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To Alex, who kept me going.

To Ronan, may you have courage and kindness in spades.

And to the people who have shared their lives with me—thank you.






Introduction

For the past five years, I’ve listened to strangers I’ve met on Craigslist tell me stories they’ve never told anyone before. I interviewed someone who went through gender-reassignment surgery and fell in love for the very first time, as his true self. I spoke with a man who lost his wife to alcoholism and struggled to rebuild his life without her. I cried when I listened to a veteran who lost both of his legs after serving two tours of combat abroad. I spoke to a woman who detailed her life as a former Jehovah’s Witness and to a Mormon faced with telling his family that he is gay.

In these five years, I’ve heard stories about sexual abuse and mental illness, divorce and death, addiction and disability—stories that have left me in awe at the breadth and depth of humanity, at our ability to overcome and rebuild, forgive and move on, heal and give back. I’ve learned to listen, to bear witness to heartbreaking loss and regret, to provide a safe outlet for healing. In this climate, where diversity is simultaneously celebrated and used to monger fear, judgment, and separatism, I’ve learned above all else that pain, in its protean forms, can unite us as human beings—that each of us can be a light when someone’s day feels particularly dark.

Before I started Craigslist Confessional, I worked as a lobbyist out of a tiny office in downtown Washington, DC. I stressed out over deadlines, client meetings, unanswered emails, and office politics. I purposefully distracted myself with daily minutiae so as not to let my unhappiness fully settle in. I’d always wanted to have a job where I helped people. But somewhere along the way, I got sidetracked. My work left me empty. Showing up every day to do something when my heart wasn’t in it felt like living in a perpetual existential crisis.

Nothing made things more painful than being isolated, unable to share my feelings. I felt alienated, invisible, misunderstood, dismissed, and shut out. I was locked into a life of indentured servitude to my student loan provider. As an immigrant, I’d worked hard to finally win my American dream, only to find a mirage in its place—an experience very different from what I’d expected.

But I didn’t feel entitled to complain. Each day on my way to work, I passed at least five homeless people and reminded myself: You have it good. You are employed. You are educated. You are healthy. You have so much more than most people. So I shamed myself into a disquiet silence.

To convince others—especially my parents, who had sacrificed so much for my happiness and success—that everything was going perfectly well, I curated my life and presented only the happiest, most perfect parts of it for others to see. Social media filters and reality television fed me “real” versions of people I was meant to emulate—successful, attractive, healthy, and rich adults leading travel-filled and meaningful lives free of the drudgery of everydayness.

More and more, the pressure to keep up appearances made me feel inadequate and lonely. The dissonance between my reality and the person I presented to the world was so jarring. I felt inherently dishonest. And, I often thought, if I couldn’t be honest with others, how could I be honest with myself? Had I gotten so warped, so sucked into playing the role of the perfect daughter, the perfect employee, the perfect girlfriend, that I could no longer tell my genuine life from the one I was projecting?

One day, as I was walking back to work from Capitol Hill, I spotted Joe, a homeless man who panhandled in front of the office building. I could almost always count on seeing him standing in the same spot, day after day, shaking a paper cup and wearing a black tattered shirt. Whenever I could, I brought him boxed lunches that I’d pick up during Hill briefings and got him the occasional snack or drink. I had a particular soft spot for Joe because of a bitter memory from my first day of work. Two young security guards had been checking me in when one of them excused himself. He went outside to talk to Joe—I was only able to catch a few words from the exchange, but the gist was that the guards had received complaints from the building’s occupants about Joe’s panhandling and he should move along elsewhere. Joe nodded his head slowly, but he stood his ground as if to protest the unfairness.

It broke my heart.

“Are you upset with me?” Joe asked, wondering why I’d rounded the corner lunchless.

The truth was that I was broke. My salary at the lobbying firm was laughable—law grads are a dime a dozen in DC, and we’re cheap and replaceable, especially at the entry level—and between student loans, rent, and food, I was struggling to make ends meet.

Joe looked sad as I mumbled a half-hearted explanation. I blinked back tears and asked if it was all right to spend time with him and talk that day. I went around the corner and got a sandwich to share, and we sat next to each other. I asked him about how he’d become homeless. Did he have any family? Where did he stay when the weather was bad? Did he often go hungry? He answered my questions with intense detail, often stumbling over his words.

Then he asked me about my job and my life. I surprised myself with what I shared—thoughts that had, until then, seemed so personal and devastating but paled in comparison to Joe’s everyday struggle. For the first time I was able to be refreshingly honest. I spoke without fear that he’d judge me or that the gossip would trickle down to friends, family, and coworkers. Neither of us had anything to gain from the other. Ours was an interaction born out of need. It felt, simply, like we were confessing.

