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            PROLOGUE: THE YEAR FROM HELL

         

         MY WIFE AND I had an open marriage.
         

         Rose understood that I had certain automotive needs, and I didnt ask questions about all the strange shoes she brought home. For me, eBayMotors was like online porn you could talk about around the water cooler the next day. My kink was grandma cars. Cars driven only by little old ladies to church on Sundays. Cherry. Mint as new money. Like new. Thats what Im talking about. Every car starts off new, like a baby, but only cars that the fates have smiled upon, to whom life has been truly kind, can remain like new, ever young, untouched by the ravages of time.
         

         My obsession with finding this Platonic ideal of a used car on eBay began after a year from hell put far too many miles on my family: Our youngest, Benny, nearly died because of birth complications, my father was diagnosed with prostate cancer, my mother had a heart attack and passed away, and, finally, our family dog gave our older son, Sam, an object lesson in why you let sleeping dogs lie in the form of a jagged two-inch scar down the center of his face. It averaged out to a major crisis every five weeks or so, almost like a subscription to a tragedy-of-the-month club.


         We want to think of crisis as a thing that brings us together. And most dofor as long as the crisis lasts. When things are reduced to life and death, its much easier to know who you are, what you should do, what life means. Theres a certain painful magic to it. And its true what they say about crisis showing you what youre really made of; what they dont tell you is that you may not always like what you find out. Or that its after the worst is over that the fun really begins.

         Post-traumatic stress: the gift that keeps on taking.

         I just kept telling myself we were fine. So Rose was having a few issues. Nothing to get excited about, just your run-of-the-mill post-traumatic stuff: difficulty sleeping, panic attacks, agoraphobia, killer migraines, whiplash mood swings, that sort of thing. But the kids were fine. I mean, Benny was having some speech delays because of his time in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, but we were pretty sure there wasnt any irreversible neurological damage. And yes, Sams nose scar was still quite noticeable a year after the dog bite, but that was no biggie because who was lucky enough to know the best plastic surgeon in the city? Thats right, us. Why wait for puberty to make him self-conscious about his scar when we could have a crack medical team poke and prod him next Thursday at one oclock?
         

         Anybody who tells you that denial isnt a real way of dealing with things has never had to deal with anything real.

         Soon after our troubles started, an uninvited houseguest showed up in our home. He ate my food, wore my clothes, played with my children, and even slept with my wife. He was my spitting image, but he wasnt meat least not the me my wife had fallen in love with. I had become my father. My family needed me to be strong, and the only indelible image of manhood I had was that of my father, a classic 50s model: stoic, rational, dutiful, physically present but emotionally absent. Somebody had to wear the daddy pants.
         

         As an angry young man, I had been quite adept at telling my father to go to hell. But now that the shoe was on the other foot, now that I was the dad, it was very hard for me to banish our uninvited houseguest, this emotionally withdrawn stranger that I had become. He saved my life. Theres no way I could have soldiered through our year from hell without his quiet strength.

         In family pictures taken in the wake of our year from hell, Rose and I actually have the thousand-yard stare of young soldiers made old by combat. Post-traumatic stress turns your world upside down: When the end of the world becomes your comfort zone, each new crisis is actually a relieffrom the stress of worrying about what will befall you next, from all the difficult emotions that threaten to overwhelm you whenever you get a quiet moment to yourself. Just because youre not making time for your feelings doesnt mean they take the hint and go away.

         When life-and-death conflicts become routine, routine conflicts become life-and-death. Who should leave work early to pick up the kids, whose fault it was the DVDs never made it back to the video store, which in-laws got which holidaysall became fights to the death. Arguing became the new sex. We could get it on anywhere, anytime, even in public places; wed have shouting matches in the street. Yeah, we became those people. Even though the only real explanation for what happened to us was just the fine print about life not being fair, when bad things happen, you want someone, something, to blame. God wasnt returning our calls, so we turned on each other.
         

         Me vs. my wife had always been a pretty fair fight. Rose is the irresistible force to my unmovable objectshe attacks with the ear-biting, guilt-tripping ferocity of a Jewish Mike Tyson, while my tactic is to slowly wear her down with my passive-aggressive rope-a-dope like some corn-fed Muhammad Ali.

