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			For Viktoria,
who continues to inspire and challenge me. You make everything better.

			For Mom and Dad,
who never gave up on me and taught me how to fight for what’s right.

			For Jackson and Emma.
I love you both so much, and I can’t wait to see who you become.
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			Numb

			NEW YORK CITY, FALL 2003

			It started in my arms and legs. The nerve endings would go dead for twenty or thirty minutes, like I’d woken up on a limb that fell asleep. Sometimes the fingers of my right hand lost sensation, and then a prickly blanket of numbness would spread to my wrist and up my arm. I could’ve banged on my hand with a hammer and still felt nothing.

			At first I thought there must be a simple explanation, like a pinched nerve. I was twenty-eight years old, with no history of serious illness. But when the episodes became more frequent, I got the name of a neurologist in Manhattan and made an appointment.

			Sitting in the dingy waiting room, I nervously flipped through a half-dozen dog-eared magazines, hoping to take in some news from the real world. It was mostly bad. Bombings in Istanbul, suicide attacks in Iraq, the passing of Johnny Cash.

			A nurse called me to the reception window and handed me a stack of forms to fill out. Name, age, height, and weight were easy—Scott Charles Harrison, twenty-eight, six foot one, and a slim 170 pounds, thanks to a steady diet of Marlboro Reds—but the long list of questions about my lifestyle wasn’t so simple. Looking through the packet, I realized that I didn’t dare answer truthfully, lest the doctors think the presentable college grad in front of them was some kind of degenerate.

			
			Do you smoke cigarettes? (Two to three packs a day. Is that too much?)

			Do you consume alcohol? How many drinks per day? (Up to ten drinks, but I try not to mix. My current favorites, in order: Champagne, beer, and vodka and Red Bull.)

			Do you use recreational drugs? If so, how frequently? (Well, that really depends on how much I’ve had to drink. Cocaine, two to three times a week; Ambien to come down; MDMA whenever I can get my hands on it.)

			Anyone who knew the full extent of my partying would’ve said it was no wonder I was finally having health problems. But I’d come here for a brain scan and a quick diagnosis, not a lecture. And the fact was, getting wasted every night was my job.

			For the last ten years, I’d climbed the ranks of New York nightlife to become one of the top club promoters in the city. Most nights, you’d find me at the hottest party in town, sitting at the owner’s table with beautiful women, drinking expensive Champagne (or occasionally spraying it), and looking like the guy who had it all. And for a while, I did.

			I was making about $200,000 a year but living like a millionaire, thanks to the perks. The place I called home was a big, industrial Midtown loft with a baby grand piano in the living room, a killer stereo system, and a private rooftop patio. Bacardi and Budweiser each paid me $2,000 a month just to be seen drinking their brands in public. On my wrist, I wore a Rolex Oyster Perpetual, which I loved to flash at club photographers with a knowing smirk. The watch had been a gift from my then-girlfriend, a nineteen-year-old Danish model whose face graced the covers of Vogue and Elle.

			I hadn’t always lived like this. Ten years earlier, when I moved to the city and began collecting these superficial markers of success, one of my first mentors in nightlife said, “Scott, you’re too nice. If you’re going to do this right, you need to be seen out every night, spending money, with a hot model on your arm.”

			
			Mission accomplished. But somewhere along the way, the sameness of nightlife—booze, drugs, girls, repeat—made me restless. I wanted change, and the more things stayed the same, the more booze, drugs, and girls I’d needed to force my mind and body to show up for work with a smile. It’s like what Ernest Hemingway said about going bankrupt: It happened gradually, then suddenly. For me, “suddenly” would involve a gun, a bottle of Scotch, and a cobalt-blue Mustang. But that comes later.

			Over several weeks in the fall of 2003, I endured a battery of medical tests, searching for the cause of my numbness. Technicians examined my brain and spinal cord with an MRI and a CT scan, looking for possible culprits: tumors, blood clots, bone and tissue irregularities. Doctors put sensors on my arms and legs, monitoring the electrical activity from my brain to my muscles and nerves. Nurses stuck me with needles, drew blood, and ordered me to urinate in small plastic cups.

			But in the end, all my tests came back normal. They couldn’t find anything wrong with me. I was simply going numb.

			“Maybe it’s the cigarettes?” I said to my business partner, Brantly Martin, as I fumbled to open my third pack of Reds for the day. We were on our way to a club.

			“Why don’t you try to cut down to two packs and chill on the booze?” he offered.

			We joked about it, but inside, I was gripped with a quiet certainty that I was dying of some terrible disease that the doctors and their tests had missed. I used to find humor in darkness. I even laughed in the face of death once. It was a few years back. I was high on ecstasy and trying to get a friend’s attention, and I crashed my hands through the floor-to-ceiling windows of a building at New York University. The pane shattered into pieces, and shards of glass rained down, making cuts all over my face and hands. I bled all over the backseat of the cab on my way to the ER, but I couldn’t stop laughing about it. I didn’t care. At twenty-five, you think you’re going to live forever. Until one day, you don’t.

			

			 

			
			Alone in my loft later that night, I typed “numbness” into Google, trying to self-diagnose my condition. Trying to find a solution that the doctors couldn’t. There, high in the results, among the generic medical advice, I was surprised to see a religious essay. I clicked the link and got lost in a sermon about spiritual numbness, about how one’s conscience can become seared to the point where it no longer works. Near the end of the sermon, the author asked, “Are you right with God?”

			As a child, I’d heard that question a hundred times from the pulpit, but now it filled me with existential terror. I wondered what would happen if I actually died. Would a childhood full of fervent bedtime prayers, Bible study, and church band still count? I wasn’t so sure. I turned off my computer and climbed into bed, my right arm still tingling like a pincushion being poked by a thousand needles.

			My father’s worried voice filled my head. “Please pray for our son. He’s gone prodigal,” Dad would tell his friends at church.