Joe listened patiently, seeming grateful to have someone to talk to. And as I watched him shake his cup of change at passersby while we talked, I understood why. Sometimes people shot him dirty looks. Sometimes they tossed him a handful of change, maybe a flickering look of judgment—or was it shame, fear, guilt?—but mostly people completely ignored him: no friendly smiles, no inquisitive glances. He was totally invisible.

“Very few people,” he told me, “treat me like I’m a human being.”

That’s when Craigslist Confessional was born. It is a project about hearing and seeing what others don’t—about pulling back the curtain that separates our secretive inner lives from our perfectly curated outer lives. My “job” is to listen when no one else will. I do it for free—and completely anonymously.

Inspired by my talk with Joe, I posted an ad in the Craigslist personals section. “Tell me about yourself,” the subject line read.

I’m not certain what I hoped to accomplish with the ad. The truth is that I didn’t have a grand plan. Yes, I wanted to put something good out in the world. I wanted to help people by listening to them—by giving them a place to be themselves. But if I’m honest, I also wanted to be heard and seen, too. I wanted to not feel alone. I wanted to connect with people beyond the superficial—I wanted our common struggle to unite us in a way that felt real. So posting the ad was an ill-thought-out attempt at trying to replicate that connection with Joe, and I really didn’t think much would come of it.

But I was so very wrong. Over the next few days, the responses came in nonstop. And what was more surprising was the fact that the ad seemed to have hit a nerve, because people were very willing to go out on a limb with me—to meet me over coffee and to talk.

My first meeting was at a Starbucks right across the street from work. I sat there for a half hour, nervously picking at my nail polish and becoming more convinced by the minute that the woman who’d emailed me wouldn’t show. Then I saw someone walking hurriedly across the street, looking just as anxious as I felt, and my heart jumped—Oh my God, she actually came.

We made small talk as we waited in line to get two iced drinks, and then we walked to a nearby park, where she told me about her two-decades-long struggle with heroin addiction and the toll it had taken on her life, marriage, and children. It was surreal. I kept expecting to see all that she’d gone through written somewhere on her body. But physically she betrayed nothing. Her scarred arms were carefully hidden under long sleeves. Her nails were manicured; her hair perfectly coiffed.

At the end of our meeting, I offered to walk her to her Metro stop. She pointed out street corners where she’d scored smack many moons ago. Mostly, though, we were both quiet. I felt very emotional. I didn’t know how to express to her how much it meant that she’d trusted me with her story. I didn’t know how to explain that it would be safe with me. And so I hugged her, and then she got on the escalator and the underground started slowly erasing her—and she looked back at me and waved. And that was the last time I saw her.

When I got home that day, I responded to more emails—and then I kept going. I met people in person or spoke to them over the phone about anything they wanted to share. For many, it was the first time they’d been able to recount their stories without fear of stigma or ostracism.

“I’ve never said any of this out loud,” people said, or “I haven’t even told my therapist [or best friend, or family, or partner] about this.”

Although it felt amazing to be able to do something for other people, ironing out the “interview” process was bumpy. Some things I got right from the start—others, very wrong. For one, I had no way of recognizing the people I was meeting. Henry, one of the first people I met with, sat next to me at a Starbucks for about twenty minutes before I realized he was the person who had responded to the ad. For a while, I started bringing a gray floppy hat to meetings with me so that I would be easy to pick out.

But that ease of recognition was also potentially scary. It’s Craigslist, after all. Every person I told about what I was doing would invariably bring up the movie The Craigslist Killer. So it got me thinking that maybe I was putting a target on my back. I abandoned the hat in favor of having the subject describe what he/she was going to wear to the meeting. But I kept the coffee shop locale because it was public, familiar, and therefore it felt safe. For the first couple of months, Alex, my now husband, insisted on shadowing me to as many of my weekend meetings as he could. He would sit in the opposite corner of the shop and read a book, all the while keeping an eye out for me.

