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For my father, William Bridges, who guided me in writing and life.
And for Porter.
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Let me make something clear before you read this book: I believe in vaccines. My other children were inoculated and I received my own boosters before a trip to Africa. The discussion on vaccines has been twisted. We can be supportive of them and dedicated to improving their safety. These views don’t imply an anti-immunization stance, in the same way that calling for safer airbags doesn’t make us “anti-car.” It is my belief that the suspicion of vaccines stems from the way in which the rare side effects have been handled.
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4 MONTHS

Porter’s high-pitched scream wakes us at midnight. I run to his room and pick him up. His sleeper is damp and his head flops to the side. His eyes are closed. I shout his name, but they stay closed. Brian grabs the phone and punches in the number for the hospital nurses’ line.

“Hurry,” I yell, even though he is dialing as fast as he can. He reaches for Porter, then hands me the phone, needing to hold the baby himself.

“Someone just answered,” he says.

“What’s the problem?” a voice on the other end asks calmly.

“Our baby has a fever and is listless. He was fine today,” I say. “The doctor said he was perfectly healthy at his well-baby appointment this afternoon.”

“Did he get his vaccines?” the nurse asks.

“Yes.”

“It’s probably the shots—fevers are typical after the DPT.”

“But he isn’t waking up.”

The tone in her voice changes. “Get to the emergency room—I’ll tell them you are on your way.” I hear her, but I am frozen in place. This can’t be happening.

I grab a blanket and press Porter to my shoulder, feeling his breath against me. It’s a good sign that he’s breathing, I tell myself. I hold him under my coat and run out to the garage. I am terrified. I’ve forgotten we also have a one-year-old daughter, Tyler.

Brian pulls her out of her bed and buckles her, still sleeping, into her car seat. He fumbles with the strap.

Go faster, I think.

He tightens the belt.

Go faster.

The freeway is empty as we barrel down it towards the hospital, the windows in the car cracked open for air. Porter lies on my lap with his eyes closed, and my legs feel hot under his body. We turn down Excelsior Boulevard, past the bar with the sign that reads THE BEST TIME OF YOUR LIFE.

A nurse meets us at the emergency room entrance in blue scrubs and tennis shoes. She has her arms stretched out to me so I hand her Porter and she carries him to an examining room. A man in the lobby sits hunched over and I wonder what is wrong with him. He hangs his head like he’s lost someone, which maybe he did. I follow the nurse back to the examining room. She sets Porter on a bed and then she screams for help. I move forward.

“Not you,” she says, and she pushes me back. “We need a doctor!” she yells and one runs in. I look past the two of them to Porter and see movement—I think he’s waking up. But something is wrong.

His arms and legs thrash.

Shivers run through his body.

The doctor screams that he needs another doctor.

Porter begins a grand-mal seizure that lasts for ninety minutes. I am pressed against the wall, helplessly watching as a breathing tube is jammed down my son’s throat. Porter lurches on the table while the nurse sticks a syringe of Valium into his arm.

After a minute the doctor turns to me and says, “Don’t worry, we’ll stop it. I’m sure about that. It’s just that we may need to sedate him to the point that he’ll quit breathing.” In that instant, in that one sentence, everything I have taken for granted vanishes.

When the seizure stops, the testing starts—to discover whether an infection or virus caused Porter to become so sick. Tyler sleeps on two chairs pushed together in the corner. I’ve forgotten she is there. I should be worried about her too, but right now I can only think about Porter. Brian sits next to her, staring at Porter’s motionless form. I stare too, but I can’t sit still. I start to pace the floor. Every few minutes, Brian grabs my hand and tries to stop me but I just squeeze it, let go, and keep walking.

“He looks better,” I tell Brian during one of my pit stops, trying to find something positive to say. I want to reassure him and have Porter back to normal again, go home, and start over. Brian pulls me towards him and I sit on his lap; he holds me there so I can’t pace anymore. At 1:00 a.m. we are still sitting and staring; by 3:00 it is still the same but we both are frustrated because it feels better to be frustrated than scared out of our minds.