         The brutal elegance of the passive-aggressive way is that you make your enemies fight themselves. Rose, with all her Jewish guilt, never stood a chance. I would attack at night, wielding my laptop with the devastating force of Bruce Lee spinning his nunchucks. Rose would wake to find that I had left our bed. All she could hear were my fingers on my laptop:

         Clickity-clack  clickity clack 
         

         Her insomnia would tag-team with her guilt, torturing her for hourswas I up late working because taking care of the kids during the day didnt leave me enough time to get my work done? Or was I on some porn site to make up for our nonexistent sex life? Was she a bad mother or a bad wife? Both?

         Clickity-clack  clickity clack 
         

         Most nights, I was just on eBay.

         eBay accepted me the way I was. All I needed to feel adequate was my laptop and a PayPal account. To avoid that last argument of the day, I would generously offer to get Benny down to sleep each night, snuggling up with him and my laptop until heand, more importantly, Rosewent to sleep.

         It was on one of these nights that I found THE car:

         
         

         
            eBAY LISTING #4620111528: LOW, LOW, LOW MILES   Amazing 1994 BMW 740i in Orient Blue Metallic over Parchment   Leather. An absolutely impeccable example of a truly   fine luxury car 
            

         

         It was a one-owner car kept in a climate-controlled garage in Dallas for the CEO of a large corporation in case he ever felt like driving himself to the golf course when he was in town. Never driven in the snow. Never smoked in. Never crashed.

         Like new.

         I knowit takes a real man to think that the answer to all our problems was buying a car. I spent hours staring at the twenty-three pictures of it posted online until I knew every inch of it, could almost feel the steering wheel in my hands. It was more than car lust, more than early-onset midlife crisisthis car became my Holy Grail, my Field of Dreams, my prayer to Saint eBay, patron saint of used cars and second chances, that my family could emerge from our time of trial like new. What happened to that brave couple Rose and I used to be, who wagered our lives on the fleeting magic of our first kiss? How could I find my way back to them? As I stared at this car on eBay, a voice in my head told me:
         

         If you drive it, you will know.
         

         
         

      






    
         
         

         
            Chapter One

            NEW YORK

         

         YOU DID WHAT? Rose said when I told her about the car.
         

         Her brow seemed perpetually furrowed now, even in sleepher cute freckle-face a mass of wrinkles in the making. She tucked a lock of hair, gone white at the roots, behind one ear, watching me, bird-intense, glasses askew like shed been punched, as I stalled for time before answering her question. When did she get so thin?
         

         Rose had gained so much weight during her last pregnancy that I had made peace with the idea of being the guy with the fat wife. I sincerely missed my fat wife. Not only did the plus-size Rose seem more healthy than the scarecrow with whom I now shared my bed, I also thought that having a fat wife would confer upon me a substance of an extra-physical sort; people would assume that I was a man of character, who cared about the things that really mattered in life. Alas, Rose had disappointed me by dropping seventy-five pounds, seemingly overnight, without ever once resorting to physical exercise. She liked to joke that our year from hell had saved her the price of a gym membership. Nothing like personal tragedy to really attack those thighs. A strict diet of Coca-Cola and migraine pills didnt hurt either. Rose took one while I was talking to her.
         

         Is it a bad one? I asked.

         I feel like someone is stabbing my right eye. The usual. Im sorry, you were saying something?

         I found you a new car.

         Me? I dont drive.

         But dont you remember that road trip up to your folks place over the holidays when you said our car wasnt big enough for the two of us, let alone the kids?

         That had nothing to do with the car.

         I sighed. Well, since youre stuck with me, I thought maybe a bigger car would help. She slowly shook her head, giving me ample time to ponder which part of my statement was falsethe part about the car or the part about being stuck with me. It had come to my attention that Rose viewed the rest of her life as a husband-optional event. Little signs like taking off her wedding ring and slamming it down on my desk.

         Why dont you just admit that you want the car? Rose finally said, taking a sip of Coke and cranking up her laptop. Our bed was always strewn with her work, making going to sleep like curling up on her desk.
         

         Fine. I want the car.

         Thank you. Too bad we cant afford it.