I didn’t bring a notebook to the first few meetings because my aim hadn’t been to write down these stories. I mostly listened, but the process was much more like a conversation. After each talk, I would get home and feel emotionally heavy, so I journaled about the experience to unburden myself. I noticed after several rounds of repeating this pattern—listen, get home, write to unburden—that it was cathartic for me to write about what I’d heard. It gave me distance from the experience, and clarity. I also often went back to read what I’d written. It felt like the stories had ripened over the time left unread, and they brought a new dimension to my understanding of what had been shared. I was realizing the value of putting these stories down on paper, and the aim of the project slowly unveiled itself: I wanted these stories to find a home, a kindred spirit who needed them. What if, by sharing the stories I heard, I could help other people going through something similar? What if the stories helped someone feel less lonely, or get a better understanding of a taboo topic, or spot someone in crisis? What if I could use my position—my luck in being someone privy to these outstanding stories—to pay it forward?

I amended my original Craigslist ad to include a plan: I wanted to write these stories down and hopefully, some day, publish them. I reached back out to a couple of the first subjects, whom I’d met before I started writing, and got their permission to write about their stories, too. I started bringing a notebook to my meetings and taking notes. Regardless of the newfound purpose, the project was always, first and foremost, about listening—about creating space for others to share fearlessly, without reservation. Whether they wanted their stories to be written was up to them, and I always provided the option to just meet and talk, no notebook—off the record, so to speak.

Still, I feared that the note-taking, the prospect of having their stories published, might quash potential subjects’ ability to be totally open. So I took many precautions to ensure total anonymity, and the venue—Craigslist—really helped. No real names. Scrambled email addresses. The subjects could share as little or as much as they wanted—they could test out their comfort level and boundaries without feeling like they had something on the line, like they might be exposed. To further ensure that they remained anonymous, I changed their names and, only where absolutely necessary and requested by the subject, other small details that might give their identity away—making sure, of course, that the change didn’t affect any germane aspects of their story. Finally, I always gave the subject the option of requesting that I leave out information they felt might give away their identity.

Some of the precautions I took, over time, began to feel unnecessary. Although I continued to change names and otherwise protect anonymity, I found that people were willing to be open, to share their stories, in hopes that they might be some solace for someone in need. And I discovered, too, that people needed to talk. Not to converse, not to get advice, not to have clever repartee. They needed to get things off their chests. Truly, to vent. So the interviews went from a conversational style in the very beginning to very one-sided—about 95 percent them, 5 percent me. I listened. I asked occasional questions, mostly to clarify details. Maybe I asked a leading question or two (I am trained in law, after all), just to get to the heart of something. But for the most part, I wanted to create the impression that I was not there at all—that the person was talking to him- or herself, out loud. Even thoughts are transformed, filtered, when they’re thought for an audience. I wanted very little of that filter, so I practiced listening. Just listening. Not thinking about how I was going to respond. Not interjecting. Not creating any sort of personal or emotional reaction to something shared—this was very hard—but just being present.

I don’t think these meetings were a cure-all for my subjects. I hoped that they would be therapeutic but not like therapy. Therapy, for myriad reasons, just isn’t available or an option for many people, so I did what I could to provide a listening ear, instead—to not let the perfect be the enemy of the good. When more was asked of me—more direction, more help—I put my subjects in touch with people who have the training to provide what they needed. I became comfortable in admitting when I was out of my depth, and I found that my lack of formal training was a plus—it allowed me to keep an open mind and an unprimed perspective. Ultimately, people were happy to have the opportunity to help others by telling their stories—we shared a vision in which each story would find a second self.

At the beginning of every conversation, I asked permission to take handwritten notes. When something struck me as very singularly and perfectly expressed, I took down direct quotes. Whenever possible, I also tried to stay true to the person’s manner of speaking. The meetings themselves were very loosely structured—I’d introduce myself, give a quick recap of the project, ask for permission to write their stories, and then give the subjects a chance to ask questions. Then, I told them to “jump in wherever you feel comfortable.” I noticed that asking people to tell me their stories gently nudged them into a different, somewhat more removed perspective into their own lives. The process of creating their own narrative gave them distance, but it also forced them to come up with a beginning, middle, and end—and that was the most beneficial aspect of this exercise.

The meetings are long—average meetings are about one and a half to two and a half hours, but my longest was eight hours!—and the flow of the interview was generally stream of consciousness (again, I was trying to create a safe and comfortable environment that made the subjects feel as if they’d granted me permission to listen in to their thoughts). The act of the subject’s having to tell his or her story, however, gave the conversation structure, and it necessitated the need for an ending—so it got every person thinking, How does my story end? How do I make the most of what has happened to me?

