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			PRAISE FOR
IF WE BREAK

			
				“Dignified and revealing.”

				—People

				“Revealing…Kathleen Buhle is in a season of reinvention.”

				—Katie Couric Media

				“Kathleen Buhle’s brave and honest story transcends politics, division, hearsay, and judgment. It is a story of love and learning, of the crushing blow of co-dependency and addiction, and ultimately of Buhle’s journey back to herself.”

				—Connie Britton

				“From the safe harbor of a healing aftermath, Kathleen Buhle tells of the grievous toll that addiction took not just on her husband but also on her marriage and her family. She writes with warmth and kindness and without bitterness. As someone who has experienced firsthand the devastating hold of addiction, I find her account clear-eyed, painful, heartfelt, funny, and, best of all, hopeful.”

				—Leslie Jordan, author of How Y’all Doing?: Misadventures and Mischief from a Life Well Lived

				“It isn’t easy to write a book about marriage that acknowledges what hard work it is to love another person and, also, oneself. In If We Break, Kathleen Buhle has done just that. The result is a harrowing tale of innocence and self-discovery, truth-telling and resilience. I couldn’t put it down.”

				—Kim Brooks, author of Small Animals: Parenthood in the Age of Fear

				“In If We Break, Kathleen Buhle writes clearly and courageously about her life and story. From a working-class family to the First Family, Buhle tells a story that will help others who have loved someone with an addiction recognize that addiction doesn’t discriminate and there is nothing anyone can do to cure an addict. That can only come from a choice the addict makes to change their life.”

				—Rita Wilson
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				PROLOGUE

				NANTUCKET, 2014

				Every Thanksgiving we visited the island of Nantucket as a family. In November, when the wind is strong and the island is empty of summer visitors, you can imagine what it was like back when ships left the harbor in search of whales. It’s a mystical place in the fall, with a gray morning fog covering the island and the sound of the ocean crashing on the shores. Throughout my marriage, this trip was always our family’s favorite. But now I carried a sadness greater than anything I’d ever experienced before.

				Every year, on Thanksgiving morning, we drove from our rental to the beach where an unassuming little shingled house sat up on a sand dune, looking out toward the water. The year before, the house had been surrounded by sandbags to protect it from the encroaching ocean. This year, as we drove up to where the house once stood, it was gone. The ocean had taken it over.

				We parked our cars and got out. This would be the first year we didn’t stand in front of that little house for a family picture. I imagined the heartbreak of the family who owned it. The house was gone, and that felt like a message from the universe: This chapter is over.

				Hunter and I walked down to the beach as all the kids scattered along the shoreline and his parents’ dog, Champ, ran among us. I wanted to soak up every minute we had together. At the time, everything in my life felt untethered. My brother-in-law was dying from cancer, my husband was struggling with addiction, and I’d just learned about his infidelity. Nothing felt normal, and yet I clung to this tradition. I clung to my family.

				As we stood on the beach, the sky gray and the wind strong, I leaned my head against Hunter. “How far can we step back before we fall?” I said to him as I turned, my head still resting against his. With our foreheads firmly pressed together, we each took a step back. We tried to balance ourselves as we continued to step back to the point where we could still hold each other up without falling.

				Our lives were breaking but I desperately wanted us to be okay. I needed him to hold me up and he needed me. That was what I’d based my life on and what I strongly believed—that we needed each other. Neither of us could survive without the other. But in the end, in so many ways, we both broke. The question I couldn’t answer then was: How would I survive?
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			ONE

			 

			PORTLAND

			In 1992 I was living in Portland, Oregon, trying to reinvent myself as a social activist and tree-hugging liberal. I barely understood climate change but proudly wore my Love Planet Earth T-shirt. With my flowing bohemian dresses and Birkenstocks, I pretended I knew something about the alternative music scene that was exploding there at the time. I couldn’t name three bands, but I could sway and groove with the best of them. I was twenty-three and working for the year as a volunteer with the Jesuit Volunteer Corps (JVC). Having grown up in working-class Chicago, I had no idea what the Pacific Northwest even looked like before I arrived, and the year in Oregon was as ambitious as anything I’d ever set out to do. I was yearning for new experiences and dreaming about who I could become.

