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Picking Up

BROKEN THINGS GATHER IN MY front yard.

On Wednesdays the garbage truck lumbers through our neighborhood in Vancouver, Washington, squeezing between parked cars. By Saturday the missed bits of trash, blown by the wind, assemble on the last street of our neighborhood. Empty aluminum cans, scraps of pizza boxes, plastic forks, and crushed water bottles get caught in rose thorns or shoved into the grass, half clinging to the sidewalk, arranging themselves in a semicircle in front of my house.

Our houses pile up close to one another in suburban conformity. A plum tree stands guard at every corner. My house stands at the western edge of our cluster. A fence runs alongside the street. When my wife, Krista, and I first moved here, we had no money for landscaping, so I scoured the Internet for free plants. I drove twenty miles to collect what looked like a pile of dead branches. Dropping the brown, thorny canes into the narrow strip of dirt yielded a thriving forest of Old World roses called Chapeau de Napoléon. Every spring, heavy pink blooms appear. They don’t last long, but they’re intensely fragrant. It’s amazing what a small bit of water, sun, and dirt can do.

I occasionally peel the jungle of roses away from the fence to clean out the trash wedged into the briars. Discolored aluminum cans with energy drink logos crowd alongside microwave burrito wrappers and yellowed single sheets from newspapers. Once I found an entire unopened can of cat food, a tiny gray and white tabby face staring at me from deep in the forest of thorns.

It’s a maddening ritual, picking up the trash that skitters across our front lawn. So you can imagine why I thought the sky lantern was nothing more than a larger-than-usual piece of refuse at the end of my driveway.

The driveway isn’t long—about the length of a car. From the front window of my house I could see what appeared to be a large, clear bag plastered half on the sidewalk, half on the driveway. I sighed when I saw it. It was a Saturday, and it had rained hard the night before, and I didn’t want to trudge the twenty-five feet from my front door to the sidewalk to peel up someone else’s trash, then hike it back to the garbage can.

Saturdays are rarely days of rest in our house in any case. Our fourteen-year-old daughter, Zoey, has tennis, and twelve-year-old Allie has ballet. Myca, our five-year-old, enjoys the constant shuttling and preparations, and will happily tag along in the car, watching the world through the rain-streaked windows. Like any household with five people, there is cleaning and bickering, the making of food and the grudging cleanup, the tinny sounds of screens singing in the background and the shouts when someone can’t find something and the time to leave has arrived.

Picking up is a large part of our lives. It’s a rare day not to find a lone sock on the couch. Never the same sock, of course, which is to be expected, because my kids don’t wear matching socks. Matching socks is a quaint obsession of their elders. I pile wayward belongings at the bottom of the stairs, hoping the kids will carry them up to their rooms. Allie piles backpacks and ballet bags in the entryway to the house, which she insists on calling “the closet” even though it’s a roughly two-foot-square space that must be navigated by every person in the house.

By the time Saturday comes, I’m tired of picking things up. My things, other people’s things, picking up the kids at their activities, from school, picking up the mail or the dry cleaning or the pace or whatever else has fallen and needs to be lifted again. So, I admit it, I didn’t want to pick up the trash at the end of the driveway and hoped that Krista might do it.

But when Krista bustled Zoey into the car, both of them dangling tennis rackets, and backed into the street, driving over the deflated bag, I knew it would most likely be one of my chores for the day. I knew my wife had seen it, because she called me an hour later and said, “There’s a bag or something at the end of our driveway. I ran over it this morning.”

I was halfway through getting Myca’s shoes on, her pitifully mismatched socks staring at me while she sang a song and kicked and laughed and Allie, upstairs, shouted, “I can’t find the bobby pins!” I wedged the phone between my shoulder and ear, knowing the right response and finally bringing myself to say it.

“I’ll pick it up,” I said. Later. Because right now I needed to get Allie out the door and on her way.