         Well  technically I already bought it. I won the auction on eBay last night. I braced for her counterattack, but she just rolled her eyes. Was I so predictable? When had I lost my ability to surprise this woman? To surprise myself, for that matter?
         

         Whats so special about this car?

         Its, um  well  its kind of this Field of Dreams thing. Its like its calling to me. I cant explain it, but I have to have it.
         

         Rose nodded, pretending to take me seriously, and then said, You need help.

         Thanks.

         I mean it. You have a problem.

         Thank you, Imelda Marcos.

         Hey, I will wear all those shoes.
         

         Uh-huh.

         I will.
         

         I felt sorry for my wifes shoe collection. Imagine the life of Cinderellas glass slippers if Cinderella never went to the ball. The world had proven a dangerous place of late, and more and more Rose ventured out less and less. She rarely left our bedroom. Even the living room seemed hostile territory, under siege by my insurgent home-improvement projects. She still had an office, a nice one, with two assistantswhom, I imagined, felt as abandoned as her shoe collection now that Rose worked almost exclusively from home, running her pocket business empire from her bed, in her pajamas. Like Hugh Hefner but without the fun. Rose said she liked to work from home, but still, I felt for those beautiful shoes of hers. There was something heartbreaking about all of them lined up in her closet like soldiers at parade rest, waiting for Rose to get all dressed up, but there was no place to go. No place Rose felt comfortable. I tried to see her recent return to shopping as a hopeful signshe was starting to accessorize for her return to a life where all she had to worry about was what to wear.
         

         Well, Ill drive this car, too, I said.

         Whatever.

         It will only take a few days to go get it.

         A few days? Where is it?
         

         Dallas. I thought I would see if I could talk my dad into flying down with me so we could drive it back together, have some father-son time.

         Since when do you and your dad have father-son time?

         I think hes lonely without Mom. This trip could take his mind off things.

         But what about your work? What about all the renovations here on the apartment? What about the kids? Youre just going to take off and leave me to deal with all that? This is making my headache worse. She turned away from me, a hand over her right eye, almost as if I was the one stabbing her there.

         Im sorry. I know its a bad time for you, I said.

         Its always a bad time lately.

         Ill take care of everything. Trust me.

         But what if something happens?!

         Something like what?

         Like  she said, her voice trailing off. Her face twitched and I could tell she was filling in that blank with all the somethings that had already befallen us and a detailed list of all the new potential somethings that kept her up nights worrying. Rose was nothing if not thorough.
         


         The phone rang, the sudden noise making her flinch.

         Leave me alone! she yelled at the phone or at me or at her headache or at the world.

         This is Rose, she said, startlingly calm as she answered the phone. Her ability to juggle her work with her ongoing nervous breakdown truly amazed. She was our familys primary breadwinner. Compared to her, the money I brought in as an itinerant writer and college professor was the occasional bake sale. No, this is a perfect time, just a sec. She covered the phone and then turned to me. Dont you dare do anything about this car without talking to Sam first.
         

         Great idea! I said, turning to walk out of our room. While I knew that Dont do anything without talking to Sam first was miles away from an agreement, it was within shouting distance of plausible deniability as long as I could get Sam to go along. He was the linchpin. A lot of pressure for your average kindergartener, but he could take it.
         

         Our year from hell had made Sam old beyond his years. After the first Christmas without my mom, a Christmas of too many presents to make up for the emptiness in my parents house, I was walking Sam to preschool when he cleared his throat and announced, Dad, I want to go live with Grandpa John.

         Well  we can sure go visit him again soon.

         No, DadI want to live with Grandpa John.
         

         Um, okay  why? I said, kneeling down to look into his wide-set gold-green eyes, the color of leaves turning.

         Well, now that Grandma Caroles gone, hes really all by himself.

         I hugged him. That he would have the ability, at his tender age, to look beyond his own sadness in this way  I was in awe. Nothing can make you more proud as a fatheror more humblethan having a four-year-old whos a bigger man than you are.
         

         

         SAM WAS NOW SIX years old, his brother Benny, two and a half. I gathered them around the kitchen table, ants-in-my-pants giddy about showing them pictures of our new car on my laptop. Even Spike, our French bulldog, was barking, excited. Spike had a hoarse little bark that sounded like an old man coughing. I wish I could say I found it charming. A year after getting the little beast, I was still waiting for it to grow on me. Its round, feline head and gravity-defying ears made Spike look like Frankenstein tried to whip up a dog using leftover cat parts.
         

