocation specialist in destination country to help find flat/house.


Six months to one year out: Go to chosen city again to see flats or houses relocation specialist has chosen for you; look at cars, furniture; visit schools to which your children have been accepted.


Six months out: Hire someone stateside to help with preparations such as moving furniture into storage, storage of cars, etc.; find caretaker for your house; go to the many appointments your lawyer sends you to for fingerprinting, consulate meetings, document translation, etc.


Two months out: Throw your bon voyage party; start packing.


[image: ]


How the Breens went about moving abroad:


Three months before moving abroad: Wistfully remember wanting a family experience abroad when discussing the fact that your friends are renting out their house and moving to Barcelona.


Two months and two weeks out: List house on craigslist, “just to see.”


Two months and one week out: Panic because house got rented; after putting kids to bed, narrow “experience abroad” to “Spanish-speaking country” to “Spain versus Argentina” to “Spain,” then consider “which city is best for living in as well as seeing the rest of Europe” and land on “Barcelona”; ignore that you have never been there; find schools in Barcelona on the internet; apply to said schools.


Two months out: Discuss merits of telling kids we are moving to Spain for a year versus asking kids how they would feel about moving to Spain for a year; decide on “telling”; tell kids; deal with aftermath for the next year.


One month and three weeks out: Start calling the admissions person at the International School in Barcelona weekly, and finally hear that there is room at the school for two of your three kids; think, Maybe home school for the third?; hear weekly from Jordi, the guy in Barcelona who’s helping you find a flat, that July, the month you’re in, is the worst month next to August to find a flat because everyone is winding down for their summer holiday; pray; buy plane tickets; forget to tell your parents and siblings and then remember to tell your parents and siblings you are moving to Europe for a year; scramble to assemble the documents needed to get a visa to Spain for one year; make daily runs to the post office or UPS store for fingerprints, passport photos, and passport applications, making sure you print five copies of all documents as per the visa application; fill out endless forms; find certified translator for all documents, as required for the visa; make five copies of those translated copies; make appointment at Spanish consulate in San Francisco for visas.


One month out: Go to consulate appointment; discover that visas won’t be ready until mid-September and must be picked up in person by all persons applying; have it dawn on you that your plane tickets to Spain are for August 21, which means all five of you will have to return to the States a mere month after moving to Spain to get your visas in person, if that is in fact necessary. It is, says the consulate guy.


Two weeks out: Find a friend to house your car for the year; sell your other car; start packing; tell Jordi, yes, you will take that one flat, out of the two options presented.


One week and six days out: Outfit an entire apartment, from furniture down to potholders, in two nights on IKEA.es; realize there are many things you have not done, like figure out if you need to have a car in Spain, tell your neighbors and friends you’re moving, and learn Spanish; ask yourself what the hell you have done.


Move to Spain.













Chapter 6

TOUCHDOWN






We knew we had arrived at our flat when Jordi pulled his minivan up on the sidewalk. We were on a one-way street, and cars could barely squeeze by his left rear fender, which—they let us know by honking at us as they slowly passed—was sticking out into the road. Jordi seemed unfazed.


Jordi was a local whom our friends, the Moellers, had hired to help them find a flat and then recommended to us. He’d met us at the Barcelona airport after we landed and helped load up our five giant duffel bags—everything we had brought for five people to live for an entire year—into his minivan.


And now we were double-parked on Carrer Francesc Pérez Cabrero—our new street, a street name whose R’s my tongue would never be able to wrap itself around the entire time we lived there. (Which had nothing to do with the fact that I was an American with zero Spanish ability.) As we piled out of the minivan, we saw a long block of elegant stone-and-brick buildings about ten stories high with one building connected to another connected to another—shops on the ground floor of each, residences above. On our left, across the narrow one-way street, lay Turó Parc, a shady expanse of dense foliage that was the namesake of the part of town we now lived in. As we peered beyond the black wrought-iron fence, we could see sand paths winding past a pond.


Looking back up the block at the long line of tall buildings and cars honking at Jordi’s minivan, the “cityness” of our new living situation acutely penetrated this suburban girl’s brain as acutely as the blaring car horns.


Our brains were being tricked by the bright afternoon sunlight; our bodies knew it was roughly 2:00 a.m. but the Spanish sun said otherwise. We had transitioned from West Coast time to East Coast time when we visited with Tim’s family in DC before our jump across the Atlantic, then tolerated a long layover in Heathrow in a daze before landing in Barcelona’s gleaming, modern airport.


In a fog, we followed Jordi through the twelve-foot-high wooden doors of our building and down two marble steps into a dark, cool foyer with walls covered in dark wood, marble floors, and the occasional potted plant in the corners. An older gentleman came out from behind the desk at the far end of the foyer with a smile. He was in dark polyester pants and a button-down, short-sleeve blue shirt. With his grey hair and dark-rimmed glasses, he was one pocket protector away from being a 1950s office worker. He gave Jordi a handshake as he gripped his shoulder, a friendly greeting, and smiled at us as Jordi made introductions in Spanish, none of which I could understand except “Breen.”


This was Antonio, our portero. He smiled and spoke very rapid Spanish that somehow didn’t sound like Spanish to me. I looked at Tim and saw a panicked look on his face as he concentrated on Antonio’s face, trying to decipher what he was saying. (Jordi would tell us on his next visit that even he had a hard time understanding Antonio. “Antonio is from the south,” Jordi would explain. “They only say the first half of every word.” Which was why I didn’t understand Antonio; nothing to do with me not being able to speak Spanish.)