After every conversation, I gave myself a maximum of one week from the date shared to write up the story. I wanted everything to be fresh in my memory so that the resulting story could be as faithful and accurate as possible. On a few occasions, I missed my self-imposed deadline. I found that I needed distance from some stories, that I quite simply couldn’t bring myself to write them up. Some of them hit very close to home, so revisiting them was difficult. In some other cases—for example, the story of a father who admitted to sexually molesting his daughters when they were young girls, after their mother died from cancer—I found it impossible to suspend judgment, to be impartial, to write clearly. Other stories—ones about random misfortunes and senseless tragedies—those types of stories scared me.

But because I had found work that meant so much to me, I was eager to do it all the time. Every spare moment. When I took time to myself, I felt selfish. Perhaps the hardest lesson I had to learn throughout these past five years is that, in doing work like this, it was more important than ever to establish and honor my own boundaries, and to take care of my own mental health first. It very quickly became too much, and it started taking a toll. It somehow hadn’t occurred to me that I would take all these stories so very personally, that I would feel so personally invested, personally wronged, personally hurt by what had happened to other people. I often felt overwhelmed and unable to see a silver lining—when you hear primarily about tragedy, sadness, injustice, and heartbreak every single day, it’s easy to lose sight of what is good in the world. But when I began to lose faith in the project (How can this make a difference when bad things happen to people every single day?), or started to feel foolish and idealistic, I’d go to another meeting and, without fail, I was reminded that this was necessary—it was a service people needed, and I was lucky enough to be the one in a position to offer it.

A few months after I started taking these meetings, my parents called me from the road.

“We are coming to visit you for your birthday,” my mom chirped. “We’re on our way already!”

“But I have to work. I have a busy week,” I said, trying to explain the demands of my schedule.

Eventually I gave up resistance: I’d have to take the day off from my lobbying job and cancel the few Craigslist meetings I had set up.

When they arrived, they insisted on seeing the building where I worked. I took them inside the lobby and introduced them to the guards. My parents looked small and out of place, and my mom’s eyes welled up with tears.

“We are so proud of you, Helena,” my mom said. “You must be so happy here. Take a photo of us!”

When I look at the snapshot of my parents grinning ear to ear in front of the building I hated going inside every day, I think about how much I hid from them. I couldn’t tell them how unhappy I was because I didn’t want to ruin their joy over my accomplishments. Inside, I was filled with anxieties shared by many first-generation immigrants and people my age. I felt that practical choices and financial stability were more important than taking risks and doing work that I valued and loved.

When we moved to this country from Albania, we were dirt-poor. I slept on a futon in the living room of our one-bedroom apartment from age thirteen to eighteen. My dad, a former ambassador, started working as a Barton security guard at the Home Depot. My mom—a former doctor—was cleaning houses to keep us afloat. I often came home from school and saw my mother crying.

“Don’t worry, Mama. It will be okay,” I would say, feeling the weight of my parents’ sacrifices.

On the weekends, I tagged along and helped her. We would stop at Dunkin’ Donuts, grab two medium coffees, share an egg-and-cheese croissant, and drive our beat-up 1985 Ford Tempo up the long driveways of Connecticut mansions.

“This is why you have to study hard. This is why we came to this country,” my mother would say as we busied ourselves washing, dusting, vacuuming, making beds, and taking out the trash.

“Do you think we’ll ever have a house of our own?” she’d ask every now and again, usually as she was scrubbing ferociously, elbow-deep in someone else’s bathtub.

“Of course, Mama,” I’d say, planning out the future in my mind. When I grew up, I would get my parents their own little house. I would make sure my mom never cried again and that my dad never stressed over bills. I would justify everything they’d gone through.

But when I finally did “make it” as a lawyer, I didn’t know which loan or bill to pay off first. I worked long hours, and I barely got to see my parents at all. Our nightly phone calls became shorter and shorter. Still, I sent them photos of my office that they shared with anyone and everyone, beaming with pride over their only daughter.

The unhappier I became, the more I searched in others’ faces for a glimpse of my own feelings. But I saw only the well-guarded facades of people who had been taught the same things I had: be ambitious, be successful, be happy, be tough. And so, when we celebrated my birthday at dinner that night, I didn’t tell my parents about my Craigslist meetings. I didn’t tell them how unhappy I was at work, either. I am smiling in all the photos that we took that night, and what’s really surprising is that I look happy.

