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Animals and Expectations

In August 2010, we adopted a dog. In many ways, it was a responsibility I didn’t need. My muscle problems were spreading, and I was still working full-time while raising three energetic kids.

But Marina and Aubrey kvetched constantly about not having a dog. Not having a dog and not having cable, in that order. The horror!

“It’s just not normal, Mom,” Marina complained.

“I have a fish, Mom,” Aubrey said with a sigh. “That is not a real pet.”

And Wesley, poor Wesley. His behavior had improved, but the little guy remained distant and disconnected. He talked nonstop, but never a conversation. He could watch over and over his beloved Backyardigans episodes, but he rarely expressed emotion, love, or affection for anything aside from his little stuffed Piglet.

Hugging him was much like hugging a tree.

“You have to find a way into his world,” the doctor had said when she diagnosed him.

We live close to a small zoo. For years, it had been Wesley’s favorite outing. The animals didn’t require him to look them in the eye or order him around. He drew humans as stick figures with bubble heads, but even at six years old he drew extraordinary pictures of dolphins and dogs and bears. Animals, I knew, made Wesley comfortable.

The dog, I told myself, was a gift for him.

I didn’t admit how much I needed the distraction. Or how much I craved the attention of an animal. I just thought: the more affection around the children, especially Wesley, the better.

Enter man’s best friend!

It had been a decade since I had a dog, a fifty-pound Rottweiler mutt, Alva, a stray my friend Nancy and I took in during grad school. Alva had a host of quirks from street life. She ate everything, including garbage, shoes, and felt-tip markers—and routinely excreted a steamy pile upon the one square yard of carpet in our house.

She got cancer and had to have her leg amputated. You have never seen a happier three-legged dog than Alva.

But in my condition, rolling the dice on a street mutt like Alva was not an option. And puppies, they are like babies, right? I wasn’t doing that again.

Thus began the search for a dog that needed a home, but already knew how to behave in one. A real pet for Marina and Aubrey. A friend for Wesley.

A comfort for a mother in need.

So where did I find the right dog? The one to warm my little boy’s life?

The coldest place of all: prison.

One morning, I was looking up a murderer on the Florida Department of Corrections website. Yes, I did that often. Part of my job as a reporter. Past the “Most Wanted” notices, blotter descriptions, and pictures of officers in riot gear was a ticker: “Will you adopt me?” and photos of dogs graduating from training programs in Florida’s prisons.

The dogs, rescued from area shelters, lived with inmate trainers for eight weeks. They were taught to stay, lie down, release, walk on a leash, not enter or exit a doorway without hearing the command to do so. They were crate-trained, potty-trained, and vaccinated.

They were . . . perfect!

Within five minutes, I was on the phone with Sandy Christy, director of DAWGS (Developing Adoptable Dogs With Good Sociability) in Prison.

Ms. Christy recommended a dog in training. Gracie was sixty pounds, but docile, obedient, and easy to command. “She is the star of the class,” Ms. Christy said.

She sent pictures—Gracie sitting, lying, standing, tongue wagging. She was muscular and white, with a pink nose and gold eyes. She certainly looked like a lovebug.

But Gracie was five hundred miles away, in a prison near the Florida Panhandle town of White City.

I looked at the photos of Gracie. Imagined the kids flocking to be near her. Imagined her chewing my Ferragamo heels. Imagined her swimming in the pool, then plopping down on my Ethan Allen sofa. Imagined her lying beside the children at night, snacking on their duvets. I imagined Gracie following little Wesley around when he retreated from the rest of us.

I talked to my father. He already fielded daily pickup, drop-off, babysitting, and home-improvement requests. Would he take on, when necessary, the responsibility of a dog?

“I think it’s a great idea,” Dad said. “I’ll go with you to pick her up.”

John was the wild card, one day strident about not getting a dog— “It’s too much, Susan” —the next gushing about the cutest little bulldog he saw at a shelter.

“Are we crazy?” I asked John. “To adopt, sight unseen, a dog five hundred miles away?”

“Remember,” he said, “someone adopted you sight unseen.”

A one-thousand-mile round trip later to prison and back, Marina and Aubrey charged out our front door.

“Gracie! Gracie!” they squealed.

Wesley hung back, not wanting to come out of the house. But once the dog was inside, he joined the squealing pet-fest. Gracie, poor thing, urinated on the carpet.

No bother.

Now, Wesley will never spontaneously hug a human being. Never. But that night, Wesley climbed right inside the kennel with Gracie, sat beside her, patted her (at times bordering on pounding her), talking to her IN A VOICE LIKE THIS.

And thump, thump, thump went Gracie’s tail.

“Look, Mom, she has sharp teeth!” Wesley said, peeling back her top and bottom lips. Gracie gave him a big lick on the cheek.