“How can it take ninety minutes to stop a seizure?” Brian asks too loudly and a nurse in the corner looks over at us.

“He’s going to be okay,” I whisper back. “Babies are tough. They always say that.”

“They couldn’t get the IV in—did you see all the pricks in his arms?” Brian says.

“At least they stopped the seizure.”

“I don’t want them stabbing him anymore with needles. I don’t see how it helped anything.”

“They said they need to do a blood test every few hours to check for infection.”

“They also said they could stop the seizure and you saw what happened.”

“At least he’s okay now.”

Porter takes a deep breath and moves his leg slightly. The nurse says he’ll be asleep for hours—maybe even days, considering all of the drugs he received. I glance at the stack of magazines on the shelf next to me, wondering, what am I supposed to do in the meantime—read Glamour?

At 4:00 a.m., Porter’s pediatrician, Dr. Amit, appears. She is hurrying into the examining room without taking notice of us. She wears sweatpants with winter boots, her hair pulled back in a rubber band. When she spots us she comes over and asks, “What happened?” She says it stridently, like we did something wrong. It makes me mad because I feel the same.

“I have no idea,” I say, my voice sounding more defensive than I want it to. “You saw him this afternoon at his well-baby checkup—you said he was totally healthy.”

“He was healthy,” she says. “It’s very strange.”

She turns to the counter and opens a chart, then says, “The ER doctor called me and said Porter was extremely ill. I just don’t understand how this happened so fast.”

Brian and I walk over to Porter’s bed. The nurse taking his pulse says under her breath, “You don’t see that every day in the HMOs—a pediatrician coming from home in the middle of the night.”

Our pediatrician goes down the hall to grill the other doctor about what exactly transpired. She doesn’t understand what is wrong and demands to see Porter with her own eyes. Brian and I shift positions and stand next to the bed for an hour. Another hour passes after that. My legs are asleep, but I don’t care.

“Do you want to lie down?” Brian asks.

“I can’t. Why don’t you try? The nurse said there’s a couch around the corner.”

“I can’t do it either.”

Instead, we stake our seats beside Porter, each of us touching an arm or a foot. Nurses come in and out. Doctors come in and out. Porter is motionless. I don’t know if I can stand this, I think to myself.

They check monitors and medication levels. They stop to put a hand on Porter’s forehead. I wish they wouldn’t touch him, but I don’t say anything. My hope creeps up with each passing hour without another seizure—just a little at first, then more. I find myself mulling about how this could have turned out. I start reframing my luck in terms of what didn’t happen to my baby instead of what did. I hold Brian’s hand—it feels warm and I think that everything is going to be all right as long as I hang on to it. Then everything is all right—by 9:00 a.m. all of Porter’s tests are complete: no infection or virus.

After the tests, the doctors believe that Porter will be fine. He had a bad reaction, they say. He suffered a rare side effect to the Pertussis vaccine that causes seizures in some children and brain injury in a few others. But the brain damage is so rare they tell us not to think about it. I can’t think of anything else.

Porter awakens in one piece and seems alert, but beyond that we are guessing.

The day after his seizure, he is still at the hospital for observation. The doctor asks, “Does he still do the same things he did before the reaction?” I stand there with my mouth a little open, speechless. I can’t remember what a four-month-old does.

“Let’s go home,” Tyler says when she wakes up. She slept here too and looks tired. She puts on her coat and stands by the door.

“Porter has to stay here for a little while,” I tell her, and she takes her coat back off. Brian and I huddle in the hall and decide to drive her to day care so that everything stays normal. Even though, right now, nothing is normal.

Brian and I sit in Porter’s hospital room for three days straight. There is a rocking chair and a table with a Styrofoam pitcher. The crib has tall metal bars and looks like a jail cell. We trade off taking breaks. One afternoon I go down to the parents’ lounge to flip through an issue of Coastal Living. I watch a father bend over a tiny refrigerator, trying to shove a take-out container between a dozen others. One falls out and noodles spill on the floor; he scoops them up and puts them back in the box. All the containers are indicators of the waiting time of parents before us.

My defenses are down. All of us parents are trapped in a no man’s land.