I went in to work the next day, and I got called to the boss’s office. Taking the day off, especially on short notice, was “discouraged” at work. Even though I’d tied up all the loose ends, he wasn’t happy. The head of HR was there, too. I made little effort to do any damage control. In fact, the timing felt perfect. I’d spent many sleepless nights discussing my job with Alex. When the Craigslist meetings took off, I was doing as many as five or six a week, plus a full-time job. I was so taken by my side project that I had escapist daydreams about quitting my “real” job and just taking meetings. Alex and I had discussed things loosely—a plan of attack on the very off chance that I’d have the opportunity to focus on the meetings full-time. As I sat in front of HR and my boss, I had a “now or never” sort of moment. Somehow the conversation turned to my “not seeming happy” there, and I didn’t contradict them. Before I knew it, I was telling them that I didn’t think the job was a good fit. I felt that my position there had been misrepresented and that the salary was criminal. In short, I quit. My boss seemed surprised—was I sure? Did I want to stay on for an extra two weeks to give it another chance and reconsider? On the spot, I decided against it. I took two weeks’ pay and secured a positive recommendation for a future employer, and I went back to my office.

Before I’d had a chance to process what had happened, the HR director knocked on my door and handed me a couple of empty boxes.

“If you don’t want to pack right now, you can arrange it with me to come by and pick up your personal belongings this weekend,” she said. I decided I’d had enough anxiety for the day, so I packed my bag and walked out of the building. Truth be told, I felt a little triumphant. It was a beautiful day. Things seemed very hopeful. Mostly, I was excited to get to work with the Craigslist meetings. I had this overwhelming feeling that I was sitting on something so much bigger than myself and that I owed it to my subjects to see it through.

I was walking in the direction of home, past the fire station on Thirteenth and L Streets in DC. Lost in thought, I didn’t notice the commotion as a fire truck prepared to leave the station. I stepped in its way, and the driver laid on the horn, blasting me out of my thoughts and into reality: Holy shit. I just quit my job. I called Alex, sobbing.

It took a little while to get into the swing of things. Depending on how the ads did and how many I posted, I probably took a maximum of ten meetings a week. There were slow weeks during which I chose to focus on writing. But my goal was to give the Craigslist meetings my all for a year. That’s it. One year of listening. I didn’t try to get the word out, and I didn’t try to get the stories published. I didn’t want to think too far down the road, to clutter my head with preoccupations about monetizing my passion, legitimizing it to others—although of course the pressure was always there. But for the first year, my goal was to do something in service of others. I had a little bit of money saved; I deferred my loans, and I opened up a credit card. With Alex’s blessing, I dove in.

The time went by incredibly quickly. Alex saw me through countless crises—low points during which I questioned my sanity. What was I thinking? Usually, they were triggered by conversations with well-meaning friends and acquaintances who just couldn’t understand why I’d quit a perfectly good job to listen to people complain about their problems. Isn’t that what therapy is for? And you do it for free?

It would have been intolerable to field these questions from my parents, so I decided not to tell them. For a little over a year, my parents were under the impression that their daughter was still blissfully working away as a lobbyist. I finally did tell them when Alex and I decided to move to New York. The move prompted a conversation about finding new employment, and I figured, Well, now’s as good a time as any. My mother started crying, which I expected. And my father didn’t speak to me for a year, which, to be honest, I also expected. Their disappointment in me was palpable and heartbreaking.

When we moved to New York, Alex and I started talking about getting married. Of course we had no money. “Negative money,” as we called it, because of the student loans. Three-quarters of our pooled income went to rent, and the rest was food. We didn’t go out. We could afford zero luxuries. The burden of putting Alex through this for the sake of chasing down my passion started to become unbearable. It was supposed to have been one year, but one year was turning into two, and I wasn’t slowing down.

The energy of New York City gave me courage, though. Within a month of moving here, I’d decided that it was high time to find these stories a home. So I pitched my story as a listener to Quartz and Paul Smalera, the Ideas editor there, agreed to publish it. It did incredibly well for them, and I gathered up the gumption to pitch him a column, Craigslist Confessional. He made no promises but agreed to run a few stories and see how they did. The stories ended up having a home on Quartz for almost two years—an incredible run during which they found an audience beyond my wildest dreams. Posting on Craigslist became unnecessary—people were coming to me to share. Not only that, but they were reaching out to become listeners—any advice on replicating what you’re doing? I felt, finally, like I had created the community I was looking for when I started this project—like maybe I wasn’t so crazy to do this, after all.

Alex and I did end up getting married. We went to city hall, and the license cost us $35—affordable even by our standards. We also adopted a dog, Stanley Zbornak, and New York very quickly started to feel like home. I was writing and taking meetings constantly—things were looking up.

In January 2017, I was in our living room, scrolling through my news feed, when an article in the Washington Post stopped me in my tracks. It was about that winter’s first homeless casualty in DC. The article, written by Julie Zauzmer, identified Joseph Watkins, also known as “the Cigarette man,” as the man who had passed away on a park bench at the age of fifty-four.