“Can I sleep with Gracie?” Wesley asked.

And just like that, Gracie was part of the family. The one who chased lizards. The expert digger (we joke the prisoners must have taught her that one). The one my kids greeted first in the morning and kissed last at night.

Within days, Wesley and Gracie were constant companions. When Gracie rolled on her back, inviting a belly scratch, Wesley obliged.

He no longer washed his hands after his French toast sticks, wanting Gracie to lick the syrup off instead.

He read her picture books, helped dress her in her Halloween costume (a duck), and wanted her in the bathroom when he took a bath.

Wesley loved to let her lick his face, relishing the ones right smack-dab on the mouth.

“Yuck.” I sighed.

But wonderful, for Wesley had never relished physical contact before.

I used to sing the children to sleep every night. I would sing soft and low, almost in a hum, until Wesley settled down.

John nearly cries when he thinks of it now. He told me he stood outside Wesley’s door for years, listening to me sing. That’s one of the rare requests John has made of me: to record my voice singing that song, before it slipped away.

Gracie became my surrogate song.

“Go lie down, Wesley,” I would say to him. “Be still and silent.”

“Then Gracie will come?”

“Yes.”

He would zip into his bed, pull his Thomas the Train blanket over him, eyes wide open in the nightlight, waiting.

I would walk Gracie in, until I could no longer walk. I would watch as she hopped on Wesley’s bed, took one last lick at his face, then curled up beside him, closer than I ever could, and fell asleep.



Wesley’s eighth birthday was September 9, 2011. It was the first major life event after my ALS diagnosis in June, and I wanted a quiet time. So did he. Wesley is most comfortable alone with Gracie. A swarm of party guests and noise would be unpleasant.

I knew the perfect plan: John, Wesley, and I would spend his birthday at the best zoo in the area, Metro Zoo, an hour and a half away in Miami, Florida.

“There are elephants at the big zoo,” I told Wesley. “Wanna go see them in Miami?”

“Yes! I want to go to Your-ami!” he said.

I laid down the rules ahead of time with John. “We see the animals Wesley wants to see. Let him lead us to kingdom come.”

Metro Zoo has these wonderful four-wheeled cart bicycles with a lemon-yellow canopy to shield the sun. We rented one, and John pedaled us to the Asian elephants.

Then across the zoo to the African elephants.

Then back again to the Asian ones to look at their ears. And back to the African ones to note the difference.

And back and forth again to note their heads.

And once again to compare their size.

We pedaled around all day, sipping lemonade, eating cotton candy, looking at elephants. Wesley was in heaven.

And so was I.

I didn’t have a plan for my year, beyond living with joy. I just grasped the opportunities that arose: the wonder of the space shuttle. The simplicity of a day at the zoo. The peace of lying down with Gracie.

Those experiences were precious, I realized, because of Wesley. He helped me appreciate Gracie, even when she dug up our backyard. He taught me that African elephants have Africa-shaped ears.

Because of him, I know those yellow four-person bicycles are made in Italy and too expensive for a middle-class family to afford (believe me, I tried).

If not for Wesley, I wouldn’t have appreciated how exciting it was, on the day the space shuttle launched, to stand on top of our van.

Those memories remain crystal sharp for me. Every time I think of them, I smile. When I am paralyzed, they will be my comfort and strength.

But what would Wesley remember? That was the question.

When you are facing death, you long to leave something behind. I wanted to plant memories, but what Wesley remembered was entirely random, one of his Aspie quirks. Often, he didn’t seem to remember at all.

In late August 2012, more than a year after the trip, I began writing about our adventure to see the space shuttle—the dented roof, the uncertainty, the wonder when it soared.

Curious, I asked Wesley, in a nonleading way, if he remembered our adventure.

He twirled his long, blond hair in his fingers. “Yup,” he said, popping the last sound like he always does. “Yeh-puh. I remember.”

I asked: “Who was there?”

He rattled off the names of Nancy’s family. I thought he might be naming people by rote, as he often does. Then he added two names—Samantha and Brooke—Nancy’s friend’s children. The only time we met them was that day.

“Where did we watch?” I asked.

“On top of the van.”

Wesley smiled. As did I, with delight.

A few weeks later, he drew a gorgeous picture of Cindy the dolphin in black magic marker. It is framed now, and hangs over our dining table.

Mission accomplished, I think when I see it.

Wesley’s garden is already growing.
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Auroras

If you were dying, what would you do? What would you see? Who would you spend your last year with?

I knew I wanted to travel. Travel had always been magic to me, the essence of life. So many happy times were defined by where I’d been.

Since my children were born, I had put off special trips, always thinking, I’m too busy now, but when the children are older, when the job slows down . . .

Now the excuses were gone. There would be no more waiting. The world was open to me, and I could go any where.

An-y-where.

