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					We shall not cease from exploration

					And the end of all our exploring

					Will be to arrive where we started

					And know the place for the first time.

				

				—T. S. ELIOT
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				The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.

				—ERNEST HEMINGWAY

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Foreword

			[image: ]

			
				LEE WOODRUFF

				For better or worse.

				Such a simple phrase that most of us don’t truly contemplate as we stand at the altar, giddy with love and surrounded by family and friends. Why would we ever choose to play out the worst-case scenario in our heads?

				As Allison Pataki and her husband, David Levy, buckled their seatbelts on a flight to Hawaii, excited for their “babymoon,” the last thing they could have imagined was that in a few short hours their plane would make an emergency landing in Fargo, North Dakota. Dave, an outgoing, athletic thirty-year-old, would suffer a rare and near-fatal stroke.

				The Levys would never make it to their destination. Life had just dealt them a cruel and unexpected blow. Instead of celebrating the last vestiges of coupledom before parenthood rearranged their world, Allison would be sitting in a hospital room, five months pregnant, holding one of her husband’s cold, empty shoes while he fought to survive.

				A friend once remarked that life’s complications do not end at the altar, but for many of us, it is where they begin. While that may sound somewhat macabre, from my older road-tested perch, it speaks to all of the things we cannot know as we stand, wide-eyed and innocent, pledging to entwine our life with another’s. In those moments we feel the unbridled anticipation of possibility, the choices to be made, the thrill of life’s blank page, waiting to be colored in together.

				
				But there are other surprises in store, both sorrowful and beautiful. Life never moves in a straight line, constantly reminding us that we don’t get to write the script. Therein lies its beauty, even in the moments when we feel uncertain, afraid, and broken.

				I’m twenty-plus years older than Allison, and we first met as I exited a restroom stall at ABC News (true story). I felt an instant connection. She has a personality that you want to bottle for a gray day: crackling with energy, naturally upbeat and bright, intelligent, and empathetic. As our friendship grew, we discovered many connection points, from her younger years in Albany (I’m an Albany girl too), to our summers spent in the Adirondacks (she had visited our tiny lakeside community). We were both writers and she’d worked at ABC News, where my husband, Bob Woodruff, is a reporter.

				After that initial meeting, Allison left the news business and published her first novel. We became email friends, occasionally chatted on the phone, complained when the writing wasn’t coming (I complained, she kept writing). I have the most wonderful picture of Allison, Bob, and me at her book launch for The Accidental Empress. She is resplendent in a gorgeous dress, and, unbeknownst to us at the time, newly pregnant.

				I proudly thought of Alli and Dave as younger versions of me and Bob; devoted to each other, adventuresome and supportive of one another’s careers. They were in it for the long haul. Alli and I shared a love of words and writing, and yet we were social animals too, we got oxygen from spending time with friends. Each of us had always been fiercely independent, which worked well with the demanding and often unexpected hours of our husbands’ chosen careers. Also, like we had been, they were determined to have a family. I was thrilled to hear about Alli’s pregnancy, excited to watch such a couple experience one of life’s truest gifts.

				
				So it was with shock and disbelief that I opened an email from Allison explaining that Dave had had a stroke and they were at a rehabilitation hospital in Chicago. It was devastating to think about anyone I knew setting out on this horrible journey. This was not a curse I would wish on my enemy, let alone a young couple on the cusp of becoming parents. It seemed so unfair, both of us twinned in this horrible fate, husbands cut down in their prime—Dave, before he had finished his medical residency; Bob, before he could truly enjoy the privileged anchor chair. Meeting that day by the sink years earlier—when I was just transitioning out of my caregiving role after my life was upended by Bob’s injury—neither Allison nor I could have predicted that she would join my club. The one I refer to as “the Club of the Bad Thing”—a club in which no one wants to be a member. I ached for them both.

