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HAPPINESS


A page-turning, lyrical meditation on love, heartache and happiness – in all their crooked configurations
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For my mother,
Jessica Flynn, artist of loving kindness




PROLOGUE


My best friend from college, Suzi, has accused me for years of not remembering well, or enough. Parties we went to, men we kissed. Girls we gossiped about. A trip we took to Southeast Asia. I know we were in Southeast Asia for ten months, and that on a boat between Sumatra and Bali a fist-sized flying cockroach landed near Suzi’s ear. I know I was unable to say anything except “big bug, Suzi, big bug.” I know we went to parties where we kissed men and gossiped about the girls. (We didn’t have the foresight or sophistication to kiss the girls and gossip about the men). But most of the details are blurry or nonexistent.


It’s not that I’m a drunk, I barely drink. And it’s not that I don’t want to remember, I mostly do. It’s that my brain is wired for the present. By vocation, I’m an improviser. A person trained to pay attention to the here and now. I know exactly what’s happening as I write this. I am with a group of friends in New Mexico, on our annual retreat. Two of them are writing by the light of a single yellow bulb, out on the porch. Between them is a green vase holding four chrysanthemum blossoms. One friend is using a gleaming gold fountain pen. She’s European, she’s rich. Everything she owns gleams, and she’s often trying to give it to you. The other friend is writing with the stub of a pencil; it has bite marks and most of the yellow paint has flaked off. That friend is American and brilliant and has no money. Against the sound of their instruments moving across the page, crickets are constructing a multirhythmic evensong. Next week, if you ask me to describe this moment, I might retain the crickets. The rest—the gold pen, the stubbed pencil, even the diffuse feeling of contentment that comes from being close by, but quiet, with good friends—will recede.


My memory captures the shiny, pretty, easy things and lets the rest drop away. It’s finicky. For instance, I remember the night I met Suzi. My college boyfriend and I were driving the thin, snaking road to our campus on a Northern California hilltop. Suzi, striding the middle line, was a slim silhouette beneath a billowing nimbus of hair. We pulled over to offer her a ride; this girl I kept hearing about was suddenly real, in the backseat of my car. I turned to say hello. Her face was lit intermittently by the streetlamps, flash, high cheekbones, flash, rosy Irish skin, flash, kind eyes. Big eyes. Kind eyes.


I don’t remember every Indonesian island we visited together in 1991, but I know exactly what Suzi looked like on one night, in the fall of 1987.


Memory is stubborn, revisionist, and fickle. Everything I’m about to tell you is subject to persuasion, bias, and desire, as much as any history is. It is singularly one-sided. Time molds things retroactively, usually into what we wanted them to be. I’ve tried to remember everything that mattered, even those things I didn’t want to remember. I’ve read and reread the notes I took along the way, which reflect point of view as much as recorded fact. Most of all, I’ve tried to figure out how to tell a story that is not strictly mine.




TWO COASTS




1


My first child, my girl, was born just before seven on a spring night, perfect. She was compact and fully formed, a little over five pounds. She smelled like sliced apple and salted pretzels, like the innocent, recent arrival from a saline world that she was.


But the midwife was worried. “She’s small for gestational age,” she kept saying. “Any problems or issues during pregnancy?”


I wanted to ask her if heartbreak counted. If sharing a bed with a good-hearted dog, rather than the baby’s father, might do it.


“Also,” the midwife said, “she looks a little jaundiced.”


“That’s just the Greek side,” my mom cut in, “we’re all yellow.”


The midwife finally handed her over, a waxy, pinched little thing. Gory and unkempt. Not serenely smiling like the dolls of my youth. But a real baby, mine.


When I breathed her in, a straight, bright synaptic path lit up the center of my brain. Every neuron said to its neighbor, yes, yes, yes, yes, this is the one, yes. This reaction is hardwired. Animals identify their offspring by scent. But to me, it felt like magic. Smelling her elicited euphoria akin, I imagined, to the unadulterated delight of smoking crack cocaine for the first time. After a few hours of life outside the womb, she began to smell less like apples and more like an element, tin or iron. Something practical, a garden tool or an old coin, sprung from dark soil and delivered into the palm of my hand.


After months of waiting to see who this child would be, after fending off the broad hints of a sonographer who was dying to give away the mystery of her gender, after sleeping alone in a thicket of unhappiness, after praying to skip over incubation to active motherhood—here she was. A little football of a person, tucked into the oval between my arm and torso, breathing on her own, making minor noises. Preoccupied with the job of being alive. Under a fringe of downy hair, at the base of her still soft skull, I found a pale birthmark, pink and strawberry-shaped.


For the next ten hours I lay awake, breathing her in, stunned to find a small human body nestled against mine. I couldn’t figure out where on earth she came from. The biology I understood; I knew about the genome, the dim lights, the Richard Buckner music, the curved helix of DNA. But none of that could account for her. Her birth was both an utterly quotidian event (245 new children are born into every minute) and a jaw-dropping miracle to rival loaves and fishes. There was no one. And then, poof—her.


I didn’t sleep. I couldn’t sleep; I didn’t want to miss anything. What if she sighed or pursed her lips or splayed her fingers or jerked her arms upward?


I was still awake, a little before 3 a.m., when a gentle-faced nurse came in. He didn’t seem surprised to find me up, smelling the baby. Typical new-parent behavior. He said, casually, that they’d like to take her to the nursery for a few tests. The oddity of routine tests at three in the morning didn’t register. It was obvious that my child was totally healthy; what harm could tests do?