But where? What had I never seen that had, even from a distance, filled me with awe? The Great Wall of China? The Taj Mahal of India?

Or the Atacama Desert of Chile? They say the Atacama is like being on the surface of the moon. Astronomers have found asteroid particles there that contain the same amino acids humans have. Oh! The mental magic the Atacama would be.

Or should I go on the most romantic getaway I could imagine: in Spain, at a monastery turned luxury hotel on a cliff overlooking the sea? A place to make love while still able, to experience those earnest, luscious tremblings on velvet.

It was my best friend, Nancy Maass Kinnally, who focused my attention. Ever since our trip to New Orleans, when I acknowledged my condition for the first time, she had been trying to plan something exotic for the two of us: the trip of a lifetime.

Nancy and I were born two weeks apart and raised three miles apart. We met as eleven-year-olds at Palm Beach Public Junior High School and have been best friends since. We went to college at the University of North Carolina together and to graduate school at the University of Florida.

Nancy was always Ms. Phi Beta Kappa. And I was Ms. I Tappa Kegga.

We balanced one another. We clicked largely because we laughed at the exact same things and could shut each other up when need be.

We shared a love of adventure and had traveled abroad, including Hungary and Peru. We visited Macchu Picchu on the summer solstice in 1997 and were surrounded by California New Agers. (It’s, like, the sol-stice, man.) The Californians kept whining that the food was not organic.

So we escaped and climbed the opposite peak, Huayna Picchu, for peace and quiet and a view of the ancient home of Incan emperors.

I was five months pregnant. I slipped and nearly fell.

Yet we laughed the whole time, and haven’t stopped laughing since.

Today—thirty-four years, five kids, and umpteen personal crises later—Nancy and I are still those silly seventh-graders, chuckling about boys and bodily functions, crackin’ jokes.

It was going to be pretty hard to top the experiences we had already had together. But Nancy was adamant it was going to happen.

She contacted her brother, who offered his luxury apartment in Buenos Aires. A European city in South America, in a lavish pied-a-terre. A base to explore South America.

No, Buenos Aires was lovely, no doubt, but I had no connection there.

A friend in Goa, India, invited us to visit. Another friend from junior high school had moved to India and been ordained a Buddhist nun. Perhaps a visit to her monastery at the same time? And learn to meditate?

Nancy really wanted India.

“Seriously?” I said. “Can you see me in a Buddhist monastery? ‘I can’t meditate now—it’s cocktail hour!’ ”

The inspiration came to me on an afternoon in late September. It was breezy, but still Florida: hot as blazes. Nancy and I were standing on a floating dock in West Palm Beach, awaiting friends in a boat.

I was already having trouble walking on terra firma. The slightly swaying dock was a reminder of my future, when even standing would be hard. I focused on the sky—balance, Susan, balance—and thought of auroras.

One of nature’s most spectacular phenomena, seen near the poles of the earth, a sky light show often green and white,

at times red, pink, purple, and blue. The rainbow of the night sky. I was transfixed the first time I read of auroras in Admiral

Richard Byrd’s book Alone, his account of the months he spent in Antarctic darkness, his neglected senses expanding to exquisite sensitivity.

Byrd wrote of a giant elliptical green aurora he witnessed:



Scintillating in the sky was what appeared to be a drapery hanging over the South Pole composed of brilliant light rays . . .

Overhead the aurora began to change shape and became a great lustrous serpent and the folds in the curtain over the pole began to undulate as if stirred by a celestial presence. Star after star disappeared as the serpentine folds covered them.

I was left with the tingling feeling that I had witnessed a scene denied to other mortal men.



I am a spiritual person. I believe in God. I believe in forces beyond us in the universe, wonders we are too small to comprehend. In phenomena like the auroras, we glimpse these wonders. For a moment in their presence, we can sense, and feel, and see.

“The Yukon Territory? In winter?” Nancy gaped when I told her my wish. I had never spoken of this fascination before. And Nancy hates the cold.

“What happened to India? Why can’t India be on your bucket list?” (She was half kidding. Maybe.) “Of course,” she said, “I will do whatever you wish.”

Just then our friends Lisa and Anatole picked us up in their boat—a little teak-adorned one formerly owned by Jimmy Buffett.

We spent the day enjoying the best of Florida: sunning, swimming, joining a gaggle of other boats at a nearby island where people crank stereos, pop beer cans, and display their thongs and tattoos.

Lisa is a judge, weighing grave matters all week long. It was a delight to see her kick back and relax as we watched the skin pageant before us.

We were enjoying it so, in fact, that we failed to notice a massive thunderstorm until it was upon us. My friends scrambled to get our gear to shore, where we could wait out the storm. Unable to help, I sat on the boat near its metal canopy. I felt the electricity in the air, and thought how perfect it would be if lightning struck me.