A woman next to me appears to be glued to Oprah on the television suspended from the ceiling, but then I notice she’s glued to the commercials too. As I turn the pages of my magazine she starts talking, “Why are you here?”

“My son had a seizure. What about you?”

“Our daughter was hit by a car. She’s still unconscious, and her father won’t see her.” She takes a breath and speeds on, and she reminds me of Road Runner in that cartoon I watched as a kid. At any moment, I expect to hear a beep-beep. “He just can’t bring himself to look at her that way. He thinks he’s got to remember her exactly like she was—you know, the normal color before she was bruised. She’ll wake up though. Another girl in St. Paul came out of her coma last year when they wheeled her outside and let her horse sniff her face. It could happen.”

I nod my head in a way that might mean yes and might mean no but really means it’s probably best if we just watch television.

“It could happen,” she says again and I nod my head again.

I stare blankly at the pages in front of me, hoping she’ll stop talking. I replay my conversation with the doctor after Porter’s seizure ended. He told me that Porter might have epilepsy and said, “There’s a guy in the NFL right now with seizures—he never misses a game.” I know it was meant to cheer me up, but it made me feel worse. I picture Porter twitching on the table in the emergency room. I can’t stop seeing it.

I go to Porter’s room and he is asleep. Brian is back from retrieving Tyler at day care and I find her under Porter’s crib playing with a plastic bedpan. Brian is bent next to the bed trying to coax her out with Goodnight Moon.

She shouldn’t play with a bedpan, I think, but I don’t say it because I can’t remember why it matters. Tyler holds her arms out to me and I pick her up. She puts her head on my shoulder. She is soft and warm and I squeeze her hard until she pushes against me and says to put her down.

The nurse tells us to get dinner while we can, so I put Tyler on my hip and we walk down to the elevator at the end of the hall. A woman in a hairnet stands by the door pushing a cart with tiny vials of liquid. She is wearing purple gloves and waves at us with plastic fingers.

Tyler peers into a tube. “Why does she have all that blood?”

“She’s doing tests, honey.” It seems like the right answer, but my voice sounds strange.

“Mom—is Porter dead?”

I look at her to see if she is serious. I wish I could make her take it back. It strikes me that I am probably damaging Tyler through this whole experience. Maybe I’m exposing her to things she shouldn’t see—like dragging a two-year-old to an R-rated movie.

“No, he’s just sleeping,” I finally answer.

Tyler smiles and says, “Okay,” then jumps as the elevator goes down.

Someone said there is a McDonald’s through the underground tunnel that links the children’s hospital to the adult facility. We walk silently through the windowless corridor, past the signs for the asthma support group. One of them reads TROUBLE CATCHING YOUR BREATH?

The restaurant beckons ahead—a Ronald McDonald mannequin smiling with his hands on his hips. We line up behind a mother and her two boys. She digs in her purse and her kids hit each other; she says to stop it and they do. The boys then lie on the floor and she tells them to get up. She grabs their dinner and they follow her to a booth.

I scan the menu. “What do you want?” I ask Brian when it’s our turn.

“I can’t believe this happened,” he says.

“He’s going to be okay,” I say quickly. “The doctor said it was a fluke.”

“He said it’s probably a fluke.”

Tyler grabs a handful of straws and pushes them down her pants. “Look!” she says, as she points at them.

“Don’t do that Tyler,” I say. “What would you like to eat?”

“Chicken McNuggets,” she responds, following the straws with a ketchup packet.

“I’ll have that too, Brian. Porter will be okay. We just need to get him home.” I say it with certainty because I’m sure it’s good to be confident. Porter’s had a bad thing happen, I think, but we are already out of the woods. I want to get back into our normal routine and I mentally roll through the days ahead. It is Sunday, and if Porter comes home the next day (which they say he will), Brian can go back to teaching and a week or so later I will resume classes and get going on my dissertation. Porter and Tyler will go back to their in-home day care, and we’ll move past this in no time. We’re practically home free.

