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For Alexander and Robin, with a lifetime of love

No matter how dark the tapestry God weaves for us, there is always a thread of grace. 

––––––––
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An Old Hebrew Saying
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Author’s Note
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To help protect my family’s privacy—and also widely share this story—I have changed my name, the names of my two sons and their families, and the names of my former husband and his wife. Everyone else’s names are accurate. To the best of my ability, so too are all the events I describe—the weave of darkness and the threads of grace.
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The Shooting
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My son Robin was on my mind; he was almost always on my mind. But this was different. Something was wrong with him. I felt it. But I couldn’t find him. I had tried for several days in that summer of 2008 to reach him in rural northern California where he lived, but he never picked up his phone. 

A few times in the past I had hired detectives to look for Robin, but this time was different. Lewis Martinez, a detective I had worked with before, hadn’t been able to find out anything. Robin might be down in the Central Valley town of Visalia, and he might be in the hospital there. But other than sharing that possibility with me, he said he really couldn’t help.

I called Mark Smith, a physician I knew who the head of emergency services at the Washington Hospital Center, to see if he could make some calls to find out if Robin was in the hospital in Visalia. But because of HIPAA privacy laws, Mark was told by the people he spoke with at Visalia’s Kaweah Health Medical Center that they couldn’t say if Robin was a patient there, let alone what condition he was in if he was a patient. 

When Mark called to tell me he had struck out, he said the only way I could find out about Robin’s condition would be to fly out there myself. I was in my early 70s; I had COPD and long flights weren’t easy, but I couldn’t just sit and hope that Robin—or someone—would call to tell me he was okay.

So, on July 25, I got on a plane and made an eight-hour, one-stop flight to Fresno and a fifty-mile taxi trip to the Visalia hospital. I told the lady at the reception desk that I was there to see my son Robin Fleming, and that I understood privacy laws and I wanted to speak with the head of the hospital. She told me to take a seat in a waiting area, so I sat for what seemed like a very long time. Eventually, I was approached by a man who introduced himself as Steven Kennedy, a detective sergeant with the Visalia police department.

He inspected every piece of identification I could produce, then told me that Robin was a patient at the hospital. He had been shot in the heart, liver, and lung and was in extremely serious condition. Robin had been taken to the emergency entrance to the hospital in a pickup truck and left there to get inside on his own. He made it inside before he collapsed and was rushed into surgery, where three surgeons worked side by side to perform a sternotomy, an exploratory laparotomy, repair of the right ventricle of his heart, the bullet wound to his right lung, extensive liver damage, and pack and wash his interior abdominal cavity. The surgeons had not expected him to live, so when they finished the surgery, they draped him with sterile towels instead of closing the massive incision in his chest because it seemed likely that they would have to go in again if his condition worsened.

As we sat in waiting-room chairs, Detective Kennedy told me the Visalia police had no idea who shot Robin or who drove him to the hospital. Then he led me through a long labyrinth of corridors to an isolated and dimly lit room where Robin was lying in bed. I don’t know why, but while I was traveling I had stopped at a pawn shop—a place I had never been to before—and bought a small gold locket with the last lines of an anonymous poem called “Footsteps in the Sand” engraved on it. The poet asks God why, in some of the most difficult times of his life when God had promised to be with him, he saw only one set of footprints trailing behind him in the sand. God replies: My precious child, I love you and will never leave you. Never, ever, during your trials and testings. When you saw only one set of footprints, it was then that I carried you.

I pinned the locket to a light sea-green mohair throw that for many years I have kept at the foot of my bed at home; it was something both boys had liked since they were young and a small comfort from home. I covered Robin with the blanket—the words attached to it with a safety pin. Just then, he opened his eyes and saw me. I told him I loved him, told him to go back to sleep, and said I would come back.

When I left the room, Kennedy was waiting outside, and he walked me back to the hospital entrance. When he asked where I’d be staying, I told him I thought I would stay at the motel I’d seen that was adjacent to the hospital, and he walked there with me, he pointed out a restaurant across the street where I could eat while I was in town. He was very pleasant and seemed genuinely concerned about my welfare. It never crossed my mind that at that moment the detective was taking charge of me to be sure that I wasn’t in danger myself. Later I realized that he was afraid the shooter might want to kill me, too.