Jordi continued to translate for us—Antonio was apparently giving us a warm welcome—then explained a few things about the building. Antonio then led us a few steps to the right, back up two different marble steps to a foyer with a staircase. As we gazed upward at the winding staircase, Jordi said, “This is original. It’s gorgeous, no?”


It was. The staircase was something out of an M.C. Escher drawing: polished wooden stairs with white spindles rising up to meet a gleaming wooden railing that wound up and up and up into the far reaches of the building, a never-ending spiral of a seashell.


Antonio was opening a door I hadn’t noticed in the wall behind us. “This is the elevator,” Jordi translated. “Antonio is saying it is very important, when you get off, it is important to remember to close the inside door and the outside door. If you do not, the elevator will not work.”


Antonio signaled me onto the elevator, which he had already entered. I stepped in. It bobbed slightly. I felt as if I had entered an antique telephone booth—the same polished wood panels of the lobby lining the bottom half, glass on all four sides of the upper half, shiny brass knobs and buttons. Antonio closed the inside door and said something to me in Spanish as he opened and then closed that inside door. Jordi smiled at me and said, “That is the door he is saying is very important to close.”


Antonio stepped out and ushered in the three kids. He reached in, pushed the number six button, closed the interior door for us, and then the exterior door, leaving me and the kids alone inside. A moment of stillness in a frenetic day, broken by the bob of the elevator as it began to slowly rise. Through the glass windows, we watched the inside of the elevator shaft slowly pass downwards as the elevator took us up to our flat.


I looked at the kids, who were alert but glassy-eyed, running on fumes. I was too; I was too aware of the difficulties I was encountering, like not being able to understand anyone. Instead of my first impressions being dulled and foggy from jet lag, they were sharp and jagged like glass shards.


I took a deep breath. One of many that day, that week, that month. Life suddenly felt onerous, and I hadn’t been prepared for that.


The elevator stopped and bobbed at the sixth floor. Seven-year-old Patrick opened the interior then exterior doors, and the kids filed out. “Kids, do not forget to close this interior door, too, or else the elevator won’t work,” I said as I closed both doors. It would be a mantra for many months. In front of us were stairs leading down to the left, up to the right. On our left and right were identical double French doors with the panes shaded out. Jordi, who had just made it up to the stairs, said, “Your flat!” as, panting, he took out a key.


He opened the French doors on our left, and as he did a brightness met our eyes. We stepped inside the foyer and saw a flat with whitish faux-wood floors, white-white walls, and brushed nickel doorknobs on all the doors we could see, which were many. A very modern flat.


As I stood in the foyer and stared at the myriad doors to my right and in front of me, I turned to find Tim coming down the long hall to the left. In my fog, all I could muster was confusion as to how Tim was already in the flat, to which Tim replied, “Service elevator,” and nodded back behind him.


Taking the lead, he went into a room off the left of the hallway. The kids and I followed, passing rooms on the left and right—the laundry room, a tiny room with the service elevator, a bedroom, another bedroom, and the galley kitchen off to the right, among others, before the hallway ended in a bright, long room, the dining and living room. Light poured in from the four large windows that spanned the length of the room with views out over Turó Parc, Jordi’s minivan still jutting into the street down below.


The flat was better than I could have imagined. As Jordi had told us, starting a search so late, in June, had left us with very slim pickings, given that Barcelona emptied out in July and was a ghost town by August. So to land this nice of a flat, in such a prime location, was a godsend.


As I looked around, I recognized the couch, the dining room table, the chair, all of which I had picked out on IKEA about two weeks earlier. Jordi had said, “If you buy your furniture on IKEA, I can have it delivered and assembled for when you arrive.” I had spent two late nights in my sister’s kitchen in Spokane two weeks earlier, picking out everything we would need to outfit our home, from bunk beds to laundry baskets, towels to frying pans—all sight-unseen, on a very crappy website. And here it all was now, assembled and in place. Or in a place, anyway. Jordi had put stuff where he thought it should go, but he hadn’t had much to decide; it was only barebones furniture—no rugs, no art, no plants, no decor. Looking around the living room, another glass-shard impression: Our new life felt temporary. And that unsettled me.


Thanks to jet lag, my mood bounced from unnerved to elated. The flat was so bright! Look at those gorgeous big windows lining the front of the flat and the newly painted white-white walls! Cue the crash from elation to apprehension—Oh my god, these are white-white walls! And three kids will be living here! Why couldn’t the walls be painted a color like “Soccer Ball Smudge” or “Sole of Sneaker”?


Sensing a need to smooth out my jet lag–induced emotional volatility, I walked over to the beautiful windows to soak in our view. Down below, across the street, was the pond we had seen, with lily pads floating on the surface. Lots of treetops, some sandy paths, and then, across the park, building after stately building, just like our block.


Just then, Jordi asked if there was anything else he could help us with before he left. Thank goodness he caught my erratic emotions at a stable moment, or else I probably would have begged him to stay for another week. Or until I had learned Spanish. Instead, I let him say his goodbye, and as the door closed behind him, the finality of the moment sank in. We were here. On our own. In Barcelona. In our new life. Our white-white, bright new life. With no food, no car, no family, and an inability to communicate with the other inhabitants of our new land.
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