				Knowing too much about this injury, I worried how Dave would recover and what life would look like for them. Would their child ever know her father? When our own tragedy struck, Bob and I had eighteen years of marriage under our belt, four children, and a strong foundation that had already weathered disappointment and loss. I could not stop thinking about the next stage of their journey. I knew the statistics—my husband was that rare miracle in the world of TBI (traumatic brain injury) recovery. Even with such amazing progress and success, our own relationship had been strained at the seams, rearranged at times, and frayed by the roller-coaster ride of recovery that Alli describes so well.

				TBI is one of the very worst tragedies that can befall a loved one. Yes, of course, there is death and cancer, dementia and ALS, an entire roster of other horrible clubs that loved ones inadvertently join. It’s the “in an instant” nature of a brain injury, the alacrity with which it permanently changes and upends lives, relationships, and marriages, that is so stunning. The immediate line between “before” and “after” creates a sense of emotional whiplash. Like Allison, I was reeling for weeks and months simply trying to process the fact that my husband had been hit by a roadside bomb. I knew the risks of being married to a war correspondent, but there is an ocean’s distance between possibility and reality. In 2003 when Bob was embedded with the Marines during the Iraq invasion, and for the entire decade he reported from war zones, I had contemplated death but never disability. Not at his age, not in the prime of our lives. Silly me.

				
				Three years later, as unopened bottles of champagne sat on the dining-room table, sent by friends and colleagues to celebrate Bob’s ABC World News Tonight co-anchor appointment, my husband lay in a medically induced coma, toggling between life and death. One morning he had kissed me goodbye, for what was meant to be a short trip to the Middle East. Days later I was being told he might not make it out of surgery, even as plans were underway to airlift him home from Baghdad. Like Allison, I would struggle to comprehend the fact that our world had been so swiftly and completely shattered.

				Why is TBI so devastating? When the injured person is your husband, there is a special element of heartbreak, an unusual tangle of emotions, sorrow, and gratitude—and so much damned uncertainty. There are no percentages to shoot for, no norms, no one can tell you exactly how much your loved one will recover or how much of “him” will return. In that first year, lying beside my sleeping husband, I understood that it was possible to feel completely alone right next to the person you loved most. He was there, but not there; physically present, but with pieces missing. It was as if he were an engine and someone had reached inside and fiddled with the wiring.

				
				Gone was “what had made Dave Dave,” Allison writes so compellingly in these pages. The loved one grieves for the intangibles, the inchoate part of coupledom that is as hard to define as a “great sense of humor with a good ear for music,” or “that silly thing in the movie that you saw that weekend when you were first dating.” Those shared experiences are what sticks a couple together, the gooey center between two halves of the Oreo.

				But above all there is grief, so much complicated, guilty, unarticulated grief over being thrust in this new, unwanted direction. And because your husband is alive, because he survived, you do not have permission for this most simple of human behaviors: the space to mourn the loss of your dreams and to honor the brokenness inside. You cannot speak of this; it would be too selfish. You got him back, isn’t that enough? Aren’t you lucky? That ripping, tearing sensation that only you can feel? That crack inside your rib cage? That is the sound of your heart breaking.

				This may seem hard to comprehend, but there were times when I wondered if it might have been better if Bob had died on the battlefield. Grieving a dead husband would take you to the very lowest place, and then you had no choice but to get back up and take a step forward. What if Bob never recovered, I wondered? What if he remained in a childlike state? What happened to love if your marriage was stalled in a middle gear, unable to move forward, incapable of going back? Those thoughts terrified me as I fought to stay hopeful, to try to live in the moment.

				Beauty in the Broken Places articulates so many of the things that I—and countless others—have experienced during our unexpected journeys. Allison describes the small, ordinary moments that break your heart in the aftermath of life’s challenges. I could relate to her looking out the hospital window at the clear blue sky and being amazed that the world continued to turn. I remember being jealous of all the clueless people just going about their lives, running errands and headed to work, attending their children’s soccer games, buying groceries. Oh, the things we took for granted!