Brian slides into the booth with us and hands me a tray of food. I look at his face and think to myself, we dodged a bullet. I can use what happened to Porter as a wake-up call. I watch Brian with his arm around Tyler and try to think of all the things that make me grateful. I look at Tyler, eating the chicken pieces one at a time. The straws she pulled out of her pants are on the table next to her in a pile. I try to freeze this moment by telling myself that I will stop packing our days so full that I don’t have time to sit in the backyard and play with her. I have never even thought about the fact that I am lucky to have two healthy children. I look at Brian and Tyler and tell myself that I won’t let it go back to being the same. I sit still for the first time in a long time and everything catches up with me; I feel like crying or laughing or maybe both. I slouch in the plastic booth, tapping my foot under the table, and watch my husband and daughter eat french fries.

As I stare at them I allow myself to drift away, remembering the trip we took to the Black Hills of South Dakota last summer. It was before we had Porter, before the seizure. It’s hard to remember what that time must have felt like. Brian and I took the trip with the idea of buying a piece of property, lowering our expenses, raising vegetables, and slowing down. It would be a home we’d create over time. Brian knows how to build things—knows it in that intuitive, never-took-a-class way that allows him to wire outlets and install showers. We went west, chasing a dream that we could get something cheap with a few acres—something that needed work. We would get our hands dirty and turn it into a place we wanted.

This plan grew partly from our draw to rural spaces and partly from an idea that we could slow down and live more purposefully. One afternoon on the trip, we stopped at a tiny park at the base of a mountain and looked through a local real estate guide.

“It’s amazing what you can get out here for $50,000,” I said, pointing out a picture of a plot of five acres with a house and barn. There was a waist-high fence visible in the front. Brian and I were sitting on a wooden bench, old and full of splinters, a lone toddler swing beside us swaying in the breeze. There was no bright-colored plastic play equipment like in Minnesota; this park looked like it had been lifted straight out of my childhood. It was gritty and sturdy. It was dirty and charming and I loved everything about it. In the distance, the mountains were spotted with trees and shaded darkly. Even the field beside the park shimmered in the breeze. I kicked the sand under my feet and took a deep breath.

“We could even get a horse,” I rattled on, thinking about my childhood in rural California and our obese quarter horse named Nipper. He lived in a pasture at the end of our driveway. All he did was eat and refuse to exercise.

“It’s just the job thing we’d have to figure out,” Brian said, sighing in the way he always did when we didn’t have an answer to our problem. Brian was tired of teaching high school, sick of the treadmill of hourly classes, the endless papers to correct, the teenaged attitudes, the same problems year after year.

Brian and I had different childhood experiences, which gave us dissimilar outlooks on life. My life had been easy and happy: a childhood spent living in a California commune, picking apples and raising chickens, and family trips to Europe. Brian’s life was less full of ease: He was a third-generation South Dakotan and an altar boy at the local Catholic church. He attended college and graduate school on a wrestling scholarship and spent weekends packed into the athletes’ van driving from meets to seedy hotels. He starved himself on Thanksgiving to meet weight requirements.

His first year in college he got married, and then there were more wrestling meets and more bad motels, and raising two toddlers to top it off. He and his wife divorced after seven years, though they remained friends, and coparented their children in a way I admired. When he told me his story, I thought, I can make up for the things you’ve missed out on. It is time that you have a slower pace. I can make you happy, just watch.

We’d gotten very specific when we talked through our Black Hills plan. The conversation signaled a deeper need in Brian that I didn’t recognize at the time. His reserves were low. He anticipated our future family with a yearning to shift the gears and go through parenting with more time and space this go round. He envisioned a peaceful pace instead of balancing the family time in the cracks and spaces left by unrelenting work. I liked the idea. I liked the conversation about how we would do it when we lived on that land.

“There’ve got to be jobs here. Maybe I can find a research role at the university,” I said, even though I didn’t want a research job; it was just the most obvious thing I could do with my graduate degree.

“Or maybe one of us could work and the other could stay at home,” Brian replied. “I bet we could pull it off out here.”

I nodded because I knew this sounded good to Brian, though not so much to me. Our second baby was due in two months and we already knew this one was a boy. I turned to the real estate booklet and scanned the photos on the back.