We swirled into the car, Allie and Myca singing a nonsense song together as we navigated northward and dropped Allie off for her day’s worth of dance. Myca and I pulled back into the driveway thirty minutes later. Krista and Zoey were home now. She had driven over the bag again, of course. I saw the tire marks as I pulled alongside it.

It had begun to rain again. Nothing like the previous night, which had been a rare storm of window-rattling fury, but it was wet nonetheless, and Myca ran to the porch, shouting and leaping before bursting into the house. I went to the porch, too, my hand on the doorknob, debating whether to pick up the trash and be done with it.

I did not want to pick up the garbage. It was such a little thing, but in my mind it had taken on unreasonable proportions. It wasn’t my trash. I didn’t throw it there. Why had it rained last night? If it had been dry, no doubt the bag would have scuttled to the end of the cul-de-sac, and one of my neighbors would be debating who should pick it up.

I sighed and walked down the drive, the rain plastering my hair to my scalp. I bent down and discovered it wasn’t plastic. It wasn’t a bag. It was translucent paper attached to a bent wire frame. This was not what I had expected, and all my cranky reluctance disappeared, replaced with mild curiosity.

I peeled the paper up from the sidewalk. A short note in Sharpie was scrawled on one corner: “Love you, Dad. Miss you so much. Steph.” The stark, unexpected statement of love startled me. How did this come here, to my house? There was another line of text, a short and innocuous bit of writing that didn’t hold my attention. But those two sentences, followed by a hastily scribbled heart and her name—I couldn’t stop staring at them.

I lifted the paper completely from the ground. It wasn’t a bag at all: it was a sky lantern. Burnt-out and crumpled. Broken. Sky lanterns are like hot-air balloons, only much smaller. This one was made of paper and metal. The candle was long gone.

Something about that note filled me with a sudden melancholy. Maybe it was the rain. The thought of this young woman—was she young? I didn’t know that for sure—sending a note to her father, through the rain, which landed here, at my house, made the world seem hollow and sad for a moment.

I set the lantern down and smoothed out the paper, my hand running across Steph’s words. I slipped my phone out and took a picture of her note. I wanted to remember it; I wanted to think about it.

That morning I had begrudged the journey from my house to the driveway and back. Now I wondered if the road ahead of me was much, much longer. I wondered where this note might take me.

Where had the lantern come from? Could I retrace its journey? Would that be a good thing? It must be from someone nearby. I shivered because of the cold, not because I was thinking of some fatherless girl out there—a daughter missing her father.

I put the lantern in the recycling. Before I made it into the house, I stopped and pulled up the photo on my phone. I wanted to see the note again. I stood in the driveway, halfway between the trash can and the front door, looking at the picture on my phone. The rain dripped down my face, into my eyes. The photo blurred, covered in drops of rainwater.

I wanted to find Steph.

I wanted to tell her I had found her lantern.

I wanted to tell her it was going to be okay.

For once, I told myself, for once I wouldn’t throw away the broken things that gathered here. For once I was going to fix it. Somehow I was going to fix it.

But was that even possible?

Probably not.

This woman, Steph, she might not even want to hear from me, may not want to know where the lantern landed. Not that I had a single clue to go on, anyway. It was foolish to think there was anything to be done other than to throw the lantern away and go about my day.

I put the phone in my pocket and put the lantern out of my mind.

There was nothing I could do.
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A Light in the Darkness

THE FIRST TIME I SAW a sky lantern, I was in Krabi, Thailand. It was 2008.

Krista and I had a work conference in another part of the country the week before. Several hundred American interns from all over Asia had come together for a week to decompress and get training, and my wife and I were two of the coaches. I was also one of the main speakers for the week. I would pull myself together every morning, take deep breaths, walk across the expanse of green lawn behind our hotel, and steel myself so that I could speak without my voice shaking . . . so that I could get through forty minutes of teaching without crying.