			I lived in a rambling Victorian house with seven other volunteers. We were strangers to one another but shared the belief that we could make a difference. I listened to heated discussions about the environment, the impact of logging, and what needed to happen to protect the planet. “Yeah,” I would add, nodding along. But I knew as much about logging as I did about space flight—zero. My South Side Chicago neighborhood was populated by Polish and Irish laborers who were busy trying to make a living and weren’t talking about carbon footprints. But my roommates taught me to not only recycle but compost. At dinner, we passed a talking stick to make sure everyone was allowed to speak their mind without interruption. During one meal, a roommate commented on how quickly we were going through toilet paper and suggested, in all seriousness, that we each use no more than two squares. You might as well just use your hand, I thought, secretly continuing to make a toilet paper mitt.

			When it was time to make the grocery list, we’d all sit down to talk about what we wanted. Gourmet coffee was all the rage in Portland, but I didn’t drink it. “If we get expensive coffee, can we also get Diet Coke?” I asked. The answer was a resounding no.

			That was the year I learned that beans didn’t always come in cans and that you had to be able to tell your organic products from your nonorganic. When I inadvertently bought the wrong honey, my roommates delicately explained to me that the nonorganic honey contained pesticides. “Who knew?” I said with a smile. “Honey seems so straightforward.” That night I wrote a note and taped it to the honey bear’s chest: “I’m sorry I wasn’t enough. I was just trying to bring a little sweetness to your lives.” The bear, with his note, stayed on the counter all year.

			I had been working since I was twelve, but it had been selling hot dogs at Comiskey Park, home of the White Sox, and washing dishes at a party rental store. In Oregon, I worked with adults living with mental illness, and I finally felt I was doing something that mattered. My previous four years at St. Mary’s University in Winona, Minnesota, were spent playing pool and drinking cheap beer, not sitting around debating social policy. My roommates now seemed like they’d been in the fight for social justice their whole lives while I was just getting started. But regardless of where we’d come from, JVC put us all on the same playing field. We each had an eighty-dollar monthly stipend and we explored the city together, seeing live music and hiking through the parks.

			After a few weeks, I found myself dancing with a shaggy-haired volunteer who came from a little state I’d barely heard of. His name was Hunter Biden. As he swung me around that night, my heart started to beat just a little bit faster. He was shy at first, but I never stopped talking. After that night, whenever I would see him and he’d smile at me, I would feel my entire body respond. I’d never met anyone like him before. Despite the longish hair tucked behind his ears and his ripped-up jeans, he carried himself with the elegance of a movie star.

			For weeks he and I found ourselves talking on the porch at every JVC party. When a few of us went to a bar the night after Thanksgiving, my eyes stayed only on Hunter, and at closing time, he walked me home, where all of my roommates were fast asleep. He and I sat in two old armchairs in a living room strewn with mismatched furniture, and I waited for him to make a move. It was our first time alone together, and the room hummed with our energy. After what seemed like hours of talking, I couldn’t take it any longer. I stood up and walked over to his chair, climbed onto his lap, put my arms around his neck, and leaned down for a kiss. Fireworks! From that moment on, my life would change in ways I’d never imagined.

			Suddenly we couldn’t be apart. We walked the city for hours holding hands, and talked on the phone every night we weren’t together. I didn’t see the point in going anywhere if I couldn’t be with him. In the mornings he’d walk with me to the nonprofit where I worked, on the first floor of an Episcopal church across town, and walk home with me afterward.

			While I was still trying to figure out who I was, Hunter carried himself with a confidence and maturity I’d never seen before. When he told me about the bond he had with his dad and his brother, I’d never heard a man talk so openly about loving his family. They were not just close but shared an emotional tie that seemed stronger than any I’d heard of before. When I learned that, as boys, he and his brother, Beau, had survived a car accident that killed their mother and baby sister, it felt like one more reason why he was special.

			Hunter was effusive about our love too, and when he focused his attention on me, it was intoxicating. For the first time in my life, I believed that I might actually be beautiful and smart and unique, all because he said so. Just a few weeks after our first kiss, we started planning our future over Hefeweizen beer. We sat for hours, scheming about how we’d spend the rest of our lives together. First we’d get married, then I’d find a grad school program in psychology while Hunter went to law school.

			We talked about our lives back home, describing every family member, every close friend, in detail. We examined every significant childhood memory and each former sweetheart. We were excited by the parts of our pasts that aligned, celebrating them with all the naïveté of early love. We both had Irish roots? Amazing! We’d both been raised Catholic? Incredible! We both loved to read, we were both idealistic dreamers. And most important, we shared a close relationship with our families. What separated us, though, was significant.