			It was true. When I left home at nineteen, I’d turned my back on faith, virtue, and just about everything else that mattered most to Chuck and Joan Harrison. I still called my parents every few weeks, though. Mom would always ask about my spiritual life. Dad would ask how the nightlife business was going, and then he’d pass along words of wisdom from the Bible, trying to reignite my interest in faith. “Uh-huh,” I’d say, before changing the subject. That’s how our conversations went for almost ten years. But now, at twenty-eight, although I’d never have admitted it to my father, I knew I had to change.

			Just start over, I’d think to myself. Do something different with your life.

			But I was too numb to make a move. And what would I do, anyway? You don’t just leave nightlife and become a successful doctor or lawyer or banker. I felt trapped in the shallow end of the pool.

			And so, every night, I’d snort another line of cocaine and pass the rolled-up bill to another pretty girl and think to myself, This is not who I am. This is not who I want to be. This is not how I thought my life would turn out.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			 

			Poison

			MOORESTOWN, NEW JERSEY, JANUARY 1980

			On New Year’s Day 1980, my mother collapsed in her bedroom, unconscious. I was four years old and asleep in my own room, so I have no memory of my father lifting her to her feet as she briefly regained consciousness and then passed out again.

			It would take another year before my parents figured out what was wrong with her, twelve more months before they learned that an invisible gas was spreading throughout our two-story Colonial home, robbing Mom’s body of oxygen and vitality.

			Long-term, low-level exposure to carbon monoxide works like a steady drip of poison, with symptoms so subtle that doctors miss it all the time. For Mom, the effects came in the form of nausea; tight, throbbing headaches; and muscles that were too sore to lift a coffee cup. She figured she had the flu or was stressed out from having set up our new home.

			We’d moved to Moorestown two months earlier so that my dad, Chuck, a sales manager for a manufacturing company, could shorten his one-hour commute to twenty-two minutes. The drab gray house wasn’t love at first sight, but my parents liked that it was on a cul-de-sac in a quiet, tree-lined neighborhood, and that there was a respected elementary school at the end of the block. Pragmatism won out.

			
			My mom, Joan, thrives on order. She wanted everything to be perfect in time for Christmas, so she spent weeks inside our polluted house, unpacking, organizing, and hanging paintings on the walls. When she passed out on the floor, Dad called our neighbor, Dr. Joe Winston. He gave Mom a physical exam, and she scheduled a series of appointments with an infectious disease specialist and an allergist. They discovered that she was mildly allergic to mold and pollen, but they couldn’t find anything to explain the fatigue, soreness, or dizziness she was feeling. She kept looking for answers.

			In the back of her mind, Mom wondered if chasing after me was just tiring her out. After all, ever since I learned to walk and talk, I’d been a strong-willed, curious kid with fast legs, a loud mouth, and boundless energy. Mom still tells the story about the time she took me with her to the bakery and I stuck my fingers into a fruit pie to find out if it tasted as good as it looked. She apologized to the baker and bought the pie. Next, we went to a bookstore, where I ripped the pages from a pop-up book. She bought the book. Next stop, a hardware store, where she rescued me seconds before I whipped a chainsaw off the shelf. That was the last time she took me shopping for a while.

			The medical tests continued all throughout the spring, summer, and fall. But by winter, Mom was still sick and getting sicker. One day, she almost passed out making me oatmeal on the gas stove. Every time the heater in our house fired up, her heart would race.

			“Joan, you do seem to feel better when you’re outside,” Dr. Winston said after reviewing another batch of inconclusive test results. “I wonder if something inside your house is making you sick?”

			That clue sent Dad to the library to do research on indoor pollution. He called the Environmental Protection Agency, and spent hours talking to experts about asbestos, formaldehyde, radon, and other common household pollutants. He had the gas company inspect our furnace, stove, and water heater. A chimney expert examined the fireplace flue. But everything checked out okay.

			
			“What’s happening to me, Chuck?” Mom asked Dad one night in despair. “It’s been a year, and I’m only getting worse. I’m scared.” My dad, forever the optimist, is a consummate problem solver, but nothing he tried was helping her. Pretty soon his coworkers started questioning her illness. “Some women don’t take to change well,” they told him. “She’s probably just upset with you about having to move.”

			Another colleague put it more bluntly: “Maybe it’s all in her head.”

			

			 

			If you ask Dad what first drew him to Mom, he’ll grin and tell you, “Her long legs.” In the summer of 1967, Dad spotted a pretty girl in a miniskirt at a party and walked up to introduce himself.

			Mom took one look at the dark-haired naval officer in the crisp white uniform and knew exactly what she wanted. A few dates later, Joan Kleppinger informed her mother that she’d met the man she was going to marry. Chuck Harrison possessed all her “must-haves” for a husband. He was ambitious, smart, educated, tall, and good-looking. His sense of humor, she said, was a bonus.

			At twenty-four years old, Mom had just earned a master’s degree in English. She was kind and caring, smart but gullible, and easy to bring to laughter—the kind of girl who remains a virgin until her wedding night. Dad was twenty-six, a hard-drinking, hard-smoking former naval officer who served on a 370-foot U.S. Navy destroyer while putting himself through business school. They dated for a year, spending Thanksgiving with Mom’s family and Christmas with Dad’s. By New Year’s Eve, Mom had practically picked out her wedding dress.

			They got married in August of the next year, 1968, in a candlelight service. Mom walked down the aisle in a simple bridesmaid gown, arm in arm with her father. Mendelssohn’s Wedding March filled the chapel. Traditional music, followed by traditional vows.

			“Do you take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife, to love her in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer, until death do you part?” the minister said.

			
			“I do,” Dad said, never taking his eyes off Mom—not knowing just how fiercely this vow would be tested.

			Seven years later, on September 7, 1975, I came along, and then we were three. On the night I was born, Dad wasn’t content to sit on the sidelines. Instead, he stood by Mom’s side, watching the fetal monitor and coaching her through the contractions.