I asked to remain on the boat.

Nancy and Lisa wouldn’t hear of it. They helped me to shore. Together with a too-friendly man we had just met, we huddled on the beach, arms around one another, as cold rain beat down and lightning struck nearby.

I have no idea the odds of being struck by lightning.

Or the odds that I would be struck with ALS.

It doesn’t matter. It can happen to anyone. Lightning strikes in the middle of paradise. ALS cuts down a famous baseball player, an older man, a son, a daughter, a mother in the prime of life.

I had accepted. I would move on.

To the Yukon Territory. To auroras.

Off the boat, and into the arms of my friends.
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A Gift to Myself

After the party, with kids back in school and John back at work, I gave myself another gift. One based more on want than necessity: permanent makeup.

I love fashion, always have and always will. I was no beauty queen, but I always prided myself on being well put together. Perhaps a form-fitting black dress—not too tight or too short for work. And black heels, four inches, closed toe, a thick heel to signal “not stripper shoes.”

Ah, heels, love them. Wore them every day of my adult life, even nine months pregnant. With bunions. Then my legs became too weak. Out went the high heels.

No way was I letting that happen with makeup.

Makeup was my friend. It opened my beady eyes, created cheekbones where none existed, transformed my gullet gateway into kissable lips.

Makeup is precise, an art of millimeters. Fine lines erased around eyes, shadows—sometimes three shades—applied just so on eyelids and under brows, with a dot of sparkly white on the brow bone to open the eyes and make a twinkle.

Like so many women, I had spent scads of money finding the just-so combo for my face. Found a lip color I loved— Raisin Rage—a shade of plum that looked natural and nice. Wore it every day.

Lined my beady eyes to open them up, careful not to draw the line too close to the center, which makes the eyes look closer together.

Brushed multiple coats of mascara on my lashes. I owned three different colors—Very Black, Black, and Brownish Black—plus their waterproof versions.

Even as my hands weakened, I applied makeup. When my fingers curled, I twisted open bottles with my teeth. My magic tubes had chew marks on their sides.

Finally, I gave up closing things—too hard to reopen. I drove around with an open tube of Raisin Rage poised for application, propped in the center console of my car. That worked until the heat came. Then I had a molten plum mess.

My hand began to shake so much I could no longer line my eyes. The mascara wand quivered, so I ended up with more Brownish Black on my eyelid than on my eyelashes.

Failure was not an option. Me without makeup was NOT an option.

Vanity, thy name is Susan.

And I am claiming you. Caring about how you look is not shallow. Pride is the engine of self-respect. Nothing important ever was accomplished by letting the little things slip.

Besides, without makeup, I looked like I had not slept in a decade.

And John putting it on me? Never even entered the realm of possibility.

So I gave myself a late Christmas present: permanent makeup. A euphemism for: tattoo your face. Yes, that is how vain I am. I didn’t think twice about needling ink into my eye sockets and lips.

I Googled away. A site advertising “wake up with makeup” caught my beady eye. The artist, Lisa, was a certified micropigmentation specialist. Yes, it’s real. Lisa worked in a plastic surgeon’s office, where they might tattoo an areola on a new breast after a mastectomy or eyebrows on an accident victim’s face.

And she had worked on disabled people like me.

I called. Lisa said something right away that gave me confidence: “I refuse to tattoo anything unusual or that will look bad.” Women often asked her to tattoo mole beauty marks on their faces. She declines, she said, because they fade and look blotchy.

Lisa offered tattooing of the eyebrows, eyes, and lips. I signed up for all three.

“Oh, gosh, honey, are you sure?” Steph, also a makeup maven, said. “It’s permanent. And painful.”

“And my only option,” I said.

Pain was not an issue for me. I have a high tolerance for pain. Pregnant in high heels, that was me. I have subjected myself to the most painful body maintenance women can elect to do: the Brazilian bikini wax. After that hair-ripping horror show, pain was not a problem.

“Well, I am definitely going with you,” Steph said. “To make sure her tools are clean and she doesn’t turn you into a clown.”

It takes hours to tattoo a face. Brows, for example, are drawn one hair at a time, underneath a high-power magnifying glass. Lips take hundreds of pinpricks, each injecting a dot of color under the skin.

But oh, what color? That was the hardest part.

Lisa had custom-ordered a color she thought would work on my lips. She put some on me. It looked like orange Vaseline.

“You won’t see that much orange,” Lisa said. Permanent ink, she assured me, looks vastly different under the skin.

“No way,” I said. “No orange!”

She tried a red. Now, I love red, but only at night.

I asked her to re-create Raisin Rage. She mixed up a plum, which I liked. We selected browns for the eyeliner and brows.

Lisa plucked my brows, then drew on the shape I wanted to add.