Jet lag can fray your emotions, and leaving Zoey and Allie with my parents for a week added to the sensitivity, but by far the hardest thing was that Krista had been pregnant the day before we left.

She called me while I was out running errands, Zoey and Allie both strapped into their car seats. I don’t remember exactly what I was buying. I think maybe chocolate bars for Krista, maybe some granola bars for the plane. We were leaving in less than twelve hours.

I don’t remember everything she said, but I do remember two words: “I’m bleeding.”

I called my mom and asked if I could drop the girls at her place, and she said yes, even though I hadn’t told her what was going on. I sped back to the house, and Krista and I barreled to the hospital like an ambulance with no lights or siren, cars moving out of our way because of our desperate speed and reckless impatience.

Too late.

Krista was in her thin hospital gown, crying. I was beside her, also crying. Was it supposed to hurt this much? The ultrasound showed nothing at all. An empty, perfectly healthy womb. The miscarriage had probably taken place a while ago. There was nothing we could have done; it wasn’t our fault, it was just a thing that happened.

The nurses let us sit in the emergency room for a while, Krista flipping listlessly through TV channels, waiting for the drugs they gave her to kick in. She hadn’t been pregnant long. These things happen, the doctor said. One in three, she said, and she was right: this was our third child.

We were mourning, but not because we knew this child. We were mourning her possibility. We had rearranged our lives getting ready for her, making a space for her in our house, in our routines, in our family. We had told Zoey and Allie, and they were so excited. We had told our parents. Now she was gone and there was nothing to be done.

Six hours before departure, we debated whether we should get on the plane. We decided to go. It would be good to see our friends, to keep busy, to be with the interns, to have the colorful sights and pungent tropical smells of Thailand to keep our minds from the half-converted office space that was her bedroom, and from the nearly unpacked boxes of Allie’s hand-me-down baby clothes.

So I stood every morning in the wonder of Thailand, explaining to a room of interns how to thrive overseas while I was struggling to thrive myself. Still, the warm air and pool, our friends, and the space to think and process was welcome.

Our parents brought the kids to meet us at the end of the week. We’d been planning this family vacation for some time. Our parents get along well and sometimes vacation together with us. They are brave, generous parents to take their grandchildren on an international flight, and we were happy to see them. We met our two bouncing balls of energy and two sets of grandparents after the conference and set out for a house Krista’s mom had found for us all to share.

The house was great. Our packed white van dropped down a narrow path from the highway through thick trees to a set of properties alongside a bay. Our house was built in a U shape around a swimming pool, with three bedrooms clustered in independent villas, all facing the pool. Krista and I took a room. My parents, Pete and Maggie, took the kids in theirs, and Krista’s parents, Janet and Terry, took the third.

In the mornings, Zoey and Allie would wake up far too early from the jet lag wanting to swim. A few Thai women arrived with the sun and made an enormous breakfast. The whole family gathered at a wooden table on the pool deck and ate pancakes, fresh pineapple, bananas, bacon, toast, and eggs. We watched the slow rise of the sun over the bay. I would lie in the hammock as the day warmed, and the kids returned to swimming. We read books, took the days slow, wandered on long walks, played cards, fed the koi in the pond behind the house, took a bus into town to watch a movie.

It was exactly what we needed.

We laughed every day. On one of our walks, we went through a nearby Muslim village. Zoey, seven years old at the time, was walking beside me. All of our kids have gone through Spanish immersion at their school, and it has given them a unique love of other cultures and a great view of the world. This particular day the villagers had slaughtered a cow, and the head was hanging in a tree as we walked by. Far from being disturbed by the grisly sight, Zoey seemed enormously fascinated.

“What is that?” she asked.

“What do you think it is?” I wanted her to tell me her own observations.

She said, “Looks like someone is getting ready for a fiesta!”

She thought the cow’s head was a piñata. That brought a smile to my face the rest of the day despite the lingering sadness of the miscarriage. The fresh way that kids look at the world brings healing in a way little else can.

