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			A Note from the Author

			I hope you stay.
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			I couldn’t sleep. I sat in the big leather chair in our den in the dark, my brain buzzing with jet lag and worry, listening to the sounds that our beautiful, crumbling house made in the night. It was the manse for a long-fallen church, and I’d been taking it apart and putting it back together piece by piece. The spine of our house was a sixty-foot beam that ran the length of the basement ceiling, hand-carved from the trunk of an ancient Douglas fir. It was magnificent timber. For more than a hundred years, it had held the weight of however many families. Now it held the weight of mine, and it groaned like a wooden ship.

			It was the summer of 2016, and I’d just come home from covering the European football championships in France for ESPNFC, a glorious assignment. I was based in Paris, and they’d put me up in a boutique hotel that lent its guests bicycles with baskets on the front for their trips to the boulangerie. When I had a game to cover farther afield, I’d take a fast train to Lyon or Toulouse and maybe stay a night or two and eat outdoors somewhere, and then I’d return to Paris for a few more days in the capital’s sun. I’d take long walks along the Seine and tell myself how lucky I was.

			I did not feel lucky. When I had said goodbye to Amy—the crush of my teenage dreams, my wife of fourteen years—we cried and hugged and said we’d miss each other, the way we’d done when I’d left for work a thousand times before. But that goodbye felt different. Our marriage was in a bad place, snared in a tangle of resentments. We each had our share of grievances and believed our complaints were more valid than the other’s. Neither of us shifted from our positions, so nothing got fixed.

			We had two young boys: Charley was ten at the time, and Sammy was eight. Amy thought I wasn’t spending enough time with them because I wasn’t. I had lost my job at Esquire three months before. It had been my identity as much as my work, and I was feeling a mounting panic, hustling to keep my grip on an industry that was less than robust. I also had my yoke of a renovation to finish. Amy faulted me for my lack of achievement there, too, complaining about how long I spent restoring a bit of trim or a pane of bubble glass, but I felt like I was going full out, never had enough time in a day. “What do you want me not to do?” I asked when she complained again that I was coming up short, especially as a father. Amy didn’t have an answer, except to tell me that she was tired of living with someone who was always tired, always in a grump. She had me there. I had always had my moods, but as black as they were, they were temporary conditions. Now a simmering anger, fueled by stress and fatigue, was my default setting.

			The fall before I’d gone to France, I’d been raking our yard, which was mammoth and took me a week to clean up. I was filling another bag with leaves when Amy opened the door and asked if I’d walked our dog, Kismet, another job that was somehow mine. I hadn’t. I’d been raking.

			“Can you take her?” I asked.

			“Why don’t I just do everything?” Amy said, slamming the door.

			I snapped in a new fashion, physically, explosively, swinging my rake as hard as I could against our fence, breaking both, everything in splinters. I stood in my yard, still surrounded by leaves, and now with a fence to repair and half a rake in my fist. I flung it away and got into my battered little pickup to drive to the hardware store. Two blocks from home, I made up my mind that I didn’t like Amy very much anymore. Another couple of blocks, and I realized that she must have come to the same conclusion about me, a little sooner than I’d arrived at mine.

			After that, our marriage limped along, somehow surviving another Canadian winter and then an up-and-down spring, and then I left for France after we’d gone through the motions of our formerly heartfelt farewells. During those long, lonely walks beside the Seine, I had conversations with myself about my state of mind, trying to reason myself into a better place. One afternoon, I stood beside the river and looked up at the Eiffel Tower. It was a perfect day, cloudless and warm. The tower looked almost black against the sky.

			Amy and I had fallen in love in Paris. In the summer of 2000, I covered the Tour de France, chasing cyclists through the Pyrenees in a motor home. A few months into our late-blooming romance—we were friends for years before I first kissed her in my apartment kitchen, where my roommates had drawn dead mice on the fridge the way flying aces used to keep track of kills on the sides of their planes—and a few legs into the tour, Amy decided to join me in Paris. I went to the airport to pick her up, excited as a little boy.

			I hadn’t been there long when a wildcat strike closed the airport and Amy’s flight was diverted to Brussels. I waited in Arrivals for news, and when it came, it was delivered over loudspeakers in French, which I understand the way dogs understand English. From what I could gather, the plane had already deboarded in Brussels when suddenly there had been a window to sneak into Paris after all, and the pilots had called for everyone to scramble back on and then made a break for it, meaning that about half the passengers would arrive shortly in Paris and the other half were stranded in Brussels. I had no way of knowing which half Amy had found herself in.

			The passengers were released through sliding glass doors, and the sun filled the terminal with so much light, it was impossible to see the faces of the arriving. They were shapes before they became human beings, ideas of people before they came rushing into the arms of their loved ones. I was struck by how joyous that little pocket in Arrivals felt. I watched dozens of beautiful reunions. And then, just when I feared that I might have to make a quick scoot to Belgium, Amy walked through the sliding doors and into the light. I ran to her and picked her up off the floor, and any stranger watching us would have thought we were the people most in love in the world.

			I looked across the river at the Eiffel Tower and tried to conjure that long-ago moment of celebration, the certainty of it. It was gone, I feared, for good. My love for Amy, and hers for me, felt like a lie I had told myself, as mythical as werewolves.

			Fiending for anything that resembled hope, I turned to the soccer in front of me. I had loved the game since I was a child, but I was a peculiar kind of fan. I loved soccer the entity, the universe; I was a casual, a neutral, an admirer of the game itself rather than any club or country. I watched soccer the way other people might spend the day train spotting, finding comfort in its clockwork, in its familiar sounds and rhythms, carried along by the little spark of anticipation that comes with the chance of seeing something I’d never seen before.

			That began to change that lonely summer in Paris. Wales, my dad’s country, had made it to Euro, their first appearance at a major tournament since the World Cup in 1958. I’d covered their group-stage loss against England, my mum’s country, and engaged in a minor skirmish with some yellow-toothed English fans over a banner and its obstruction of my view, cementing my allegiance.