				
				Then there are the painful reminders of “before” and “after.” For me, it was the navy sweater I kept in the kitchen to ward off a chill. The first time I entered my house after Bob’s injury, I spied it, casually draped over a chair where I’d left it during the “before” part of our lives. I burst into tears and threw it in a closet. For Allison, it was the suitcase she could not bring herself to unpack, still brimming with summer clothes for their Hawaiian vacation, or the sound of Dave’s voice on the cellphone.

				Like Allison, I was unaware of the trite phrases I myself had used with others in the midst of a crisis: “You’re so strong,” “God doesn’t give you more than you can handle,” and (my personal favorite) “Things happen for a reason.” These “thoughts and prayers,” as I began to call them, can feel like a thousand little paper cuts. I truly believe there is no wrong expression of sympathy, but some remarks can feel like pity. I liked it when people empathized, when they told me how much this “stunk” or that it was “unfair.” For some, you can sense that they almost believe your bad fortune is “catching.” There is a collective relief, a palpable sense of gratitude, that fate has passed over their household and visited someone else. It’s sometimes hard in these moments not to feel like a circus freak, to stay focused on the positive and leave the door open for hope and maybe even a little miracle.

				You discover many things about yourself in these situations, but you also learn much about your friends. Sometimes the people who show up are not necessarily the ones you expected. Tragedy holds up a mirror that reflects back all the things that can befall others. It’s a special person who can show up and repeatedly walk through that door to mentally meet you in the room you are in.

				And while Allison gives me a bit too much credit on these pages, I was honored to be her “voice of experience,” to offer a perspective from a few years down the road, assuring her that she would not only survive, but ultimately thrive. The truth is: it is their own grit, temerity, and perseverance that shine through in this memoir. That is what eventually saved her and Dave. Their story is a reminder that human beings are built to survive, even if the day to day doesn’t look too pretty.

				
				It was Alli’s need to make sense of the world around her as a writer that became part of her salvation, and the gift she gives us with this book. I had acted on that same instinct in the hospital, almost ten years before. In a world that had suddenly flipped upside down, writing was the only way I could create order. I needed to write to help me remember the life Bob and I had made, to transcribe the events for our family in case he didn’t survive. I also wrote because its very act gave me hope and reminded me of the many reasons my husband had to live and how many people loved us.

				

				—

				And as her own husband lay comatose in the hospital, Allison wrote: “Dear Dave…I love you…I miss you…May we always remember how lucky we are.” My breath caught in my throat when I first read those words. Her ability to focus on the blessings and the love they shared sowed the first seeds of her resilience. And Dave’s singular determination to tackle the day-to-day hard work of recovery braided them back together as a couple—and a family.

				I also admire the way Allison speaks openly and honestly about faith, the places in the journey where, in the absence of anything else, the prayers and good wishes of so many people were laced together like a quilt. Faith is a powerful weapon, and in the past twelve years, visiting with service members in hospitals, children with head injuries and concussions from sports, adults recovering from car accidents, babies who were shaken by sitters, I can tell you this: people who believe in something bigger than themselves simply have an easier road. Faith is the trampoline that may not always bounce us up, but in its most basic form, it can stop us from sinking any lower. Faith allows us to believe in miracles. And who among us doesn’t want that? Even for couples like Allison and David, who drew on reserves of love, faith, hope, and a network of devoted friends and family, the journey to come out the other side was still difficult. It is a journey they will always be on.

				
				Let me be very clear: this is not a sad story. This is not a story about worst-case scenarios or even miracles, although there is very much a miracle at work in these pages. This is the story of a marriage. It’s about the “for better or worse” part. It’s about falling in love and joining your life with another, like two ends of a buckle, while allowing yourself to believe that you will grow old with someone in lockstep, that you will face the world as a unified front and have the good fortune to die in your sleep.