Healthy babies were all I knew. The array of placid baby dolls I’d spent hours clucking over as a girl had smelled faintly of vanilla. They had coy smiles and carefully molded plastic hair. I tucked them in. I burped them. I crooned into their plastic ears. None of them ever ran a fever or broke out in hives. Even baby Jesus (the biggest celebrity baby of all time) was a robust little soul. Holy infant so tender and mild.


The nurse promised to bring her right back. Without her, I was at a loss. I motored the bed up and down, edgy, unfocused, waiting for my fix. An hour later the nurse came back empty-handed. “Where’s my baby?” I said, sounding, even to myself, absurdly panicked.


He gave me a pointed look, half sympathy, half crowd control, and said, “We’d like to run a few more tests.” At the door he added, “The doctor will be in to talk with you in a few minutes.” I didn’t know anything about hospitals yet; I didn’t know enough to be terrified that an actual doctor would appear bedside before daybreak.


When I had imagined threats to my future children, they’d been external. Strangers hovering at the edge of playgrounds in loose, gray sweatshirts; rotting rope swings fraying over jagged rocks; cars, everywhere, callous, steely-eyed killer-cars. These were possibilities I could conceive of. Illness had never slunk across the screen of my anxieties, with its curved spine and sallow cheeks. I probably wouldn’t have recognized it even if it did. Serious illness, life-threatening illness, was outside the realm of my imagination. If pushed to consider the question, I might have responded that I was protected from the possibility by the mere fact that it had never occurred to me. I might have said, “If I can’t imagine it, how can it happen?”


* * *


On my first date with the father of this five-pound girl we went to an intimate place on the corner of Jane Street in Greenwich Village. The kind of place where, to reach your table, you’re obliged to wedge sideways and apologize to strangers whom you’ve brushed with your hips. Seated, we leaned over the small table to breathe the same air and figure each other out. He said he’d read recently that everyone has a personal “happiness quotient,” that your happiness in life is essentially set, regardless of circumstances. He reckoned his was low, and guessed mine was high.


I’d never heard of a happiness quotient. I’d never stopped to consider happiness as anything other than an assumed default state, a place to return to after the occasional thick fog. If, as a kid, I had been asked to state the one thing I believed to be true about my future, I’d have said, “I’ll have a happy life.”


Not that I’d had a blindingly happy childhood. I hadn’t. I’d had a childhood of being profoundly loved amid serial chaos. I grew up as the only child of a warmhearted, fleet-footed single mom who was always exploring her options, in men, jobs, lifestyles. It was California in the 1970s. For a while I attended school in a geodesic dome on a hilltop. A herd of goats grazed on long, golden grass outside the open door. Sometimes we ran among them without shirts, boys and girls alike. One of the male teachers enjoyed watching, too much. Everything in my world moved fast, and my job was to hang on. Still, I’d emerged with the idea that my own adult life would be happy and essentially free of adversity. The optimism of youth, which I’d somehow hung on to until thirty, thirty-one even.


A happy life, at the time of that Jane Street first date, did not include, from my point of view, being the mother of a child who required extensive neonatal medical care. Or spending a pregnancy alone, heartsick. Those possibilities weren’t visible from the corner of Jane Street; all I saw was the man before me in a pressed blue dress shirt, delivering literary jokes with a shy, sly humor. The amused look in his eye when I chirped with surprise at the arrival of our salads. “Do you always greet your food so enthusiastically?” he asked. “Not always,” I said. “Only sometimes.” Only now.


* * *


The 4 a.m. doctor was short and bespectacled with a round, soft face. A pleasant-looking bearer of bad news; he seemed personally pained by what he was about to say. He started by explaining the baby had high levels of something I didn’t catch, emphasizing the need to transfer “the patient” to a larger hospital. “Right,” I said, trying to muster a little dignity in my flapping nightshirt. “But what is actually wrong with her?”


“Your baby is at risk of brain damage or”—he paused and glanced around the room as though looking for something he’d mislaid—“death.”


I felt embarrassed for him; clearly he was in the wrong room. He’d confused my baby with another baby. I tried to break it gently, “This is the baby born at 7 p.m., the five-pound, five-ounce girl, with a strawberry on the back of her neck.”


“Yes,” he said. “I know.”


Still, I refused apply these words—death or brain damage—to my swaddled and fabulous-smelling daughter. Death was ludicrous. And brain damage was out of the question. Way, way, way out of the question. In fact the question and brain damage didn’t even know each other. The question was: when can I take her home? Still, the doctor was in earnest. I decided to play along. “OK,” I said. “OK, right. OK. Then what do we do?”


He explained that her red cells lacked stability and were breaking apart in the bloodstream. The iron inside each red cell was spilling into the blood and floating freely throughout her body, at risk of lodging into the soft tissue of her brain. “So you are saying what, exactly?” I said. “She’s at risk for rust head?” He looked at me, appraising. A long silent moment went by. “That’s humor,” he said finally, “common coping mechanism.”


At the door he added, “We need to clean her blood immediately. We’re transferring you to UCSF Med Center. The ambulance is waiting.” University of California San Francisco Medical Center, the place I’d elected not to give birth. The big-city hospital. The tall, silver fortress on top of the hill, across the Golden Gate. The last place on earth a brand-new baby wants to go.