			Game after game, my investment in Wales became increasingly outsized, defying anything like reason. The Welsh were an easy side even for neutrals to like: Their manager Gary Speed had killed himself five years earlier, in 2011, at forty-two, and his former players brought a lashing intensity to everything they did. Lost in my own sad haze in Paris, I began to imagine an almost cosmic connection between those players and their search for solace, their heroic efforts to honor someone they had loved and who had loved them. The Manic Street Preachers had released a team anthem that summer, “Together Stronger,” and by the round of sixteen, when Wales narrowly beat Northern Ireland, I nursed a crazy notion that the players and I were united in our fight. Heading to their shock quarterfinal against Belgium in Lille, I stared out my train window and acknowledged the insanity that had taken hold of me, manifested as either depression or mania depending on the football schedule. I wasn’t a fan; I was a fanatic. I didn’t want Wales to win; I needed them to win.

			Their run, and my strange appetite for it, was probably doomed to end that stormy night against Belgium, one of the great young sides in world football and a dark-horse pick to win the tournament. When I arrived at the stadium, I did a Facebook Live hit with my colleagues Iain Macintosh and Alison Bender in the big white media tent outside.

			“Belgium are going to have an off day, aren’t they, if Wales are going to beat them,” Alison said.

			“Hush now,” I said, feigning outrage, even though I knew she was probably right.

			I tried and failed to hold it together during the anthem—“Land of My Fathers” always unbuttons me, especially when it’s sung by a chorus of football or rugby fans—and slipped into my more usual state of resignation when the Belgians scored after only thirteen minutes. Of course they scored. Narrative, like love, can’t hold in the face of that kind of attack.

			Then the Welsh scored twice to claim an unlikely, even miraculous lead, and I spent most of the second half a different kind of wreck, hoping against hope they could hang on. There is no cheering in the press box, and I could feel the glare of judging eyes while I struggled to stay fastened. The Welsh scored a third with a few minutes to play, and I was kept in my seat only by the desk in front of me, like the bar that sits across your lap on a roller coaster. When the final whistle came, everything I’d been fighting to bottle came to the surface, all of it rushing out of me at once: happiness, absolutely, but the sadness I’d been struggling to reconcile as well. I was seated next to Iain, and I buried my face in his back, screaming and sobbing into his jacket until it looked like the Shroud of Turin. He was phoning in a live report, and I heard him shout, “Chris Jones is in bits!” Embarrassed to be part of the scene rather than a witness to it, I sat back up, wiped my eyes, and cleared my throat. After Iain hung up, I told him I’d pay to get his jacket cleaned. “Sorry about all the snot,” I said.

			Looking back, I realize that Iain probably hadn’t given much mind to my tearful display. He’s British, and a diehard fan of the lower-league side Southend United and the video game Football Manager. He knew what it meant to be caught in the game’s grip. By my usual stoic standards, I had let loose an outrageous display of inexplicable emotion. For him, I was just another fan going through it. Iain had seen men go bonkers at Sunday league games between pub sides. I was well within my rights to shed tears at a historic victory between nations. That’s what soccer did to people. Feelings were the point.

			It was all new to me, though, and by the time I wrote and filed my story and found my way to my hotel, I was spent. I stumbled into the lobby to find three Welshmen standing in the semidarkness together, still in their red jerseys and Wales bucket hats. They were silent and unmoving, refusing to go to bed and dream lesser dreams than the one they were living, and they turned together to look at me and knew. One, bless him, wordlessly opened his arms, and I staggered over and fell into them. I put my face on this strange man’s shoulder and found tears I didn’t think I had left, and soon the four of us were wrapped in a single, heaving embrace. That was one of the great hugs of my life, and it was with three strangers whose names I never knew, united only by country and football and a beautiful night in Lille.

			That was the end of a great run. Wales lost their semifinal to Cristiano Ronaldo and the rest of Portugal, who would now meet France in a titanic final, and I fell into full-blown misery, as though the Welsh surrender mirrored my own. I spent a long time walking along the Seine before I worked up the nerve to ask my editor, James, if I could go home early. He expressed surprise: Who covers an entire tournament only to leave before the final? I had already asked myself something similar a thousand times: What is so wrong with me that I don’t want to see France play Portugal for a trophy? James acquiesced when I told him that I needed to go home to save my marriage—and, failing that, my sanity.

			I flew to Toronto and then took the train to Port Hope, the pretty little lake town we called home. Amy was waiting at the station with Charley and Sammy. My wife looked beautiful, wearing a sundress that waved in the summer breeze. I’d never seen her wear it before. I stepped down from the train and our boys ran into my arms, a reunion unencumbered by anything but love. Then I hugged Amy, and that hug felt like a departure rather than a welcome, different even from our hug one month before, and light-years away from our airport embrace in Paris. She did not hold me or press against me, and I did not lift her. She leaned over and across to me, as though there were an invisible railing between us, and patted my back.

			“You look nice,” I said after she pulled away a little too quickly.

			“This is how I always look,” she said.

			My best friend, Phil, came down from his home in Ottawa for my supposedly triumphant return, and after a couple of gauzy, upside-down days, he and I sat on my porch, mostly in silence. We’d met in high school and had known each other for twenty-five years. I had always seen friendship as an all-or-nothing proposition, which meant that I’d never had many friends. Phil was one of the few people who had met my standards for loyalty. Even as teenagers, when most boys keep their confused feelings to themselves, we had been unvarnished with each other. Our friendship was one long series of confessions.

			“What’s up with you, Jones?” Phil said finally.

			I told him how low I’d been feeling, how I’d felt unlucky in France, and how I’d come home early to try to make things right, and I wasn’t going to be able to make things right. I was too late, and I knew it.

			“You’re out of your mind,” he said.

			Phil knew me. But I knew Amy. Within an hour or two, everyone but me had gone to bed. I didn’t even bother trying to sleep. I sat in my leather chair, listening to my creaking house, until I decided to make use of my wakefulness. Amy’s MacBook was on the coffee table in front of me. I had secured a precious freelance assignment, a profile of Vin Scully, the famed baseball announcer, and I figured I’d do a bit of research online. I picked up Amy’s laptop, dropped back into my leather chair, put on the brass lamp beside me, and opened the screen. My face was bathed in two kinds of light.

			Amy’s texts appeared immediately, synced to her iPhone. The most recent was from a man, Brad, a friend of ours, a friend of mine, who lived with his own wife and his own two children in his own big old house across town. It was a string of heart emojis.