			Hunter had grown up the son of a U.S. senator. His girlfriend before me was a DuPont heir. At the old estate where he lived, he had a tuxedo hanging in his closet—a tuxedo he used fairly regularly. Where he came from, lineage was a real thing.

			Me? I came from Chicago’s working-class streets. I’d always felt loved and appreciated by my parents, but my life had a grittiness to it, and my childhood was more practical than aspirational. Dinner at my house was served with paper towels and often included mac and cheese out of a Tupperware bowl. There was never talk of being special.

			Hunter tried to tell me that he came from a middle-class family, but nothing about his life looked remotely middle-class to me. Months later, when I went to his house for the first time, I explained to him that the middle-class families I knew didn’t live like this, let alone working-class families like mine. “Hunt,” I told him, “a kid from a middle-class family does not have a ballroom.”

			

			—

			The night before I flew home from Portland to Chicago to be with my family for Christmas, Hunter helped me drop off gifts to my nonprofit clients living on their own in subsidized housing. He’d bought a beat-up old car, and we drove all over the city making our holiday rounds. It was so late by the time we got back to my house that we decided to stay up all night; my flight was at the crack of dawn. But as soon as we turned on the movie La Femme Nikita, we were asleep. When we woke up, I’d missed my plane.

			I was panicked, but Hunter was calm. He was going to make sure I got on another one, so we jumped in his car. It wouldn’t start. “No problem,” he said, and found us a public bus.

			When we got to the airport, he walked right up to the United counter in his customary blue blazer and jeans, and I watched as he explained that I’d missed the flight because we’d tried to stay up all night but fell asleep on the couch. The woman behind the counter was so charmed by his story that she handed me a new ticket and even apologized to me.

			Hunter and I walked over to the gate and sat down, wrapping our arms and legs around each other’s. Then we took a pen from my bag and took turns writing “I love you” on each other’s hands. The next time I looked up, the once-crowded gate was empty. Had I actually managed to miss this flight too? When Hunter somehow procured me yet another ticket, my faith that this man could do anything was cemented.

		

	
		
		
			TWO

			 

			THE SOUTH SIDE

			My three brothers and I are third-generation South Siders—free-range city kids of the seventies and eighties. We often fought, but running to our parents, Jim and Roberta, was never an option. Our small Chicago bungalow was a story and a half, the twin of our neighbors’, with a shared side entrance and a small apartment on top where my dad’s parents, Grandma Ann and Grandpa Dutch, lived.

			My oldest brother, Michael, had auburn hair like my mother and a quick wit. Jimmy, with a wiry frame and wild hair, was my constant ally, while Johnny’s smile and easygoing demeanor made him everyone’s favorite.

			For many years, this little house on Mason Avenue was my entire world. Narrow and deep, it had a tight hallway that led to a small kitchen in the back, with the living room in the front and a stairway that always held a pile of things that needed to go down to the basement or up to the bedrooms. The rule was never to take the stairs empty-handed, because with eight of us living under one roof, there were always things to put away.

			As the only girl, I had my own small bedroom with two tiny closets, one of which my mom turned into a “dressing table” by taking the closet doors off and building a plywood table with a glass top and a skirt. It was my favorite part of the bedroom, and one of the only “feminine” places in the house. For a long time, we had one bathroom off the hallway for all six of us, and a bar of Zest was the extent of our beauty products. If I wanted bubbles in my bath, my mom squeezed in some Palmolive.

			While my parents took a hands-off approach to parenting, they were always a united front. I never heard them argue or raise their voices. My older brother Jimmy once said that our parents’ marriage was a freak outlier, because marriages are never as harmonious as Mom and Dad’s.

			“I can’t believe your mother and I still have so much to say to each other,” my dad often said. When I moved away, every time I’d call home, my mom would put it on speaker and call to my dad, “Jimmy, our girl’s on the phone.”

			Both of my parents grew up on the South Side, my mom in another brick bungalow a few miles east of where we lived, with her two sisters. My grandma Dorothy worked as an executive assistant and my grandfather was a railroad supervisor. Dorothy pushed all three of her daughters to go to college, which was not common in their neighborhood in the 1950s. My mom, Roberta, was the oldest and graduated from high school at sixteen, having never missed a day of school, and went away to college in Dubuque, Iowa. Roberta always did what she was told and worked hard, but she had a lot of nervous energy and she never stopped talking. “We had no idea your sisters had so much to say until you left for college,” my grandmother once told her.