* * *


On our second date, we ate at a bright, loud diner along Seventh Avenue. If harshly lit Formica can feel romantic, I told myself, then this is foreordained. He asked me to list my “diner worries,” those anxieties so slight they could be jotted onto the waxy parchment of a placemat. I have no idea what I said. I likely made things up, things to make me seem Frenchly philosophical or politically courageous or, failing all this, mysterious. I was young, I owned an apartment in New York City, had a good university job, and was on the cusp of what might be a relationship with a serious, kind man. Diner worries were in short supply.


But I loved that he asked, that he wanted to etch a record of my preoccupations onto a placemat. Later I would learn that he often took notes about things his students said, their goals, their literary heroes—to keep them straight, to accumulate an understanding of what they hoped for. At first this seemed excessive. But later it struck me as intrinsic to his way of being. He wanted to know, understand, remember who people were. How they were. And the best, truest way he knew to burrow toward the truth was to write things down. On the page he could add up a girl’s diner worries and see what they amounted to.


* * *


The ambulance driver told me to ride up front.


“What about the baby?” I asked.


“She’ll ride in back, with the paramedics,” he said.


“The paramedics are great,” I said, “but they don’t really know her.”


“We’re just going over the bridge,” the driver said, “she’ll be fine.”


At this point I became what was probably noted in the trip log as combative mom. Logically, I knew the driver was not responsible for my girl’s precipitous need to be transferred, at less than twenty hours old, to a neonatal intensive care unit—but neither did he grasp how my entire world was encased in the plastic box that was her incubator. My job was to stick with the plastic box, no matter what.


“Actually, I’m going to ride with her,” I said, trying to make it sound as if, after weighing his various options, I’d settled on this. Somehow, that worked.


In the back of the ambulance were four people: two paramedics, me, and her. It was just beginning to get light as we crossed the Golden Gate, leaving Marin County and entering San Francisco. In between the black mass of the bay and a gray bank of clouds, a pale, thin line of pink wavered. Daylight. I relaxed a little. Surely nothing catastrophic could happen during business hours.


My mother’s car was trailing the ambulance. I knew she was filled with worry. Worry was undeniably called for given the situation: ambulance, dawn, newborn, bad blood. But the baby sleeping peacefully under my hand defied worry. She had a rosebud mouth and delicately veined eyelids. She didn’t stir, not even when the driver turned on the siren to speed through red lights. I stroked her forehead and tried to get my mind around our situation. Inside this tiny person, microscopic red blood cells were falling apart. She was a stressed creature, straining to deliver sufficient oxygen to the outposts of her body. How could she appear so serene?


The repertoire of reptilian brain function—fight, flight, denial, play dead—is great for emergencies. It wedges space between the event and the self. I had been swinging between denial and fight (my two personal favorites) from the moment the round-faced doctor said ambulance. Now, sitting with the baby, I felt the unwelcome return of higher reasoning. I began to pump the paramedics for information: What would happen when we arrived at the hospital? Would I be allowed to stay with the baby? How long would it take to clean her blood? What were the odds for babies in this situation?


One of them explained that the method for cleaning her blood was called an exchange transfusion. An exchange transfusion works, she said, by removing all the blood from the body, passing it through a device that extracts excess iron, warming the blood back up, and returning it to circulation.


Are you insane? I wanted to ask. Bloodletting? So cliché. So over. So Middle Ages. Consider your reputation, if not the baby.


I sat there in silence, trying to visualize what a blood cleaning/warming machine might look like and how they would attach it to her. It dawned on me that the next few hours mattered, really mattered, and that even babies who smelled just right might drift off.


I looked down at my girl, sleeping, gathering air, converting it into oxygen.


“All the blood? Out of her body? At the same time?” I asked. “Is that prudent?”


The paramedic touched my shoulder and said, “She’ll be OK. They’re much stronger than they look.”


Through the small window at the back of the ambulance, I could see a steady streak of green. My mom’s Volvo sedan, behind us. I had the sense that she would follow us anywhere, no matter how fast, no matter how far. When I had called my mom, only an hour ago, she’d been asleep. “What do you mean rusty blood?” she’d said. “Is this about the baby?”


“Drive here,” I’d said. “We need you.”


She’d arrived in time to catch the ambulance’s wake. For her, I was the girl, and this whole ambulance was the plastic box.


* * *


After our third date, we went back to his apartment. He was a studio dweller on the Upper West Side, twenty-sixth floor, a view of the George Washington Bridge, which he revered. A wall of windows and little else. He had a single pot and stacks of books. Against the barrenness, he’d waged the smallest possible stand—a decorative postage stamp. Joe Louis.


That is how I began to fall in love with Brian, all that emptiness, and then, suddenly, a black-and-white postcard of Paris or Beckett; the hidden trapdoor to something more.


The art in my apartment was as big as I could afford it to be, giant posters from foreign museums, hand-carried on the plane ride home, trying always not to dent them, destined for cheap oversized Ikea frames. My favorite was by the Mexican painter Rufino Tamayo; it showed a figure, sitting facedown at a table, the circumference of his head dominating the space in pinks, yellows, violets. Man Radiating Happiness.


In contrast to Brian’s, my daily life was erratic, unorganized, and subject to an appetite for salty snacks, phone chats, trashy magazines, generalized rose-sniffing. My mornings were spent teaching drama in public schools with kids all over the city as an “actor-teacher” with the Creative Arts Team at NYU. Afternoons, when I should have been doing my own schoolwork (I was a grad student) or rehearsing a new solo piece, I would instead wander about town. If I did rush home, it was to watch General Hospital and eat ice cream. If a friend called to say let’s go to Battery Park and check out the river, I was game. Even if I had a pile of more pressing things. Around 11 p.m., when the hourly studio rates fell, I would go rehearse. If I had a performance coming, I’d focus. Otherwise, I was a creative malingerer.