Heaven! I thought happily. I’ll finally have arches! All my life, I had had skewer-straight brows.

Lisa numbed the area with a cream. She turned on the needle tool.

Zzzz . . . zzzz ...zzzz, it sounded each time it injected color.

I held my breath for the first ten minutes. Steph watched each stroke. The brown brow color looked purple. Steph asked if that was normal.

“Yes,” Lisa said. “Don’t worry.”

She zzz, zzz, zzzed for an hour on each brow.

She held a mirror up for me to see. My brows looked swollen and bloody, but otherwise fine.

Next came the eyes, open as she zzzed a line flush with my lashes.

“I’d need a sedative for that,” Steph said.

I could not flinch. I could not move a hair with the needle so near my eye. I lay still as stone, a deep calm coming over me.

Get your Zen
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A Couple

We tried for another child awhile before he came—a son, Aubrey, in 2001. Such a content, adorable baby—he was as chubby and content as a Buddha—that we mulled over another, and shazam! there he came, Wesley, in 2003.

Suddenly, I had three children under the age of six, while working full-time. Naturally, our marriage suffered. John and I became like furniture to one another.

We were so strained, we considered separation.

But as with an old comfy chair, we were reluctant to let it go.

Both sets of our parents have been married fifty years. We thought of their example. We stuck it out, moment by moment.

We rarely did anything alone, just the two of us. John had quit teaching. Why? Try forty students, twenty-five desks, and twenty books. He became a pharmaceutical sales rep for GlaxoSmithKline. Occasionally, he would win a Glaxo trip. We went to Vancouver in 2006. For a decade, that was our one big couple trip.

Then, in the summer of 2009, John won a trip to Hawaii. It was during the packing and planning that I noticed my withered hand. I delayed a follow-up neurologist visit till after the trip because, let me tell you, when you’re looking at an all-expenses-paid vacation to Hawaii, there is not a whit wrong in the world.

Forget temporary health setbacks. That summer, my chief concern was finding (tasteful) silver heels to match my (tasteful) silver bangles to match my favorite blue tube dress for the luau.

And did my turquoise batik sarong truly match my swimsuit? Oh my! Now that’s a reason to worry.

In August, John and I left the kids with Nancy and Stephanie and flew to a Technicolor dream. The Royal Hawaiian Hotel in Honolulu was resplendent with antiques and painted an elegant pink, unlike the cotton-candy schmaltz of south Florida. The Pacific Ocean was violet offshore, aqua inland. The leis glowed magenta, and the evening sky orange.

Glaxo had the whole trip planned, an activity for every minute. A pig roast luau. A dance. John and I took a surfing lesson and rode horses at a ranch overlooking the ocean. We stood on a cliff, side by side, and watched a huge mango sun sink into the sea.

A moment to remember, like John as he glided through the swimming pool in 1991. Or ice in the Danube during our first year in Budapest.

Near the end, we kayaked with a guide to Lanikai Beach, oft-voted one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. The sand was white with the texture of flour, but no powdery residue. I called it “magic sand.”

Just offshore was a coral reef, with stands rising out of the water as the tide receded. We swam on it, watching tropical fish and anemones wave to us in the current. The colors glowed: orange, yellow, purple, blue.

The peace was shattered by a pharma rep from New York, panicked over a pair of nurse sharks. He climbed atop the reef, hollering, “Shawk! Shawk!” It might have been funny if he had not damaged a thousand generations of coral.

Dolt, I thought, plunging my head into the wondrous clear water, sharks and all.

There were moments of concern in Hawaii—when I couldn’t tug my tube dress down or manage a skewer of shrimp with my weak left hand—but I hardly thought of that. Back in West Palm Beach, I made an appointment to see the neurologist, then stared at a photo of myself on Lanikai Beach.

The perfect screen saver. The last healthy moment of my life.



I told John he didn’t need to come with me to see Dr. Zuniga, the neurologist. He insisted on coming anyway.

“Why?” I asked.

He did not tell me at the time, but he had been discussing my symptoms with his doctor friends. He was so concerned, he had begun pulling over on the side of the road between sales calls, too worried to drive.

John was quiet while Dr. Zuniga examined me, tested my muscles, then scratched his head and said he was puzzled.

“So you don’t think she has ALS?” John blurted out.

“Oh, no,” Dr. Zuniga said quickly. “Susan’s so young. And it’s contained in the hand. ALS usually spreads quickly.”

John fell back in his chair. “Thank God,” he said. “Thank God.”

I looked at John. Then Dr. Zuniga. “What’s ALS?” I asked.

John wouldn’t discuss it. I Googled it. Once.

It rattled me so, I never did it again.

Instead, I went into denial. John never did. After twenty years, he was more attuned to me than any person on the planet. He noticed a slight slur in my speech in late 2009, long before anyone else. He said not a word to me about it for six months.