—
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After dinner, I went back to the hospital and walked again through the maze of hallways to Robin’s room. I found him sleeping quietly, the mohair throw still draped over him. I was careful not to wake him. The next day, I spent all day at the hospital, although Robin slept most of the time. He would occasionally wake up for a moment or two. I was terrified that he would die—die alone—so I didn’t want to leave him. But I did go back to the motel each night for several nights in a row. Then I flew home to Washington and went back to work, Robin’s condition slowly stabilizing although he was still in terrible pain.

I returned to Visalia two weeks later. This time I rented a car and I brought with me a book, Water for Elephants, which I had enjoyed and thought Robin would, too, when he was well enough to read. When I saw him at the hospital this time, not only was he well enough to read, but he could also sit up in bed, carry on a conversation, and he had been visited by two friends.

The next day, I met with Dr. Han Soo Kim—the principal surgeon who had operated on Robin. Dr. Kim seemed to be a kind and gentle man. He told me that it had been an “all hands” effort to save Robin’s life. They had nearly lost him several times while he was on the operating table, but he neither he nor Detective Kennedy could tell me anything about the shooting. And Robin made no comment. He said he had never before seen the guy who shot him, and he certainly didn’t know why he had been shot, nor did he know who had driven him to the hospital and why he or she had rushed away. I didn’t believe any of that.

—
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Since he was an adolescent, Robin had been a drug user. He had been a heroin addict for at least two decades. He worked for years in California’s illegal marijuana trade in far-northern Humboldt County. Why had he gone down to the Central Valley? Was the shooting part of a heroin deal gone bad? Was it simply one of the many risks of the often-dangerous marijuana trade? Robin wouldn’t say. As far as Detective Kennedy and his colleagues were concerned, Robin was simply the victim of an attempted murder. And Robin continued to say he knew nothing at all that could help them piece together what had happened.

When I went back to the hospital on a Sunday morning, Robin had been moved to a new room, and I had to search to find him. It finally dawned on me that the police and hospital officials were moving him from room to room constantly to keep him safe, and that I was under police protection, too. When I told Kennedy that I planned to drive up into the hills to see the place where Robin was shot, Kennedy told me emphatically that I would not be doing that. He made it crystal clear that he would approve what hotel rooms I stayed in, which restaurants and stores I visited, and when I could travel in my rented car. I realized that the police were concerned for my safety as well as Robin’s, and I should do whatever they said.

On Tuesday, Detective Kennedy returned to the hospital with Duane Cornett, a lieutenant in the police department’s violent crimes unit. Robin listened as they told him they were convinced he did know who shot him. They explained as they pressed him hard that they were conducting an attempted murder investigation and that his help would be essential. But Robin could not—or would not—help them.

Detective Kennedy told me privately that Robin was about to be released from the hospital and that he had made arrangements for Robin and me to stay in a suite at a Holiday Inn near Fresno’s airport before flying to Washington. I thanked him and told him that would be nice because I could swim at the hotel pool. He said that swimming was absolutely out of the question. I would not be safe out in the open and neither could I leave Robin alone. The shooter might be waiting for a good moment to finish the job he started and make it certain that Robin could never identify him.

I was in Robin’s hospital room when a woman named Chrissy came to visit. She was blonde and a little over-weight, the wife or girlfriend of Robin’s friend D.J. D.J. had visited the hospital earlier, alone, but this time Chrissy came in his place. She brought Robin tea from Starbucks and cheerfully told me about her three children and her parents, who ran pack trips in Sequoia National Park. She offered to lend me her pass so I could drive into the park free of charge. But soon, Robin angrily accused me of being rude to Chrissy, claiming that I had grilled her for information she did not have, so I left in a huff.