				But here is the thing: all of us will have something, we will all face challenges. Tragedy and loss are the great unifiers, both horribly average and absolutely inevitable. They are the terrible club to which we will all eventually belong. We may not want to think about it, but part of life means facing struggles, confronting disappointments, and eventually losing people we love.

				In the end, the details of the bad thing do not matter. What’s important is how you choose to respond. It’s about not letting the bad thing define you. And if we can love and hug and hope and pray and keen and write our way through the hard parts, the way Allison and David have done, then we will have triumphed in every way.

				And that is the story you now hold in your hands, a wonderfully well-written, real, sometimes messy, honest, inspiring, scary, happy, personal playbook for dealing with life’s vicissitudes. Allison’s story both teaches and reminds us that love, hope, friendship, family, faith, gratitude, and even a good sense of humor are essential tools for recovery.

				
				As you read this book, you will want to walk into the rooms of your sleeping children and listen to them breathe. You may just turn and kiss your spouse or remind someone out of the blue that you love him or her. Hug a friend just a little longer, go for a walk with a girlfriend, schedule that golf game, read a second story to your grandchild. It’s that kind of book, one that reminds us to slow down, to take stock of our good fortune and the small, everyday blessings we mostly take for granted as we rush through each day. Yes, there is beauty everywhere. And, yes, it dwells even in the broken places.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			[image: ]

			I began writing my husband a series of letters when it became clear that he could no longer make new memories. Or remember the old ones, for that matter—the ones we had made together. When Dave woke up from a near fatal stroke, age thirty, beautiful, seemingly strong and outwardly intact, he could not carry memories from hour to hour, much less from one day to the next. As his eyes blinked open, those green eyes that had first pulled me in, he stared at me with this terrifying and alien expression: utter blankness. Those were not Dave’s eyes—those were not the eyes I knew, the conduit into the mind I knew, the mind stocked with deep feelings and well-worn love and fast-paced thoughts and so many memories, so many hopes in the present and plans for the future. No, those were just two vacant eyeballs that gave utterance to nothing more than a harrowing void, a mind wiped clean. The mind of my husband, wiped clean.

			So I decided to write to him. I opened up my laptop and began typing, saving the Word document as “DearDave.doc” because that was how the first letter began. Dear Dave, Tonight you turned to me on the airplane and told me that you couldn’t see anything out of your right eye. They were terrible words to write. Nevertheless, in some way I did not yet understand, I knew that I needed to write them. I would write it all down so that if Dave ever came back to me, he could read them. I would provide the memories that Dave could not make on his own, so that he could know what he went through. What we went through. And we could, hopefully, heal together.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				June 9, 2015

				Dear Dave,

				Tonight you turned to me on the airplane and told me that you couldn’t see anything out of your right eye. Pupil dilated.

				In the taxi I had been thinking. Thinking about you, actually. About how much I loved you and how lucky I was to have you and how lucky we were to have each other and the beautiful and rich life we shared and the baby that was ours on the way.

				That was in the taxi.

				I’m still lucky to have you. But I’m sorry that it took you having a stroke for me to realize that. I sat on the plane clutching your shoe, still warm from the blood that pumps through your veins, thinking that, when this shoe goes cold, I might never touch another piece of clothing that is warm from Dave’s body again.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1
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			“Is there a medical professional aboard the plane?”

			I think all young doctors live with a certain amount of trepidation about hearing this question. What a terrible summons to get at 35,000 feet in the air, removed from all medical equipment or access to healthcare facilities or colleagues to consult. The question is equal parts known and unknown: you know why you are being called, and yet you have no idea to what. What if you are a throat specialist being called to deliver a premature baby, or a dermatologist being called to a life-threatening heart attack?