			That’s a little strong, I thought.

			Then I saw three dots flash on the screen. Another text was incoming. Amy might have gone to bed, but she was not sleeping. She was texting Brad.

			I sat in that leather chair in the lamplight and watched their conversation unfold in real time, text after text. They talked about how much they loved and needed each other, and how much Amy didn’t love or need me anymore. They never referred to me by name. I was either Gargey—short for Gargamel, I later deduced, the evil wizard from The Smurfs—or I was reduced to an anchor emoji. I was not the good kind of anchor, the one that keeps you from crashing into rocks. I was not the anchor as certainty. I was the anchor that drags you to the bottom with it.

			Her: I just can’t believe, in moments, that you could feel for me what I do for you.

			Him: You can believe that, feel that, l look at you that way because it’s you.

			Her: I don’t know why you think that, but I love that you do.

			Him: Your husband is selfish, inconsiderate, unappreciative, and arrogant.

			Her: Yes. I’m more aware than ever.

			Him: The fact you are so positive, confident, and full of life is a testament to your character despite him.

			Her: Thank you baby.

			Her: I work at it.

			Her: Life’s too short.

			While I waited for the next three dots to shoot another arrow into my chest, I saw that Amy had been having long exchanges with Phil as well. Fuck it, I thought. I opened them and scrolled my way back into oblivion. Amy had been venting to my best friend about me for months: I was fat, I was moody, I was jobless, I was a loser, I was in France. Phil never came to my defense. He heard her unkindest assessments and agreed with them.

			Phil: You deserve better.

			Amy had found better. For maybe twenty minutes, I watched her profess her new love. Three dots…arrow. Three dots…arrow. Watching that conversation was a physical experience, as visceral as a beating. I was soon lathered in sweat, bile coming up as thick as paste in my throat.

			I wanted to close that laptop.

			I could not close that laptop.

			Instead, I switched into journalism mode, stepping outside of myself as if I were my latest subject. I had written a lot about endings. I liked sad ones the most, or at least bittersweet ones. Someone once called me “a professional eulogist.” I set about documenting just another catastrophic conclusion—taking screenshots, constructing timelines, making notes—putting together some other sap’s tragic story. I was probably in something like shock. But it was easier for me to record the end of my marriage than reflect upon it, to report on its dissolution than experience it.

			At last Amy and her new love said goodnight to each other, looking forward to the day they could leave their respective anchors—his lawyer wife, away that night for work, had been reduced to the same emoji—and be together forever.

			Him: Everything we have ever done I want to do again. I like everything I do with you.

			I finished the last of my reporting. Then I closed Amy’s laptop and took a long, slow breath before I lifted myself out of my leather chair and went upstairs. I tiptoed past the doors behind which our children slept and opened the door to what used to be our bedroom. The late hour meant that no one thought to spit or shout. I did not vent the rage that coursed through me. There were only whispered recriminations in the dark. My marriage ended with a hiss.

			“I saw everything,” I told Amy.

			“What are you talking about?” she said, pretending that I’d woken her up.

			“We’re done,” I said.

			Then I went up some more stairs to the attic, where Phil was crashed out on the floor. I kicked him awake. I told him that our friendship was also over. It was maybe two or three in the morning. “You have until seven,” I said. “If you’re still here, you’re going to leave in an ambulance.”

			By then, Amy had already texted Brad that I’d found them out. I demanded her phone, threatening that I’d wake the boys and tell them everything if she didn’t give it to me. I saw those texts, too.

			Her: He knows.

			Her: I’m sorry.

			Him: You’ve got to be kidding me.

			Him: We’ve made a huge mistake.

			Amy asked me to forgive her, knowing that I would not. I didn’t even consider it. She and Phil evacuated downstairs to the den. I took Phil’s place in the attic. I texted Brad. His wife was coming home the next day; I told him I was going to sit down with her and show her my accounting of their betrayal. He couldn’t lie his way out. I’d make sure of it. I was going to be his Oppenheimer.

			Me: If I see you, I will break you in half.

			My desire for violence was all-consuming. I contemplated going over to his house with a crowbar. Or maybe I’d save the commute across town and go downstairs and throw Phil through a window. Then I remembered Charley and Sammy, still deep in their dreaming, and realized that enough of their universe was about to change without their father going to jail, too. I stayed in the attic, not out of any self-restraint on my part, or anything like nobility. My sleeping boys kept me up there. They were my anchor.

			A few minutes before seven o’clock, I looked down from a window as Phil hugged Amy in our front yard and drove away. My predominant emotion was still anger, and I was overflowing with it. Then I caught my reflection in the window and was surprised that anger was not my only feeling. Three months earlier, I had lost my job. In the span of twenty minutes, I had lost my wife and my best friend. In the coming weeks and months, I would lose my house, half my money, and some equal measure of my boys. That wicked morning, that terrible dawn, I watched the sun peel back the longest night of my life, and I felt my anger already making room for sadness, fear, disbelief. I was forty-two years old. Nothing true of my life would be true again.

			

			 

			
				
			

			I needed my mum and dad. I got in my pickup and headed to Ottawa, where they lived in a condo not far from downtown. It was about a three-hour drive from Port Hope, along the lake and through the trees. I began driving out of pure instinct. I was already halfway there when I called my parents to make sure they were home. My dad answered. He was always the one who answered. “I’m coming to see you,” I said. My voice might have cracked.

			“Okay,” my dad said, trying not to sound surprised or alarmed. “We’re here.”

			My parents had been married for nearly fifty years. They had found each other after they had endured difficult childhoods, two wounded people who together made a whole. My dad was born in Pembrokeshire, in South Wales, to an abusive father he barely knew, a soldier who never stopped fighting the war. When my dad was a little boy, his dad pointed a rifle at his head and threatened to shoot his brains out. Rather than pull the trigger, he flipped the gun and rammed its butt into my dad’s chin. It split him open. My dad fell and hit his mouth on a metal bucket. One of his teeth went black. Seventy years later, he still ran his razor over the scar where the rifle butt had caught him.

			My dad’s mum eventually left and married someone new. He wasn’t much better as far as my dad was concerned. He called my dad “a bloody waster,” a messed-up, black-toothed kid who would never amount to anything. My dad nearly proved him right, dropping out of school and becoming a thief. He worked a series of menial jobs and was destined to live a very hard life until he found God on a building site, went back to school, and headed to Cardiff University, a few years older than everyone else in his theology class.