			“Come on, now…” he said. “Okay. You’re almost at the top. You’ve got it now! There you go!” The nurses called Dad the Howard Cosell of the delivery room.

			At the time, Mom had been working as a feature writer and photographer for a suburban Philly newspaper, but she felt torn about going back to work. While second-wave feminism swept through the country and Time magazine awarded its 1975 Man of the Year cover to “American Women,” Mom decided this wasn’t her fight. She told my dad, “Jobs can wait, babies can’t.”

			I can tell from family photo albums that this was the happiest time for her. She took me to the zoo and the children’s museum, to parks and family gatherings. I don’t have the memories to call upon, but I know that these were the only years in my life when Mom got to be a normal parent.

			Around the time I turned two, Dad became reacquainted with an old fraternity brother who’d gotten married and become a born-again Christian. Something about this couple (how they lived their lives, how they treated one another with love and respect) intrigued Mom. She started reading the Bible and praying more regularly, and she encouraged Dad to attend a Tuesday-night Bible study in the couple’s home. Out of curiosity mostly, he agreed to go.

			“We may think that we are good people,” the group’s leader said one night, “but the Bible says that our good deeds are like filthy rags. Every one of us is sinful. We want to run our own lives, be our own boss. We don’t want anyone telling us how to live, especially God.”

			Every Tuesday night, my parents would come home a little shaken up.

			“Chuck, are we good people?” Mom would ask. They would lie in bed talking for hours about their sins: envy, greed, impatience, selfishness.

			
			Nine weeks into the Bible study, Mom and Dad dropped to their knees in their bedroom and gave their lives over to Jesus. From that day on, Dad stopped swearing—not an easy habit for a former naval officer to break. He also pulled out his checkbook and confronted something that had been nagging at his conscience. A few years back, he’d spent $400 on a wedding present at a store, but they lost the check and it was never cashed. Every time Dad balanced his checkbook and saw that extra $400, he felt lucky. But integrity was an important part of living like a Christian, so he wrote another $400 check and mailed it to the store with a note of explanation.

			For me, our new Christian life meant that honesty, respect, and obedience were now the sacred bylaws of our household. I instantly became a Sunday school regular, and loved it. The pastor would share these fantastic stories from the Bible (Noah’s ark, David and Goliath, Jonah and the whale) and hand out felt characters that we’d stick to a flannel board.

			“Scott, you get up here and put the whale in the ocean,” he’d say. “And Jill, can you take the sun down and put up the moon?”

			Being a Christian family now—a family that read the Bible together, prayed together, and lived in service to Jesus—was everything to my parents. It’s what inspired the move to suburban Moorestown. If we lived closer to Dad’s work, it would help us do something else that Christian families do: spend more time together.

			Dark clouds filled the skies on the day we pulled our moving van into the driveway of our new home, but the rain held off. Every piece of furniture seemed to fit in its place, and Mom was already imagining what a coat of paint and some landscaping could do to make the house beautiful. We had such high hopes for our new life.
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			Family

			MOORESTOWN, 1981

			“I don’t care what the gas company says!” Dad yelled. “Just rip it out! Get rid of it!”

			Of all the experts dispatched to investigate Mom’s illness, it was a plumber who finally solved the mystery. In early January 1981, a family friend who ran a plumbing/HVAC business went down to the basement and, on a hunch, pulled back the casing of the gas furnace. And there it was: three or four pinholes in the heat exchanger. Every time the heat came on, he explained, low levels of carbon monoxide had been escaping and circulating through our tightly sealed, energy-efficient home. Somehow the gas company had missed it. The friend helped Dad tear the heavy steel machine from the wall and throw it on the front curb, where it lay mangled and disarmed.

			To confirm a diagnosis of carbon monoxide poisoning, Dr. Winston ordered a carboxyhemoglobin test, which would show the saturation level in Mom’s blood. An amount over 2 percent in a nonsmoker is a classic indicator of CO poisoning; over 24 percent, and you risk cardiac arrest.

			Mom’s results came back at 25.

			
			“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Dr. Winston said.

			We later learned that it’s common for the homemaker to be hit hardest by a carbon monoxide leak. In our case, Dad spent most days at his office, breathing clean air, and I was at preschool or running around in the backyard with friends. But Mom worked inside all day, battling dizziness, headache, and fatigue. And the worse she felt, the more she stayed in the house.

			With the mystery now solved, Dad sent me and Mom to live with a neighbor while he worked quickly to detox our home. He bought and installed a new gas furnace and electric water heater. Friends from church helped him rip out two thousand square feet of wall-to-wall carpeting, which might have contained formaldehyde or other chemicals that would trigger Mom’s dizziness. They then worked their way through the house collecting rugs, cushions, and furniture pillows—anything with a chemical odor or under suspicion—and piled them in an upstairs guest room, a place we dubbed “the abandoned room.” It all had to be stashed away until Mom got better.

			But despite Dad’s hard work, as soon as we moved back into our purified house, Mom got sick again. Even with the new furnace, her heart raced whenever the heat came on. So Dad turned the heat off. It was the dead of winter, and in order to keep warm, we slept in scratchy wool sweaters and hats, underneath layers of heavy blankets. It felt suffocating; to this day, I hate the feel of wool.

			“What are we going to do?” Mom asked Dad one night, clearly in distress.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “But it’s freezing, and we can’t stay here if the house is still making you sick.”

			He decided that we’d stay a few days at Mom’s parents’ place in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, where he’d make more calls and dig deeper into home-purification research. If the situation didn’t resolve itself, we’d stay with Dr. Winston’s family until Dad figured out our next move.

			My grandparents’ house smelled like mothballs, musty carpets, and onions. Still, it was cozy and warm, and I loved it there. My feisty grandmother, who went by Garni, was always padding about her white linoleum kitchen floor, cooking savory stews and talking with her hands. After dinner, she would scold Mom for depriving me of sweets, and then sneak me handfuls of plastic-wrapped hard candies that made me hyperactive.