			But on June 9, as we prepared for our flight to Seattle, Dave and I were not concerned with anything like that. It was a glorious early-summer day. June really is the best time of year in Chicago. After our long, notoriously difficult winters—the vestiges of which can remain parked like a gloomy, uninvited guest through May—the city and all of its inhabitants come surging back to life.

			It was the ideal sort of summer day: clear, sun-drenched, a balmy temperature that lures you outdoors and insists on putting you in a good mood. And Dave and I were certainly both in good moods as we hopped into a taxi and headed to O’Hare Airport.

			
			I checked my phone as the driver weaved through rush-hour traffic. My parents had responded to an email we had sent with our hotel information and flight itinerary. Dave’s mom had replied to a text message from Dave that had included a photo of me standing in profile, my baby bump clearly visible against the backdrop of the Chicago River. Dave and I were tracking the size of the baby on a weekly basis on an iPhone app, and Dave had sent out the photo with the message “Five months, the size of a papaya!” His mother texted us back: “Cutest little papaya I have ever seen. Enjoy the trip and the much-needed rest and relaxation. You both deserve it.”

			Dave smiled and clicked off his phone. We agreed. We were both exhausted and eager for some time together. I had just delivered a big round of edits on my latest novel, and felt as if both my brain and my body had limped over the finish line. Dave, a third-year resident in orthopedic surgery at Rush University, was wrapping up a grueling few months; his most recent rotation was a self-directed research block, and he was working on no fewer than twenty-four different medical papers. The pace he kept at work still struck me, after many years of his medical training, as untenable—he seldom slept more than four hours a night.

			As we sat side by side in the cab, relieved to be heading someplace where we could sleep and relax and enjoy the rare opportunity to spend several days in each other’s company, I glanced sideways at my husband and thought to myself how lucky I was. It was one of those out-of-body moments when you take a step back and take stock of the present moment, and as I did that, I thought: I am so lucky. I did not say it aloud, but I remember so distinctly that I thought it. I looked at Dave with eleven years of shared history to color my view—a college courtship, a young, largely untested relationship post-graduation in the wilds of New York City. And then came some big tests. Medical school and marriage, surgical residency and the illnesses of loved ones, moves around the country and a rescue dog, all parts of the life we had woven together, and now a new baby that would be equal parts Dave and me. I loved Dave as much as I’d first loved him in college, but the love was different now, more textured, you might even say better, made stronger by the fact that it was broken-in and tested and bolstered with years of friendship and understanding and so much shared life. 

			
			This is not some rosy retrospective—I remember it as clearly as I remember the taxi and the rush-hour traffic and the sunny June day. I remember exactly what I thought as I stared at him in that car ride to the airport. I thought, to be precise: I am so lucky to have Dave.

			We were both in busy, hard-charging careers, careers that forced us to spend more time apart than we would have liked, and yet we could not help but feel like we were stepping together into an exciting new phase in our lives. After more than a decade of medical training, Dave was on the cusp of becoming a senior resident. After years of being the overworked underling, he was about to start reaping the rewards of his intense labor and sacrifice and sleep-deprivation. At thirty years old, he had spent more than a third of his life working toward this goal, pouring himself into this medical training, and the finish line was finally on the horizon.

			I, too, felt like I was riding a wave of momentum in my own career; after two tough but successful book launches in two consecutive years, I was now working on my most ambitious, most exciting book yet. It had been a risk for me to leave my stable day job in news in order to pursue my passion of fiction writing. I had worked hard, and it was an unpredictable but exciting time as I tried to build my career.

			
			And best of all—Dave and I were about to become parents. Earlier in our marriage, we had made the decision to put off starting a family for a few years because of his grueling medical training (plus, it was not exactly possible to conceive when we never saw each other). But here we were. We were finally ready. Parenthood was just around the corner—a little girl, we had found out the week before—and that was going to be the most important adventure of our lives.