In the afternoons the bay outside our house emptied, leaving behind a vast mudflat. At dusk the water came in again, and Thai fishermen pulled their boats up through the shallows, lugging their catch to shore. As the sun set, we would gather as a family again and eat a traditional Thai meal. Allie, five years old, made us laugh because she was the only one who could stomach the spicy shrimp. She popped them into her mouth one after another, the rest of us crying from the spice, she with a grin on her face as she pulled the serving dish close to her own plate.

When night came, I tucked the girls into their narrow beds in my parents’ room. We talked about the day, and I sang to them and told them stories and prayed for them before they slept. They sank into glassy-eyed almost-sleep, worn-out by the day and jet lag. I waited for them to drift off, my own limbs heavy from grief more than fatigue.

All was quiet. Krista and our parents were playing a game of dice, laughing at the table. I wandered outside past the pool, away from the light of our house, across the long yard that led to the bay. A wooden chair sat facing the water. From that chair I could see lights bobbing in the black distance, and could just make out the shapes of small islands. The stars were bright and insistent, but I felt the blanket of darkness more acutely than the pinpricks of light. A chorus of night insects trilled their evening song, the pitch rising and falling. A fish jumped in the bay, the small splash sending concentric circles of water racing for the edges, the expanding wave visible by the glint of starlight on black waters.

There was life here—and moments of joy—but they were like the stars: rare burning spots in a lifeless void. I didn’t feel numb but thought numbness might be a welcome relief. The loss of our child stabbed in every quiet moment. She had a name, and now we had no need to speak it. She had a future, or so we thought, and now nothing. We had made a place for her in our future, but her only place now was in our shared history. The universe was made up of darkness, and any light was both distant and insufficient.

Someone shouted from the yard next to ours, a cry somewhere between alarm and delight. I couldn’t see them—couldn’t see much of anything in the darkness—but I turned in their direction.

A jellyfish descending from the sky. That was my first thought. A gently glowing, flickering, warm-hearted sky lantern dropped toward me, the slight breeze moving it toward the bay as it slid through the warm night air. I could see the neighbors now in its warm glow, jumping from their chairs, shouting, running after it as it coasted across their yard. And then I jumped from my chair, too, and found myself taking tentative steps toward it.

It glided to the ground, its paper shell bending as it skidded through the grass, then regained its shape. One of the neighbor’s teens ran after it, grasped it, and danced with it over her head. Her hair shone in the lantern’s light, and her brother ran behind her, both of them giddy with laughter.

Then the brief flame flickered out, but I could still see them, just barely. I could still hear them as they laughed and twirled and danced through the dark. I could hear the paper lantern crinkling beneath their fingers and imagined a life in which children ran through the grass unaware of the darkness around them.

I had been startled out of grief by wonder.

I closed my eyes and could see the afterimage of that warm light tracking across the sky.
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What I Knew

I COULDN’T STOP THINKING ABOUT Steph, whoever she was.

I had made the assumption that her dad was dead. But it was possible, wasn’t it, that her parents were divorced? Or that he was serving overseas and she hadn’t seen him in a while? Who knew, in the end, why she had sent that lantern?

I figured she must live nearby. Most sky lanterns have small fuel cells, essentially treated cardboard or a small candle, and fly for ten or fifteen minutes. Plus, there had been a brutal storm the night before, with winds heavy enough to knock over my barbecue grill in the backyard. Tree limbs had fallen. The storm had rattled the windows and apparently forced the lantern down in my yard.

There’s a park half a mile to our west. I wondered if she could have launched it from there. Or maybe from the trailer park across the highway. Or any of the neighborhoods clustered against our own. Who knew? Maybe it came from farther than that. I live in Vancouver, Washington, right on the border of Portland, Oregon. Maybe it came from Portland somewhere. Or even Seattle. I guessed that might be possible.