			
			For as long as I can remember, sleep has been my enemy, action and constant movement my allies. And bedtime at Garni and Pop-Pop’s house would arrive at the worst times—often in the middle of a James Bond movie. Hopped up on sugar, I’d sneak out of my bed in the attic and tiptoe down the stairs, secretly listening to Sean Connery persuade beautiful women to do things I didn’t yet understand.

			Pop-Pop, my grandfather, was quieter than Garni, with a big smile and a hidden mischievous streak. He taught me how to fish in a nearby limestone stream and gave me piano lessons on an old three-tiered organ in the house. My legs were too short to reach the foot pedals, but I pressed the keys with intensity.

			“You don’t have to bang them, Scott,” Pop-Pop would say. “Gently does it!”

			The pipe was Pop-Pop’s one vice. He’d light up in the basement while rigging our fishing poles, and a whisper-thin trail of smoke would waft upstairs to Mom, plaguing her with chronic headaches. Other times, the smells of hairspray and perfume would assault Mom when Garni returned from the salon, or the neighborhood ladies dropped by for tea and biscuits. At the first hint of a vapor, Mom’s head would tighten, and she’d get fidgety and nervous because she knew the pain was coming. After a while, even the aroma of Garni’s kitchen became too much for her.

			“Mother’s cooking with onions again,” she’d complain to my dad on the phone. “She knows how sick they make me, but she keeps using them.”

			She tried opening the bedroom window and stuffing rolled-up towels under the door, but nothing really worked. She’d leave the house and go on long aerobic walks in the nearby woods, angry about her predicament, angry that her parents didn’t understand her illness. But then she’d remember that the Bible and her new faith told her to thank and praise God for everything.

			
			“Praise you for that onion, Lord. Praise you for the onion,” she’d repeat, pacing a new path in the tall grass at a furious clip.

			

			 

			By mid-January 1981, Mom still hadn’t found relief, so we moved again—this time to the home of Dr. Winston and his wife, Arlita. We stayed with the Winstons for six glorious weeks while Dad worked to fix our toxic house once and for all.

			The Winstons were a gold-medal Christian family: loyal and kind to one another, firm with rules and expectations. They assigned each of their five kids thirty minutes of chores a day (dishes, laundry, bed making), and they kept a list on their refrigerator door of other jobs the children could do to earn extra money (washing windows, mowing, polishing silver). I was five years old, my parents’ adored only child, and had few responsibilities—that is, until the Winston kids taught me how to sweep a porch, rake leaves, and empty a trash can.

			Every morning, as the Winston kids bounded down the stairs with full backpacks and marched off to school, I would do my best just to keep up. After school, the boys would throw me over their shoulders and roughhouse with me. They were athletic kids, and at any given moment, one of them would be heading off to a baseball tournament or wrestling match.

			The Winstons taught me things about family and teamwork that have stayed with me to this day. And my parents learned that their only son could stand some firm discipline every now and then. It all started one bone-chilling cold day, when Arlita and Mom decided to take me on a walk.

			“Get your jacket on, Scott,” Mom said for the fifth time.

			“But Mommy,” I said, batting my eyelashes at her. “I don’t neeeeeed to.”

			“Scott, please, just put it on,” she pleaded.

			
			“But I don’t get cold when I’m walking and running!”

			Mom chased me around the house, upstairs, downstairs, holding out my little red coat with extended arms, begging me to wear it. I wasn’t the type of kid to throw a tantrum or pout. I knew that persuasion and charm went a lot further than whining. I also knew that Mom rarely had the energy to outlast me.

			Arlita Winston, however, was different. After watching this dance for thirty minutes, she spoke up. “Joan, stop,” she said. “Are we going for a walk or aren’t we?”

			“But he won’t get his jacket on,” Mom said.

			“And who’s in charge?”

			Mom looked at me and crumpled into tears.

			“Joan, I know you want to be a perfect mother,” Arlita told her. “And Scott is a bright, creative child. But you have to teach him to obey you immediately. Delayed obedience is disobedience.”

			Arlita totally had my number. Mom used to call me a pint-size lawyer, as I guess most kids are. But Arlita and Joe were like Supreme Court justices, presiding over their five kids. Whatever parenting magic they seemed to possess, it worked. And before they knew it, my parents were watching in awe as I got right in line behind the Winston kids, welcoming the discipline, the chores…and the music lessons.

			The Winstons required each of their children to learn an instrument, so there’d always be a cello, recorder, or clarinet lying around the house. When we moved in, I gravitated to their grand piano, though rarely playing it gently as Pop-Pop had instructed. Soon, I was pounding the keys at Sunday school, leading one hundred little worshippers in rousing renditions of “Jesus Loves Me.” Years later, I got barred from the church band for a whole month because I kept sneaking up the volume on my keyboard amplifier.

			“Scott, this isn’t about the music,” the pastor said. “This is about worshipping God.”

			I tried, unsuccessfully, to explain to him why the keyboard was the most important part of the ensemble and therefore should be the most audible. I was certain God agreed.

			
			In the evenings, Dr. Winston would build a roaring fire and we’d all sprawl out on the couches or pillows on the living room floor. Arlita would bring out trays of cookies and hot cocoa, and we’d take turns reading aloud from The Hobbit, The Chronicles of Narnia, Sherlock Holmes stories, or Shakespeare’s plays.

			Although I never dared tell my parents, I secretly wanted to be adopted by the Winstons. To me, they were like the Brady Bunch: a perfect, all-American family of seven. In comparison, we were a weird threesome who lived in a cold house with a sick mom and no couch cushions.