			

			—

			“We are on time, can’t wait to see you in Seattle!” Dave typed the text message to his eldest brother, Scott, as our plane prepared to take off from Chicago. En route to our “babymoon” in Hawaii, we planned to make a three-day stopover in Seattle to visit two of Dave’s older brothers who lived out there. I had never been, and we had even scheduled a quick one-night getaway up the Pacific Coast to Vancouver.

			I remember it all with such crystalline clarity: the rush-hour traffic moved, the airport security line was short, and we had a windfall of time to stop at Chili’s for a quick dinner. While we waited for our food, I ran across the terminal to grab a couple of books from Hudson Booksellers, feeling giddy at the thought of vacation and so much free time for leisurely beach reading.

			It was all so remarkably ordinary, the last ordinary night we would spend as the inhabitants of that life. We spoke about the fact that former Olympic athlete Bruce Jenner had recently reemerged into the public eye as a woman named Caitlyn. We spoke about work and family and the fact that Dave’s beloved Chicago Blackhawks would be playing in the Stanley Cup finals while we were in Hawaii. We looked through Dave’s phone at his recent pictures of our sweet dog, a little female mutt whom we had left with friends and were already missing.

			Aboard the plane, Dave hoisted our two suitcases overhead. We took our seats toward the back of the plane. Five months pregnant, I was always up for a nap, so I promptly fell asleep after takeoff. A sleep-deprived resident, Dave usually did the same, having learned years ago while in medical school to grab sleep wherever and whenever he could. And yet that evening, for some reason, he decided not to sleep. He decided to stay awake to finish up some research work. We could not possibly have known in that moment what was going on inside his body, or the fact that his decision to stay awake just might have made the difference between life and death. I did not know any of that as the plane took off, leaving Chicago behind, and I drifted off into blissful, hormone-induced sleep.

			
			I awoke to Dave nudging my arm. “Yeah?” I turned to him, groggy, unsure of how long I had been asleep. His laptop was open on his tray table. Through the window, the sun was just about to dip below the horizon.

			Dave’s voice was quiet, but with an uncharacteristic edge to it—a rare, discomfiting urgency as he asked: “Does my right eye look weird?”

			I felt my heart tighten in my chest. Yes, his right eye looked weird. His pupil was bizarrely dilated, so large and black that I could barely see the beautiful green of his iris. But the strangest thing was the asymmetry of it—only the right eye was dilated, the left eye appeared completely normal.

			“I can’t see anything out of it.” Dave blinked, casting a listless glance around the plane.

			I sat up straighter, any residual sleepiness entirely gone. “Open the shade; see if the bright light makes it contract.”

			Dave lifted the window shade, blinking out at the clear view of coming evening from 30,000 feet high. Outside, the last rays of early-summer sunlight pierced a low cloud cover. Dave turned back to me, shaking his head. “I can’t see anything.”

			Alarmed, I threw out the most outrageous, most hyperbolic question I could think of. I went for the worst, lobbing my darkest fear so that it could be debunked with Dave’s reply of “No, that’s ridiculous,” and a laugh of dismissal. I asked: “Dave, are you having a stroke?”

			
			“Maybe,” he replied, his voice eerily quiet.

			My heart dropped. Dave was not an alarmist. I tend to be the alarmist, convinced that a swollen gland is cancer or a persistent cough is surely pneumonia. But Dave never gets ruffled about that sort of thing. In fact, it would frustrate me sometimes, how hard I had to work to ruffle him when I was convinced that I had some freak medical condition (I had accurately self-diagnosed a hernia a few years prior, and I believed that that entitled me to at least a few years of self-righteous medical opinions). But Dave rarely went for it; I guess after you’ve seen enough gunshot wounds and car accidents, you learn how to not sweat the small stuff.

			And yet, Dave was clearly alarmed now. And that realization—that was scary.

			“I’m going to get help, be right back.” I shot up out of my seat and ran to the rear of the plane, charging toward the unsuspecting Alaska Airlines flight attendant. “You need to make an announcement—we need a medical professional. My husband can’t see a thing, and his right eye is weirdly dilated.”