It was even longer before he admitted that he would roll over in the middle of the night to put his arm around me, and that he could feel, because he knew my topography so well, that something was wrong.

When I was pregnant, he would wrap his arms around my expanding body. He loved to feel the changes.

Now he felt me wasting away.

He was afraid. But he did not pull away. Moment by moment, and muscle lost by muscle lost, John and I grew together. Through all the bright-line moments, he was supportive and steady.

Steady as a trapeze artist. Even as reality became grimmer and grimmer, as the thin wire rose higher and higher, and there was farther to fall.

By September 2011, I was wound tight. My appetite had been diminished for months, part of my ALS. It all but disappeared as I watched Mom starving in the hospital, her digestive system so beaten she couldn’t ingest anything by mouth.

It was a celebration when she was allowed an ice chip.

I was so tense, I ground my jaw to the point of pain. I couldn’t sleep. I would go an entire day without eating and not even be tummy-rumbly at the end. I dropped two sizes, to 00 pants.

Our friends tried to help, each in their own way.

Which, for one, meant gifting us with a large bag of marijuana.

This friend had long battled addictions of all kinds. He told me my situation had inspired him to live clean. Instead of throwing out his pot—“Impossible! It’s really good shit!” he said—he was donating it to me. “You have much more use for it than I do, Susan. It will help with your pain.”

I could count on one hand the number of times I had smoked pot in the preceding fifteen years. I had never bought it, and only inhaled on the rare occasion when it was offered (by my birth mama, for instance). I had a respectable job and three children. Those were my priorities, not reefer.

Plus, it was illegal.

But . . .

I was stressed over Mom to the point of wearing down my teeth. I was in pain from my broken clavicle, which had to set naturally. And I was terminally ill.

I needed a freakin’ break.

Pot, I remembered from my college days, usually made me eat and laugh like the dickens. Both of which I needed to do.

I enlisted John to the cause. After all the difficult tasks of the last two years—tasks more mental than physical, although the physical period was coming—this was a request he didn’t mind.

Ideally, we would have smoked up at home, eaten an entire pint of Sea Salt Caramel gelato and watched the Science Channel stoned to the bejesus. But not with our children nearby.

So John and I plotted a night out to smoke pot and eat ourselves silly at our favorite Mexican restaurant.

Now we had another problem: where could two responsible adults smoke pot and not have to drive impaired to their Mexican chowdown?

The restaurant was in downtown West Palm Beach, near the courthouse where I had worked as a reporter. A courthouse where people arrested for marijuana-related crimes appear every day. We should, we both realized, park and smoke, then walk to the restaurant. And the closest site devoid of traffic and pedestrians was said courthouse.

So that night, we pulled up in our van on an empty street aside the ginormous dark courthouse. Crept up, really, like two criminals in a bad cop drama. John rolled a joint, and— doh!—a light went off in my head. Sheriff’s deputies patrolled the building’s perimeter. Not a good spot, ya dolt!

Thinking I was so clever, I told John to pull north a block to another dark, deserted street. Now we were beside a tall hedge and the offices of the prosecutors, including the chief prosecutor, who was no fan of my reporting.

He was a thin-skinned politician who resented it when reporters asked real questions like: “Precisely how many taxpayer dollars did you spend hiring a fashion consultant for your office?”

Perfect. We fired up.

Pretty soon, a haze built up in the van. I put my window down and puffed away, exhaling out the window. John and I laughed about how we looked like a Cheech and Chong skit, just two heads in the cloud.

Then we heard voices. They were coming from a few feet away, on the other side of the hedge.

Here’s how Cannabisconsumer.org describes the effect of pot: “Cannabis use can increase focus and concentration, making a person’s moods, sensations, and experience seem more intense. Your heart might feel like it’s pounding, the music fantastic, this is the best dessert you’ve ever eaten and wow, get a load of how beautiful nature is.”

And then, FAR DOWN the page, another effect: paranoia.

Yes, pot makes you intently focused. How yummy those Cheetos are, how cool those space wormholes. But God help you if your thoughts turn paranoid, because those are amplified, too.

Those voices in the hedge—and let me tell you, they were enhanced to seem like they were coming from right inside the van—sent one thought rattling around in my head: Pot is illegal. What we are doing is illegal.

And like fools we had brought the whole flippin’ bag of weed. Which surely ramped up our chance of being arrested if caught, right?

I told John to drive away from the voices. No, not so fast.

Okay, too slow. He eased up the block and I turned, real casual, to look behind the hedge.

And there they were: two sheriff’s deputies, leaning against their squad cars, talking. I had been blowing pot smoke toward the cops, from six feet away.

Suddenly I was very stoned. And very paranoid.

Surely they musta smelled it.

Surely they were comin’ after us.