			When I was growing up, my mom was in constant motion, hammering, painting, gardening, cooking. She always had a project. When my younger brother, Johnny, started kindergarten, my dad was working double shifts most days, and she wanted to contribute. Her first job was teaching at a Catholic school a few blocks from our home. But I barely registered that she was working, because she seemed to always be home for us. After three years of teaching full-time and going to grad school, she got her master’s degree. A decade later, at the age of fifty, she received her doctorate. To write her dissertation, she took another door off its hinges, setting it on top of two file cabinets in the basement, and worked down there feverishly.

			Mom always said that we were a family of late bloomers, and that gave me great comfort. Later in life, she published articles on literacy in academic journals, and she created an early intervention literacy program that was instituted in schools across the state. Back then, I didn’t understand the community of strong professional women my mom had built for herself outside our home or how hard she was working. The only person in the house who seemed to appreciate her was my grandma Ann upstairs. “Go help your mother,” she’d say to us daily. “She goes to work and then comes home and never stops.” On Sundays, Grandma Ann offered to watch us so my mom could go to Mass. It wasn’t until twenty years later that I learned my mom never went to church. Instead, she’d go to Three Sons, a diner in our neighborhood, and eat a cheeseburger while she read her paperback novel.

			My dad’s father wasn’t around while he was growing up, and Dad and his brother lived with different members of his mom’s family. But no matter where they were, Grandma Ann would wake my dad for school before leaving for her job as a restroom matron. My dad always understood that the homes they stayed in were not their own, so when my parents bought their first house, with an apartment for Grandma Ann and Grandpa Dutch, Dad said it was the greatest gift he’d ever given his mother—finally, a home of her own.

			School was another place Dad felt he didn’t belong. On financial aid, Dad worked as a student janitor at his Catholic grammar school. “I’m sorry, Sister,” he’d say when the nuns came looking for him. “I can’t make it to class today. We’ve got a plumbing problem.”

			It wasn’t until my dad was in his seventies that he learned his father had been involved in an armed robbery. One of five men who had attempted to blow up a vault, Grandpa Dutch acted as the lookout. He had skipped town and wasn’t caught by the FBI until eight months later in a Davenport, Iowa, hotel. Grandma Ann was fiercely private about the matter, and if anyone on the block even asked her how the family was, she just muttered, “They’ve got nerve.” When Grandpa Dutch showed up on the South Side ten years later, he was accepted back into the family without question, simply moving in with his wife and two sons, no questions asked. Family lore said he had been offered military service as the court’s alternative to prison, and he had taken it.

			Grandpa Dutch was a giant barrel of a man with white hair and a ruddy complexion, and he wore a suit and a bow tie, working at the racetrack six days a week well into his eighties. When he wasn’t at the track, he worked as a bookie in the upstairs apartment at one of the many desks my mother made for our family—this one out of a giant piece of plywood and an old table base. It was always strewn with the bets he’d taken over the phone.

			Tall and thin, with coiffed hair and a penchant for cigarette breaks, Grandma Ann took care of their apartment and spent hours smoking and looking out over the neighborhood from her picture window. She wasn’t one for talking or displays of affection, but I couldn’t get enough of her. She’d make me coffee with cream and extra sugar and put out a plate of graham crackers for dipping. We’d sit on the couch, play gin rummy, and watch our favorite shows: All in the Family, Family Feud, The Carol Burnett Show. Grandma Ann wasn’t effusive, but she was direct. When I told her that she was my favorite grandma, she gave me a stern look and said, “Don’t disrespect your Grandma Dorothy.” Then she kicked me out of her house, and I sat on the top step until she finally let me back in.

			Telling someone they were special wasn’t something people did in our family, and my brothers and I were not spoiled. If I ever asked any of my grandparents to buy me anything, one of them would say, “I’ll buy you two and you can run between them.” And if I ever dared to ask to be driven somewhere, God forbid, one of the four of them would quip, “Sure. The second Tuesday of next week.” In my neighborhood, if you couldn’t run fast, you weren’t going to be picked for a game of tag. Abandoned houses were meant to be explored, and as long as we were home for dinner, no one cared where we were. My brothers and I walked the mile to and from school, but whenever we could, we’d scratch up a handful of change and take the bus down Austin Avenue. “How much money is that?” the driver would ask suspiciously as the four of us crowded on. “It’s all there,” answered Michael, the oldest and the most brazen. He’d shove the coins quickly into the fare box as we pushed behind him and took our seats. Once on the bus, I’d bury my nose in a novel.