			There, at a dance, he met my mum. She was born in a soot-stained terraced house in Rawtenstall, a little mill town near Manchester, in the North of England. She was seventeen when they met, and her mum had just died of cancer after a years-long fight. My mum’s dad had also been in the war, a dog handler in Africa. He hadn’t come back as broken as my dad’s dad, but he was essentially a single father when men didn’t raise children, not on their own. He worked as a gasfitter and smoked Woodbines, each with more tar in it than several lanes of motorway, and whether intentionally or by osmosis, he instilled in my mum an iron will, a remarkable capacity to endure.

			My grandfather’s life had a single, simple release: football. Rawtenstall sits at the heart of professional soccer’s most divided territory, where for a century and a half the game has provided sanctuary from the mills. There are more than forty professional clubs within an hour of Rawtenstall; goalposts are part of the landscape, like rocks and trees, each hand-lined pitch a testament to perseverance, the one place in town that’s well lit. My grandfather was drawn to those lights his whole life. He had his memories of the war to obscure, and his hands were always cold in his work, and then his wife had been sick and died. He needed relief from his suffering, and football gave it to him.

			My grandfather’s team was Burnley, one of the twelve teams that formed the original English Football League in 1888. I don’t know why he chose Burnley, except his life was devoid of permanent fixtures, and Burnley would always be there. My grandfather became a regular at Turf Moor, Burnley’s crooked old stadium, and he often took my mum with him, making her, particularly for the time, the rare little girl in the stands. To my mum, Burnley and my grandfather were one and the same; she rarely talked about one without talking about the other, and I’d wager she never thought about one without thinking of the other. They went to Turf Moor to get away, together, until my mum began plotting her own, more permanent escape. Off she went to Cardiff University.

			My parents were inseparable from the night they met. Their lives together had chapters; their love for each other was the spine of the book. My dad was a minister in the punk slums of East London for a time, and my mum was the minister’s wife. They had my older brother, and then me, and I suspect fatherhood caused my dad to break with the church over God’s purpose for us, after a long-standing disagreement about the meaning of “good work.” My dad pulled together a makeshift pool hall for the punks to keep them off the streets, and that earned him some enemies. When he started leaving out a bowl of condoms, his exile was inevitable.

			He and my mum emigrated to Canada in 1974, where he began working in youth homes and prisons. Finally, they had my younger sister, and my mum and dad both found their most enduring professional callings, teaching at the same college so they could spend more time together. My mum taught English, and my dad taught criminology. He also worked with inmates, with people who’d been held hostage, with people who were threatening suicide. One of them was a train driver nicknamed Dr. Death, because so many people had jumped in front of his train. The desperate found my dad with an equally uncanny regularity. Once, on a train, the woman sitting next to my dad somehow confessed that she had been raped at knifepoint weeks before, and he counseled her for the rest of their trip. For years after, she sent him a card at Christmas: “Thank you for saving me.”

			When I arrived at my mum and dad’s condo, they were waiting side by side on their couch. There was a cup of black coffee on the table, and a place to sit beside them.

			“Amy loves someone else,” I said, after I’d sat down and taken a gulp. “We’re through.”

			“Oh dear,” my mum said.

			It was an incomplete conversation, a half-confession by both sides. We all held something back. For all their similarities, my parents diverged in one profound way. For my dad, trauma was something you talked through. Secrets were poison. For my mum, trauma was something you swallowed. You kept it inside and it made you stronger, like antivenom. That afternoon over coffee, we met roughly in the space between. My brother and his wife had split a few years before, and my parents had reacted poorly to his divorce. Marriage was not something you gave up on, and they had been angry with my brother, unforgiving of him for his choices. My sister and I had been, too. It took years for the five of us to be in the same room together, and even then, the conversations were stilted and awkward. Now I had delivered the news to my parents that my marriage also was over, another son who had failed to meet their measure. In my abbreviated version of events, I made sure to convey that I was the one being left and Amy was the one who was leaving. It helped that my mum and dad hadn’t liked Amy the way they had liked my brother’s former wife, and some part of them was probably relieved we were through. They didn’t say that, but their muted reaction to my news did. That was their contribution to the list of things we left unsaid.

			“How are you feeling?” my dad asked me after I’d finished my coffee.

			I looked at my parents and chose antivenom.

			“Fine,” I said, and I drove back to Port Hope.

			

			 

			

			In the aftermath of divorce, you’re caught in a kind of Bardo, the purgatory that in some strands of Buddhist thought separates before and after, and your former home becomes the most unfamiliar place you’ve ever been. Susan, Amy’s sister, moved in before I’d even made it back from Ottawa. She had a knack for making things seem better than they were, and now she acted as a kind of live-in broker, a liaison between warring states. I took up full-time residency in the attic. Whenever I was compelled to come downstairs, usually by hunger, I felt as though I were a ghost condemned to haunt my former life. I’d see visions of our better selves, sharing family meals in the kitchen, playing with the boys in the yard, making whispered married-with-children love on the couch. I could stand it for only a few minutes before I hurried back upstairs to my accidental bachelor pad, taking the steps two at a time. Maybe people who want out of a marriage feel liberated in the days after they’ve made their choice to leave. I felt trapped, a prisoner mostly of memories.

			I spent a lot of time in bed, but I still couldn’t sleep. I’d lie there, obsessively mining the past, unraveling the signature events of our marriage, imagining the hinge points when I’d lost another small, essential piece of her. I was like an accident investigator trying to determine why a plane fell out of the sky—part the fault of the machine, part human error, part bad timing and worse luck. Only with hindsight could I see those moments when her heart had started to belong to him: the dinner party when she sat next to him instead of me, and I told myself that I couldn’t have seen his hand on her leg under the table; the way he complimented her cooking or told her what a good mother she was, and how her smile for him had disappeared whenever she found the stomach to look back at me; the family party at his house, when he retrieved her sunglasses from the bottom of the pool while I lay out in the sun. “My hero,” she called him after, and now in the dark I heard her say those words with a different meaning, a greater significance, and realized what they made me.