Surely there would be a manhunt for our van, and they’d run my tag and know it was me.

And surely my ass would land in the newspaper—“Post Crime Reporter Arrested: Top Prosecutor Thrilled!”

I wanted to go home. But John’s stoned mind was intently focused on something else: Nachos.

Again, the man can eat at any time.

We walked to the Mexican restaurant, arm in arm. I could hardly eat. I was so nervous, I scanned the crowd for deputies coming for me with handcuffs unlocked. Everyone in the place was glancing our way. And the waitress kept smiling. Why? She knew. Everyone knew.

John finished his meal and mine. All that trouble, and I ate maybe four bites of Mexican food.

We left without incident and took a cab home.

As I lay down that night, I realized I was still stoned. I vowed never to do such a foolish thing again.

“Next time we’re staying home,” I told John. “Eatin’ gelato and watching the Science Channel.”
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Aubrey’s Birthday

June 18, 2012, five days ago, was my son’s birthday. A day to stop. To contemplate and be proud. My Aubrey was turning eleven years old.

What a memory, the day he was born! I was fully preggers. Overdue, in fact. My due date was June 14, but I asked the doctor to wait on the C-section. I wanted June 21, the summer solstice. I envisioned his birthday parties stretching into the eve on the longest day, the sunlight lifting him.

On June 18, I reported all day from the courthouse. I was lying down afterward, resting, when three-year-old Marina started jumping on the bed.

“Stop!” barked John. “You may hurt Mommy.”

I got up, went to the bathroom to pee, and felt a whoosh of water. John and I stood over the toilet examining the liquid. Yes, staring into the toilet bowl, trying to divine our future.

“You think your water broke?” he asked.

“No, it can’t be.”

I had such a plan for how I wanted my baby born, I reinvented what was happening. No, the liquid running down my leg was obviously incontinence. And the viscous spots in the toilet water were, oh, something else.

I laid back down, still dreaming of my summer solstice baby.

Then I had a contraction.

Marina had been born by C-section, after that school bus ride in Bogota. I’d had no labor, no experience with this vise grip on my abdomen.

If there is one thing in the world that will fast-forward you right into reality, it is said vise grip. And the horrific thought of a breech birth, a foot emerging and the doc tugging out the tangled little soul.

In no time, we were on our way to the hospital.

Now, John and I had been disagreeing for months over names. John wanted . . . okay, I can’t remember what John wanted, but he was not keen on the name Aubrey.

“It sounds like a girl’s name,” John kept saying. “People will think he’s Audrey.”

After a while, I stopped talking of it. But I never let the name go. It was important to me.

You see, Aubrey was an older cousin of mine: Aubrey Motz IV, to be exact. That Aubrey was a severe hemophiliac. His blood would not clot properly. Bump him too hard, and he would bleed internally.

He once went for a boat ride with us and ended up hospitalized with a bleed on his brain. He is the reason, I think, my parents decided not to bear kids of their own.

Aubrey Motz used blood products all his life to help his body clot its blood. Sometime in the early 1990s, before blood was vetted for HIV, he received an infected batch. He died of AIDS in 1999. He was thirty-nine years old.

Aubrey was my favorite cousin. He was intelligent, funny, kind, and—the juggernaut for me—he never complained. He had not an angry bone in his frail body.

Life served him a double whammy, first a chronic illness, then a fatal one. Yet Aubrey lived with joy and no self-pity. He went to college, he traveled, he married. He lived.

After he died, I thought of him often. I still do. I try every day to emulate him. I didn’t want four generations of his name to die with him. I wanted to honor his memory.

So I waited until I was on the operating table, ready to be sliced open. After nearly vomiting—an effect of the anesthesia—I brought up the name again.

“Please, let’s name him Aubrey.”

What could John say at that moment but yes?

In exchange, John got to name our third child. He chose Atticus, after Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird, his favorite book. We’ve never called Wesley by his first name.

On my first outing with baby Aubrey to the library, I heard a mother calling, “Aubrey!” and saw her daughter toddle over. Ruh-roh!

Then Aubrey’s first birthday cake came back from the bakery with big frosted letters: “Happy Birthday, Audrey!”

Yet I am so glad I named my boy Aubrey, for there is value in a family name. The continuity. The memories. I tell my Aubrey about his namesake. I note how he never complained, because truth be told, my Aubrey’s chief negative trait—and by Jove, we all have ’em—is, he’s a complainer.

Just the other day, when I told him he wouldn’t get his BIG birthday present until 7:00 p.m., the exact hour he was born, he rolled his eyes. “Oh, gosh!” he said. “I am not even eleven yet.”

Of my three children, Aubrey is the one I worry for the most.

His brother Wesley, insulated by Asperger’s, doesn’t crave affection and remains blissfully unaware of my impending death. Wes’s chief concern is that HE be the one to push my wheelchair when we go out.

