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In Memory of “My Goose”







She had always thought there would be time enough—that you could lead a certain life and then, when it faded, exchange it for the one you’d always longed for…


—Andrew Sean Greer, The Path of Minor Planets









Part I


Desire




There are two tragedies in life.


One is to lose your heart’s desire.


The other is to gain it.


—George Bernard Shaw
























One








Christmas Eve, 2000.




The gray-hued landscape of the Pine Barrens blurred by as Grace drove, dark spindly trunks of pine trees dissolving into thin gray branches, sienna-tinged against the colorless sky. She was supposed to be last-minute Christmas shopping but had realized the night before that she was finished. And the house was clean, the presents were wrapped, her mother had already agreed to babysit. Which meant that Grace was free. For the entire day, if she wanted. And she did.


The two-lane road was nearly empty, nothing on either side of it but straggly scrubland, interrupted now and then by a sagging farmhouse. Wind buffeted the car, wrenching the steering wheel that Grace held in one hand. The other held her Starbucks coffee—and not just coffee, but a venti cappuccino, because with the whole day, she’d had time for this too. She exhaled a long breath and smiled, regarding her reflection in the rearview mirror: gray eyes, thick shoulder-length auburn hair, and today, for Noah, lipstick. “Coral spice” or “spicy coral” or…she glanced again at her reflection, felt her heart cartwheel in her chest. People told her that she didn’t look thirty-seven. And today, with all this time—no doctor appointments for Jack or driving Max to hockey practice or Erin to the Y for swim lessons—Grace didn’t feel anywhere close to thirty-seven. More like seventeen, she thought, the age she had been the summer she met Noah.


 


“Do you ever wonder why this happened?” she asked him a few weeks ago. This: their meeting again after twenty years, falling in love.


“Coincidence?”


“That’s it?” Already something in her was retreating, burrowing away from him.


He squeezed her tighter against his chest. “Hey you, get back here.”


Hey you. She tilted her head up to look at him. His face was backlit by gold winter light. Through the windows behind them, the sun was setting over the bay.


“So, you think it was fate?” he teased. “The will of the gods?”


She leaned up on one elbow to look at him. “Why is fate any more farfetched than coincidence?”


“It’s not.” He moved his finger around the outline of her lips and pretended to draw a smile. “But does it really matter? Call it anything you want, Grace Martin, as long as you don’t disappear this time.”


Grace Martin. She hadn’t been Grace Martin in fourteen years.


 


Ahead of her loomed the sign for the Atlantic City Expressway. She flicked on her turn signal, then slowed for the tollbooth. She had phoned Noah earlier to make sure he’d be in his office today. It was Christmas Eve, and though the Cape May Bird Observatory stayed open through the holidays, Noah was flying home to Ann Arbor tonight. He had sounded rushed, his voice excited, and she thought it was because of his trip, until he explained: There had been two sightings of a brown pelican at the Observatory that morning. Uncon-firmed, but still. “Brown pelicans are rare anytime, but God, Grace, here? And at this time of the season!” He was headed to Higbie’s Beach, he told her. “Can I call you around ten-thirty? I should be back in the office by then.”


“Ten-thirty’s perfect.” She was smiling. With luck she’d be in his office by 10:30. She’d almost added, “I’ll see you then,” but he hung up—thank God—before she could. Even as a child, she was always the one to inadvertently slip and ruin a surprise or blurt out a secret and then, too late, clap her hand to her mouth. She shook her head, wondering, as she had so often these past eleven months, how she had held the secret of Noah within her all this time. But you hold onto what you have to, she knew, thinking of how certain desert cacti can hoard a single drop of rainwater for decades, of how a virus lies dormant until conditions are exactly right for it to replicate, of how birds carry in their genes maps to places they’ve never been. And people with their secrets? They were no different, she believed, preserving them at enormous costs because sometimes, like water or instinct, their secrets were all that allowed them to survive.


Grace’s affair with Noah felt like this sometimes: a matter of survival. It sounded so melodramatic, so Emma Bovary, so Anna Karen-ina, and if she had dared to voice such a thought to her best friend, Jenn, Jenn would have scoffed and asked Grace how she could even think something like this—survival?— when she had a child who was literally struggling to survive every day of his life. You want to talk about survival, Jenn would have said, then spend a day in the Pediatric ER. And Jenn would have been right, which is why Grace hadn’t confided in her best friend, hadn’t confided in anyone.


Snow flurries flew against the windshield and dissolved like tiny comets into silvery streaks. It still amazed her—the pulse of electricity that rushed straight through her whenever she thought of Noah. How was it even possible that someone’s name—the thought of his name—could cause such a physical reaction? And after twenty years.


Twenty years.


 


Grace first met Noah at a church picnic along Lake Erie while visiting her grandparents. His long braid of red-gold hair was falling down his back as a loud swarm of kids pushed and pulled him toward the water, intent on throwing him in. She could tell he was letting them, though he pretended otherwise. “Hey, ya little protozoan,” he yelled, or “Man, you are such an amoeba.” Then he glanced up, caught her eye. “Hey you, how about a little help, here?”


Hey you.


She had ended up in the lake with a bunch of kids chanting, “He likes you; he likes you,” and Noah blushing and saying, “Cut it out, ya protons.”


Noah tutored inner-city Detroit kids in science and by the end of the day he had talked Grace into volunteering as well. The job would look good on college applications, she told her parents; it was great experience. She convinced them to let her stay for the summer. And so, she spent two months teaching kids to make baking soda–powered rockets; to eliminate the foam from root beer; to write invisible messages on acid-free paper with lemon juice, then decode them with Windex. Years later, doing similar experiments at the kitchen table with her son, Max, memories of that summer would return to her in sharp-edged fragments: the cement walls and uneven floor-boards of the church classroom where they taught; one of the kids sneaking up on her and putting an ice cube down her shirt; a paper airplane sailing across the room, an invisible lemon-scented “I love you” on one of the wings.


Grace pressed her foot to the accelerator, casting up a silent prayer that the police were tied up with holiday traffic near the malls. Clouds of white spray from the damp road swirled around the car like steam. Only when the speedometer pushed toward eighty did she ease her foot from the gas pedal. “Not in a hurry today, are we?” she teased herself, glancing up and once again catching her reflection in the rearview mirror: the same wide gray eyes and bright lipsticked smile, but in this light she now saw the beginnings of crow’s-feet when she smiled, and something gaunt in the way her cheek bones protruded in her face. Strands of gray in her hair. Twenty years. Something sharp pushed against the walls of her chest. Twenty years. How does it happen, she wondered, the person you thought you were just disappearing beneath your life the way the road was disappearing beneath the wheels of her SUV?