			During those angry nights, I blamed her, telling the same incomplete story to myself that I’d told my parents. She was the betrayer, the sinner. If I assigned myself any responsibility, it was in not seeing the signs of her unhappiness. If I was guilty in our breakup, I was guilty only of obliviousness. Even then, I excused myself: I worked a lot, the house required constant attention, the boys were young, I was tired.

			I was so tired. Just when I thought I’d finished with my dissections, I’d suddenly flash forward, trying to figure out what might happen next. The rest of my life had been mapped out like a journey. I had plans. Now those plans had been firebombed, and there was nothing ahead of me but unknowns. I didn’t know how to unwind our marriage, to disassemble our family. I didn’t know how we were going to tell our kids, or what time I would get with them, or how we might spend it. Charley and Sammy didn’t know their family was broken, and I wanted to protect them from that awful knowledge for as long as we could, as though we were staving off the execution of their childhoods. Every day they don’t know is another day they can be happy, I thought. Visions of the moment when we would tell them hung over my head like a blade. I didn’t know what I’d do for work, or how I’d pay for everything. We’d have to sell the house into which I’d poured five years of my hope and labor, but I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to buy it in its present state, a half-finished monument to my now-unrealized dreams.

			Night after night, it went like that, my brain slipping backward, then lurching forward, like an overloaded truck struggling to get up a hill. I didn’t get any real sleep for nearly a week. Nothing about me worked properly anymore. On the outside, I was sullen, silent, unmoving, laid out on the couch whenever I wasn’t in bed, the physical manifestation of whichever emotion that separates melancholy from sorrow. On the inside, I was as unsettled as a stray. I felt so hopeless, my only hope was that I might stop feeling anything anymore. My body will give out eventually, I kept telling myself. Sleep had to come. It never did.

			

			 

			

			Finally, I had a soccer game to play.

			I started playing when I was four. I can still remember my first practice, one of my earliest memories. I stood in net and never thought to stand anywhere else. I have years of team photos in my closet, and there I am, season after season, in my yellow jersey. I don’t know why. The easy line about goalkeepers is that we’re all lunatics. I think that’s trite, but I’ll concede that kids drawn to goalkeeping are wired different, and my wires were more crossed than most. Typical kids first watch soccer and want to score. Their idols are Cristiano Ronaldo or Lionel Messi. Scoring never held any allure to me. The first player I loved was Dino Zoff, the Italian goalkeeper who entered my heart in 1982, when he captained Italy to the World Cup. That tournament is best remembered for Paolo Rossi’s goal-scoring heroics. My nine-year-old eyes swept past Rossi and landed on Zoff: forty years old, serious, methodical, standing in the mud with his hands on his hips. Zoff didn’t make saves; he made stops, and he made them with a grim-faced efficiency, like he was doing factory work and his job was to prevent the most glorious aspect of the game, lest its beauty spoil us.

			My grandfather encouraged me to think of soccer that way: a hard game played by hard men. We went back to England and Wales every summer, and whenever we stayed in Rawtenstall, I played with him in the lane behind the house or on a patch of grass up the street, where someone had set up a proper goal. He had played there with my mum, and now he played there with me, although I’m not sure “played” is the right verb in either case. He leathered shots at me, corrected my technique, reserved his praise for moments of real class, like when I stopped the ball with my face. One of my lasting memories of his lesson-making came during his own visit to us, in what he called “the colonies.” Whenever I played that season, he’d set up a lawn chair behind my goal, slowly turning the color of a walnut and offering a steady stream of advice in his impenetrable Lancashire accent. One game, I froze on a penalty, rooted by indecision to my line.

			“You hav’ta choose,” my grandfather said to me through the net. “One side or t’other.”

			Perhaps not surprisingly, people who’ve had the misfortune to play with me over the years will tell you that they’ve never played with someone so joyless. When my team scored, my celebrations were almost always muted, because I felt more connected to the other goalkeeper than to my own teammates. And long after whatever passed for my prime, I still wore the most meaningless goals against me like scars. The ball got past me, I screamed terrible things at the top of my lungs, and everyone unlucky enough to be within earshot figured the fat old man in net needed to take a pill.

			They couldn’t see my relief, the catharsis that was washing over me. I never stopped keeping goal: high school, university, men’s league, old-timers. Watching soccer might have been an idle pleasure. Playing soccer was my most reliable refuge, the only hours my mind went something like blank. I might have seemed like I was in agony; in truth, I was at my happiest. When I close my eyes and think about soccer, I go back to one perfect fall night maybe ten years ago, playing under lights by the lake. A full moon rose over the line of trees behind the opposite goal. Mist steamed out of the grass. The action was at the other end, and I stood alone, facing the moon, the sounds of the game echoing against the trees, my breath joining the mist in front of my watering eyes. I don’t believe in heaven, but that field that night was as close to heaven as I can imagine.

			Now soccer would save me again, the way it always had: ninety minutes of remove, and after that, much-needed rest. I was playing for a team that was too good for me, with a roster of teenagers and young men. The coach had taken me as a backup; I wore the number 42 on the back of my jersey, trying to make my age a source of pride rather than embarrassment. Some of the kids had started calling me Dad, and I didn’t mind that. I liked less that I’d been consigned to the bench for the entire season. I didn’t play a minute.

			Then our starting goalkeeper, a grasshopper of a kid who played for the nearby university, got hurt. We won my first game, 1–0, and I don’t think I’d felt more accomplished about anything in my life. This was before France, and Amy and a bunch of our friends, including Brad, had come to see me make my first-team debut. When I’d scrolled back to read their texts to each other from that night, I saw they’d made fun of how excited I’d been, how pathetic I’d seemed.

			Him: Was only there to spend time with you.

			Six sleepless nights after Amy and I had broken up, I had another game to play. No one was there to watch me. After only a few minutes, a high cross caught me flat-footed. I was lost in the same no-man’s-land where I found myself at home. The ball tumbled into the net. We were down early, and it was my fault.

			“You need to get that,” my coach shouted from the bench, as if I didn’t know.

			“You need to shut the fuck up,” I muttered. I stood in my goal and fumed. I didn’t feel sedated, or even distracted. Soccer had turned into just another reminder of everything I’d done wrong, that missed cross the latest entry in a running catalog of my mistakes.