			The flight attendant, a petite woman with tidy blond hair and a wide, kind face, read the alarm on my features and mirrored it back to me. “What seat are you in, honey?” I told her, and she picked up the cabin phone to make the announcement over the loudspeaker, asking for any medical professional aboard the flight to meet us at Dave’s seat.

			As it turned out, there was a nurse seated right behind us, and she hopped into our row and began speaking to Dave. I returned to our row in time to see her questioning him: “Close your left eye, look just with your right eye. Now, how many fingers am I holding up?”

			
			“I can’t tell,” Dave answered, his voice vacant, unnaturally quiet. And then he shut his eyes. Fell asleep, without ceremony or pronouncement. Just like that, he was gone. I did not know it then, but it would be a very long time before Dave came back.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2
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			New Haven, Connecticut

			September 2003

			It was not exactly love at first sight. In fact, in the beginning, I got Dave Levy all wrong.

			We met for the first time in the early autumn of our freshman year. “Camp Yale” is what it is called, a manic and fabulous time right before classes begin, when everyone on the freshman quad is buzzing about, wide-eyed and name-tagged, working hard to set course schedules and learn building names. All interactions in those first few weeks unfold around valiant efforts to find commonalities, exploratory questions to sniff one another out, efforts to gauge whether initial and tenuous points of connection might potentially bloom into genuine friendship.

			Oh, you’re from Annapolis? My roommate is from Baltimore! Do you know her?

			Oh, you’re interested in ancient Greek philosophy? I loved My Big Fat Greek Wedding!

			
			Oh, you’re on the field hockey team? I am seriously considering intramural Ultimate Frisbee.

			And so it goes.

			I was out with a big group of people on a Thursday night. It was a quintessential college bar called Old Blue, attached to the lobby of a New Haven hotel, with green carpeting and a big wooden bar in the center with cheesy gold accents. We were freshmen, only eighteen at the time, and so we were not exactly permitted to walk in through the front door of this bar. Our way in came instead from sneaking down the adjacent alley, hopping a chain-link fence, and slipping through the back door of the hotel. From there, after a discreet amount of time (spent hiding in the hotel lobby bathroom), we would slide our way through the lobby and into the bar, hopefully without catching the attention of the doorman on the other side. It was not a sure thing; Thursday nights at Old Blue were notoriously risky, made all the more fun by these thrilling elements of adventure and mischief and, if successful, triumph.

			That night, our attempt was successful, and my friend Marya and I slipped giddily into the bar. Very quickly, Marya became engaged in a chummy conversation with a guy I had not yet met. Marya played on the women’s lacrosse team, and I quickly gathered that this guy, Dave, was on the men’s lacrosse team, and that the two of them already had mutual friends and experiences in common.

			As I stood there, the unathletic odd one out, I observed Dave. I noted his fit, well-built physique, his quick quips and easy laughter. His interest in a friendly chat with Marya. His apparent lack of interest in talking with me. At one point he turned to me and asked: “Where do you go to college?”

			I stared at him in silence, taken aback. I went to the same college he did. The college whose campus literally enfolded the bar in which we stood. The college after which this bar, Old Blue, was named. Had he really just asked me that?

			
			Who is this guy, I wondered? “Meathead” was the common campus vernacular that came to my mind in that moment. I took him to be a pompous frat boy. You see, Dave had the strapping good looks of a hearty Midwesterner and a loud and contagious laugh, and he was generally accompanied by a cadre of other jocular, self-assured, boisterous alpha males. I, too, was outgoing and willing to chat up strangers both male and female, eager to make friends in those early days of college. So when I tried to strike up a friendly conversation with Dave Levy at the bar and he brushed it off without much interest, I assumed it was because he thought himself too cool. It never occurred to me that a seemingly gregarious guy with as much going for him as Dave Levy had ignored me, coming off as cold and aloof, because he was, well, shy.