			One night toward the end of our six weeks with the Winstons, I heard Dad asking Joe and Arlita to pray for us. “I’m thinking about whether to sue the gas company,” he said. He ticked off all the costs he and Mom had taken on: a new furnace, a new hot water heater, medical bills with no end in sight. As a matter of principle, shouldn’t the company have to pay? Dr. Winston listened patiently and then asked Dad if he was ready to endure months or even years of litigation if the gas company decided to fight back.

			“The effect that could have on Joan’s health and on your family’s spiritual well-being—it may not be worth it,” he said.

			Dad took Dr. Winston’s advice. When it came to Mom’s illness, he didn’t want to be bitter. “God will provide for our expenses,” he told my mom later that night.

			In exchange for not suing the gas company, my parents received a settlement check in the mail for $1,500. When I was old enough to understand how little we received for our pain and suffering, I was offended. Oops, we’re so sorry we poisoned you and ruined your life! Don’t spend it all in one place! For Dad, though, the matter was settled forever.

			“Now, Joanie,” he said. “We simply have to forgive them.” He meant it, too.

			Shortly after my parents proclaimed their forgiveness, Dad and I were approached by a local photographer to model for an ad campaign. Dad said yes, thinking it would be a fun father-son activity. For about an hour, the guy took a bunch of shots of me holding a football and talking to Dad as he pretended to read his newspaper. When it was all over, I got $50.

			
			Weeks later, my parents picked up the local paper and were shocked to see our photo in a full-page ad for…a gas company.

			Dad held the paper up and laughed out loud. “You know, God!” he said. “What a sense of humor you have.”
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			Getting Pure

			By March 1981, we had moved out of the Winstons’ house. For the rest of that spring, Mom’s symptoms remained frequent and unpredictable. An urgent new rhythm had entered our lives, one of constant retreat from invisible attackers.

			Whenever Mom’s headaches or dizziness flared up, we’d climb into her white Ford Taurus station wagon and drive until we found an open field or a park. If her symptoms came at night, we’d camp in our car as a family, rolling our windows all the way down so Mom could breathe in the clean air.

			One evening, the wind blew in our direction off a nearby four-lane highway. Just after midnight, Mom woke up sick, and asked me to come with her on an adventure. We drove a few miles “upwind” to a friend’s barn, on the other side of the highway. As we unpacked our sleeping bags, a big horse with a thick brown mane let me get close enough to stroke its muzzle. I could feel its hot breath on my face. I remember tossing my bag down in a pile of scratchy hay and never feeling happier. But minutes later, Mom smelled exhaust from the highway. The wind had changed direction again, and we had to keep moving.

			
			I loved being Mom’s traveling companion. I loved the long hikes with her in the woods, listening to the loud whish-whish-whish of her red snow pants, watching her hands cut through the air like a soldier’s. I loved wandering through strangers’ homes, and meeting new kids who had new toys to play with. If we couldn’t lead a normal life like the Winstons’, then I’d embrace our nomadic existence. I was happiest anywhere but inside our cold, contaminated home.

			Dad never gave up trying to find a solution to Mom’s illness. After dinner one night, in May of 1981, four months after we’d discovered the carbon monoxide leak, he announced a new plan: “I think we should try seeing a doctor who specializes in environmental and food allergies—a clinical ecologist.” Dad had just learned of a twenty-one-day program at a small hospital in Pennsylvania run by a doctor known for treating people with problems like Mom’s. Clinical ecology was a new and controversial science, Dad said, but Dr. Winston had looked into the program and agreed that it was worth a try.

			“You’ll be in a chemically pure room for three weeks,” Dad said. “You’ll have to fast for the first five days, but then you’ll get to eat one type of food at every meal, so they can measure your reaction and figure out which foods you’re allergic to.”

			“But I don’t have food allergies,” Mom protested.

			“Apparently, that’s what a lot of patients with environmental illness think.”

			Clinical ecology works on the assumption that our bodies are like rain barrels, with a finite capacity for allergens. Most of us can process the day-to-day offenders—smog, pollen, animal dander, pesticides, dust—but if you suffer a massive chemical exposure as my mom did, your barrel fills up, and any new allergens can cause an overflow. The idea was that if the doctors could identify and eliminate Mom’s food triggers, her body would have fewer allergens in the barrel, and she’d start to feel better.

			“Do you really want me to do this?” Mom said.

			“I’m not sure,” Dad said. “But nothing else seems to be working.”

			The following Monday, Dad dropped me at Garni and Pop-Pop’s, and checked Mom into the ecology unit of a small redbrick hospital three hours away, in Montrose, Pennsylvania. Mom had packed stationery, knitting needles, and a stack of Christian books to keep herself occupied during her stay.

			
			Under a doctor’s supervision, she drank nothing but springwater for the first five days, purging her body of food and chemicals. On day six, they brought her a bowl of dates, but she had the appetite to eat only four. After every one of these “single-food meals,” Mom had to rank the severity of her reactions. She soon learned that beef gave her diarrhea, milk messed with her concentration, corn produced muscle aches, and lamb triggered migraines. These foods were now off-limits.

			Each night over the next two weeks, Dad would call and cheer Mom on at the discovery of a new “safe food.”

			“She’s got buckwheat!” he’d yell to me and Garni.

			Another night, it was potatoes: “Oh, that’s great! Potatoes are filling!”

			Still, every time a new food was declared unsafe, Mom became paralyzed with fear. How could she possibly be a normal wife and mother when she couldn’t even bake her son a birthday cake or roast a Thanksgiving turkey? She’d open her Bible, hoping to find a verse that revealed God’s will.

			Well, God knows that I need at least twelve safe foods to follow this diet, she’d say to herself. So I’m not going to worry.

			By the end of the program, Mom had tried forty-eight foods and identified exactly twelve she could eat, including fish, organic rabbit, quinoa, cashews, and buckwheat. Dad found a health food store and stocked up. And because tap water, with its fluoride and chemical additives, was no longer safe, he tracked down the Artesian well that the ecology unit used to source spring water for their patients.