			Kurtis, one of the kids who called me Dad, tied the game with a fabulous free kick, and we went into halftime even. Normally I would have been thrilled to have been playing in a good, close game. I would have been thrilled to have been playing at all. That night, I walked to the bench and drank some water and didn’t say much, if anything. I was barely keeping myself together.

			Our team had the better of it to start the second half, until one of my teammates, a guy named Roberto, began taunting a Black player on the other team. Roberto wasn’t one of the kids; he was a man, the kind who ruins a game with his flopping and chirping. I didn’t hear what Roberto said, but I saw the Black player’s reaction and knew it wasn’t good. “That’s racist,” he said, pointing a trembling finger in Roberto’s face. “You’re racist.” The referee ran over and agreed. He showed Roberto a red card, kicking him out of the game. We were down a man for racism.

			I came out of my goal and walked up to the victim, holding out my hands. “I’m sorry,” I said. “He’s an asshole.”

			“Get away from me,” he said.

			“I just need you to know it’s not all of us. We’re not with him.”

			“I’m not gonna tell you again.”

			I went back into my net and watched a shadow fall over the game. Everything felt ominous, a bad crackle in the air. Someone was going to get hurt.

			Instead, we came to a quiet, sinister-feeling conclusion, 1–1. There were no post-game handshakes. I went back to the bench. No one said anything. Everyone just started getting undressed. Roberto, who had been watching in his street clothes from the parking lot, came back to the bench. I stared at him until I was sure he was looking at me.

			“Nice red card,” I said. “Way to be a racist.”

			I knew what would happen next. I wanted it to happen.

			C’mon, Roberto. Say it.

			“Nice goal. At least I didn’t cost us the game.”

			There it was. I nodded, took a few steps toward him, and pulled back my fist. I took the anger, the sleeplessness, the sadness and worry and regret I had felt over the last six nights, the violence I had contemplated but never expressed, and poured all of it into a single punch. I swung from the hips. My feet left the ground. I caught Roberto right in the mouth.

			I was tackled by several teammates at once. The only face I saw clearly belonged to a sweet, burly kid named Conner who worked nights stocking shelves at Home Depot. He looked wounded to be pinning me to the ground—some father figure—and his confusion, his disappointment, took something out of me. At the bottom of that pile, I wasn’t angry for the first time in nearly a week. I relaxed. I relented. I loved those boys. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

			I went home and didn’t sleep again. The next morning, my coach called. Roberto was off the team, he told me. I was suspended for a month, pretty much the rest of the season. I begged him for clemency. I told him what was going on in the rest of my life. I let everything out until I was on the verge of tears, red-eyed and brittle. “I need the team,” I said. “I need the game.”

			“Sorry, man,” he said. “I can’t have guys punching each other.”

			That was it. He hung up. On top of everything else, I’d lost soccer, too.

			

			 

			

			An hour or two later, I collapsed. I was standing in our kitchen, one of the few rooms in the house that I’d finished. It was a top-shelf kitchen, with custom white cabinets and charcoal quartz countertops. We had a big stainless-steel fridge, and there was a lovely red-brick arch I’d uncovered and restored over a wood door. I’d boiled the door’s hinges in a slow cooker to take off a century’s worth of paint, rubbed them with oil, and found period-appropriate flathead screws to rehang the door, which I’d likewise stripped and stained. I had been so careful about everything, so deliberate. I was never going to live anywhere else. My family was never going to live anywhere else. I leaned over the counter and started crying, and then I felt my legs go out from under me. I ended up on the floor, my knees pulled up to my chest, my face between my knees.

			Susan was still staying with us, and she heard my whimpers. She appeared over me and then joined me on the floor. I’d pulled up layers of vinyl flooring and plywood to get to the original red pine. It was too damaged to save, so I’d laid down a new floor, board by board. Now we both sat on it, and she wrapped me up in her arms.

			“I’m thinking of killing myself,” I said.

			

			 

			

			Nine years earlier, in 2007, I had stood on the Golden Gate Bridge and thought seriously about jumping off it. I had never been anything like depressed before, let alone suicidal. When I was young, my friends used to make fun of my lack of emotional range. I was always in some kind of vaguely benign middle, and I had a hard time understanding how or why people felt any different or more deeply. I remember one of my university roommates confiding in me that he was depressed. “What are you talking about?” I asked. Nothing about his life was bad. He was smart, fit, good-looking, financially stable, loved. I said something the uninitiated too often say: “There are people with bigger problems, you know.”

			“I do,” he said. “Can you see how that doesn’t make me less sad?”

			I could, but I still couldn’t see why he was sad in the first place. We had won life’s lottery. Being sad, to my mind, was an insult to the billions of people on earth who weren’t sure what they were going to eat that day. It was our duty to feel lucky.

			“Maybe you should stop listening to Joy Division,” I said. “Maybe you should go outside.”

			I should have just listened to him, let him talk uninterrupted. Unfortunately, in my youth I wasn’t much for quiet, or gentleness, or yielding. My mum had taught me that problems require action to fix, and if you can’t fix them, you consign them to your brain’s little sanitariums. She had been diagnosed with Parkinson’s in her sixties. I had noticed her tremors before she had, amplified when she was holding a fork at dinner. I pointed and asked, “What’s going on there?” She looked at her hand as though it were someone else’s. She went to the doctor, which was not her custom; her custom was to will things into or out of existence, depending on which outcome she wanted. She never slept on flights, even long ones, convinced that her concentration alone was keeping the plane in the air. After she was told she had Parkinson’s, she asked her doctor what she could do to ward off its effects. To her, every condition was curable. He suggested crossword puzzles. She never talked about her Parkinson’s with us, never betrayed a flicker of fear or worry, but she was never without a book of crossword puzzles: Stop complaining and get on with it. That was the overarching lesson of her childhood, and so mine.