Late that afternoon, Robin was discharged. He was extremely thin and unsteady. He shook uncontrollably and a liver drainage tube still protruded from his abdomen. He apologized for what he had said to me earlier. I gave him the clothes I had brought for him, and we talked about whether he actually was well enough to travel back to Washington with me. Because he was so unsteady, it was a struggle to get him into my rental car. At the pharmacy where I attempted to fill the prescriptions he had been given, I was told the pharmacy would need Robin’s physicians’ verbal confirmation that they had indeed prescribed what I assumed were controlled narcotics. I panicked. It was closing time, and the doctors were leaving the hospital. Robin was shaking badly and looked ready to faint. I frantically tracked down one of the surgeons, who then spoke with the pharmacist and signed off on the drugs. 

At the Holiday Inn, I wasn’t sure I could get Robin to our suite. But walking very slowly we made it. I opened the door to a narrow hall that led to a small sitting room with a fold-out sofa where I could sleep. A second short hallway led to the bedroom where I immediately put Robin to bed. I gave him his medications, then went to the restaurant to get food for both of us. He ate just a bit before he fell into a deep sleep.

That evening, I telephoned Maisie Maquire, a friend on the women’s board at the Washington Hospital Center. I told her that Robin would be flying with me to Washington the next day and that I had no idea what condition he would be in. I asked her to arrange for someone at the hospital to see him immediately on our arrival. Maisie said she would do what she could and that she would call back. When she did, I was shocked by what I heard. “It’s time for a little truth-telling here,” she said. “Robin is indigent, and the hospital doesn’t want any more indigent patients.” I couldn’t believe my ears. I felt like my blood was on fire. For one thing, Robin was not indigent—and neither was I. I couldn’t imagine that anyone in his extreme circumstance could simply be turned away but, according to Maisie, that was the final word.

On Wednesday morning, Robin seemed a little better. I packed our few things and his medications, and we set out for the Fresno airport. Driving into the sun, I had trouble reading the highway’s big green signs and responding to their directions, and Robin was alarmed. “Mom, you can’t see!” he shouted—and he was right—so he did the navigating, and I did my best to drive. Detective Kennedy called to say he was traveling with Detective Cornett in a car with lights and sirens trying to reach us before our plane took off. They had photographs of suspects they wanted to show Robin in hopes that he might identify the shooter. They got to the gate just as we were about to board, but Robin told them he didn’t recognize anyone in their photos.

During the long flight across the country, the flight attendants did everything they could to keep Robin comfortable, and I was grateful, but several times when I looked at him and saw how frail and ill he was, I was afraid he would die in-flight. When we landed and he was still alive, I called Joel Guiterman. He was my own long-term physician and he told me to bring Robin in. He and Robin spoke about what had happened in California; Joel said the liver drain needed to be changed—and soon. Tressie, his nurse, attempted to draw blood for testing, but she could not find a vein. After decades of shooting heroin, his veins had collapsed, so they sent him to a lab down the street where a trained phlebotomist would draw the blood. But the people at the lab couldn’t find a vein either, so when we returned to Joel’s office, he told Robin to go alone into a nearby room and draw the blood himself—which he did. Robin was a pro, after all, at finding veins with a needle.

—
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Over the subsequent stretch of days, it was clear that I could be most helpful by making sure Robin got as much rest as possible, and that he was eating well and gaining weight—he was down thirty-plus pounds by now—and making sure he got the best possible medical care. Every day we took short walks to try to help him regain some strength—at first only around my apartment, then just a block outside, and ultimately a trip to the Bishop’s Garden at the National Cathedral, a lovely, peaceful, and contemplative place he had always loved. We walked together there for fifteen or twenty minutes or until his strength gave out. 

At the suggestion of Joel Guiterman, I took Robin to the emergency room at George Washington University Hospital at two o’clock in the morning—at a time when Joel said it would be less crowded, Robin would get immediate attention. People at the hospital did see Robin right away and took him into surgery because his liver drainage tube urgently needed to be replaced. That surgery went well, and by late afternoon the following day he was released. He was weak and very tired, but I managed to get him home and fed him before he dropped off to sleep.