			At home, my go-to fighting strategy with my brothers was to taunt them before quickly running to the bathroom and locking the door. When we sold the house, the bathroom door still had a hole in the center where Michael tried to punch through it to get me. There was nothing precious or off-limits in our home, and when Jimmy and I had the brilliant idea to cut a hole in the downstairs bedroom wall to create a secret passage into the adjacent storage room, all Mom said was, “Aren’t you both so creative! What made you think of it?”

			Our only real family rule was instated after I showed up to breakfast once in my underwear. “Kathy!” Mom exclaimed when she saw me. “Where are your clothes?”

			“The boys always come to the table in their underwear,” I said with eight-year-old sincerity. “Why can’t I?” Which prompted Mom’s one and only firm rule: No one can come to the table in their underwear.

			When I was about fourteen, I took to joyriding in my mom’s maroon Caprice Classic station wagon whenever my parents weren’t home. Once I took the Caprice to pick up Johnny from a friend’s, and as we pulled back onto Mason Avenue, I saw Dad’s car parked in front of our house. My parents had come home early.

			“Shit!” I yelled to Johnny as he tried to jump out of the car before I’d stopped. “You are not abandoning me! You’re the whole reason I’m in trouble!” I was so panicked that I couldn’t properly park the car, and I left the back end sticking way out in the street. Johnny and I walked into the house and met our parents at the top of the stairs.

			“You’ll have to repark the car,” I said sheepishly, hanging my head as I handed the keys over to my father.

			“Both of you go to your room,” Mom said. “Dad and I need to talk about this before we talk to you.” As I said, they always spoke with one voice when it came to parenting, and for years I tried to employ this strategy with my own kids. That night, I couldn’t fathom the punishment ahead of us.

			“Kathy,” my mother called to me after what felt like an eternity. I walked into the living room, shooting Johnny a scared glance as I passed his room. “Your dad and I want you to understand what you did. You have no idea how scared we were. You could have hurt someone, and you could have hurt yourself and your brother. If anything had happened, Dad and I could have lost everything. What you’ve done is so big, it is beyond punishment.” I tried hard not to smile, because in that moment, I knew that I wasn’t grounded and that my parents weren’t angry with me. It would take raising my own girls for me to realize how remarkable my parents were. I didn’t come from a climate of anger; I came from empathy and understanding.

			

			—

			My life on the South Side was tightly circumscribed, small and stable. And it wasn’t until I was accepted to a competitive academic high school on the west side that I had my first glimpse of life beyond my neighborhood. St. Ignatius College Prep was one of the oldest schools in the city, a large, imposing brick building that dates to before the Chicago Fire of 1871.

			Getting accepted to St. Ignatius was a competitive process, and hundreds of kids didn’t make the cut, but for some reason, I did. I met kids there who came from every corner of the city. Kids who lived in wildly elegant apartments and kids from subsidized housing. Kids who acted in plays and kids who had intractable opinions about world affairs. I devoured the newness of it all, but it was also the first time in my life that I felt behind, as though someone had forgotten to give me the operating instructions to this new, worldly life.

			On my first day, I asked my mother to walk in with me. “No, Kathy,” she said to me as we pulled up in her station wagon. “You can do it.” I slid out of her car in my new black corduroys and pink sweater, feeling incredibly self-conscious.

			Every class was seated in alphabetical order, so I was up front: Kathy Buhle. In all but one class, Deirdre Close sat behind me. “It’s Deirdre,” she told me at the start of that first day. “The r comes before the d.” At lunch I didn’t know where to sit, so I stood staring at the candy bars behind the glass of the vending machine until a breathless Deirdre came up behind me, grabbed me by the arm, and whispered, “Did you see that guy? He’s so cute! Come sit with me.”

			At Ignatius, I wanted to become a quiet and serious student, because I admired my classmates’ intellect and drive. I vowed that I would shed my lazy grammar school persona and become an academic. My effort may have lasted a few months, but by senior year I was a regular in detention for talking too much, and I graduated with a 2.4 GPA. I did try in my classes. But only just enough. In the end, the greatest gift I received from St. Ignatius was a glimpse of the world beyond my block. That first, frightening step outside my comfort zone gave me the courage to keep pushing. When I look back to pivotal moments in my life, Ignatius was the first and most consequential.

			Despite my poor academic record, I was accepted at the half dozen small liberal arts schools I applied to. I didn’t visit any of them, and my final decision was based on who else was going there. St. Mary’s in Winona, Minnesota, was popular with kids from Chicago, and while it was a five-hour drive from home, in many ways it felt a lot like my South Side neighborhood.