But Brian knew how to work. His life was ordered, boundaried to the extreme. A man who, by his own admission, ate broccoli with brown rice and garlic sauce every night for dinner. A man who pruned back the trivial decisions, who wore French Blue dress shirts and black pants every day of the week, for consistency’s sake. A man with an embedded internal clock, which told him to sit and write at the same hour, day after day. A man with a gift, and the dense garden of habit grown around it for protection.


We were a study in opposites; hopelessly attracted. We floated about from dinners to concerts to parties with friends. Holding hands, touching each other’s clothes. When we walked through the Village, along Sixth Avenue, shoulder to shoulder, I had a liquid sense of well-being. We were in the throes of infatuation, soft-minded and easily persuaded of our rightness for each other by sexual thrill. But there was a bedrock quality beneath the giddiness, something I hadn’t felt before. Being with him gave me the unfamiliar feeling of being what I was—a grown woman.


* * *


Within minutes of arriving at UCSF Medical Center we were hustled upstairs to the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU, pronounced nick-u). I stood beside the baby’s incubator; it had two portals you could slip your hands through, to touch your person. This was the extent of what you could do for your baby in the NICU—stand beside the box stroking a finger or toe or tiny elbow beneath the blanket. I stroked my girl’s knee.


A petite doctor with a blonde bun crossed the room.


“Listen,” she said, nodding in the baby’s direction, “she needs a central line placed into her umbilicus, immediately, for the exchange transfusion.” The doctor projected the air of an overachieving-homecoming-queen-valedictorian-tennis-champ. Probably played Rachmaninoff’s harder pieces for fun and relaxation. “Please sign this release. It’s just a procedure, not surgery. The umbilicus is numb, so she won’t feel a thing.” Beneath her lab coat, visible at the collar and cuffs, was a heavy silk blouse, cream colored. She was too young, too pretty, too sure of herself to be a decent doctor. But she was who we had. I tried to parse what she’d said: just a procedure, not surgery. She wanted to attach a tube to the baby. That much I got.


I wanted to talk to the nice doctor with the soft boyish face and glasses, from Marin General. But he had sent us to her. The blonde doctor was waiting for my answer; would I allow her to attach the tube or not? She held out the form and a pen.


Would a plastic part really improve the baby per se?


What would Brian do? I tried to summon some of his steadiness, his ability to lever rationality into crisis. I signed. She exhaled, her shoulders dropped. Astonishing! This woman was as nervous about my judgments and decisions as I was about hers. A nurse scooped up the baby and left the room.




2


Everyone in the world should have the chance to fall in love in a New York City spring, at least once. Spring, in New York, is like a new epoch in history. The sludge recedes; the trees return as green civilizers of the streets. Your beloved finally takes off all those obfuscating layers, and you can see skin. As the Josh Ritter song goes something like, “this trip has been done a hundred thousand times before, but this one is mine.”


On a Saturday, three or fours months into our courtship, I found myself staring down from Brian’s twenty-sixth-floor window, watching the Upper West Side swish below. I wanted to go to a gallery, a café, Riverside Park, bike riding along the Hudson. I wanted to take the train downtown to Magnolia Bakery for a lemon-frosted cupcake. Anything, just out into the tides of the town. But Brian was at his desk, happy in his misery. Wringing something more out of the imagination by sheer attendance. Showing up. Seeking. Day by day. He had his hands on the keyboard and his eyes closed, tunneling in, burrowing down. This was something he did occasionally, write blind. He was deep in conversation with his unconscious, his imagination, his genie. Whatever the hell it was that wrote his books, he was chatting with it. Just the two of them, tête-à-tête.


He didn’t need a lemon cupcake.


I knew we’d go out later. I watched the sun drop into the river, pressed my cheek against the cool glass, and waited. The world was out there, true, but it was also in here.


When we left, to meet friends for dinner, it was still warm out. The sidewalks felt almost pliable underfoot, willing to bear us in any direction. We linked arms and headed downtown. My sweet hermetic boyfriend, out in the world. Traipsing around. I tucked one hand into his coat pocket. The payoff for this simple gesture was absurdly inflated. I wanted to see a scan of my brain, to know exactly which synapses electrified, a bright web of lightning, when Brian put his hand in my coat pocket too.


* * *


I was not allowed to watch the procedure in which they inserted the tube into the baby, but I heard crying from down the hall. Was it my girl? Impossible to know. Even more impossible to know what she might be feeling, thinking, or understanding about the world—alone in a room of white coats.


My mom brought me a tea; I sipped it, queasy. I wanted the baby back. We should be in bed at home together. I should be in a flannel nightgown, snuggling her, emitting the primary message: you are loved.


When I could no longer stand listening to the cries of a baby who might or might not be mine, I stepped into the pay phone booth in the waiting room. I shut the door. Silence. At last, a small private space in which to feel something.


My mom tapped on the glass of the booth, holding out the tea. “Don’t let it get cold.” I opened the glass door and took the tea, annoyed. If years from now, my own daughter was in this same situation, I would, undoubtedly, hover. Peddle tea. But it was still annoying. I considered calling Brian. I wanted his support but not enough to make the baby’s illness real by telling him about it. Instead, I dialed my health insurance company. When a representative answered, I told her my name, my group ID number, and said, “My daughter is sick. We’ve been transferred to UC Med.” It was the first time I’d said my daughter.