			The well was located a couple miles from the hospital, on the side of the road, under a cracked wooden trellis. Dad backed up to it in the station wagon and spent twenty minutes filling heavy glass bottles with the pure, ice-cold liquid.

			“Joanie, this water is a gift straight from God!” he said.

			
			I remember thinking how cool that was. I’d never really thought about where water came from, and I certainly never imagined it was hiding in the ground, deep beneath our feet.

			By the time Mom came home from the hospital in June, Dad and I were so happy to see her that nobody said anything about the dark circles under her eyes, or about how frail she looked at five foot seven and 106 pounds. Things got even worse as she followed her new diet. Her weight dropped to a dangerously low 96 pounds, and she was soon all pointy hips and sharp cheekbones. But while this new way of eating did decrease the intensity of some symptoms, she still couldn’t get relief. A strict diet clearly wasn’t enough. Purifying our home wasn’t enough. Moving around from place to place wasn’t enough.

			In October 1981, Dad went to a clinical ecology convention in Pennsylvania, where he attended seminar after seminar on environmental allergies. He came home with sobering news.

			“Joanie, you’re just going to have to isolate yourself from everything that gives you a reaction,” he said.

			“Everything?” she said. “Do you mean I can’t get together with my friends or go to the store?”

			It was actually worse than that. It meant no more Bible study group, no more grocery shopping, holiday parties, or driving the car. Mom’s immune system needed to be completely quarantined in order to build it back up to fighting level.

			Mom looked shocked. Her world was getting smaller and smaller. She felt cornered. But she had no other choice.

			

			 

			Scientists say that the average human nose can detect a trillion different smells. By the age of eight, I’d honed my olfactory system to protect my mother. Common odors that you or I might find mildly unpleasant—a mist of hairspray, black tar baking on the road, freshly cut grass mingled with gas-mower fumes—would hit Mom like a toxic tidal wave. So, with bloodhound accuracy, I learned to sniff out cologne on someone’s handshake and warn Mom to keep away. If I noticed a new-plastic smell on one of my toys, I’d quickly throw the toy in the yard to outgas. To this day, I have a visceral revulsion for the scent of fabric softener sheets and nail polish remover, two things that brought on some of Mom’s worst symptoms.

			
			At one point, Mom even began reacting to the TV, radio, microwave, and computer—basically anything that emitted electromagnetic radiation. She couldn’t talk on the phone for more than five minutes without getting dizzy, so she covered the receiver in tinfoil and kept a small minute timer nearby to limit her calls.

			When she lost the energy to cook or do laundry, we relied on the kindness of friends from church. At one point, an army of fourteen different women took turns cleaning our house, grocery shopping, and babysitting me while Mom hunkered down in her bedroom. Anyone who wanted to come in close contact with her would receive a list of instructions on how to prepare:

			
					
					Shower and bathe with Ivory soap.

				

					
					Wash hair with Almay hypoallergenic shampoo or Ivory soap.

				

					
					Be naturally beautiful: no makeup, deodorant, perfume, or hand/body lotions.

				

					
					Launder your clothes in baking soda.

				

			

			Dad and I had to “get pure” as a matter of ritual. Ivory soap’s singsong slogan, “99.44 percent pure,” could have been written for the Harrisons. Before getting near Mom, I always showered and changed into fresh clothes to get rid of the scents I’d picked up at school. But some of the volunteers didn’t get pure enough. They’d slip up and use scented lotion on their skin or dryer sheets on their clothes, so eventually Mom banished all visitors from our home. There was no way to know if they’d followed the purification rituals correctly.

			From then on, most of the cooking, cleaning, and laundry fell to me. Each day, Mom made a list of chores (empty dishwasher, clean kitchen floor, make bed, etc.) and stuck it to the fridge. I could take on extra work for more money: fifty cents for cleaning the bathroom, a dollar or two for vacuuming and mopping all the rooms, or a few bucks more for washing windows inside and out. Like the Winston kids, I took on my new jobs with gusto.

			
			By nine years old, if I wasn’t practicing piano or playing soccer in the backyard with friends, I’d be scrubbing our bathroom walls and making them sparkle. I’d tie a yellow balloon to the kitchen mop, watching it bounce and bob as I swabbed the linoleum with Basic H, a safe, biodegradable household cleaner. I didn’t always enjoy doing chores, but I tried finding ways to make them fun.

			I learned how to cook, too. Mom’s rotation diet was easy to prepare, often no more than a bowl of string beans for breakfast, walnuts for lunch, and fish for dinner. Because the oven triggered symptoms, I’d cook her cod in the microwave for six minutes until the lifeless slab of white flesh oozed in its own congealed gravy. No seasoning, no lemon—just stinky, slimy nuked fish. I’d carry it to her room at arm’s length with a smile. If it looked like she was feeling down, I’d bring my portable keyboard upstairs and play music for her while she ate.

			At first, I felt a deep sense of pride at being so necessary to my mother. How many of my friends could say they did this much for their family? Plus, having my own money gave me freedom. I’d ride my bike alongside the abandoned train tracks and buy Fun Dip and Skittles at the local 7-Eleven. By age eleven, I was earning pocket change by knocking on neighbors’ doors and selling them Christmas cards, raking their leaves, and mowing their lawns. I learned how to greet strangers with a smile, make them laugh, and get them to like me. Mom said I had a knack for it.

			When Dad got home at the end of his day, the two of us would sit at the dinner table to eat steaming hot Hungry-Man microwave dinners, the kind with Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes, and apple crumble, each in its own little compartment. I’d always try to eat the dessert first. Hoping to have some hand in parenting me, Mom made me a cardboard sign listing eight “Mealtime Manners,” including “Chew with mouth closed,” “Don’t use fingers,” “Napkin on lap,” and “Don’t clank teeth with utensil.” She was determined that her son would learn proper etiquette, even if she wasn’t there to enforce it.