“Here’s a four bedroom with a work shed.” I held it up for him to see. “You could use that while you fixed up the house.”

A group of kids rode past on banana seat bikes, three little girls pedaling slowly down the street. I thought about the pace here: the small towns and paint-chipped barns. I knew I was romanticizing the place, because it represented something more than the town to me.

I handed the brochure to Brian and lifted Tyler onto the swing. As I pushed it, her feet tapped my stomach and I pretended to be bounced backward.

“Baby jumped,” she said, pointing to my belly.

“You made him jump high,” I said.

“Tyler’s sister,” she added with a smile.

“Actually, he will be Tyler’s little brother.”

“No brothers!”

“We’ll see,” I said in a noncommittal way, knowing that I usually lost these debates and I’d better wait until I could prove it.

[image: image]

We stay in the McDonald’s for an hour, eating ice cream sundaes after our chicken nuggets and watching Tyler touch the Ronald McDonald doll to see if he’s real. When we finish, Brian prepares to take Tyler home since we don’t have family in town and one of us has to get her to bed.

“Mommy and Daddy at home,” she exclaims as we leave. “You said we’d always be together.”

I do say this to her often and of course mean that our family will never split up. Tyler raised the question the week before when one of her friends at day care announced her parents were divorcing. I want to clarify but it seems inappropriate to raise the discussion that we aren’t divorcing when she isn’t asking. Besides, at three years old, she is the most literal person I know.

“We’ll always be together,” I say. “Just for tonight I’ll be at the hospital. Besides that it will be always.”

Both Brian and I want to stay, but we agree that I am the one most needed at the hospital in case Porter is able to breast-feed. We agree to this even though I know that Brian is thinking what I am thinking: that Porter probably won’t wake up anyway. I return to his room and find him asleep. I climb into my cot, close my eyes, and wish I could sleep.

At 5:00 a.m., Porter is awake and smiling. He rolls over and bangs the bars of his crib, then settles down and goes back to sleep. I study him lying there on his stomach with his butt in the air, breathing lightly as a monitor next to him flashes his heart rate. Looking at him it feels like I am staring at a scene that could be a normal night at home, minus the machines and tubes. He looks peaceful and—above all else—normal.

I walk down the hall to the snack room. I am not hungry, but I’m dying to eat. Then I go back to Porter’s room and lie next to him on my cot, drinking bad coffee and watching The Today Show. I’m glued to Katie Couric. She is talking with a guest about the secret to a good soufflé and I focus on their dialogue like I am memorizing a language. This is all I have to do, I tell myself, keep my mind on Katie and egg dishes and everything will be all right again.

At 7:30 a.m., on our third day at the hospital, an intern comes in with a clipboard. Each morning we meet a new intern, and each time we run through events from the preceding two days. Was this his first seizure? Any history of epilepsy in the family? Allergy to drugs? Symptoms we’d noticed before he’d come to the hospital? I answer no to all of the questions, trying to smile, waiting to ask (as I have every doctor I’ve met so far) whether the seizure will cause permanent problems.

She glances down at her clipboard, “It can cause some losses—but it may not.”

She’s an intern. She doesn’t really know the answer, I say to myself. Everything about the woman bugs me—her hair, her voice, her white clogs. I know I am being defensive, but I can’t stop myself. I still hate her. As we finish talking, Brian and Tyler arrive and sit beside me as I balance Porter on my lap to feed him.

“He seems completely normal,” I say, more to myself than anyone in particular.

“How did you sleep?” Brian asks, setting my change of clothes on the floor by the rocking chair.

“It was pretty quiet. How about you guys?”

“Tyler zonked out in the car before we left the parking lot,” he says.

Porter finishes eating and I lift him up, breathe in the smell of his head. In the hours that follow, Tyler, Brian, and I play Chutes and Ladders, then I chase Tyler down the hall, and then we sit some more. Porter takes a long nap after lunch. His progress continues and by the end of the day he is allowed to go home.