My voice broke, and the woman paused. “It’ll be OK, dear,” she said. She could be empathizing from Ohio, Singapore, or a block away. She could be anywhere. So how the hell did she know how it would go?


When I returned to the waiting area, I picked up an old issue of the New Yorker. On the cover, beleaguered cartoon figures marched through eddies of gray sludge and snow, huddled beneath a banner that read “Misery Day Parade.” February. I held it up for my mom to see, pointing to the banner of hand-printed letters, Misery Day Parade. “Oh, sweetie,” she said. “I know.” And she did know. She was a professional understander, a therapist. The rare kind, with a heart of true compassion. Maybe because she’d suffered so much as a kid, maybe because she was born that way. She never dealt in pity, only empathy. But at the exact moment I needed it most, I didn’t want it.


Every gesture of comfort she offered only underlined the obvious: she was my mom and, therefore, not Brian.


* * *


I loved, for one, his books. Not just the books he’d written but also the books he read. They were everywhere, on every surface: the lip of the bathroom sink, the windowsill, stacked in unstable towers on the DVD player, in doorways, and, endlessly, on the bed.


He’d climb into bed with his intellectual posse: Chekhov, G. K. Chesterson, George Scialabba, Irving Howe, Raymond Williams, but also Robert B. Parker and Roger Angell. In terms of heroes, he had a take-all-comers approach; he’d once written an essay on his affection for the TV show The Equalizer. Books on antiquated English grammar by patrician midcentury taskmasters, on efficiency in the workplace, labor histories, lurid crime novels—all would flop over the pillows, work their way under our feet. Reading the ideas of others wasn’t just what he did, it was what forged him into who he was, word by word.


He was not a person who called himself a writer but was actually an architect or a pastry chef. Reading and writing were his air and water. He was a writer, who wrote. Every day. For hours. A novelist. A published, award-winning novelist. A self-doubting, slow-working, often frustrated novelist, but a serious artist. Writing was at the core of his existence, and everything else fell into place around that central fact.


Even when he wasn’t writing, he was writing, inventing, trying things out. Once, when I asked him to tell me the story of his name, he reported that instead of Brian his parents almost named him Barrel after a Hungarian relative, a glue maker and war hero, who died by falling, face-first and drunk, into a barrel of glue. He told me this very solemnly, and I was relieved that he had not been named Barrel. It might have changed the course of his life. Would we have met? When I asked his mother about her cousin Barrel who had tragically, ironically, drowned in a barrel, she laughed and laughed. “For such an honest guy,” she said, “Brian is the world’s biggest liar.”


He had his books, his Joe Louis postage stamp, his habits, his broccoli, his blue shirts, his cabal of imaginary friends, his never-ending mental arguments with Noam Chomsky. He had his uninterrupted days and nights at the keyboard. He had solitary writer written all over him. And, as much as he enjoyed being with me, he obviously didn’t want kids or a family. Writing was the sun around which the rest of his life orbited, including me. So how long could this last?


If we went on, if he allowed me into the inner courtyard, then what? I was afraid I’d have the perverse urge to blow things up, disturb and disrupt, the way you want to toss your hat from the top level of the Guggenheim into the tiny reflecting pool below.


* * *


The first few weeks of my pregnancy, oblivious to my condition, I dashed into every Starbucks I saw. I couldn’t understand this sudden compulsion—I’d never been a coffee person. Not even close. In fact, I’d once presented myself to the NYU medical center with heart palpitations after eating a bag of chocolate-covered espresso beans. The doctor asked, “Have you had a lot of coffee today?” I was indignant: “I don’t drink coffee.” Then I remembered, but didn’t confess. Just slunk away in shame, the only woman in New York City who couldn’t hold her caffeine.


I ordered lattes, macchiatos, cappuccinos, any foamed formula with espresso. I was puzzled but compliant, caffeine’s willing handmaiden. The more sophisticated drinks lent me, I hoped, a certain chic. I loved their Italian names, the long vowels. Holding a perfectly frothed macchiato was tantamount, in my book, to wearing a blue cashmere wrap. And then I began to wonder; a little seed of doubt presented itself. Why was I craving coffee? Why was I craving milk? Why was I craving?


I happened to be in California, visiting my family. Our local drugstore was a ten-minute tromp through a wooded park, a trek I’d taken a thousand times for candy, makeup, or magazines. I went straight to the feminine hygiene aisle, a place I was once loath to be seen loitering, and bought four pregnancy kits of various brands, all promising speed and accuracy.


You are supposed to pee on the stick at a certain time of day, under particular conditions. (Reading the directions, I kept hearing the slogan from a radio show I’d liked as a kid, “It’s Science!”) But I couldn’t wait for science. I just pulled out a stick and tried not to pee on my hand. I put the plastic cap back on and waited. One minute, two. A faint line began to appear, just the dimmest purple dash across one display window, and then another line, crossing the first, forming a lavender plus sign. Plus one. Oh God. Oh God’s God.


I ripped open another package and forced myself to pee on that. And another and then the last. They all had dashes and checks or hazy blue lines. I couldn’t believe these little sticks. They were unanimous, unwilling to negotiate.


I found my running shoes, laced them up. I’d walk up the hill. By the time I got back, maybe the pregnancy would have run its course.


Next to my shoes was one of Brian’s, a black Converse sneaker. He’d just spent two weeks with me in California, meeting my family, laughing with my college friends. We’d driven up the coast together, along Highway 1, traveling from LA to Marin County, passing through Big Sur, the most beautiful place on the planet, where we’d pulled the car off the road onto a secluded apron of land above the ocean, just to kiss. We’d spent the whole two weeks in a bubble of our own invention.