			It took my own education for me to understand that some problems are hard to solve and harder to forget. Anxiety was my gateway disorder. My troubles arrived without warning, absent obvious cataclysm. They surfaced in hiccups and burbles, an accumulation of tics. One of the first warning signs manifested in my writing. I started requiring each line to be justified, not through some artificial or mechanical means, or a cheat in Microsoft Word, but because each line I wrote contained the precise number of letters and spaces and punctation marks to land on the right-hand margin. I wrote entire magazine features that way, thousands of words, writing and rewriting sentence after sentence, paragraph after paragraph, until they sat perfectly square on the page. It was madness, and I knew it was madness. For as long as I could remember, writing had been my escape whenever soccer wasn’t. I could lose myself in my work. Now I was scrambling to hit deadlines, staying up too late to find the relief that came only when the pieces fit. Like a drug addict who pledges to quit after one last hit, I told myself that my next story would have ragged margins. Then I’d sit down and write the first sentence and find myself fighting not to tweak it, until I submitted to the impossible demands of a brain that had turned on itself.

			My temper came next. It got quicker, and louder, and deeper. We were living in Ottawa at the time, and the abrasions of city living got to me. One night, I was out with Phil for a drink and a guy was behaving in a way I found irritating, so I dragged him out of the bar by his beard. A bald guy in a convertible cut me off and gave me the finger; at the next traffic light, I took a golf club out of my trunk and threatened to beat him with it. At soccer another night, a striker dug his boots into my guts, and I flipped out, gnashing at him like a dog. My teammates had to hold me back, and I wasn’t going after him for show. I went home and tried to find out where he lived.

			Anxious and angry is a bad combination. I saw no glory or machismo in my violence. The opposite was true, as it usually is for men like me: It was as though I’d been stripped of all my calluses, made almost literally thin-skinned. Like my university friend, my life, especially on a relative scale, was fine, if a little beset. Charley was a baby, and not an easy one, so Amy and I were sleep-deprived and unromantic; I was renovating a house for the first time—nothing like my later project in Port Hope, but project enough; a book I’d written hadn’t done what I’d hoped, and an unkind review in The New York Times had finished it off. My former self could have handled it all. For whatever biological, chemical, or spiritual reason, my current self could not. My perception of the world had gone negative, my default reaction to it more extreme. Little things seemed big; big things seemed insurmountable. I self-engaged in all the counterarguments to despair I was still making nine years later beside the Seine: I had the wife of my dreams, a baby boy, parents who loved me, a good job, a big house. But in my broken head, even my assets were burdens, my life’s riches an army of giants cornering me with clubs.

			Then I went to San Francisco, one of the stops on the poorly attended tour for my failed book. After I did a reading for a handful of homeless people looking for a safe place to sit, I left the bookstore and walked out to the middle of the Golden Gate Bridge. I looked like any other tourist, except I spent most of my time looking down instead of out. I put my hands on the red railing in front of me, warm to the touch and maybe four feet tall, just above my waist. The water was 220 feet down, but my perception remained grossly out of focus. That water looked right there. It looked more blue than green. It looked inviting. I closed my eyes a little, and I could see that water for air, soft as clouds.

			I thought of Amy at home, with Charley eating his dinner off his little plastic plate, his face smeared with spaghetti sauce. I thought of my mum and dad and how sad they would be when they found out what I’d done, wounded forever—especially my mum, who had poured herself into us. She would never be the same. But I wasn’t saved by love that day. When you’re in that place, your own suicide feels like the greatest act of love you could give. You are saving people from you.

			My anxiety was my unlikely ally, the paralyzing agent that kept my hands on the railing instead of my feet. I thought about my suitcase in my hotel room. I thought about my glasses on the bathroom sink, and the half-finished book on my nightstand, the corner folded over on page 164. I wondered who would take care of those things. Would the police pack them up and deliver them home? Would a concierge take care of them? Or would a housekeeper throw them out? How would Amy get my body back if she wanted it? That seemed complicated. Or maybe my body would never be found. I didn’t want to be another unsolved mystery. I hated unsolved mysteries. Also, I didn’t have a will. I should write a will. Oh, and a proper suicide note. And there was a family near me on the bridge. I didn’t want a kid eating cotton candy to watch me climb over the railing and disappear. Nobody needed to see that, never mind a kid eating cotton candy. I could find a more private way to kill myself, a more convenient way, a more original way. I can do better than this, I thought, and before I knew it, I took the long way off the Golden Gate Bridge, flew home to Ottawa, headed downstairs into my basement, and got into the shower with a knife.

			In truth, several weeks or maybe even months separated my afternoon on the bridge and my night in the shower, but my memory plays a trick on me whenever I think back to that pitch-black stretch: It erases the time between. In my mind, my suicide attempt feels like the last of a continuous set of dark motions, maybe because I never stopped thinking about it, never stopped my bargaining, never stopped making my very private plans. From the outside, nothing would have seemed amiss even to the people closest to me. I worked on my house and wrote my stories and took Charley for walks in his stroller. There were even tiny cracks in my determination to kill myself. I went with Phil to see my favorite band, the Weakerthans, at an outdoor show, and I listened to music I loved and looked up at the starry night and remembered the Golden Gate Bridge and shuddered: That was a close one. Then we began walking home and some kid on a bike came up behind us in the dark and screamed, cackling after I’d jumped with fright, and I realized I might have killed him if I’d managed to chase him down. I needed to take myself out before I did some real harm to someone. My family and friends would be better off without me. The world would be, too.

			Only my dad knew, a little. He must have detected something in how I was behaving, or how I looked, or how I sounded that reminded him of someone he had saved or failed to save. Maybe it was because my smile never quite reached my eyes anymore, or I said “That’s funny” more than I laughed. Sometime between the bridge and the shower, we went out for Chinese. I was tearing into a sparerib when he looked across the table at me and asked, “Are you thinking of killing yourself?” He said it just like that, as if he were asking me to pass him the plum sauce.

			“I don’t want to talk about that right now,” I said, choosing antivenom for the first time, and my dad nodded and changed the subject, maybe because he didn’t want to know any more, or maybe because he knew everything he needed to know.

			I decided on a knife in the shower in the basement at night because it would be clean. The last of my messes would be finite and contained. I waited until Charley was asleep, and so was Amy. I’d written my note, justifying everything, including the right-hand margin, and I’d left all the necessary instructions, including for Amy not to come downstairs: “Just call the police.” I put it next to the kettle, so she would see it first thing, pulled the knife I’d settled on out of the block on our kitchen counter, and then walked down to our basement bathroom. I turned on the shower, took off my clothes, folded them neatly and put them on the back of the toilet, and got into the tub. I stood under the water for a minute or two, and then I took the knife in my right hand and dug it into my left wrist—not cutting across it, but along it, the way I’d read to do it.