			Patty, my friend since first grade who lived two blocks away and knew me as well as anyone, joined me at St. Mary’s, along with a large group of kids from Chicago. For the first time, I started to take my studies seriously and think about what kind of life I wanted to live as an adult. Always in my mind was the idea of community service. As a psychology major, I wrote my thesis on what motivates people to volunteer. I wanted to do something meaningful.

			After I graduated from college, I went back to St. Ignatius and talked to Father Thul, a Jesuit priest who had taken me under his wing while I was in high school. When I’d find myself in detention, Father Thul would pull me out to help him with his newsletter, which focused on his mission work in Peru. To me, the work he was doing in Peru seemed noble and important. I wanted to do something to help people too. Father Thul told me about the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, a domestic service program with a one-year commitment. It would prove to be the entryway to my entirely surprising life.

		

	
		
		
			THREE

			 

			WILL YOU MARRY ME?

			In the spring of my JVC year, 1993, Hunter and I flew from Oregon to Chicago for a friend’s wedding, and we got to meet each other’s parents. We’d already told both our families that we were in love and that someday we wanted to get married. I’d gone as far as to call my mom at two in the morning after that first kiss to tell her that Hunter felt different. It was the first and only time I ever called my mother in the middle of the night.

			Hunter and I landed at O’Hare and found my parents waiting at the curb in my dad’s blue Ford Five Hundred sedan. They looked so excited and happy. We drove to our house on Mason Avenue, where Hunter met Grandpa Dutch and Johnny, my only brother still living at home. Hunter was relaxed, engaged, and sweet. I felt proud to be showing him off. Grandpa Dutch, however, had some doubts. “What does he want from us?” Maybe he didn’t trust the way Hunter shook his hand. There was not a lot of handshaking going on in our house, and Hunter’s outstretched hand may have been just a little too polished for Grandpa.

			That first night, we went to a bar where Hunter received a very Chicagoesque welcome from my friends. “Buddy, you better not consider running for office in Chicago,” my friend Marty said. “No one named Hunter will ever win an election here.” Hunter laughed, completely at ease.

			The next day he and I drove downtown to meet his parents at the Park Hyatt on Michigan Avenue. Whether by coincidence or design, they were in Chicago as well. I was as nervous as I’d ever been before. I’d never met a U.S. senator.

			Hunter parked my mom’s Honda Accord and we got out, holding hands as we walked toward the hotel. Turning the corner, Hunter spotted his dad and called out to him.

			Joe looked up, smiled, and ran across the street toward us. I stood next to Hunter on the sidewalk while Joe gave Hunter a kiss and a bear hug. Turning to me, Joe put his hands on my cheeks and looked me in the eyes, his nose almost touching my own.

			“Honey,” he said, “my boy tells me he loves you, so that means I love you too. Understand? I love you.” He said this with the greatest earnestness. My parents didn’t talk to me like this. No one did. I honestly didn’t know what to do with it.

			“Thank you,” I said awkwardly and looked to Hunter, who smiled back at me as his dad put his arms around both of us. We headed into the hotel and up to their suite. In the elevator, Joe wanted to know everything about me, and as he asked question after question, I felt the same mixture of shock and pleasure I had felt during our initial meeting on the street.

			When we got to their room and I saw Jill for the first time, shyness came over me. I don’t know if I’d ever seen anyone so stunningly beautiful. Even up close, she didn’t have a hair out of place. I’d never worn makeup, and I felt unkempt next to her. No one in our Portland house shaved their armpits or legs. That day I was wearing a long flowered dress my mother had bought me, which now felt like a burlap sack next to Jill’s fitted knit suit and heels.

			I was nervous as we all took the elevator down to meet my parents in the hotel restaurant for lunch. I spotted my mom and dad across the lobby, smiling and holding hands, and I wondered what they were thinking. As many boyfriends and girlfriends as my brothers and I had had, my parents had never met any of their parents, let alone gone to a fancy lunch with them. But Joe and Jill were lovely and attentive to me and my parents, and my mom and dad seemed to hold their own.

			Jill and my mom were both educators, and they found common ground quickly, while my dad put his arm around me at the table and launched into a story. “Kathy ran track in high school,” he said. “You should have seen this race. I never laughed so hard in my life.”