 


Twice that summer Noah arrived at her grandparents’ door with his face painted blue and white, the home colors of the Detroit Tigers, to take her to a game. He loved the Tigers, he explained as the team went extra innings against the Toronto Blue Jays. Baseball united people across class, race, and religion as even religion couldn’t. A few weeks later, they watched a no-name pitcher miraculously beat the Boston Red Sox, 3–0. A Sunday afternoon. David defeating Goliath. Who needed church? Noah asked, his voice hoarse from cheering.


He was strange and smart—as a junior in college he’d already been accepted to Princeton’s PhD program in biology—and he didn’t care what anyone thought of him, and he made Grace laugh, and when she was with him, she didn’t care about what people thought of her either. But home in New Jersey that fall, she felt ashamed when she tried to describe him to her popular field hockey–playing girlfriends. He sounded weird, they said, which wasn’t the reaction Grace had imagined. Noah was older, after all; he was in college. And he wanted her. Loved her. She had thought her friends would see her differently, respect her maybe, but instead they only rolled their eyes when she showed them photos. “Well, of course, he’s in love with you, Grace. You’re probably the most normal person he’s ever dated.” Shallow, high-school-girl comments, but Grace had listened to them so that, sometimes, on the nights when Noah phoned, she found herself seeing him through their eyes. And so, although she would watch the Tigers win the World Series four years later, she stopped returning Noah’s phone calls that first autumn. Eventually, he stopped phoning. She graduated from high school and went to college, then grad school—a master’s in epidemiology from Penn. She fell in love with Stephen, married him in a huge traditional church wedding, had Max a year later, Erin seven years after that, and then, finally, Jack.


 


Grace found Noah’s salt-crusted, bumper sticker–laden Volvo in the deserted parking lot at the Hawk Watch Platform. Even the die-hard bird watchers were absent today. Home with their families, no doubt, getting ready for the holiday. Her stomach sank with guilt. “Damn it,” she whispered. For a moment she sat, unmoving, the engine running, holding her cell phone in her lap. She should be home, she thought. With her kids. It was Christmas Eve. She was a mother. What was she doing?


She stared at the white totals board at the base of the Hawk Watch Platform listing the number of sightings to date for each type of raptor: Cooper’s hawk, red-tailed hawk, Swainson’s. The counts were down, Noah had told her, the numbers for peregrine falcons half of what they’d been three years ago. Something like grief on his face when he talked about it. It made no sense to her. Not when there were wars and genocide and people dying of AIDS and cancer. Not when her own child was dying of a genetic disease few scientists understood. Noah had told her how over a thousand biologists and volunteers from ten nations had convened at the International Piping Plover census of 1991, created to increase the breeding population of the endangered species. She had been sickened. For a bird, she kept thinking. A bird.


She sat for what seemed a long time, staring up at the soft gray clouds pulsing overhead. The sky a sonogram of winter. And then resolutely, she punched in her home phone number on the cell. “You’re sure everything’s okay?” she asked her mother. With Jack, she meant. “I can come home.” She held her breath, not aware that she was doing so until her mother reassured her: everything was fine, Max was out with his friends, she and Erin were baking cookies; Jack was taking a nap.


“Did you remember to check—”


“His blood pressure was fine, honey.”


Grace slipped the phone into the pocket of her field coat and leaned her forehead against the steering wheel and slowly exhaled. It sounded like a sob—of gratitude and guilt and relief, but mostly, she thought, of gratitude.


 


The minute she crossed over the dunes, it was like entering another world, the wind shrieking, the waves crashing onto the beach—one every five seconds, Noah had told her, fourteen thousand a day. The air smelled of salt and rotting wood and distance and longing, and yet for the first time in weeks, she felt as if she could breathe, actually take in a full breath without a tight band of sadness constricting her lungs.


This was why she had come here. This was her Christmas present to herself. And yes, of course, she felt guilty, but she also knew that if she didn’t get away from the kids and Stephen and even her mother for a few hours, she would simply shatter inside. And if one more person asked if she was happy that Jack was home for the holiday or suggested that she be grateful to have this Christmas with him; if one more person told her that she “was such an inspiration,” or she was “a saint,” or the worst, that Jack reminded them of the real meaning of Christmas…


Why? she felt like asking. Because he’s dying? That’s what you need to remind you what the holiday is about?


Noah was down the beach a couple hundred yards. She shouted to him, but the wind lifted her sounds like a flimsy hat and flung them in the opposite direction.


She started walking into the wind, chin tucked to her chest, squinting against the blowing sand and snow. It was like treading through a current of fast-moving water. Spume lifted and blew in the gusts of wind. And then she heard a wild yell, and when she glanced up, he was running, sprinting, leaping—what exactly was it?—toward her.


No, not running. Charging. Stampeding. Open-armed, holding the binoculars away from his chest, the wind pushing him down the beach. She laughed out loud. Who was this man? He crushed her to his chest in a bear hug, swung her up in his arms. “Stop.” She was laughing. “Put me down, you’ll hurt yourself.”


“I don’t care,” he said, holding her more tightly. “I can’t believe this! What the hell are you doing here?”


“I’m not sure,” she laughed into his ear. “I just needed to see you. Is that okay?”


“Okay? Are you kidding me? Okay?” He set her down, scanning her face with that inscrutable scientist’s gaze of his. “It’s wonderful, it’s fantastic, it’s—come here, you,” and he was tugging on her coat collar, pulling her face close to his, then kissing her. Tears pricked her eyes. My child is dying, she thought, and I’m happy, I’m so goddamn happy to see this man and to just be here with him on this beach for an hour.


When he let her go, she turned to face the water, and he stood behind her, enveloping her in his bearlike warmth. A row of sanderlings lined up at the water’s edge, standing one-legged to preserve heat. Foam blew sideways against the gray background of sky, the waves moving forward, then retreating. He pressed his chin to her shoulder, his face cold against hers. It had started to snow for real, a faint layer of it sticking to the broken shells and eelgrass along the wrack line.


“So, how long do you have?” Noah asked after a minute.


“An hour and a half—maybe.”


“What do you want to do? Eat, get coffee, walk?”


“Walk, then maybe coffee?”


He offered her his arm. “Shall we?


She linked her arm in his. “We shall.”


 


She was home in time to get Jack from his nap. “Snowing!” he cried when Grace opened his bedroom door. He was standing in his crib, pointing to the huge powdery flakes falling past his window.


“You like the snow?” she asked, scooping him up. He wriggled in her arms like a little fish. He was soaked with sweat. Her breath tumbled unevenly through her chest. Don’t get sick, she willed silently. Please. They had an appointment the day after Christmas with the cardiac transplant team at Johns Hopkins. A heart transplant was Jack’s last hope


“You see snow, Mama?” Jack asked as she laid him in the bassinet by the window. Even without taking his pulse, she could feel that his heart rate was high. Her own heart seemed to slow as if to compensate. “What’s going on with you?” she asked him, as she held her fingers to the pulse in his wrist. She stared at the second hand on her watch and counted. After ten seconds, she stopped, calculated the number and closed her eyes in relief. His heart rate wasn’t as bad as it had seemed. 120. High, but not terrible.