“They found him on the park bench. My brother died on the park bench,” Denise Watkins, Joe’s sister, had told the reporter. “That’s kind of sad. He was a good soul, you know.”

Could Denise be the sister Joe had mentioned in our conversation? My heartbeat quickened as I read other details that coincided with what I knew about him—“He was easily distracted, irritable at the merest provocation and prone to rambling [ … ] He couldn’t keep a job. Eventually he was diagnosed with schizophrenia.” This was true of my Joe, too.

But I kept scrolling through the page, not wanting to believe it, looking for anything that could convince me otherwise. The article quoted a police report that had listed Joe at six foot three and 418 pounds. I remembered him as a slightly-above-average-size man. Frantically, I looked up his name on Google Images, but nothing came up. That night, at around 4:00 a.m., I awoke with a start and groggily pulled up the article again, taking down Julie’s name and email address. The next day, I reached out to her.

Her response worried me. She hadn’t been able to track down a photo of Joe, but most of our details—with some exceptions—matched up.

Could the article be referring to the same person? The question bothered me for months. I called up an old friend and told him I was planning on visiting DC. He offered up his couch, and I took the bus from New York to Union Station and hopped on the Red line to Metro Center. I walked past my old building and then to the park nearby. I looked for Joe as I did every time I walked down those streets; he wasn’t there.

I often think about him and the effect that he has had on my life. I never had a chance to thank him for listening to me that day, and for letting me listen to him. I felt seen and heard for the first time in so long, and I hope I was able to make him feel the same. I wonder, too, what would have happened had I never stopped to talk to him. I would likely still be working in DC. I might have even been happy, who knows? But I would have missed out on meeting and speaking to hundreds of people who have changed my life, who have opened my heart wide and informed the person I am today.

So, to Joe and all the invisible people who’ve honored me by letting me see them, as they are—vulnerable, raw, afraid, honest, imperfect, and beautiful—thank you. My wish, in return, is that their stories will give you hope, perspective, and closure when you need it. I hope they’ll bring you peace and allow you to open your heart to others with burdens of their own.






LOVE






Edie, sixties

I had a very typical pregnancy. We went to all the visits when my daughter was in utero—standard stuff—and everything checked out. Of course, this was 1980, so technology wasn’t as advanced as it is these days.…

My daughter was born without complications, and she was a dream baby. I was so happy to have her, although I do remember that the first couple of months as a new mom were challenging, much more so than anyone will honestly tell you. I took Laura to the pediatrician for her two-month checkup, and I remember that he was listening to her heart with a stethoscope for an extra-long time.

I asked him, “Is everything all right?”

And he said, “Oh, yeah.”

And we moved on.

I didn’t think about the visit again. I was busy raising her, busy being the best mom I could be. I poured all my love and dedication into this little baby. She was a marvel. We couldn’t believe she had come from us. My husband and I would spend hours after she went to sleep just talking about the new things she’d done that day—her personality, her mannerisms. She was decidedly, even then, herself.

Her fifteen-month checkup came around, and her pediatrician did the standard testing but again listened to her heart for a beat too long.

And he finally said, “I hear a bit of a heart murmur, but it could be significant or nonsignificant. I’m going to send you to a pediatric heart specialist, and we can go from there.”

My intuition told me that it was going to be something—not in a fatalistic way. I just knew, though. I knew that something was wrong.

The specialist asked a few questions and then ordered an ECG, which conclusively told us that she had a heart defect—“a cluster of defects,” they called it. One of the defects, he explained, could cause high blood pressure. The options he gave us were open-heart surgery or medication. Of course, surgery was risky. Medication might be effective, but who knows for how long, or it might not do much at all.

My husband wasn’t there with me, and cell phones weren’t around, either, so I drove to a gas station and used the pay phone to call my husband and tell him what the doctor had said. Now, I’m a very action-oriented person. When something is “wrong,” I jump in to fix it. That’s my defense mechanism. And I just didn’t give myself a second to feel any kind of way about the news we’d gotten. I just sprang to action.

I sought a second opinion from a university hospital, and the pediatric heart specialist recommended surgery for two of the defects in the “cluster.” And because I wanted nothing but the best, we also saw a world-renowned specialist who diagnosed Laura with Shone’s syndrome and recommended surgery for three of the defects—coarctation of the aorta, double orifice mitral valve, and something else. I can’t quite remember.