			Oh, God, I thought, why is he telling this story? Dad just smiled and kept going: “Kathy was running hurdles, and she went to jump the first hurdle and knocked it over. While all the other runners kept running past her, she went back and picked up the hurdle she’d knocked down. Now she was at least half a lap behind the rest, and her girlfriends were cheering her on, running beside the track, loudly humming the song from Chariots of Fire. You’d think Kathy was running in the Olympics the way they cheered. She came in dead last, and when she found me after, she was crying. She said, ‘Dad, I thought if you knocked over the hurdle, you had to go back and pick it up.’ I told her, ‘Don’t worry about the race. You have some great friends here today that love you!’ ”

			The next story Dad told was how I’d changed a letter grade in my sixth grade teacher’s gradebook. “Kathy didn’t think the grade she had been given was fair,” Dad laughed. This was my family. We laughed at one another.

			Joe and Dad went on talking nonstop, telling family stories. Dad told how I fought head to head with my brothers, and how I always looked miserable when I worked at Comiskey Park serving hot dogs. When lunch finally ended and Hunter and I were alone outside the hotel, I leaned into his chest.

			“How do you think that went?” I asked him. “Do you think your parents like me? I’m afraid your mom thinks I’m a derelict who doesn’t know how to run a race and cheats in school.”

			“You’re crazy,” he said. “They love you. Mom already told me how sweet you seemed. She’s just different from my dad. She’s quiet. Do not worry. Everyone loves you.”

			

			—

			A few weeks after we returned to Portland, my mom called to say that my oldest friend Patty’s father was dying back in Chicago. Hunter and I got on another city bus and rushed to the airport again. We’d already mapped out our future by now: We’d get married and go wherever he was accepted to law school. We couldn’t wait to start our lives together. When will we be engaged? I asked again and again. All spring he’d been coy. Just wait, he’d say whenever I brought it up.

			Sitting in the back of the bus that day, with my head on his shoulder, I dreamed of our future. As the bus neared the airport, I turned to him with a smile. “Hunter, will you marry me?”

			He laughed. “Yes, Kathleen.” Then he kissed my head. “We are going to be married.”

			“It’s official!” I said, settling back in the seat with a sly smile. “We’re engaged!”

			“Kathleen,” he said, laughing, “stop. This is not official. You are so impatient.”

			“Aw, honey,” I said, putting my arm around his shoulder. “You just got engaged.”

			My parents picked me up from the airport and took me straight to Patty’s brick bungalow. Patty and I had become friends in first grade, walking the mile to school together once I’d graduated from walking with my brothers. She lived with her parents, three brothers, and one sister in a little brick house with a giant picture window, a St. Mary’s statue tucked in the front bush, and one bathroom for all seven O’Neills. Her dad was an ironworker who liked to hold court from his recliner in the family room after his long day. He called me Fridge because the first thing I did whenever I walked into their house was open their refrigerator in search of food. Patty’s mom was the head of nursing at Mercy Hospital and worked long hours, so Patty was staying at home now to take care of her father whose cancer had rapidly progressed. She hadn’t known that I was coming, and when she saw me on her stoop, she pulled me into a tight hug. Then she led me to her father, who lay in a hospital bed in the family room, right in the place where his recliner had always been. When I leaned down to give him a kiss, he opened his eyes. “Hi, Fridge,” he said softly.

			Mr. O’Neill died that night, and the next morning Patty and I sat on her front stoop as relatives arrived. One after another, friends and family pulled up in their cars, crying. We greeted them with a sad smile. “In other news,” I said to Patty as she sat smoking a Marlboro Light, leaning against the brick wall of her house, “I’m getting married. I asked Hunter on the way to the airport, and he said yes.”

			“Sounds like you,” she said, smiling. “Did you give him a ring?”

			I stayed with her through the three-day wake and the funeral. On my last afternoon we were out in her backyard when she looked at me and said, “Your boobs are giant.”

			“Hmm,” I said, looking down at my chest. “I think I must be getting my period.” But my mind started working back through the calendar. When did I last have my period? I felt a trickle of fear as my heart started beating faster. “I can’t remember when I had my period. Shit. I’m terrible at keeping track.” We were sitting across from each other on lawn chairs as I looked at Patty with panic. “I can’t remember. Oh, God. Shit. Shit.”

			“You’re not pregnant, Kathy,” Patty said. “Go to Walgreens and take a test so you feel better.”

			Back at my parents’ house, I sat on the toilet and stared at the test stick. It took only a second before the plus sign materialized. My only thought was to call Hunter.