I’d taken the fact that he left a sneaker behind as a good omen, his tangible wish to still be here. I picked it up on my way out. I puffed up the hill toward the fire trails, assimilating the news, clutching his sneaker. At the top of the hill was a long narrow ridge, lined by giant eucalyptus trees with an animate presence. Two sentinel rows of stolid, immovable elders who had offered me sanctuary since I was ten. The trees had delicate scythe-shaped leaves and trunks with silvery outer layers that peeled away from a pink undercoat. As a kid, I liked to rub my cheek against the silky inner bark, or crush the leaves in my palm. The smell would clear my head.


What on God’s green earth was I going to do? Or we. Since it takes two people to set a baby in motion, it seemed fair that those same two should have a say in whether or not the baby comes to fruition. But I didn’t have that capacity for democracy. I’d told Brian all along: if I get pregnant, I will have the baby. I was willing to stand in the rain with a dripping placard to fight for the right of women to choose (though I’ve never done anything remotely so noble), but I didn’t experience it as a choice. I wanted to be a mother and he was a man I loved. He might opt out, fairly or unfairly, I might hate him for that, fairly or unfairly, but the baby was a foregone conclusion.


As I walked home, the hills soaked up the dusk and went blue-black. Then, slowly, they lit up, house by house, like a night sky. Each pinprick of light was a family. Was I technically now a family too? I housed a cluster of cells, dividing at a breakneck pace. I was, at the very least, a party of two.


I walked home swinging Brian’s sneaker by its laces. A few feet shy of our driveway, I must have loosened my grip. Brian’s shoe flew up and away from me, in a high arc, and landed in a bramble of blackberry. I forced my arm into the dense thicket; inside the soil was moist and yielding under my fingertips as I traced methodical, concentric circles where the shoe should be. But I found only a velvety scattering of decayed berries and something spherical and slick, maybe a dog toy. I started to push in deeper, then stopped and drew my arm back. I was suddenly afraid of being bitten by a creature whose solitary home I’d invaded.


* * *


After what felt like hours, the blonde doctor arrived back in the room, upbeat, followed by a nurse carrying my baby. She was awake. When I took her into my arms, her eyes moved slowly from my face, to the nurse’s face, back to mine. “Good news,” the doctor said. “She’s out of immediate danger. We avoided the exchange transfusion for now. However, we may still need to transfuse her with red cells. We’re admitting you.”


Which part of this was the good news?


“What about the tube?” I asked. “Did you attach it to her?”


“Yes,” the doctor said. “We inserted the central line, in case she needs blood or meds. It’s the easiest way in.”


I dipped my nose to the baby’s head; she still smelled like herself. At least I was getting back the same girl I’d given them.


I was afraid to look at her stomach. I pictured something Frankensteinish, a rusted bolt or a spare bike part holding the central line in place. But it was just as the doctor had described, a soft rubber tube, extending from her stomach.


“OK,” my mom said. “We can live with that.”


“So,” I said, “the iron isn’t getting into her brain?”


“Iron is not crossing the blood/brain barrier at this time,” the doctor said.


I should have felt relief, the doctor looked relieved, but I was confused and bizarrely disappointed. They’d said she needed her blood cleaned only a short time ago, so wouldn’t cleaning it still be a good idea?


“If you aren’t going to clean her blood, why does she have a rubber hose in her torso?”


“Sweetie,” my mom said. She laid a hand on my arm and gave me a look. Be grateful. Don’t go looking for trouble.


* * *


When I’d finally accepted that I was pregnant and was not going to magically become less pregnant, I called Brian. The phone was an inadequate tool, but it was the only immediate way to bridge a continent. As I dialed, my teeth chattered in intermittent bursts. This is new, I thought, psychosomatic teeth. Calm down, I told myself. Don’t be melodramatic. People get pregnant. But I couldn’t calm down. I couldn’t even think of how to break the news. “I’m pregnant” sounded so unoriginal, so teenager-in-the-heartland and—here was the real rub—too much like something happening exclusively to me. When I finally managed to say it, he melted. “My darling,” Brian said. “My sweetheart.” And then he went silent. He was silent for a long time, and when he spoke again his voice sounded clotted with pain, half aspirated, as though he literally could not swallow this knowledge.


Having kids—what kids do to an adult life already in motion, what they do to romance, to your couch, your car, your time, your money, most of all your art—had been the constant bass line thrumming through our conversations in the months before I got pregnant. It was the issue that sent us, oddly early, into therapy together. It was the gun in the room. If he wanted to have kids with anyone, Brian kept saying, it would be with me. If.


But if is a wisp of a word. You could hardly hang your hat on that. Or build a life. Plus Brian already had a life, as a writer, a semihappy bachelor of the Upper West Side, as a diffident, sexy Jewish intellectual. As the editor of a left-leaning magazine, a jazz detester, TV lover, kind friend, and surprising gossip. But first of all, last of all, most of all—as a writer. His entire adult existence had been organized around writing. If he had a creed, it would have been Nietzsche: “The essential thing in heaven and in earth … is a long obedience in the same direction.”


His obedience was to life at the desk, life as it shimmered onto the page. The unruly emissaries of real life—food and flowers, snow, slush, the Vermont night sky, sex, the Grand Canyon, the East Village, twisted ankles, soured wine, the Hudson River at close range—all these were fine, but were interlopers on his essential mission: animating a humane vision of the world.