         See, its a BMW just like Speedy, but its got a V8 engine so it can go really, really fast, I said, pointing to the pictures on eBay.

         Faster than Speedy? Sam asked. He had named our current car (another low-mileage used BMW I had found on eBay) Speedy, after the cartoon character Speedy Gonzales because he thought it was the fastest car in the world. (Sam, as the oldest, had jurisdiction over the naming of all cars and pets, at least until Benny got old enough to get wind of this.) Speedy Gonzales was a dark green 1998 5 series. The new used BMW was a 1994 7 series and had a bigger engine. Yep, faster than Speedy, I said.
         

         But nothings faster than Speedy!

         Okay, its as fast as Speedy, and it has more room for when we go on a long drive.
         

         Cool! Sam said.

         C-c-c-aaarrr  Benny struggled to get out.


         Thats right, Benny! Car!
         

         Benny beamed. He has my fathers blue eyes and a smile so infectious its almost physically impossible to frown in his presence. Every time he said a new word, we would praise him to the moon. Now two, he was still hunting and pecking for words at an age when Sam had been speaking in complete sentences. This speech delay and a scar on the right side of his chest where doctors had inserted a tube to reinflate a collapsed lung were Bennys souvenirs from spending the first two weeks of his life in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit. He pulled that chest tube out three times. While this dramatically demonstrated his will to live, it had the unfortunate side effect of almost killing him. For better or worse, Benny had inherited the stubbornness gene from both his parents.

         This is so awesome, Sam said, looking at the car on eBay. Mommy, now were going to have two cars! Sam said.
         

         No, were not, Rose said.
         

         But  whats going to happen to Speedy?

         Well, Ive been talking to a friend of mine, and her family could really use a good car like Speedy.

         Youre going to sell Speedy? Sam looked at me in open-mouthed horror and then started to bawl as if Id just told him I was going to sell Benny to another family. I looked up at Rose.
         

         Youre on your own. You broke him, you fix him, she said.

         I looked at Sam. His face gets all smooshed up when he cries, which just accentuates his scar from the dog bite. It makes the line of pink scar tissue running down the center of his nose glow bright red, like blowing on hot coals. Each new pain just seems to add heat to the old injury.

         Benny pointed at Sam, concerned.


         Sa-sa  Sa-sa!

         Dont worry, Benny. Sa-sas going to be okay.

         I tried to hug Sam, but he pushed me away. Of course, to Sam, Speedy was like a member of our familyhe had named him. There was nothing wrong with Speedy except for the memory of too many weekend getaways that got us nowhere but someplace new and different to have the same old issues. Speedy wasnt like new anymore.
         

         Sam, listen to me. I didnt want to make you sad. I know this would be a change, but change can be good. Change is  is life, and if we dont embrace change, then its  its like saying no thank   you to life. Its like giving life a timeout. And you dont want to give life a timeout, because if you do, then maybe life will give you a timeout.
         

         Sam stared at me like I had three heads, trying to make sense of what I said. I didnt know if this line of bull was going to work for him, but I had myself half-soldsay yes to change, yes to life!

         You mean, if we dont get the new car, Im going to be in timeout for the rest of my life?! Sam yelped and collapsed on the floor in a puddle of his own tears. I picked him up and hugged him tight, shaking my head.
         

         Sam, I said. Sam, Im sorry. Im sorry that your old man is a   selfish bastard who thought only about himself. I knew at this moment that my firm belief that I could never mess up my kids the way my folks messed up me was a hundred percent correct: I could be worse.
         

         I called the eBay seller, a BMW dealer down in Dallas, and gave him the Readers Digest version of our tale of woe to beg out of my commitment to buy the car. The used-car salesman, Bill, just made the whole thing worse by being awfully, terrifically nice about it.
         

         Im not worried about selling the car. This car sells itself. Its a honey. Just too bad because it seemed like you really wanted it, and as a salesman, thats what I take pleasure infinding the right car for the right person.

         You dont talk like a used-car salesman.