			
			Though we lived like bachelors, Dad always tried to make the best of it. He’d put plastic cups over his ears and stick out his tongue to make me laugh. After dinner, if it was still light out, we’d bike around the neighborhood together or fire BBs into phone books in the backyard. Or he’d challenge me to an epic Ping-Pong battle in our basement, playing left-handed to give me a chance at scoring a few points.

			When I think of Mom, she’s always wearing a large carbon filter face mask to protect her from the evil smells and chemicals she couldn’t see. All I could see were her big green eyes, brown wavy hair, and the charcoal-gray cover that hung like a catcher’s mask over her mouth and nose. Sometimes, I’d stick my own face in one of her masks, to see what it felt like to be Mom. It smelled like damp, gray sickness.

			For a long while, Mom’s protective veil had been unremarkable to me, as natural as seeing another mom in pearl earrings. But by the time I became a teenager, her mask was a constant reminder of the burden we carried as a family. I loved my mother. I knew she was miserable from living in a body that was in a continual state of civil war. But the older I got, the more I tired of being her foot soldier in that endless battle. I felt like our family was stuck in the trash compactor from Star Wars, knee-deep in muck and metal as the giant walls slowly closed in. Except, there was no one to call for help. No one to save us from being crushed.
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			Slide

			STOCKTON, NEW JERSEY, 1991–1994

			Sneaking across the hall late one night with a portable radio, I stopped in front of the bathroom where Mom slept. It was her safe room, and she always kept the door closed. After fumbling in the darkness and finding the grooves of the wall outlet, I plugged the radio’s power cable into the socket.

			The speakers squawked with white noise, and I quickly turned the volume all the way down. Had she heard me? I held my breath and waited. Hearing nothing but crickets chirping outside, I slowly raised the antenna and pushed the speakers flat against the bathroom door, blasting radio waves straight into Mom’s body.

			This is a test, I thought. This is only a test.

			Back in my room, I crawled into bed, excited to wake up in eight hours and claim a moral victory over my mother. See, Mom? You’re not allergic to radio waves. And you’re probably not allergic to the TV, either. It’s all in your head.

			At almost sixteen, I was pushing toward full-blown teenage angst. A couple of years earlier, we’d finally moved from Moorestown and found a two-story home in rural Stockton, New Jersey. Set on four acres, far from the auto fumes of the highway, and bordered by lush woods, the house had been Dad’s last-ditch hope for Mom’s recovery. But on the day we moved in, she immediately got sick, and Dad began the all-too-familiar environmental detective routine again.

			
			He discovered that the polyurethane coat on our hardwood floors emitted fumes that could take two years to outgas. So, for now, Mom would spend her time between an outdoor shelter and the upstairs bathroom, her safe room. She slept on an old army cot sandwiched between the tub and toilet. One afternoon, Dad and I wrapped the bathroom door in shiny aluminum foil to trap any lingering scent of wood varnish.

			Outside in the backyard, a friend’s father built Mom a crude plywood lean-to. Most days, she would sit out there on a folding chair, with a small red Igloo cooler by her side, filled with her special food. Dad would come home after work, pull up a chair downwind, and cheerfully ask, “How was your day, dear?” as if Chuck and Joan Harrison were like every other family in rural New Jersey. Mom tried to stay positive, but sometimes it took all her strength to reach across the pain and mental fog and report that the highlight of her day had consisted of watching a tiny bug land on her leg and then crawl up and down her arm before flying away.

			Sometimes, when Mom yelled across the yard to me, I’d pretend not to hear. In some ways, I’d become her biggest antagonist. I got sloppy around the house, leaving my clothes on the floor, lights on in empty rooms, and faucets running—risking the $1-per-item fines my parents eventually instituted as punishment. I posted a sign on my door warning them to STAY OUT, and fought them constantly over the house rules.

			“Normal parents let their kids stay up past ten p.m.,” I’d argue. “And normal parents let their kids watch R-rated movies.”

			But Dad never budged, at least not on the movies. One time, he found a forbidden videotape hidden under the living room couch. I don’t recall the exact title, but I do remember watching Demi Moore’s sex scenes in St. Elmo’s Fire and About Last Night over and over again in secret, finding them both shocking and wonderful. When Dad discovered my contraband, he took me to the garage and made me watch as he shoved the video in a vise and turned the handle until the tape exploded. Black R-rated plastic flew in the air, almost blinding us both.

			
			Mom and Dad were a unified front. Without discipline, they reasoned, I would grow into a man of low moral character, my own worst enemy. But to me, their rules felt suffocating, meant to make my world as small as Mom’s. So when Mom started saying that I couldn’t listen to the radio nearby or watch TV because it made her sick, I began to wonder if her symptoms were even real. What if she was nuts? What if she was making this all up just to make me miserable? That’s when I decided to test her.

			

			 

			The radio waves silently bombarded Mom as she slept. I couldn’t wait to see her face in the morning when I told her what I’d done.

			How’re you feeling, Mom? Huh? You’re fine? Guess freaking what? I blasted you with the radio all night long!

			But instead of proving me right, she woke up feeling hyperactive and scared. She didn’t understand why she was having a severe reaction in her safe room, or what she’d done wrong. Ashamed, I never questioned her illness again.

			Not that this changed my rebellious trajectory. While Mom slowly made peace with a life behind tinfoil-covered walls, I was pounding against walls of my own. I dreamed of escaping our small town for a new and bigger life. In particular, I dreamed of escaping my tiny Christian school.

			New Life Christian School was a K–12 private school housed in the basement of a church. It had only about five classrooms, with nine kids to a class, and we learned by VHS tape. They would literally roll our “teachers” in on metal TV cabinets, the ones with the gray ribbed mats. A class monitor would pop in a tape and press Play, and our math, biology, or English class would begin. Those forty-five-minute videos felt like they lasted forty-five hours. Even worse, we didn’t have a proper playground or cafeteria. We played kickball in the parking lot and ate lunch in the church’s fellowship hall. It was bad enough that my home life felt so weird. Did my school have to be so strange, too?