“Mama see snow?” Jack asked again.


She smiled at him, holding his face in her palms. His eyelids were droopy—one of the symptoms of the disease, the muscles in his eyes so weak that he had difficulty focusing. She’d gotten in the habit of holding his chin, lifting his gaze up to meet hers. “Yes, Mama sees snow.”


“I see snow too?” he asked.


“I don’t know. Do you?”


“I do!” he laughed. She placed the thermometer under his arm for a basal temperature, then held his hand close to his side.


“Why you taking temperature?” he asked.


“I’m just checking,” she said. “Is that okay?”


“Why?”


“So I can make sure you aren’t sick.”


He placed his free hand against his forehead. “I not,” he informed her seriously.


“Good! You better not be.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s Christmas, Silly Goose.” She pulled the thermometer from his arm. 97.8. No fever. She exhaled slowly, an ache in her lungs left over from the frigid ocean air.


A fat snowflake plopped against the window like a bug on a windshield and Jack smacked the glass, laughing as he squirmed away from her. And then, “Max see snow too?” he asked as she tugged off his wet clothes and lifted his tiny bird legs to slide a diaper beneath him.


“Max might be out in the snow.” Playing hockey with the kids two streets over.


“Why?” Jack asked.


“Because he likes it.”


“Why he likes it?”


“Hmmm.” Grace pretended to ponder this. “I’m not sure. What do you think?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know.” And then, “Erin see snowing too? And Daddy?”


Grace glanced at him, his damp curly hair sticking up like the down of a newly hatched chick’s. Where had this come from, she wondered, this recent need that everyone see or feel or do the same thing? She had read in Elisabeth Kübler-Ross’s On Children and Death that even very young children somehow sense when their deaths are imminent, and it occurred to her that maybe this was Jack’s way of holding onto them, anchoring himself to their world.


Grace tugged Jack up so that he was sitting. She pulled a clean red turtleneck from the bottom drawer of his bureau and slid it over his head. “Oh no! Where did Jack go?” she teased. “Where could he be?” But her voice caught. After he was gone, these were the words that would break her heart.








Two




The story of mitochondrial disease begins with the story of the mitochondria themselves, those minuscule organisms in our cells that convert food and oxygen into the energy we need to live. Like most stories, this is a story about desire, a word that stems from the Latin sidus , or “star,” referring to those distant suns whose light often touches us only after the stars have died. Desire is similar, is it not? Its target is like a star’s glow, something we reach for but can never hold. Or is the equation backwards? Maybe it is because we desire something that it begins to die, altered by the force of our want.


The story of mitochondria is also a story of suffering. Ordinary, everyday suffering. A virus. An infection. For it was as a virus that the mitochondria first invaded our cells billions of years ago. A symbiotic relationship soon formed. A marriage, you might say. Our cells provided food and shelter; in return, the mitochondria produced energy in the form of ATP, or adenosine triphosphate, without which we cannot survive.


This too is a common story, perhaps the most common of all: the one about how desire becomes necessity. Scientists infecting amoebas with bacteria then breeding the survivors, for instance, have found that after five years, the amoebas can’t grow at all without that bacteria. So it is with the mitochondria: These long-ago viruses are accustomed now to living within us; we are accustomed to having them there. We can no longer survive without each other. One tenth of our cells is made up of mitochondria—one tenth of us. In fact, if you were to lay all the mitochondria in a single human body end to end, they would circle the earth two hundred times.


Think of it: an entire planet, circumnavigated by desire.


Still, it is DNA, that famous double helix—and not mitochondria—that garners the attention. At the end of the twentieth century, photos of computer-generated models of DNA made the covers of national magazines, and DNA was mentioned in the headlines of major newspapers. “The decoding of thehuman genome,” the president declared to a flock of reporters on the White House lawn, “is without a doubt the most important, most wondrous map ever produced by mankind.” And yet, without the energy provided by mitochondria, organelles so tiny that a billion of them fit inside a grain of sand, even the unraveling and replicating of DNA would not be possible.


No wonder mitochondrial diseases are so devastating. For all movement—a heartbeat, a breath, the blink of an eye, the splitting of a cell, the firing of a nerve signal—is fueled by ATP, by the mitochondria. And movement too is about desire, isn’t it? Aren’t we always moving toward what we want even when it feels as if we are running away?








Three




Grace arched her neck, her weight on her elbows, and tilted her head back into the jet of hot water, rinsing the shampoo from her hair. The bottom of the tub was gritty with sand. She could feel it each time she moved. It had been in her socks and ears and hair and under her fingernails; she’d had to empty her shoes over the toilet.


Before she left Cape May, she had told Noah, “I know I wouldn’t have seen you over the holidays, but I miss you more—if that’s even possible—when you’re in Michigan.”


He nodded. “Like quarks.”


“Quarks?” She grinned. He was always doing this—one of the things she loved.


“Quantum physics. The farther two quarks move away from each other, the more fiercely they’re pulled back together.”


“Ahhh,” she smiled. “So that’s what happened to us?”


 


She pushed herself into a sitting position and turned off the water. From downstairs came the sound of Burl Ives singing “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town.” He knows when you’ve been bad or good…She stood, her legs red from the heat, and lifted a towel from the hook on the door. The mirror was fogged with steam. She couldn’t see her face but knew it was wind-burned. Even the cotton towel felt scratchy against her skin.


 


“Mama!” Jack called from the family room the minute she came downstairs. Despite sweatpants, turtleneck, cardigan, and big socks, Grace felt chilled, the ends of her hair still damp. “What, Goose?” she asked Jack. “Was your movie good?” She hit the eject button on the VCR as she passed it. The Christmas tree was on, its colored lights glowing in the reflection of the windows.


“Max called Santa a turkey,” Jack said.


“He what?” She made a face at her oldest son who lay sprawled across the couch, feet dangling over one end. “Max.”


“I said he was in Turkey, Mom. Erin asked where I thought he was, and I was showing her on the globe.”


“He was, Mama,” Erin said without looking up from her drawing.


Grace leaned down to plant a kiss on the top of Erin’s head, then handed Jack the video they’d just watched. “Here, silly, put this on the shelf and stop trying to get your brother into trouble.” She squeezed Max’s ankle. “Sorry.”


He nodded without lifting his eyes from his Sports Illustrated.