			“I’m pregnant,” I blurted as soon as he answered. I had nothing else to say after that. No idea what to do next.

			“It’ll be okay,” he told me, without a hint of fear. He was his calm, comforting self. “I love you. You love me. This is a good thing. A great thing,” he said, sounding so certain. “I’ll pick you up at the airport tomorrow.” But I could hear the effort in his voice as he comforted me. “I love you,” he said again, and it was what I most needed to hear.

			When I flew back to Portland, Hunter was waiting for me at the gate with an earnest look on his face, a bouquet of flowers in one hand, and a stack of pregnancy books in the other. He handed me my gifts and put his arms around me. “I promise everything is going to be okay,” he whispered in my ear.

			Sitting in the front seat of his beat-up sedan, the flowers and books stacked on my lap, I felt numb. We went back to his house and I crawled into his bed. He sat next to me, reading the pregnancy books out loud, trying hard to make me feel better, but I was twenty-four, pregnant, and unmarried. We’d been hoping to have a family, of course. We’d already talked about our children’s names. We just hadn’t planned to start it yet. From the very beginning of our relationship, Hunter had put me to sleep by rubbing my back. His physical touch always calmed me. That night he rubbed my back until I felt myself calming down and drifting off.

			

			—

			The next day we sat in my office in the Episcopal church and called our parents to tell them we were having a baby. The conversations were not long. Each of our parents showed us nothing but love and support. If they were shocked or upset, not one of them expressed it.

			The following morning my mom flew out and brought the book What to Expect When You’re Expecting. Craving her comfort, I stayed in the hotel room with her. Pregnancy was not kind to my emotional state. My mom tried to get me to accept the reality that I was having a baby. But I kept holding firm to the plans Hunter and I had made before I’d become pregnant. We’d finish our JVC program, Hunter would start law school, and I’d look for a graduate program. We’d get married the following summer just as we’d decided.

			“You can do whatever you want to do,” my mom said as she pushed my hair back from my face as I lay in the hotel bed. “I just—want you to think it through.”

			After she left, I went back to my routine, though now in a fog, and struggled to accept that my life was forever changed. On a rainy spring night a few weeks later, Hunter joined me at work in the church, as he often did, and we served dinner to the clients and played board games in the multipurpose room. Hunter was a regular by now, and everyone there knew and loved him. Before we started cleaning up the kitchen, he asked me if we could step outside together for a minute. I followed him out the side door and watched as he nervously pulled a box from his pocket. Standing close to me on the stairway under a drizzling Portland rain, Hunter touched my face gently and said, “Kathleen, will you marry me?”

			

			—

			A few weeks later, I left Portland and flew back to Chicago to plan our wedding. In the end, we’d decided to get married that summer before he started law school, but every choice about the event overwhelmed me. Until then, the extent of my family’s entertaining had been casual gatherings in our basement. But Mom did understand how to complete a checklist, so we just kept crossing things off on a poster board she’d taped to the kitchen wall to keep us organized.

			I sat in the passenger seat of my mom’s car as she drove me around the city, picking out my wedding dress at the first store we visited, then booking the least expensive hotel ballroom we could find. Hunter and I talked on the phone several times a day, and he seemed genuinely worried about me. Reassuring him, though, felt beyond me. I still wanted to be married to him; I just didn’t want all the other stuff that seemed required in order to get there. My wedding felt less like something to celebrate than like something to endure.

			Not long before the actual date, I flew to his family home in Greenville, Delaware, for an engagement party. Most of my Chicago family joined me, and when we drove up the long, tree-lined driveway of the Bidens’ house, my grandpa Dutch, sitting in the backseat of our rental car, asked, “Who’s buried here?” The lush green grounds and expansive lawns looked more like a cemetery to him than a home.

			My family and I had never seen a house like Hunter’s before. A stone wall ran along the front of the house, separating the lawn from a vast field. The front door opened into a foyer with a marble floor and double staircase. The library was adorned with wood carvings of nymphs and opened onto an actual ballroom. Hunter had described his home, but seeing it in person was overwhelming.

			Greenville is known as Château Country because of its sprawling estates and winding, tree-lined drives, and everyone there seemed to have stepped out of a Fitzgerald novel. Hunter’s friends all had good teeth, nice cars, and a swagger I hadn’t encountered before. At first I recoiled from it all. How had I ever imagined I could belong here?

			Beau came bounding out to meet me. He had brown hair, blue eyes

			
			
			
			
			
			

			—
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