Fine, OK, be a writer. Life of the mind, live for your art and all that. I could respect his calling, his need. But, then, what the hell had he been doing swinging around town with me? I’d never kept my wish to have kids secret, quite the opposite. I’d said emphatically, many times over, that I could not, would not, contemplate a life without children. Impossible. And he’d made his wish to avoid kids just as obvious. So, then, what the hell was I doing swinging around town with him?


After that initial declaration, My darling, my sweetheart, Brian remained shattered and unhappy on the phone, but I kept believing we’d work this out. If we could just see each other face to face, all the pieces would find a place: life, art, baby, love, writing—wasn’t there room for everyone on the couch? Pluralism, isn’t that what he believed in?


I’d remind him that we were the same two people who’d been made delirious by walking hip to hip; that he had been an eager partner in the (knowingly unprotected) act that produced this very dilemma.


Knowingly unprotected: Brian, by the age of forty-five, had never gotten a girlfriend pregnant; I, by the age of thirty-two, had never been pregnant. Luck or best practices, hard to say, but with each other we were bizarrely laissez-faire. Like naive dolts worldwide, we thought that since it had never happened before it couldn’t happen now. We’d been enacting a fantasy which turned into a vertigo-inducing reality.


Over the years, two different doctors told Brian he might encounter trouble conceiving; he’d chosen to believe them. He had room, he thought, to flirt with a possibility that a very submerged part of him wanted. When we’d made love without protection, I was discounting the things Brian said to me in therapy every week about not wanting kids. I was believing in some version of him that didn’t exist except in bed. But I was acting in alignment with my own deepest wishes.


I’d hoped he was too—that his willingness to be so cavalier about birth control was an unconscious wish to have the issue decided for him. For us. This interpretation now looked to be somewhere between wildly self-delusional and outright self-destructive.


* * *


The baby’s bird-sized rib cage rose and fell in a steady rhythm under the sunlight lamps. I sat beside her, in a rocking chair, watching her sleep. She had, I noticed, a preferred sleep pose, with her head tossed back, one ear angled upward as though waiting for the answer to a question. Occasionally, she emitted a high-pitched squeak, like a small wind instrument.


Once we were officially admitted and assigned a spot in the NICU, the nurses encouraged me to treat the baby like any newborn. “She’s not a china cup; she won’t shatter on ya,” a young Irish nurse said. She was my immediate favorite; she had a face of wide-spaced, pale freckles and red hair cut in a thick, exuberant bob. “Listen,” she told me, “the thing the babies like best is to be tucked into your clothes, naked. Skin-to-skin contact.”


“Won’t she get cold?” I asked.


“Not so long as you’re not dead,” the Irish nurse said, and winked.


In the wee hours of our first night there, with the baby tucked inside my shirt against my skin, I relaxed enough to notice the NICU rhythms. Someone had tried to soften the blow of this place with kitten posters and rocking chairs, to pretend it wasn’t a giant room of plastic boxes with very sick babies inside.


Sometime after midnight, the young mother of a baby boy beside us called home to Mexico. She told her own mother, in Spanish, a language I don’t speak but somehow understood, that she was scared. She suspected her son’s heart lacked confidence.


Beside this boy was an infant girl whose teenage parents had come by earlier in stained sweatshirts and stricken faces. They’d peered at their creation and quickly left. The little name card above the girl’s head remained blank. In her sleep, she held two fingers in the palm of her other hand, already practicing the art of self-comfort. My girl’s name card was also blank. In countries with high infant mortality rates people often delay naming their children. In Nepal it is customary to wait until “Janku,” or first rice, when the baby is about six months old. It had only been two days, but already my family and friends were pushing.


“Just decide,” Suzi said. “This is starting to get weird.”
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On the final approach to JFK, not yet visibly pregnant, I tried to cry discreetly, so as not to alarm my fellow passengers. I was flying toward Brian, without any assurance that he wanted a future with me or the baby. I wasn’t even sure if he would be at the airport to pick me up. Outside the clouds were puffed into a layered, edible meringue of lilac and indigo. I knew I should be stunned by this much beauty; I should stop crying and say thank you. But I didn’t. Everyone in California, most especially Suzi, told me to stop crying, “You’re flooding the baby with stress hormones.” Sorry, baby.


At JFK, I trudged through the crowd, sticky, pudgy, sick at heart, looking for Brian’s blue shirt. He was there, amid the throngs, a cool spot of color, of calm. I wanted to run to him, but I stood still and waited for him to notice me.


We decided we’d drive straight out to the Hamptons to meet with our chic French therapist, who was at her summer house but willing to see us anyway.


She opened the door before we knocked. “Bon, you found us,” she said in the accent that made everything sound vaguely philosophical. “After such a long drive, you’d like a glass of wine?”


On the one hand, how very European and unuptight of her, red wine for the baby! Or maybe she did not acknowledge the existence of a baby at all, at such an early stage.


In her office she listened to us sum up our positions. Brian wanted to be with me but did not want to be a father. He felt fatherhood wasn’t something that should be forced onto another person. He wasn’t asking me to terminate the pregnancy, but he was clear that he would not, or could not, be the partner I hoped for. As much as I wanted to be with Brian, I was incredibly hurt that he would reject something (someone) he’d tacitly helped create. The therapist sat quietly for a while and then turned to me: “Heather, you are living in an illusion. You must wake up from your dream. Brian does not want what you want.” What I wanted most, at that moment, was to smash one of her tasteful ceramic objets d’art over her sleek French head.