You know, it’s funny, back in those days all of these fancy medical terms slid off my tongue like I was the pediatric heart surgeon. I read so much that I guess you might even say I knew more about my baby’s heart than the average internist would. But I guess time fades things, even the suffering I thought would be etched into my bones forever.

We elected to have the aorta treated first because it was the most pressing issue. I read a book to Laura about surgery—it had these illustrations of the doctors wearing masks. Each time I would read it to her, I’d ask her what they were wearing, and she would exclaim, “Masks!” I would start giggling, and she followed suit. I wanted to show her that it wasn’t scary—that she would be okay. Even though my heart ached, I couldn’t let her sense my fear.

When they wheeled her away the day of her surgery, I didn’t know if I’d ever see my child again. My mind raced. I begged God that she be safe. The whole family was terrified and trying to keep it together. At most hospitals, they tell you what to be prepared for after the surgery is over: lots of tubes, tape, needles, and masks. They tell you not to be alarmed. But my two-year-old just went in for open-heart surgery. Alarmed doesn’t quite cover it.

After the surgery, the doctors told me that she had looked at them before they put her under and started giggling. My brave baby. She came out of the surgery with two pretty significant scars—one started on her spine, curved under the armpit, and ended under her breast; the other went down the center of her chest. And let me tell you, the pain you feel when you see your child like that—this perfect creation that you housed in your body and soul for nine months, that you brought into this world through tears and pain, that is the personified sum of the life-affirming love that you feel for another person—it is obliterating.

They told us, once we were discharged, that Laura wouldn’t need to be on medication. But we went in for regular checkups every few months, and we took it crisis by crisis. It would be: “Okay, here’s the crisis. You got through it. Now it’s over. When is the next one coming?”

I was a person who needed to know the facts—the reality—through all of it. I needed to know what they would do to her, what the risks were… everything.

My husband looked at me one night and he said, “I can’t do that.” Meaning, I can’t know everything. It’s too much.

And I said to him, “I understand. I’ll do it.”

He wasn’t good with illness.

At three years old, Laura had a second open-heart surgery and was on a heart-lung machine. This surgery was to replace her mitral valve. They replaced it with an entirely mechanical one called a St. Jude valve. She would have to be on blood thinners for the rest of her life, they told us. It was a twelve-hour surgery. As a parent, twelve hours of your child under the knife is an eternity. The waiting room is where the trauma deepens because you start thinking to yourself, We were so lucky the first time around. Can we be that lucky again?

Laura was part of a pioneer group of children to have these surgeries. At that time, there were no older survivors who had gone through them. So as parents, we had no idea if we were doing right by our baby or not. We had no blueprint to follow. We just did the best we could with the information we had.

Part of that meant I had to plan for Laura’s funeral when she went in that second time. The doctor was honest about the odds, and I just wanted to make a few arrangements ahead of time so that if anything happened, I wouldn’t have to do everything under distress. I went to the funeral home, and I picked out the sweetest, happiest casket I could find. I called a florist and arranged for roses. We’re Jewish and technically we don’t “do” flowers for funerals, but Laura loved red roses, so I ordered them anyways.

I tried to talk to my mom during this time. I just wanted to say out loud to someone, “What if she dies?”

She looked at me and she said, “Don’t even think that way.”

She was angry with me that I could think such a thing. But this was real to me. I had to prepare myself.

But she survived, and life—improbably, it seemed—went on. I had another baby—a son with colic who needed to nurse at all times. I made it work. I would stay in the hospital overnight, in Laura’s room, with the baby. I woke up one morning and the head nurse told me that I couldn’t have the baby there overnight.

I said, “Please don’t do this to me. It’s not his fault.” I begged, but in the end, the answer was no. It was some sort of insurance liability issue. I ended up having to pump.

The hospital was filled with people like me, repeaters, who were there a lot. We knew the doctors and the nurses, and they became like family. There was one young nurse in particular, such a sweet soul, who wore these pink barrettes in her hair. She had very thin hair, so the barrettes were for kids, and all the pediatric patients would tease her about them. Laura went in for an X-ray one day, and the nurse was there.

I asked her, “How are you doing?”

And she kind of sighed and said, “You know, Edie, I’ve gotta tell you. I have cancer. I’m dying.”

And she did, she passed away. I wanted to do something for her, so I started a scholarship fund at the hospital in her name. Her parents contacted me to thank me, and I told them, “I’ll never forget your daughter and everything she did for my daughter.” Her parents are ninety-eight and ninety-six now. I talk to them three times a year, for birthdays and holidays.