The globe was the same turquoise sphere with pastel-colored countries, many of them no longer in existence, that she’d had as a child and on which her father had mapped Santa’s route for her. A commercial pilot, her father factored in headwinds and tailwinds, turbulence, and cold fronts. “Now, with those winds coming down from Canada, it might get a little bumpy coming across the Atlantic,” he’d tell her. Or, “You know, Gracie, you might want to hit the sack a little early, because with that tailwind, I have a feeling Santa’s going to arrive ahead of schedule this year.”


 


In the kitchen, Grace flipped on the light over the sink and filled the coffeepot with water. On the counter sat a stack of mail—Christmas cards mostly, along with the plate of peanut butter cookies Erin and Grace’s mom had made earlier. Grace broke the edge off one and ate it as she opened the first envelope. It was from Jenn, she knew, recognizing her friend’s handwriting. The gurgling of the coffeemaker filled the room as she scanned the note. She hadn’t seen Jenn in nearly a year. She stared at the enclosed photo of Jenn’s three boys, the oldest already a sophomore in high school. All of them were tall and dark-eyed like their mom. The Barbarian family, Jenn would laugh. The boys had her great smile.


Grace had met Jenn, who had been in the nursing program at Penn, in a graduate seminar on Children and Disease. Grace still had the texts from that class: David Morris’s Illness and Culture, Leavitt and Numbers’ Sickness and Health in America, Batshaw’s Children with Disabilities. The diseases sounded like law firms, Jenn said: Wolf-Hirschhorn; McCune-Albright; Beckwith-Wiedemann; Borjesson-Forssman-Lehmann. She and Grace would drill each other over cosmopolitans at the Ruby Lounge during Friday-night happy hour: Maple Syrup Urine Disease, characterized by syrupy-smelling urine; Cri-du-chat syndrome, so named because of the catlike cry infants often made. The diseases were trivia then, possible quiz questions. They hadn’t connected these illnesses to real children yet, to the parents of those children. Young and single, neither could have imagined that one of them would one day have a child with such a disease. Back then, mitochondrial disease—Jack’s disease—wasn’t even in the medical literature.


Grace set Jenn’s card down and opened the next. It was from Kent, one of the guys in the beach house in Rehoboth, Delaware, she and Stephen used to belong to. He and Ciera had decided to divorce. Grace reread the words, shaking her head. Kent and Ciera. Of all the couples, and there’d been five, they were the last couple Grace would have imagined getting divorced. She thought of all those beach-house mornings, walking onto the back porch and hearing the thrumming of the outdoor shower, Kent and Ciera laughing and murmuring while the rest of them slumped at the picnic table sipping coffee in hungover silence and irritation. Eventually, Kent would emerge from the shower wrapped in a towel, all but beating his chest. Ciera behind him, flushed and defiant. Tarzan and Jane.


Now, Grace skimmed over the generic phrases: “Comes as a shock,” “grown apart,” “for the best,” before setting the card aside. Outside snow lofted down over the spherical shapes of the pine trees. She crossed her arms over her chest as if she were still cold, feeling pensive and sad. Did anyone ever know what was happening with anyone else? Ever really know? She thought of how easily she had just disappeared from her own life for a few hours and of how easily she had simply returned, standing here now in sweatpants, reading the mail, nibbling one of her daughter’s cookies. How no one who knew her would ever guess, not just where she had been, but who. Someone else. She closed her eyes, pictured Noah lifting her in a bear hug, and felt an ache settle in her chest.


“Mama, did you try the cookies me and Grandma made?” Erin leaned her elbows on the counter and propped her chin in her hands. No one had combed her hair today, and she’d lost another tooth last week. She looked like a waif.


“Your cookies are absolutely great, honey-bunny.” She cupped Erin’s face in her hands, pushing her curly hair from her eyes. “Are you leaving some for Santa tonight?”


Erin nodded. “That’s what Grandma asked me.”


“What’d Grandma ask?” Max slouched into a chair at the table.


Grace glanced at him. “You look tired, honey. How was hockey today?”


“Bad. I really need new skates, mom.” The Bauer 400s in the back of her SUV.


“Well, did you ask Santa?


“Mom.”


She grinned. “Max.”


From the next room came the shudder of the automatic garage opening. “Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home!” Jack shouted, hurrying for the door, yanking his mini suitcase on wheels—his oxygen canister—behind him.


“Mama, why is your face so red?” Erin asked.


Grace lifted her palm to the side of her windburned face. “Is it?”


 


“If you could be any animal, what would you be?” Stephen read the question from the rectangle of colored paper Jack had pulled from the glass candy jar. The jar was filled with similar questions written on scraps of colored paper and folded into squares; If you could change the sky to any color besides blue, what color would you choose? If you could relive one day of your life, what day would that be?


“This is so stupid,” Max said now around a bite of cheesesteak.


“Anytime you want to write your own questions,” Grace said.


“No, Mama,” Erin whined. “He’ll just write things about hockey.”


The question jar was a gift from one of Grace’s mother’s friends who was a creative writer. They took turns picking the questions each night.


Stephen grabbed a handful of potato chips. “What animal would you be, Erin?”


Erin cocked her head to the side, thinking. Grace caught Stephen’s eye and smiled. He’d come home with Philly cheesesteaks—extra hot peppers for him, onions for Grace—their Christmas Eve tradition. And now a glass of Merlot, the snow falling…This is enough, she thought, guiltily thinking of Noah. This is more than enough.


“I’d be a polar bear,” Erin announced.


“You mean a Teddy bear?” Max laughed.


“Mama,” Erin whined. “Why does he always make fun of my answers?”


“He’s teasing,” Grace said. “Tell us why you would be a bear.” She leaned forward and took another bite of cheesesteak. Sautéed onions dripped onto her plate.


“’Cause I could play in the snow all day and not get cold.” She glared at Max, who rolled his eyes and muttered, “I’d be anything that lives alone.”


“Like a snake?” Erin said.


“No, not like a snake,” Max mimicked.


Jack laughed. “Max is snake, Mama!”


Grace pointed at him. “You are a little instigator.”


“No, you gator, Mama.”


Erin giggled. “Not alli gator, silly.”


“I’d be a bird,” Grace said. A brown pelican. At this time of the season! Noah had once traced his finger over her sternum and told her, “If you were a bird, this is where the flight muscles would be attached—here, to the bone protecting the heart.”


“Alligator!” Jack insisted.


“A bird,” Grace laughed. “Maybe a goose like you. Or a swan.”


“They mate for life, don’t they?” Stephen asked. “I guess that settles it for me. I’d have to be a swan too.”


Max groaned. “Gross, you guys, I’m trying to eat.”


“Mama, what does ‘mate for life’ mean?” Erin asked.


“It means that you stay with one person that you really love for your whole life.”


“Like you and Daddy?”


Something fluttered in Grace’s chest. A bird taking flight. “Yes,” she agreed. “Like me and Daddy.”