I stood up. “Time to go,” I said. “Time’s up!” I wanted to add, Fuck off and go back to France. This is the land of opportunity! The land of figure-it-out!


Brian and the chic French therapist stared at me. Neither stood. I stayed standing. Finally, Brian wrote a check; maybe I did too? We were splitting everything. We made it out onto her groomed gravel driveway and into the car.


We drove to the ocean, sat together on a log.


“Do you think this is an illusion?” I said.


“I think we’ve both seen what we wanted to,” Brian said, and pulled me down onto his lap.


Between us, inside me, was an apple seed of differentiating cells. It was amazing how someone so small could cause such colossal disruption.


“What should we do?” I said.


“I love you,” he said. “That is as much as I know.”


He began to cry. I had this shock; he felt as abandoned as I did. My choice was making it impossible, from his point of view, for us to continue to be together.


His choice, from my point of view, was the worst choice of all time. I understood his dilemma on a cognitive level, sort of, but on a gut level I just kept thinking, If two people are in love, and one of them is pregnant, show me the problem! Point to it! There is no problem.


We drove back to Manhattan in silence, each of us leaning into our wound. All the way up the West Side Highway, the river ran beside us, an unperturbed ribbon of silver. The tension in the car was so thick I wanted to jump out and swim uptown. In Brian’s neighborhood we found a place and parked. It was dark; I was starving and nauseated. Brian looked haggard, bleary, and generally undone. I felt I could sleep for months, sleep through the whole pregnancy and just wake up to the baby. Maybe that would do it. If Brian could see the baby, he’d want the baby.


“Do you want to come up?” Brian said.


“What do you mean by that?” I said. It was an old joke of ours, answer a question with a question.


“Just come up,” he said.


I went up. We ordered food from our favorite Mexican place, took a shower together, and lay down on his futon, named the General for the way it dominated his tiny studio.


The next day we ate and walked and watched some TV. We did not talk about the baby. We avoided the future. All the while, the cells I housed continued splitting, multiplying. They were turning into things, tiny, barely visible things, but things.


For two weeks we walked this high wire. We were happy, almost. We had a present of breakfasts and afternoon strolls and writing in the same room. Every day was a clown act, starring us as clowns.


When we gathered enough courage to talk about the baby, Brian’s answer was always the same: he couldn’t see a way to live life as a father.


“You live it like this,” I said, patting a space between us on the General, “only with a baby next to you. It’s not like you have to become a whole new person. You just scoot over.”


But scooting wasn’t his strong suit. If a fellow diner knocked into his chair on the way to the bathroom, Brian would startle, scowl. Not out of annoyance with his fellow humans, but because his own borders were so porous that space was sacrosanct. I liked to compare him to Rilke, who couldn’t even live with a dog because the dog’s moods, its sorrows and triumphs, affected Rilke too radically. I had found this a charming image of Brian until I remembered how Rilke didn’t live with his wife or raise his own children.


Maybe I’d been viewing his resistance too narrowly. Maybe Brian’s fear of being a father was not about losing his identity as a writer. Maybe he was afraid to love another human being as profoundly as one loves a child. He was empathic in the extreme; his child’s worries, his child’s trials, would be Brian’s, millisecond by millisecond. It would be as if they shared a central nervous system. Such a symbiotic existence sounded almost unbearable, even to me. Maybe he was accepting himself for who he was, someone with finite limits in the realm of human attachment.


Brian had once told me about a dream in which he’d dug a moat around his house in order to protect his “fallen self.” Good luck constructing a moat, I thought, big enough to protect you from this delicate, microscopic nervous system already under way.


* * *


After the 3 a.m. change of shift in the NICU, things got very, very quiet. Even the machines dozed. The baby made her high-pitched, barely audible squeaks. I believed I could recognize that singular sound from a million squeaks. As much as I enjoyed the more subdued hours in the NICU, it was also the time of night when the truth of the place grew loudest. Embedded in the soft purr of the distant generators, the muted thud of the nurses’ rubber soles against the floor, the doctors’ whispered instructions, the occasional blaring alarm, was this: your child could die.


Looking around that room, it was easy to list grievances with God: for-profit health care; the suffering of innocents, fluorescent light, the suffering of innocents, plastic footwear, the suffering of innocents. The suffering of innocents. The suffering of innocents.


When I could no longer hold my eyes open, I walked across the hall to the strange, skinny room I’d been assigned to sleep in. It was a cast-off room, oddly oblong, closet-sized, and off the grid; it wasn’t nearly big enough to be a lobby or a lounge. It held just one narrow plastic couch and a single chair. I suspected this was the room where they took parents to deliver bad news. The worst news. I resolved to spend as little time there as possible, so as not to tempt fate.


The next morning the residents rounded through, a flock of uncertain birds clad in white, peering at my girl as if she was a mathematical problem they were tasked with solving. But not one of them could figure out why her red cells wouldn’t hold together. This was “the Red Team,” the group of doctors in training assigned to us, for whom I felt an immediate and irrational allegiance. “Go Red Team!” I semishouted when I saw them later in the day. One of them gave me a what’s-with-you look; the rest kept on scribbling on their identical pads. No jokes in NICU. Write that down. Nothing is funny here.


* * *


Maybe if I’d been more patient, Brian would have figured things out. But pregnancy has a way of forcing the point, and I was getting more pregnant by the sliver of every second. One night after dinner I said, “I think I should go home.”
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