I made a mental checklist of what I knew, and it wasn’t much.

There was a person named Steph. Presumably female. Looking at the handwriting, I didn’t have much doubt about that.

She missed her dad. Again, the most likely guess was that he was gone. Dead. Otherwise, wouldn’t she just send him an e-mail? A text? Pick up the phone? No, it seemed likely he had passed away. How to communicate with the dead—that was a difficult question. Writing on a sky lantern seemed like a reasonable attempt.

I knew when it had landed in my yard: November twenty-second, the Saturday before Thanksgiving.

That was it. No address. No phone number. No last name.

It was almost time to pick up Allie from ballet. Myca was standing by the bookshelves I had built with her grandpa Terry, playing with little plastic animals. She whispers while she plays, so I can’t always tell what the animals are saying. I love when I can understand the words, though. Myca is quite a character, and even though she’s only five, she has strong feelings on a lot of topics.

For instance, she’s a born vegetarian.

She has eaten almost no meat in her entire life, despite the fact that we have meat at least one meal a day in our house. She refuses, and has since she started solid food. She would spit out baby food with meat in it. We would wrap tiny bits of beef in rolled-up spheres of white bread and she would suck on the bread and spit out the beef.

Hot dogs, hamburgers, chicken, fish, it doesn’t matter. She won’t eat it. Once, when she was about three, I was playing with her toy animals with her. I was the lion, and she was a giraffe. I had the lion attack a lamb, and Myca walked the giraffe over and said, “Hey, that’s not nice. Lions shouldn’t eat other animals.” Speaking for the lion, I asked what he should eat, and Myca said, “These berries and leaves are nice for a lion to eat.”

Myca will eat one type of meat, and I’m sorry to say it’s partly based on a deception on my part. She will occasionally eat a chicken strip. She won’t eat chicken “nuggets,” but if it’s a “strip” made from real chicken breast, she’ll sometimes eat one. When she was little and asked what it was, I told her it was “bok bok”—you know, the sound a chicken makes. So she ate bok bok for a while.

The weird thing was that she would only eat them frozen: she’d gnaw on them cold. Krista and I debated whether this was good for her, but finally figured they were fully cooked and we should let the poor girl get some protein.

Meanwhile, it was time to put shoes on and make our way through the rain to pick up Allie. Myca doesn’t like to walk to the car when it rains. Sometimes I make her walk, but she likes when I sling her into my arms and run—which, as near as I can tell, gets us both wetter than walking. Today we ran.

Myca doesn’t require much entertainment in the car, and never has. She likes to watch the world pass by. She has the best sense of direction of anyone in the family, and has been able to direct a car back to our house from most places in town since she was three years old. She’s probably a genius. A weird vegetarian genius.

With my daughter quiet in the backseat, I had more time to think as we drove.

What if Steph didn’t want a response? Or, rather, what if she didn’t want a response from me? If she was trying to communicate with her dad, it was entirely likely that she didn’t expect a stranger to find the note and send a letter back. If she did, wouldn’t she have included a way to contact her?

I could think of only one possible way of writing her back: posting a letter on my website, which could feel like an invasion of privacy to her. Maybe she wouldn’t want her personal information out there. Maybe she wouldn’t want me talking about her relationship to her dad in front of a bunch of strangers.

On the other hand, would she ever see it? If she never saw my response, it wouldn’t matter what Steph’s intention was or whether it was an invasion of privacy. But if she never saw it, why would I write it in the first place?

Allie got into the car, her face flushed from ballet. I drove toward home, and she and Myca started singing along to a Taylor Swift song. They were dancing, laughing, acting like maniacs.

I thought about Steph’s dad. I wondered what he would want.

I tried to put myself in his position. What if I had died and my daughters wanted a connection with me? What if they sent out a sky lantern that said “I love you, Dad” and it landed in the yard of some other, living father? What would I want him to do? Throw it away and forget about it?
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