“Can I be a swan too, Mama, so I can stay with you and Daddy my whole life?”


Max snickered. Grace warned him with a look. “Of course, you can be a swan.”


“I swan too?” Jack asked.


Grace laughed. “Yes, you too.” He looked so good, she thought. If it weren’t for the nasal cannula and the raspy hiss of his oxygen, you almost wouldn’t know he was sick. For a moment, she couldn’t swallow, her throat tight. Please let him live, she thought.


 


Everything was done: stockings filled, presents placed under the tree, a note from Santa thanking Erin for the cookies. Stephen was bringing in firewood for the morning. Grace was checking her e-mail, most of the messages from the women in her mitochondrial support group. She often felt closer to these women than to anyone, including Jenn, her mother, even at times, Stephen. She hadn’t even met most of them, yet they had pictures of each other’s kids on their refrigerators, knew the kids’ birthdays and what complex of mitochondrial disease they had, what their symptoms and prognosis were. They knew the same specialists, had been to the same hospitals: the Cleveland Clinic, Scottish Rite in Atlanta, both Children’s and St. Christopher’s in Philadelphia, the University of California, San Diego, a handful of others. It was a small world.


As she sat at the computer now, waiting for the e-mails to download, she couldn’t help but smile, despite the edge of sadness that had been pushing at her all night. Most of the messages would be from the women in the support group, wishing one another happy holidays, sending prayers for whoever’s child wasn’t doing well, maybe sharing a joke. Like the string theory of the universe, which held that the world was composed of billions of invisible threadlike strings, constantly moving, vibrating, holding the universe together. The support group was similar, Grace thought. All these woman reaching across vast distances to seek or offer consolation, encouragement, support. Kempley in North Carolina, Anne Marie in Seattle, the woman in Australia whose five-year-old daughter had just died from mitochondrial-related complications, another mother from Japan, Beth from Pittsburgh. Hundreds of invisible messages, tiny strings of words, moving across states, entire continents. Holding up the world.


Mostly, the women listened to one another vent and grieve—and laugh, which they had to do, and which no one who didn’t have children as ill as theirs could begin to understand. They traded medical articles and advice. It was Kempley who insisted that Jack’s muscle biopsy had to be redone if Grace wanted any chance of locating the exact mutation in the mitochondrial DNA. Kempley who explained to Grace the difference between a fresh and a frozen muscle biopsy. Kempley who explained why it mattered.


And Kempley, of everyone in Grace’s life, in whom she imagined confiding about Noah. Kempley, who maybe wouldn’t approve, but who wouldn’t judge her, wouldn’t think she was a bad mother, a bad person. In Grace’s mind, they were the same thing.


Of course, there was no message from Noah tonight. He was in Ann Arbor by now. He wouldn’t have access to his e-mail, refused to travel with a computer. It was one of the first things she’d learned when she found him last January.


Found.


As if he’d been lost.


 


Actually, finding Noah had been Max’s doing. He had been writing a report for school on John James Audubon and ended up on the Web site for the Cape May Bird Observatory. Grace was helping him. And there was Noah’s name under “Director.” A prickly feeling in her throat. “Wait, Max, I think I know this guy.”


Her first e-mail had been brief: “Noah, is that you?”


She had wondered if he was married, if his hair was still long, if he’d remained loyal to the Tigers. He was still twenty-two in her mind, writing secret messages on acid-free paper with lemon juice, showing ten-year-olds how to make sandwich-baggie bombs, trying to explain to her why a baseball stadium was more necessary to a community than a church, especially in Detroit.


“You’ll never believe who I found.” She had paced into the kitchen where Stephen was finishing the dishes. She didn’t wait for him to ask. “Noah McIntyre.”


“Who?”


“Noah, from my grandparents’ church. The guy who went to Princeton. I taught science with him that one summer. The Tigers’ fan?”


“The guy whose heart you broke?”


“Yeah, him.”


 


The first two days after she contacted him, Grace found herself checking her e-mail constantly. First thing in the morning, coffee-deprived and groggy; or rushing in from one of Jack’s therapy appointments at the hospital, still in her coat and shoes, purse tossed wherever, telling Jack, “Wait just one minute, Goose, Mama has to check something.” She drove to and from the hospital on automatic pilot, imagining the conversations she and Noah would have, trying to explain why she’d treated him so badly twenty years before, asking questions, answering his, telling him about her kids, her life. Already, she was different in those conversations—easier, lighter, more animated. She gestured to the windshield, to the empty passenger seat next to her. Sitting in traffic one morning, shaking her head and waving her hand in chagrin at something she imagined Noah saying, she found a group of teenagers in the next car pointing to her in unison, then rotating their index fingers in a circular motion at their foreheads:You’re crazy. She laughed and threw her hands up in a “What can I say” gesture. They were right.


After three days without a reply, she was irritated. And disappointed, though she couldn’t say why, exactly. Maybe it wasn’t her Noah, she told herself, but she didn’t believe it. And then she got mad. Was he holding a grudge after all this time? Grow up, she thought.


The next day she found his response. One question. Capital letters. “WHERE ARE YOU?”


Later he would explain that he didn’t respond immediately because he’d been away at a conference, that he never took a laptop when he traveled, that he had panicked when he saw her e-mail (at two in the morning) and realized that five days had passed since she’d sent it. He laughed. “Never mind the twenty years that had gone by.” She heard something in his voice, like when a button pops loose of whatever holds it in place.


 


Stephen paused in the entrance to the family room, his arms loaded with firewood, breathing heavily.


“You okay?” she asked.


“God, it’s cold out there.” He set the logs in the wrought iron basket on the hearth behind her, then stood, brushing wood chips from his sweater. “This is obscene,” he laughed after a minute as he stared at the Christmas tree.


And it was obscene. Presents crammed up under the branches and spilling along the back wall and halfway into the room. It didn’t take a psychologist to figure it out. This might be Jack’s last Christmas, and Grace wanted him to have every possible thing he could ever want. Since October, she had been telling herself to just stop, she had enough presents for him, but then she’d see something that he’d like—a LEGO space station that Max could help him put together, sneakers that flashed colored lights whenever he moved—and it seemed so utterly stupid not to get it. So what if she was going overboard, so what if she was spending a fortune? It might be her last chance.


She leaned back in her chair. “We overdid it a little, huh?”


“We?”


She shrugged. “Okay, I.” She glanced again at her e-mail. Stephen stood behind her and massaged her shoulders, his hands cold through her sweater.


Without turning around she said, “Anne Marie, from Seattle, the one whose daughter also has dilated cardiomyopathy, was at Hopkins last week, and I was wondering if she’d heard anything.”


“Do you realize it’s already Christmas?” He leaned forward and kissed the back of her neck. His face was as cold as his hands.