In the discharge meeting the doctor says he believes that the seizure is a one-shot deal. “There’s no reason to assume that he suffered any residual damage,” he tells us, shifting from leg to leg. I wonder if he is nervous or if he just can’t hold still. We sign the exit papers and we’re free to go. We bundle Porter into a snowsuit and buckle his baby seat into the car. We drive away.

When we get home, I stand in the doorway to the kitchen and take in the scene. The garbage can stinks, and as I survey rotten fruit and dirty dishes I’ve never felt happier in my life. Brian puts Porter in our baby carrier as he picks up the living room, while Tyler helps me with the laundry.

I open the washer and she grabs my hand saying, “I do it.” She smiles at me and I notice for the first time that she has on her Halloween tiara. We separate the lights and darks, sifting through the pile for any stray baby booties.

Brian sticks his head down the stairs into the basement and says, “Porter’s sleeping in his car seat in the dining room. How about a pizza?”

“Just cheese,” Tyler responds as she adjusts her tiara. “And crust.”

“I already called—I’m going to go grab it.” He gets ready to leave.

“I’ll make some hot chocolate,” I say, seeing the surprised look on Tyler’s face. We never have hot chocolate and pizza. But tonight is special, more like a party. I pick Tyler up and carry her into the kitchen. I hear Brian’s car back out of the driveway as we mix Hershey’s syrup into the pan of milk. I look at Porter sleeping a few feet away and give Tyler an impromptu hug. Everything is going to be all right.

After we finish dinner and put the kids to bed, I take a long hot bath to try and relax. When my skin is too hot, I climb out of the water and run to my room, stopping outside the kids’ room to listen for noises. It’s quiet. I dart into bed and stretch my bare legs against the cool sheets, then rub against Brian’s legs to feel their warmth.

I want to go back.

That is my first thought when I awaken at 5:00 a.m. I am wistful, thinking of the trip we took with my parents and sisters to Mexico a month before the hospital. We spent the days on the beach in front of the hotel, under thatched umbrellas.

I play out the scene in my mind. Tyler fills a pail and Brian sits with Porter on his lap. He is smiley and wiggly. My mother nicknamed him “Chuckles” because he grins at everything he sees.

“He’s so easy,” my mother says about Porter, who’s looking at me. “He’s obviously very secure in his attachment.” My mother can’t help these comments she makes. She is a psychotherapist and sees human behavior in 3-D. I expect the observations, but Brian looks puzzled. I still need to translate for him. I mouth the word “later,” and he smiles like he gets it and my mother smiles back, sure that he does.

“They don’t mean to eat people,” I hear her say a minute later, engrossed in a deep conversation with Tyler—something about sharks. Tyler’s eyes are big and I wonder what else my mother said because it could be anything. Once, when my mother visited me at college, she learned that a housemate of mine came from Virginia. A moment after meeting she asked, “So was your family slave owners?”

I think of intervening, but I don’t, and my mother suggests that Brian and I take off for the afternoon. She says to us, “I think Tyler can hold down the fort.” I start to say something, and then I don’t. We haven’t had a real date since Porter was born and I’m curious to see the Mayan ruin in the jungle.

“If we time it to leave right after I nurse him, I think it might work for a few hours.”

“It’ll be fine—go,” my mother responds. Both children are on her lap. All three of them smile at me.

After I nurse Porter, he is tired so I carry him against my chest to the beach and hand him to my mother. He nestles his head into the hollow of her neck and slides his finger back and forth against her cheek. He does this, strokes you with his fingertips when you hold him in your arms. Brian pulls on a T-shirt and I hand my mother a bottle just in case, and we climb into a VW bug that reminds me of the car in the movie Sleeper.

“It’s strange to be alone,” I say.

“It’s great to be alone,” he counters.

I reach for my seat belt, realize there isn’t one, and grip Brian’s hand. The road is one lane, potholed, and narrowed by a towering hedge on either side. The speed limit is the honor system. I involuntarily slam my foot on the floor when Brian says, “Whoa!” as a truck reels past and just misses us. Brian is unfazed.

I know we have made it when I see a stone pyramid poking over the hill ahead of us. We park in a sandy lot below an overgrown ruin and when we reach the base we find stone steps that lead up the back.