I was still working, so I had spent the morning hours at my office at 13th and I streets. Robin was nervous whenever I went out, so I always told him I would be home by 1:00 p.m. But I made sure to get home by noon or close to it so he wouldn’t worry. One day I arranged for us to meet Jim Mayer, a leader of Wounded Warriors. Robin and I walked to a nearby Starbucks, where we met Jim, a man who had lost both legs in Vietnam. He told us how he often would go to Walter Reed Hospital, walk into the room of a veteran who had just lost a limb and ask, “Hey, soldier, you want a milkshake?” He was known as “The Milkshake Man,” and the milkshakes, he said, invariably led to conversations—good ones, important ones, and he believed his hours with those soldiers helped them prepare for lives that would be very much worth living. Robin listened carefully, but he said little, and he was totally exhausted by the time we walked the three blocks home.

The following day, I called him from the office and asked him to walk to my bank to get some cash—another trip of just three blocks each way. When I got home, he had made the trip, but he was white as a sheet and was sweating and shaking uncontrollably. I realized that what was different about this outing was that it was the first time since he had been shot that he was out in the world alone—and it terrified him. He was afraid that he would be shot again, and I hadn’t realized till then how very vulnerable he felt. He was almost forty-years old and had survived jail and a horrific injury to his right foot and the challenges of a junkie’s life out on the street and up in the California hills, but this time someone had tried to kill him. I did my best to calm him that afternoon, and I assured him that he was safe—although, of course, I didn’t know, in fact, if he was. 

I continued to send him out on short errands by himself to help build his strength and sense of security. He spent several days with his father and stepmother Jenny at their farm near Lexington, Virginia, and I made an appointment for him with a psychiatrist named Carlotta (Buffy) Miles, with whom Robin met several times during September and October, talking with her about the trauma of being shot and almost dying. Of course, he didn’t share their conversations with me, but I knew Buffy was helpful.

On October 24, Dr. Juliet Lee, whom Robin had been seeing for a month or so, removed the tube that had been draining his liver and gave him prescriptions for methadone, hydrocodone, and some other powerful opioids. Later that day, he announced that it was time for him to go back to California. He said that California was where he lived, where the people closest to him were—it was the place where he wanted to be. I told him I would much prefer for him to stay longer, but I wouldn’t stand in his way. He had gotten much healthier in recent weeks. He had put on weight and gained confidence, and I had little choice, although seemed certain to me that he would be returning to extremely dangerous circumstances on the West Coast. 

On Tuesday, October 28, he asked me if I would drive him to the airport. I said no. Doing that would have seemed to approve his decision, which I didn’t. He was leaving—that was clear—so I offered to drive him to the George Washington University Metro station, where he could get a train to National Airport.

I pulled over at the intersection of I and 23rd streets to let him out. He got out of the car, took the small bag that held his stuff and said goodbye. He walked a few steps away. Then he stopped, turned, and came back to the car. He got into the passenger seated and turned to me and said, “Thank you, Mom, for saving my life.” I cried all the way home.

From jail in California sixteen years before, Robin had written a long poem whose first lines were Stone walls do not a prison make/Nor iron bars a cage/But heroin has locked me up/And turned me to a slave. For two decades, I had been the mother of a heroin addict. Both my sons, quite separately, had become addicted to heroin as they were growing from adolescence into adulthood. Robin’s older brother, Alexander, had gone to Hazelden in Minnesota and got clean and sober there. He now leads one of the nation’s most successful addiction-recovery programs, and lives with his wife and family in St. Paul. But Robin—irrepressible, charismatic, and quick-witted Robin—was an addict still, one whose life was in shambles. I never knew when I saw him if it would be the last time. 

I did understand by then that Robin could not be helped until he chose a new life, until he chose to get sober. But somehow I could not just abandon him to his addiction and his decades of bad decisions. He was my son, and I couldn’t turn my back on him. A mother’s love never dies. I had worked hard in business and earned my way, but I could never shake my fear that I was a failure as a mother—the worst kind of failure a woman could be. Had I really helped Robin? Was he correct? In the months since the shooting, I had done what any mother would do. It wasn’t much. But Robin’s last words to me as he left for California and a sure descent back into his hellish life meant more to me than anything.
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