She glanced at the clock in the corner of the computer screen. Just past midnight. Outside it was still snowing. She thought of that man in Vermont who had photographed thousands of different snowflakes against black velvet in the instant before they dissolved. Sometimes she felt that this was what they were doing with Jack—trying to hold onto something fragile and transitory before it disappeared forever from their lives.


“Jack looked good tonight, didn’t he?” she said softly, still staring at the snow.


“He really did. I can’t remember the last time he looked this great.”


“It sounds stupid, but I keep thinking that there must be a mistake.”


“I know.” He squeezed her shoulder. “No one who sees him can believe he’s as sick as he is.”


She nodded, suddenly exhausted and sadder than she could bear to feel right now. She glanced once more at the computer screen, ready to call it a night. But “We’re on the list!” she saw in the subject heading next to Anne Marie’s name. The list. UNOS: United Network for Organ Sharing. She felt something tilt inside of her.


“They accepted Anne Marie’s little girl,” she said. It meant the team at Hopkins had deemed Bryn a suitable candidate for a heart. Grace’s voice felt detached from her body. “I should congratulate them.” But her hands were in her lap. There was no way to process this. Anne Marie’s little girl would get a chance, and Jack—Jack probably wouldn’t. It was a long shot at best. She knew this.


Stephen knelt down and gathered Grace against his chest. He smelled of firewood. “Oh Grace, I’m sorry, baby,” he whispered.


“No—” She lifted her head, pulling away from him. “God, Stephen, don’t be sorry; it’s good, it’s—I’m happy for them, really, it’s just—” Her face crumpled. “I don’t know how I’ll ever live without him.”








Four




Grace sat on the couch, her feet tucked up under her, a book open-faced in her lap. The tree lights were turned off, the kids’ opened presents stacked now in neat piles—Max’s on one side of the tree, Erin’s another, Jack’s near his toy box. From upstairs she could hear Stephen moving back and forth from Jack’s room to the bathroom, changing him and giving him his eleven p.m. medications. She stared at the book in her lap. An ice game known as Kolven was popular in Holland in the seventeenth century. Max’s Christmas present to her: Hockey for Dummies. She was trying to understand this game her son was so passionate about. Later on, the game really took hold in England. It was a struggle to concentrate, though. Sentences slid out from under her like wet leaves.


She closed the book, set it on the coffee table, and stood. A rectangle of yellow light fell into the hallway from the stairwell. She paused at the foot of the stairs, listening to make sure everything was all right, then walked into what used to be Stephen’s office. The antique rolltop desk his mother had given him for his college graduation was covered with boxes of plastic tubing and nasal canulae, latex gloves, disposable syringes. Stacks of xeroxed medical articles were piled on the leather armchair and ottoman. Grace stood in front of the bookshelves, head tilted sideways, scanning the titles in the light from the hallway. She found the book she was looking for, pulled it from the shelf, and, still in the near-darkness, turned to the chapter on heart transplants.


 


“So what did you think of Mandy?” Stephen said from the doorway.


Grace looked up from the book in her lap. “I think your brother’s smitten.” Mandy was his older brother Jeff’s girlfriend. “It’s been what, almost a year now? Isn’t that a record for him?”


“I guess. I just wish he’d find someone his own age. Twenty-three. It’s embarrassing.” Stephan sank onto the sofa next to Grace, handing her his glass of eggnog.


“At least she’s not like the last one. God, all those metal studs in her tongue and nose and eyebrows, and I don’t even want to think about where else.” She took a sip, then handed it back to him. “Mandy was actually very sweet. Asking a lot about Jack. And Erin loved her.”


“Well, they’re practically the same age.”


“Oh, stop. Your brother’s happy.” She leaned against Stephen’s shoulder. “He’s…I don’t know, different with her. More gentle or something. It’s nice to see.”


“I suppose.” He handed her the eggnog again and nodded at the Hockey for Dummies sitting on the coffee table. “What? You give up already?”


“Excuse me?” Grace grinned and began reciting from memory: “The word hockey comes from a French term meaning ‘bent stick’; there are five face-off zones in a hockey rink, one in each—”


“Never mind.” Stephen laughed. “I should know better.” He nudged her shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of the book in her lap. “So, what are you reading now?”


She turned the book so that he could see the title. Parents’ Guide to Heart Disease in Children.


He looked at her. “Worried about tomorrow?” They were leaving at five in the morning to drive to Hopkins. Max and Erin were spending the night at Grace’s parents.


“Can I read you just one thing?” Grace asked.


“Go ahead.” Stephen leaned his head against the couch back and closed his eyes.


“Children who have been bedridden for years with severe cardiac failure often become asymptomatic, returning to normal activities within days of successful cardiac transplantation.” She glanced at Stephen. “Survival rates are over 90 percent if the child was reasonably well at the time of the transplant,” she continued . “Results were poor, however, when the child was in the ICU directly prior to the procedure.” She closed the book, though she kept her finger on the page, holding her place.


“So you think because Jack’s doing better than he was in—when was it? October?—the team at Hopkins is going to having a different assessment?”


“I’m not sure. It’s just ‘kids that are bedridden for years’ you know? And he’s still so active, Stephen. I mean, look at how he was today.” She glanced at the stockings that hung from the mantel. It was crowded with photos of the kids, a disproportionate number of Jack. Jack in denim overalls toddling blurrily towards the camera, holding a football. Jack on Santa’s lap. Jack sitting between Erin’s legs at the top of the bright yellow slide. The ache Grace had felt all day in the center of her chest spread to her stomach. “He’s doing better than he was in November, I know that much. And his troponin levels are—”


“Hey—” Stephen laid his hand on her knee. “You don’t have to convince anyone, Grace.”


“I feel like I do, though.” She turned sideways to face him, her long wool skirt twisting uncomfortably. She lifted herself for a moment, then settled again. “I keep thinking that Anne Marie’s little girl was much sicker than Jack and now—” She stopped. “I’m just so afraid of forgetting something that might help them decide. If he dies”—her voice cracked—“and there was something I didn’t think of, some question I could have asked—”


“But you have, Grace. Over and over.” He reached for her hand and pressed it against his chest. He was wearing a faded red Lambda Chi Alpha T-shirt that had shrunk so that it fit tight across his shoulders. It was the same T-shirt he’d worn the night she met him sixteen years before at a party in grad school. Stephen had been in charge of the blender and because Grace didn’t know anyone, she feigned interest in observing him as he emptied a bottle of dark rum into the pitcher filled with ice. He was good-looking, she thought, but she’d already dismissed him because of the T-shirt. A fraternity boy.