			
			At New Life, students wore a mandatory uniform of dark-green pleated chinos, a plaid tie, and a collared shirt the hue of dark urine. Instead of buying the standard-issue shirts, I made Mom and Dad get me ones that were a slightly lighter yellow, just so I could feel original. I even kept a secret stash of street clothes under the sink in the boys’ bathroom. When the final bell rang at 2:50 p.m., I’d race to the bathroom, rip off my uniform, and waltz past my classmates in regular clothes as if I were Superman.

			By the time I turned sixteen in the summer of 1991, I’d had enough. One night at dinner, I announced to my parents that I was done with New Life and was going to public high school in the fall.

			“Scott, you have a lot of love and support at New Life,” Mom said.

			“I know the teachers really care about you,” Dad added.

			“I don’t care,” I said. “I want to go to Central High.”

			“You know what happens to kids who go there and fall in with the wrong crowd,” Dad said. “They experiment with drinking, sex, maybe even drugs. And they never find their way back to God.” Classic Dad, always preaching his warnings to me.

			“You simply cannot make me go back to New Life,” I pleaded. “I’ll run away from home if you try to stop me.”

			They didn’t. As much as they wanted me in a “safe” Christian environment, my parents knew that having a TV for a teacher wasn’t challenging me. They knew the academics at Central were a world apart, so they just prayed, hoping that God would keep me on the straight and narrow.

			It took exactly one day at Hunterdon Central Regional High for me to lose my status as the cool, rebellious kid. This was a real high school, with jocks, cheerleaders, skaters, thespians, and rockers. Here, without my uniform, I was the quintessential skinny nerd in ironed L.L.Bean khakis and a mock turtleneck. There were one thousand kids in my grade alone, an exhilarating upgrade. But I felt invisible and hungry for attention.

			
			Walking between classes one day, I overheard two seniors talking about a band they were trying to form. One of them looked like he lived at the gym, and the other guy had more facial hair than I had body hair.

			“We just need a good keyboard player,” said the ripped one with tattoos and a Metallica T-shirt. I snapped to attention.

			“Hey!” I said, tapping his shoulder. “I’m a keyboard player!”

			They turned around and stared at me blankly.

			“Thirteen years I’ve been playing piano!” I said in a voice easily one octave higher than theirs. “Thirteen years!”

			I kid you not, I was wearing a thin polyester black-and-white keyboard tie that day. A tie. At high school. Maybe it persuaded them, or perhaps my timing was just good. In any case, it felt like fate.

			“Oh. Okay, cool,” said Metallica. “What’s your name, kid?”

			They invited me to their next band practice, and I was in. From that day on, the band became everything to me. We’d practice in Metallica’s sweaty, 105-degree garage with frayed Oriental rugs covering the walls, and perform at drunken college frat parties in New Jersey and Pennsylvania. I brought a Bruce Hornsby/Billy Joel influence to the other guys’ ’90s alt-rock sound. Imagine Counting Crows meets Live meets Pearl Jam. We called ourselves Sunday River, after a ski resort we’d heard of in the Northeast. I don’t think any of us had ever been there.

			We were an odd mix. These guys were nothing like my Christian school friends, who studied hard and dated nice girls whom they hoped to marry in a proper church wedding. The Sunday River guys smoked pot, swore like sailors, cut class, and got laid. As the youngest guy in the band, I was the sober virgin. I wrote soulful ballads and dutifully drove the band’s gear to our shows in the family station wagon.

			But I hustled, too. As soon as we had ten original songs, we recorded a demo in a studio, and I distributed our CDs far and wide. I cold-called managers and club owners from New York to LA: You’ll be so packed, you’re going to have to turn people away at the door…Brian’s got a killer voice, and you need to hear it…There’s no Top Forty band with keys so strong! I was a little surprised when my pitches actually worked and I landed us professional gigs in the city, at places like CBGB, the Wetlands, and the Bitter End, and at battle-of-the-bands competitions.

			
			As Sunday River took off, I became a ghost at Central High. Classes no longer held my interest, and I cut so many days of school that I almost didn’t graduate. To this day, my parents tell people that on the morning of my graduation, they had no idea whether I’d be on the dais.

			At home, I was constantly exploding in anger, so Dad started taking me to a Christian counselor—a kind, balding guy named Bob Wendt. With Dad sitting alone out in the waiting room, Mr. Wendt would usually talk to me first. I’d unload all my grievances: I want to go out with my friends on weeknights instead of studying and I want to be allowed to drive into New York City to promote the band and I don’t need a bedtime anymore and why on earth should I still have to show up at mealtimes? Put simply, I wanted total freedom.

			Then Mr. Wendt would ask Dad to come in. Having used the time waiting to carefully compose a battery of his own complaints, Dad would fire them off one by one. I was disrespectful, irresponsible, self-centered. I was sullen and evasive. I lied. The counselor tried to play peacemaker and help each of us see the other’s position. And while counseling may have kept our family from imploding during my senior year, it certainly wasn’t changing me.

			Once, during our weekly session, Dad and I were talking about my future when Mr. Wendt drew symbols on two slips of paper and asked me to choose one. The first paper had a cross; the second had a dollar sign. I quickly chose the second.

			Dad looked down, defeated. I think something deep inside him changed in that moment. He later told me that he pleaded with God to guide me, because he just didn’t think he had the will to do it anymore.

			As a sign of my allegiance to the almighty dollar, I bought my first car: a cherry red 1980 BMW 318i with 185,000 miles on it. My parents warned that it would cost more to keep it running than what I’d paid for it. Whatever. I needed that car. I loved the sunroof, the orange analog lights, and the stick shift with the custom leather ball. Racing her into the school parking lot each morning felt like showing up with the prom queen.

			
			My parents disapproved, but that was nothing compared to how they felt when I rejected the Christian colleges that Dad had selected for me to visit
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