			Our paths did not cross again until the following year. Sophomore fall we were both enrolled in “The History of Art and Architecture” with the beloved professor and art historian Vincent Scully. It was to be Professor Scully’s final year teaching the course after a storied career of almost half a century, so enrollment in the already popular class had swelled. In a massive lecture hall filled with hundreds of students, Dave Levy and I found ourselves seated next to each other.

			There was an assignment early that semester in which we had to analyze a piece of furniture, a large wooden armoire, and write an essay on it. Dave and I had several mutual friends, and so we went to the art museum at the same time on a Sunday afternoon to study the armoire. Dave stood there, his face serious as he jotted down some notes, and then he used the word “looming” to describe the wardrobe. I turned to him, head cocked to the side as I thought: Good word.

			It sounds so silly, but that was the moment when I realized two things. The first: Dave was smart; he was not some broad-shouldered beef-head who cared about his sports team but not his studies. The second: I had judged him unfairly. And I had pegged him completely wrong.

			
			Dave’s brain—not only his brain, his curiosity—took me by surprise. I am an insatiably curious person, and so are the people I love most. I find it to be one of the most irresistible character traits because it carries this promise: continued learning; constant questioning; an antidote to boredom or passivity.

			And the more we got to know each other that fall, the more we talked, the more I saw that Dave possessed this curiosity, this interestedness, this drive to improve his mind. True, Dave was also fun. There was one night on campus, after a party at a New Haven bowling alley, when someone pointed out the fact that Dave bore a resemblance to the Olympic gymnast Paul Hamm. Just then, Dave began to perform a series of cartwheels across the lawn. His ad-libbed routine ended with him diving, headfirst, into a nearby hammock. When I think back to that night, I remember contagious midnight laughter. I remember a lightness around Dave, and my wanting to be near that joy.

			But Dave was more than just fun. I was especially surprised when I found out that Dave was on the premed track. My two roommates were premed, and I knew how hard they worked, how heavy their course loads were. Dave shrugged and told me that physics and chemistry came naturally to him. I knew that he also enjoyed history, since we were in the art history class together. And then I found out that he was taking an advanced course on John Milton—a class that I, an English major, had steered clear of because I found it intimidating. This guy had depth; Dave Levy was definitely not the self-involved, beer-swilling jock I had presumed him to be.

			A couple of weeks later a few of us from the art history class were studying together for the midterm. Because Professor Scully was very much of the old-school way of doing things, he taped physical prints of all of the paintings and structures to a wall in a building on campus rather than digitizing them for easy dorm-room studying. The only way to study, therefore, was to go to this building, stand before the wall, and try your best to memorize each image. It was all very collaborative and old-fashioned, and you can imagine my delight when I found Dave there night after night that week.

			
			I tried to play it cool. I tried to focus on the sprawling display of temples and churches and statues, scribbling notes and attempting to commit an endless procession of dates to memory. But, naturally, my eyes would slide around the room, aware that Dave was somewhere nearby. Studying for this midterm had gotten very exciting, and it had nothing to do with the temples or statues.

			I found Dave, on the final night of that week, standing in a group before the medieval cathedrals. Someone was stumped as to how to determine the differences between Romanesque and Gothic. Dave explained how to identify the lightness and the height that differentiated later Gothic from its predecessor, Romanesque. He rattled off a few significant dates and locations that marked turning points in the architectural trends. We all looked at him. “Whoa, that guy is smart,” some fellow student muttered under his breath. Yeah, I thought, I guess he is.

			A few of us gathered that Friday night after the midterm in the dorm room of our mutual friend Peter. We played cards and drank beer and celebrated the fact that the big test was behind us. Dave had a lacrosse scrimmage on Sunday, so he was on a forty-eight-hour rule of no alcohol and could not drink that night. He hung around with the rest of us for
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