Once—and only once—after one of those parties, Grace had gone back to her apartment and sat Indian-style on her narrow bed, the phone cradled in her lap and she’d dialed information for Princeton, New Jersey, for McIntyre, Noah. She was a little drunk. It had been over four years since they had spoken, though she looked for him at her grandparents’ church every time she visited them in Ann Arbor. But there was no listing for a “McIntyre, Noah” in the Princeton area, the operator told her. Grace wondered if maybe he hadn’t gone to Princeton, if maybe he had stayed in the Midwest, and if, maybe, it had anything to do with her, with all those autumn afternoons after their one summer together when he’d phone her in New Jersey, and she’d tell him breathlessly, “I’ve got to go; I’ll call you tomorrow”—and never did.


Of course, she dismissed the idea almost as quickly as she had dismissed Stephen the first time she met him. She and Noah had been a high school romance. Puppy love; infatuation. She’d been seventeen, he barely twenty. They had been too young to comprehend what love was, what it meant. It was silly to think that it would have altered his life in any significant way. Silly to imagine that it would ever alter hers.


 


“Do you honestly believe Jack’s better than he was two months ago?” Stephen asked, and she felt her shoulders slump in defeat. No, Jack wasn’t that much better, a little, maybe but…She shook her head. It’s just that she had been so wrong about such important things in her life—both Stephen and Noah. It terrified her now to think that she might just as easily dismiss something crucial about Jack’s illness.


She pulled her finger from the page she had been marking and set the Parents’ Guide to Heart Disease in Children on the coffee table next to Hockey for Dummies. “You’re right. I don’t know why I’m doing this,” she admitted. Stephen lifted his arm around her shoulders and she snuggled into his side. Jack hadn’t even been able to wear the elastic-waist pants she’d bought him for church today, his belly so swollen with fluid that his weakened heart couldn’t rid his body of, despite increased doses of his diuretics. And he was self-protecting, unconsciously tensing his stomach muscles whenever she picked him up. His fingers and feet were icy from poor circulation, and he’d been coughing more—just a cold, she hoped, though this too was another symptom of heart failure.


“So did he go right to sleep?” she asked after a minute.


“Out like a light.”


She smiled. “He was something today, wasn’t he?”


“I didn’t tell you, but he’s sleeping with his new race cars.”


Grace laughed. “And Max liked his skates, huh?”


“Like? Did you see his face when he thought he’d opened all his presents and he hadn’t gotten them?”


“Oh, he knew. He had to.” She paused. “Did you know he was getting me Hockey for Dummies?”


“Yeah.”


“He accused me of not caring about him as much as I cared about Jack.”


“He’s just at that age.”


“I do focus too much on Jack, though.” She shook her head. “And poor Erin.”


“Erin’s fine, Grace. Come on. You’re being too hard on yourself.” He pulled her closer and she lay her head against his chest and closed her eyes, tired suddenly. After a few minutes he said quietly, “We’re doing okay, aren’t we?”


“With the kids?”


“With each other.”


“Yes, of course.” She sat up to look at him. “Come on, Stephen. I’ve been running like crazy trying to get ready for the holiday and—”


“Hey, I know. That wasn’t an accusation. I just miss you, okay?”


She nodded, unable to tell him that she missed him too.


He grazed her cheek with the back of her hand. “You really did get one hell of a windburn the other day didn’t you?”


She forced a smile. “I told you that mall parking lot was brutal. Like crossing the great tundra—”


“And all for Max’s skates?” He shook his head. “See, if only he knew the lengths you go to for him.”


She couldn’t meet his eyes and so stared at his shirt, the fabric faded to a dusky pink. She remembered another time she had watched him in that shirt, making drinks for their friends at the beach house in Rehoboth. Everyone crowded into the kitchen, getting ice, slicing tomatoes for a salad, carrying dishes to the picnic table out back. A Cuban CD was playing. There was no air conditioning in the house. Grace was sitting in the dining room nursing Max, trying to stay cool. Ciera sauntered into the kitchen in a bikini top and a bright Mexican wrap tied in a knot at her waist. Sweat glistened on her collar bones. She lifted her hair atop her head and someone whistled a cat call. The kitchen smelled of fresh mint from the mojitos they were making. Rum and dark brown sugar and lime juice and mint. Lots of mint. Grace couldn’t drink because she was nursing. She was angry and uncomfortable, and she felt fat, and she had looked at Stephen in that fraternity T-shirt and for a horrible minute she thought, what in God’s name am I doing with him? With these people? But in the next instant, Stephen had looked up and winked at her—just that—and Ciera turned and smiled at Max with such love in her pretty dark face, and the moment was like a wave that curled in on itself. Grace had looked at her husband and felt suffused with happiness that Stephen loved her, that this—these friends and this house and her child at her breast—was her life. Hers.


“I can’t believe it’s over,” Stephen said.


He meant the holiday, but for a second, it was almost as if he could read her mind and was referring to them, to the life they’d once had.








Five




Grace turned to look at Jack, asleep in his car seat, his head lolling sideways. His swollen belly and chest rose and fell with effort. Still dark outside, his face was in shadow but for the headlights of the trucks passing in the opposite direction. She felt Stephen watching her as she watched him, her own heart feeling swollen and too full.


“You okay?” Stephen said.


She shook her head no as she settled back against her seat. After a moment, she said, “How can we not do this?” This: taking Jack to Hopkins; meeting with the Cardiac Transplant Team. “To not even try? I don’t—” Her throat tightened.


Stephen put his hand on her knee. “Anju’s a great doctor, Grace, but she’s not his mother. You’re doing the right thing.”


The you’re registered. Not we’re, though she knew Stephen supported the decision to bring Jack here. When had he started leaving these choices solely up to her, though? She knew he trusted her to understand the medicine better than he, to know what was right for Jack. But she couldn’t remember when it had started to feel so lonely.


A green road sign flashed by—BALTIMORE 57 MILES—and she felt her stomach clench. They’d be there in an hour. Johns Hopkins. No longer the best hospital in the world as it had been in the first half of the century when it single-handedly changed the way doctors were taught, when the pillars of modern medicine—William Osler, William Henry Welch, William Stewart Halsted, Howard Kelly—had reigned, but still: for the last ten years U.S. News & World Report had ranked it the #1 teaching hospital in the country; it was still the first choice medical school for students from all over the world; its doctors were still the recipients of more research grants from the National Institutes of Health than the doctors at any other teaching institute. Still the place where the first “Blue Baby” operation took place, which led to open heart surgery, which led to heart transplants. Grace held onto this knowledge. Ballast against the weight of Anju’s question: “Why in God’s name would you want to put him through this, Grace?”


The question had stunned her. After Stephen, Anju Mehta, Jack’s primary doctor, was the first person Grace had phoned upon receiving news that the transplant team at Hopkins would consider Jack. “We have an appointment. December 26.” Grace was nearly crying. “I feel like it’s Christmas already, Anju. Just the fact that they’re considering him means that it’s not hopeless.”