A couple of years after Laura’s second surgery, her father and I divorced. It was very friendly. But the heaviness of our situation got to us. Her valve replacement held tight until she was twelve, but eventually she outgrew it and she needed another one. The doctor said that they were going to get an adult woman’s valve for the replacement, a size 27, that way Laura could grow into it and she wouldn’t need another surgery down the road.

But she developed a severe arrhythmia after the second replacement. The size 27 was too big for her, so we had to go in to cardiovert her often—they would shock her heart back into a normal rhythm. We were in the hospital fifty-two times during her twelfth year of life. Fifty-two. An average of once a week. And I was in there with her every single time. I saw her body convulse from the shock. Every single time.

One of these times that we’d ended up in the hospital, I just wanted to lighten the mood a little bit, so I took her to a store across the street. There was a basket of cards on the ground, and one of the cards had these bright red roses gorgeously etched on them. She saw them and she said, “Oh, Mommy, look how beautiful! I want these to be my wedding invitations!”

So I bought them for her, and I went to a friend and had her make three hundred identical cards. Because sometimes you need to have the audacity to believe that it will all be okay, that it is okay to have the same kinds of dreams as everyone else.

Today, Laura is thirty-eight. When she was planning her wedding a few years ago, I went into my attic and pulled out that old box of invitations. I gave them to her one day, and I said, “You know you don’t have to use them.” I didn’t want the memories associated with those years to be a stain on her special day. She said, “I know I don’t have to, but I really want to.” And so she did.

I’m a grandma now, to a set of twins. When the twins were born, the parents of that nurse who passed away from cancer sent us a gift—they had made the twins bracelets from one of the nurse’s necklaces. It was a gentle reminder of what we’d all survived, a protective talisman for the little ones. And Laura is an exceptional mom, an amazing person. She hasn’t let her limitations instill fear in her. She is a warrior woman, so brave, and I’m so proud of her. She takes my breath away.






Zarah, early twenties

I attended a top school in my country—a coed university that specializes in STEM education. There were only fifteen women in my class, in a sea of men. I was the first woman in my family to be allowed to pursue higher education. I had envisioned a very ambitious life for myself—a fulfilling career, some travel, and perhaps marriage and children later on. I abandoned hope when, a few months into college, my parents told me they’d started looking around for possible marriage proposals.

I should have seen this coming, but I guess I had thought that my parents would be different. My father and mother were supportive of me going to college, even though it was very expensive. I made ends meet by tutoring. I was very independent, and I was raised to stand up for myself and seek more from life. I had expected, at the very least, that I would be able to pick the person I’d marry.

My mother approached me one day and told me they’d found a nice match for me in the UK. I cringed. I frantically searched his name on Facebook and LinkedIn but found nothing except photos of fast cars and a sparsely populated work history. In a panic, I told them I knew nothing about him—that I couldn’t be expected to marry just anyone. What about his education? In my experience, men who are more educated are less likely to be very religiously conservative. I feared that he might treat me like a piece of property for the rest of my life, not let me work, or not let me have my own thoughts.

“He’ll be here in a week, for his sister’s wedding,” my mother told me. “And you’ll have a chance to meet him, and then we can have your engagement ceremony.”

The day came quickly. I spoke to him for a few minutes—there was no connection whatsoever, it seemed totally preposterous that I was supposed to share a life with this stranger—and I went back to my parents in tears. I told them, categorically, no. They sat me down over the next several weeks and, underhandedly, made it clear that I had no choice in the matter: “This is what we’ll do for your wedding,” my mother would say, showing me photos and brochures.

The more I tried to resist, the more they began to taunt me: “Do you think you’re too good now—because you’re educated? You’re becoming arrogant.” And when the coercion failed, they appealed to my reason: “You can’t turn him down; it will cause a rift between our families. We’ll be shamed in our community. If you don’t care about us, at least think about your brother and sister.”

The back-and-forth went on for six months. The more I resisted, the more they panicked until, one morning, my father came into my room while I was sleeping. He whisked the sheets off the bed and dragged me along my bedroom floor. He was taking me to a local religious figure so that he could pray for me. I started crying, his yelling ringing in my ears, sending chills down my spine. I’d never seen my father so angry before. I’d always viewed him as benevolent and incapable of violence, but the look in his eyes that day was foreign. When he hit me the first time, I was so shocked that I didn’t quite register it. We both paused and looked at one another, acknowledging what had just happened. And then, as if that first smack had unleashed some pent-up anger in him, he kept going and going—hitting me while I cowered on the floor, hiding my face.
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