         Well, Im also a deacon in my church. I dont think of the jobs as being all that different. Just helping people get where they need to go in life.

         I hung up the phone and went to Roses fortress of solitude to tell her the news.

         Im not getting the car.

         Really? Rose said, looking up from her laptop.

         Why is that a surprise? You saw how Sam was.

         Well, I know, but it seemed like you really wanted it.

         And you thought I would choose a car over my kid, thanks a lot.

         I didnt say that.

         You implied it.

         She shook her head. I knew that if this didnt work out, you were going to figure out some way to make me feel bad.
         

         I didnt say I blamed you for anything!

         Well, I guess you just implied it then.
         

         Touch.
         

         Im sorry I got so crazy about that car, I said. I really thought I was supposed to have it  for some reason. It just felt  I shook my head. It was dumb. Ive wasted enough time on it. It was just silly. Maybe that was the whole point, I dont know 
         

         What? Rose asked.

         Just to do something silly.

         Thats  silly.

         Well, we used to do a lot of silly things. We bought that old farmhouse together, before we were married, even. Bought it sight unseen. That was

         Romantic?

         I was going to say fun. We used to be fun.

         We both smiled, but sadly, like we were remembering good friends whod passed on. We had become that special kind of strangers, the kind who know each other only too well. The kind you want to think only lived in other peoples houses, in other peoples unhappy marriages. We lived around each other, separated by the morning paper at breakfast and by everything that had happened to us when we went to bed each night.

         I wanted us to be like those people you see on talk shows who emerge from adversity chock-full of carpe diem, ready to jog across America on one leg because theyre just so darn happy to be alive. Instead, I lay awake nights wishing I were dead, blaming myself for Sams dog bite. Rose kept me company on these long, sleepless nights, surfing the Web for what she must have done during her pregnancy to give Ben the life-threatening pneumonia with which he had been born. Our nightly mnage  trois with guilt. It was easier to blame ourselvesor, better yet, each other!than face the fact that these things, these terrible things, can and do just happen; that we live in a world where death can fall from a clear blue sky, and there is nothing we can do to completely protect our children.
         

         
         

         

         THE BLUE BECKHAM BOMBER, Rose said the next night after I came back from taking Spike for one of our endless walks only to have her come back and go makey in the house.
         

         The what? I said, stooping to clean up the mess.

         The Blue Beckham Bomber, thats what Sam says we should call it.

         Call what?

         The car. Your effort to manipulate him was totally off. You dont get what you want from a six-year-old that way. You have to bribe him, silly.
         

         I shook my head in wonder. So, whats this going to cost me?

         A day trip for you and Sam to the National Soccer Hall of Fame while wearing full David Beckham regalia, followed by a Happy Meal dinner at McDonalds and, of course, the naming rights to the car as previously stipulatedthe Blue Beckham Bomber.

         Thats it?

         I have one nonnegotiable conditionif any of this interferes with finishing the renovations to put in the central air, Ill kill you. With my asthma, I wont make it through another summer in this place without it.

         Thanks, honey.

         For threatening to kill you?

         For trying to make me happy.

         You sound surprised.

         I am, a little.

         I hugged her. It had been so long since I held Rose that it felt like cheating. But this strange woman in whose arms I found myself was my wife. It was funny at first, then terribly, terribly sadto physically feel how far apart wed grown. Rose wriggled free.

         
         

         

         I CALLED MY DAD TO SEE if I could talk him into coming with me. You could wait a lifetime for my father to take an honest-to-goodness vacation; my mother had, in fact, done just that. By the time he got around to retiring from his post as a bureaucrat for the Department of Energy, she, unfortunately, had passed on to lifes ultimate vacation. But if you called Dad and told him you had a job for him to do, the more menial and tedious the better, he would be there in a heartbeat. At various trying times during my adult life, I had asked for his help moving furniture, building shelves, painting the house. These were all acceptable ways of saying how much I really needed my dadwithout the emotional messiness of really admitting it, either to him or to myself.
         

         Pop, listen, I hate to bother you, but I need your help. I have to go pick up this car down in Dallas and drive it back to New York. Any chance I could get you to join me for three long days of driving, bad food, and cheap motels?

         Sounds great! When do we start?
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