Silence. And then that question. Why in God’s name…


Grace had felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her. “Why? What do you mean, why. Because what if it works, Anju? What if it buys him another year, another five years?” He would be eight then. Eight. It was a ridiculously small number, an unbearable joke of a number. As if eight—eight, for God’s sake—could possibly be enough. “My God, Anju, what if they find a cure by then?” What if. The words seemed to contract and expand in her throat. She’d had to press the phone hard against her ear, trying to steady her shaking arm. She knew Anju thought she was clutching at straws, but straws were all she had and who knew—who could possibly ever know—what might happen in five years? Scientists had already learned how to successfully put a mechanical heart in a person’s chest, clone animals—by the following summer experts predicted they would have decoded the human genome. She began to cry. “How—how can you even ask me why?”


“I’m sorry, Grace, but I can’t support this,” Anju told her. “And frankly, I’m appalled that any doctor would after looking at Jack’s records…”


 


Ahead of them, the sun popped over the tree line, and Jack whimpered, the sudden light full-force on his face. Grace turned, positioning her body so as to shield his eyes. “Shush,” she whispered, brushing his hair from his forehead. “Is Mr. Sun trying to wake you up?”


He squinted at her, rubbing his eyes, then began to cry. “I don’t want new hospital,” he said.


Why would you want to put him through this, Grace?


“I know, Goose, but what if the doctors at the new hospital can make you all better?” What if.


“You mean I don’t need oxygen anymore and I be just like Max and Erin?”


She nodded, her heart leaden in her chest. It would never be that simple for Jack. Even with a transplant, which would buy him at most five years.


 


She stared at the surgeon’s fingers as he spoke, his words coming to her in fragments. Adrenal failure. Fifteen percent chance of survival. I’m sorry. His fingers were long. Like a pianist’s, she thought.


“You’ve got a happy little boy here,” the surgeon was saying, and she turned to look at Jack, lying on his side on the carpet, obliviously playing with his Matchbox cars. “And as long we manage his pain, he’s got pretty good quality of life…”


Quality. She bit the inside of her lip to keep from crying. Did anyone really believe that quality could compensate for quantity when you were talking about a child’s life? She’d trade quality for quantity in a heartbeat. Give Jack another year and she’d give up the hours of cuddling with him on the sofa after the kids were in school; give him two years and she’d stop standing over his crib at night, smelling the back of his neck, touching his hand curled loosely in sleep, whispering, “I love you, Goose.” Give him five years and hell, she’d hire a nanny to watch him, she’d go back to work full-time. She’d said this once to her mother, and her mother had said something motherly and appropriate like, “Oh, but you wouldn’t really would you?” And Grace had wanted to hit her. Oh course, I would. If he could live? Of course! How could anyone think that quality was more important than quantity?


[image: space]


It rained on the ride home. A downpour, at times, so that it seemed they were on a ship, plowing through heavy water, the world blurry, swollen looking. Rain smashed sideways into the windshield, the wind howling and abusive, pummeling the sky. Stephen leaned forward, face grim, straining to see in the oddly bright light. Her own eyes ached, as if she’d stared into the sun too long, dared to look up at an eclipse. A sick, punched-in-the-gut feeling in her stomach. Quality of life. As opposed to quantity. She wanted to sob like a little girl, throw a tantrum. She didn’t want quality. Not at this cost. And what mother did? Anju’s words spun through her mind. Why in God’s name would you want to put him through this? And Jenn: Oh, Grace, are you sure?


“No, I’m not sure!” she had exploded. “But it’s all I goddamn have, Jenn.” They’d been on the phone. She had wanted to weep. “I don’t get to be sure,” she added furiously. “I don’t have that luxury.”


Now, she leaned back against the seat, the pounding rain relentless, tears seeping from beneath her closed eyes. You don’t realize how much hope you have until it’s gone, she thought, remembering the title of a book she’d seen on Noah’s dresser. Hope Is the Thing with Feathers: A Personal Chronicle of Vanished Birds. The title had come from a poem by Emily Dickinson, he’d told her. Outside the car, rain pinged on the roof and windshield. She couldn’t remember the words of the poem, but she knew, as maybe she never had before, that hope is not light and feathery and birdlike at all. She thought of that doctor who’d done all those experiments weighing the body before and after the moment of death in an effort to prove that the soul had weight, that the body was significantly lighter after the soul departed, and she knew that if someone weighed her right now, she too would have lost pounds since the morning. Hope.


 


By the time they got home, the storm had stopped. The world seemed wounded, lifting itself slowly. Midafternoon, and Max was at hockey practice still, Erin was at Grace’s mom’s. At home, she helped Stephen get Jack into his crib. “Why are you so sleepy today?” she asked him. Another symptom of heart failure and she thought of the term “easy death,” which the surgeon had used today, and she knew that nothing about her child’s death would ever, in the slightest way, be easy.


In their bedroom Stephen was sitting on the edge of the bed, elbows on his knees, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. A flicker of Stephen twenty years ago, sitting on the edge of the bed in the beach house, hung over, skinny, rubbing his eyes just like this. Grace kicked off her shoes, climbed up on the bed behind him, put her arms around his shoulders, and pressed her face to the back of his neck. “I’m so sorry I got your hopes up,” she whispered into his skin.


He squeezed her arm. “Don’t ever be sorry for that.” His voice was raspy. “It just feels so real all of a sudden. Jesus Christ.” He punched the bed next to him with his free hand. “Jesus fucking Christ, Grace. I mean what the hell are we supposed to do now. Just wait? Just wait for him to—”


She turned his head to hers and pressed her mouth over his before he could finish, and suddenly he was tearing furiously at her blouse and yanking off his shirt without lifting his mouth from hers, and she was moaning, clutching at him as she hadn’t in years and years and years, she thought. He let go only to push her backwards onto the bed, to help ease her pants from her legs as he undid his own. And then he was in her, and his mouth was on hers again, kissing her so hard that her lips felt bruised. Grief sex, she thought. Not so much a coming together as a tearing apart. She wanted Stephen to hurt her, wanted him to yank her to the edge of the bed—as he did, then slam into her over and over and over.


Afterward, they lay side by side across the bed, wide awake, panting like exhausted swimmers. “I’m sorry,” he said after a minute. He reached for her hand. “This isn’t how I want us to make love. I don’t want—”


“Why?” she asked gently. “I mean, why not if it helps?”


She thought of how in times of stress, colonies of bacteria will begin to mutate wildly so as to increase the chances that a few cells, a few mutations, would somehow have whatever was needed to survive the disaster of the new conditions, and she imagined this “grief sex” was similar—a frantic fight against all they were about to lose.
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