“I’ll race you to the top,” Brian says. “I prefer to compete with just-pregnant women.” I take off running up the stairs and Brian lets me beat him.

“You’re slipping,” I say at the top. He stands beside me, barely huffing, like it was the easiest thing in the world. He was a nationally ranked wrestler and could still pass for one. When we compare arms, I look like the kid that the coach pushed into music class.

“Can you take a picture of us?” Brian asks a man. He nods, and we sit on a crumbly wall, smiling.

I start to get up and Brian pulls me onto his lap. “So what was that comment your mother made about Porter being secure?”

“You mean they didn’t talk about attachment theory when you grew up in South Dakota?” I tease.

“No, we just discovered Romaine lettuce a few years ago. We never had that fancy tofu you got growing up either.”

“I loved that stuff—ate it all the time.”

“That explains a lot.”

I make a face and lean down and kiss him.

“Let’s walk over to the other building,” Brian says, studying a map and pointing to a blob of trees in the distance. I see only vegetation but follow him because Brian knows where he is going.

Now, home from the hospital two months later with everything in disarray, I try to remember if I had any sense of the trauma in store for us. I’d read of a woman who said she had a feeling about being in a car crash one morning while she pulled on her pants. She said it felt like ice water poured down her spine, bouncing off each knobby bone. I couldn’t help wondering why she got in the car anyway, but they didn’t mention that detail in the story. I wish I could say I had one of those feelings about what was about to happen to Porter, but I didn’t.

My back was as warm and dry as ever.
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Brian and I married eight months after we met. I had moved to Minnesota from New York City, to settle my life and to try living somewhere completely different. I knew at this point that I wanted to become a psychologist, and took a series of jobs working with troubled adolescents and people with retardation before beginning a drug-education program at the high school where Brian taught. One of the things that first attracted me to him was the way he was effective in his life. He emanated competence and organization. He didn’t get rattled. He was also six feet tall with dark hair and blue eyes and would make heads turn.

I counseled at the high school and we had gotten into a fight over a conference room. I was drawn to his stubbornness, or at least the unswerving way he stuck to his goal. It symbolized a certain steadiness in my mind. My life approach was looser and based heavily on luck. I felt lucky in life. I was lucky.

My life lacked a certain stability that might be promising in the long run. I realized this when Brian and I started dating. I saw how well he had organized his life and grabbed onto it with both hands, hoping my life could be streamlined by proxy.

We became involved later that fall and kept our dating a secret at first, in an attempt to shield it from the glare of students and fellow teachers. We were so successful in this effort that it wasn’t until we got married that our colleagues learned of our involvement.

We decided to marry on the spur of the moment, prompted by the decision I had to make about graduate school. I had been accepted at Harvard and planned to go, though Brian was unable to come with me because of the joint custody of his children from his previous marriage. As a result, we were forced to discuss our future as a couple. We decided to get married, and I opted to begin a graduate program at the University of Minnesota instead of heading east. The month before classes started, Brian and I ran off and eloped.

We were married in a civil ceremony and then flew to Europe to begin a two-week honeymoon. Our first destination was Rome. We had taken a train from Amsterdam to Italy and walked through the station dragging our bags behind us, past the man in the army coat, the American tourists, and the pigeons darting out of the way. Everyone was smoking and pressing against me too tightly and I kept my eye on Brian’s back, trying not to lose him. A man pushed postcards in my face and said something in Italian.

“Brian, wait,” I said loudly.

He stopped and turned; he held his hand out to me, then pulled it back to let the postcard man pass by, and then grabbed for me again. We made it outside to the curb, where people hustled past me and the cigarette smoke made the air seem thick. As we walked, Brian studied the tourist guide Let’s Go Europe, opening it to the chapter on Rome and the section on lodging. We were newlyweds with only our bags and our tour book, without a place to stay.

An old man touched my arm and asked, “Pension?” I said yes, and we followed him down the block to a stone house where he unlocked a courtyard door and led us up the stairs. The middle of each step was worn and smooth, and I looked at them and the narrow walls and the tiny man ahead of me as I held Brian’s hand.
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