His sister, Marina, has the ginormous distraction of boys and friends and fashion and high school.

And then there’s my Aubrey. The middle one. Squashed between his special-needs brother and a teenage sister who currently regards him as a sixty-five-pound pain in the ass. My most sensitive and sentient child.

At his parent-teacher conference this year, his teacher told me: “Aubrey’s an old soul.” Which broke my heart. For old souls are wiser souls. Wise to what’s going on around them.

Indeed, Aubrey was the first (and so far only) of my children to ask directly about my condition.

Aubrey was the first to offer to help me without prompting. When my walking began to falter, he would step beside me so I could put my hand on his neck for balance.

He checks on me often, popping his head out our back door, hollering to me parked out in the Chickee hut writing, “You okay, Mom?”

Perhaps this is his old soul. Or perhaps it is the fact he’s seen me in some pretty pitiful states.

Like the time, a few weeks after I got back from the Yukon, I went to pick him up from school. A new opportunity I treasured since leaving work. I was early that day, so I went inside to use the bathroom. I was walking down a little-used hallway when I slipped and fell, ker-plunk, flat on my back.

I wriggled like a beetle, unable to get up. Wondering what to do.

Then Aubrey and another boy happened to walk by.

“Mom!” he said, running to my side, but not before glancing at the other boy to see if he was watching.

For the first time, I felt my condition embarrassed my son.

The other boy walked off, and Aubrey started trying to hoist me up, grabbing me under the armpits, tugging me toward my feet.

“Whoa, Nellie! Slow down,” I said. “Let me catch my breath.”

His hazel eyes were flung wide. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I am fine. Ready?”

He tried again and nearly toppled over. I laughed, so he started too.

“Okay. Help me turn over on all fours and crawl to the door. I can grab the door handle.”

When I reached the door, I directed him to grab the top of the back of my pants and pull. “It’s okay. Give me a big wedgie!”

It worked. I got up. I went to the bathroom and walked out of school with my son by my side, my arm draped around his neck for balance.

A few days later, as I exited school with Aubrey, some woman walked up to me and blurted out, “What happened to you?”

If Aubrey had been not been standing there, I would have replied, “What happened to your face?”

Because it hurt. How must I look, I wondered, if that woman spoke to me like that?

Soon after, I sat down and wrote an e-mail to Aubrey’s and Wesley’s teachers. I knew they had seen me stumble and slur. I didn’t want them to misunderstand. I told them I didn’t have a drinking problem. I had a disease.

Then I stopped picking my kids up from school. Dad took over. One more favor asked. One more thing I couldn’t do.

One thing I never thought I’d miss so much.

Now, six months later, I worried I was disappointing Aubrey again.

I have always made a big to-do about birthdays. I buy two or three colors of streamers, and the night before John and I string them from the center chandelier to all corners of our Florida room—the tropical equivalent of a den. The child awakes to a canopy of color.

This year, I could no longer zip myself over to Party City. And I forgot to remind John.

Aubrey awoke to the same old house.

Then there was the cake. I always bought special cakes, covered in silky fondant or glazed in ganache. Or made my own, not nearly as fancy, but not for lack of effort.

Last year, I got out my Wilton icing tips and icing bags and piped a fancy trim on a homemade cake.

Aubrey’s party was at a local water park in full Florida sun. By lunchtime, the piping was dripping off the cake like sweat. Aubrey and the gaggle of ten-year-olds ended up ravaging it with spoons.

This year, I couldn’t manage a cake. So Steph stepped in and took Aubrey to the grocery store. He chose a Smurf cake. Yes, Smurfs. A bastion of blue icing. Stephanie made him a steak dinner as I napped with Gracie.

In the evening, we gathered for cake and presents. A few days before, I had upgraded to another iPhone and wrapped up my old one for Aubrey. Marina had gotten a new phone for her eleventh birthday, some cheapo model. I reasoned old was okay, since Aubrey was getting a much nicer phone than his sister had.

We sang “Happy Birthday” and ate blue cake, the liter of dye leaving everyone looking cyanotic with blue lips.

Aubrey opened the phone, in its original packing box. He loved it. Immediately began plugging in everyone’s numbers and texting away.

Hmmm. Still no complaints? Perhaps I was the only one who missed traditions so.

About an hour later, Aubrey came to me in the Chickee hut. “Look, there’s a scratch. Is this your old phone?”

“Yes.”

“Marina didn’t get a used phone!”

“Marina didn’t get an iPhone. Quit complaining.”

He sauntered off into the house and texted me: “Thank you.”

The next day, while at a friend’s house, he texted me: “Are you ok?”

“Yes,” I replied.

Then he texted me symbols. “Eye-heart-u.”

“Eye-heart-u too my son.”
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