			I thought cutting my wrists would be painless. It was not painless. It hurt, a lot. I was surprised by how much it hurt and found it hard to push deeply enough to spike a vein. I thought ice-cold water might numb my skin, might take away the pain in my wrists. I turned off the hot water and held my shivering arms under the freezing shower before I tried to cut myself again.

			I just couldn’t do it. I’d like to say I saw the light, that my imagination had wandered the way it had on the bridge, stopping on the image of Charley sleeping in his crib upstairs, or Amy’s reaction when she saw the note and heard the water running in the morning, or my parents and their devastation. I did not. If my anxiety had saved me in San Francisco, my body—its animal instincts, its pain receptors, its hardwired wishes and revulsions—saved itself that night in the shower. I turned off the water, got out of the tub, toweled away my shivers, burned my note in the backyard, and then crept back upstairs, back into bed. I woke up the next day, put on a long-sleeved shirt to hide the shame of another failure, fed Charley his breakfast, and got back to work.

			I don’t understand when people call the suicidal “cowards,” because it takes an unnatural bravery to kill yourself; I do understand when people call suicide a permanent solution to a temporary problem. I just muscled through that opening bout of depression, the way my mum would have. That was proud and dumb. But my urge to self-destruct did wane, almost imperceptibly, the way your heartbeat slows back to normal after a scare, until one crazy night I realized I had survived the worst of it.

			I’d been awake for too long thinking about putting my head on Dr. Death’s train tracks, and I got up, tied on my shoes, and sprinted to the psychiatric hospital a few blocks from our house. There was a bench outside, and I sat down to catch my breath before I committed myself. There were maybe a dozen patients standing or sitting around me, in their nightgowns and wheelchairs, having a smoke or catching a little cool. I felt better for their company. I was not alone in my troubles. More than that, I realized that I was afraid of dying. I had gone to the hospital, had run all the way there, because I wanted to live. Somehow, that knowledge was cure enough for me. I didn’t bother going inside. I sat on the bench, basking in a rush of strange joy, and made small talk with my new friends for a couple of hours. Then I walked home and lived every day I’d lived after.

			

			 

			

			“I need to go to the hospital,” I told Susan.

			She helped me get up off the kitchen floor and guided me to my pickup. She drove. I sat in the passenger seat, watching the trees blur past. This time, I knew my enemy. I was going to need to do more than muscle through. The cocktail of corrosives was different in 2016 than in 2007: My anxiety was more explicable and practical, my rage deeper and closer to the surface. I listened to the whispering of the road and tried to push away my dread, my weariness about the work that lay ahead. If I was honest with myself, I had never been quite right since my night in the shower with the knife. It’s how I imagine people who have PTSD feel: Even when the monster is not in front of you, you worry it will show its face again, which of course summons it. For nine years, I tried to make corrections, but they were mostly external. Not long after Sammy was born, Amy and I decided we’d be more at home in a small town, and we moved from Ottawa to Port Hope; I wanted another project to keep myself from thinking too much, and we bought our manse for me to renovate; I sometimes found myself justifying margins again, and I’d switch from Times New Roman to Garamond, hoping a new font might keep me from old habits. I told myself I was happy. I was never truly happy.

			I didn’t want to be unhappy anymore.

			The emergency room was jammed, and I felt a pang of sheepishness when I took my place among the more traditionally unwell. Physically, there was nothing wrong with me, excepting my extreme fatigue and the scabbed-over holes Roberto’s teeth had left in my knuckles. Emergency rooms were for people who’d been stabbed, or had stepped on a nail, or had suffered a heart attack. I sat there and thought of myself as an imposter, a weight on an already strained system. But I also knew I was in a different kind of danger. I wasn’t going to die because of forces beyond my control. My risk was myself, which meant my risk was significant, because it was immediate, and it was everywhere I went. The problem was me.

			The triage nurse called my name. She didn’t put me in a regular bed in the back. She took Susan and me into a little room on its own, casually scanning me for a belt and shoelaces, and closed the door. I sat on the floor in the corner and pulled my shirt over my head. I pulled down my shirt when I heard the door open, assuming it was the doctor.

			I was surprised to look up to see Amy. She must have followed us into town, and she looked at me with a look with which I’d become familiar: You’re more trouble than you’re worth. I had been, I realized. There had been years when I must have been difficult company. I had thought of my mental health battles as a private war, myself the only casualty. She had clearly lived under their shadow, too. When we were young, we had made each other laugh. We’d go out for a few drinks and really enjoy each other’s company, dancing the night away. We hadn’t made each other laugh in a long time; we hadn’t danced together for longer. No wonder the prospect of something new and fresh and unburdened had been so appealing to her, the draw of someone fuller with life. She didn’t say: This is why I did what I did. We didn’t say anything, I don’t think. But that’s what I thought in that moment, sharing that same, small space with her. She had left me, but she was also still there, and that meant something.

			A doctor broke our silence. Dr. Carr was handsome and calm, with a white coat and a kind smile. He had nice teeth. Susan and Amy left us to talk. There was a bed in the room, and Dr. Carr sat down on it.

			“Get off the floor,” he said. “Sit beside me.”

			I did.

			“Tell me what’s going on,” he said.

			“I’m sorry,” I said. “I know there are people here who are way sicker than I am, but my marriage has fallen apart, and I lost my job, and I got suspended from my soccer team, and I really am sorry, but I can’t sleep, and I’m worried I’m going to kill myself, but I have two boys, and I don’t want to kill myself. I need help. I want help. I’m sorry. I need to get some sleep.”

			Dr. Carr smiled his warm smile. “Stop apologizing,” he said.

			He told me that he would give me some medicine: lorazepam. It was no joke, and it would put me to sleep. In exchange, he wanted two promises. He was going to give me only six pills, and he asked me to promise not to take them at once. “Take half of one,” he said. “See what that does.” I nodded.

			And then he asked me—he told me—to start therapy. He would arrange for it. I’d be put into the mental health system on an emergency basis, and I’d get a phone call from a randomly assigned therapist, and I would go to counseling until I was out from under my worries.

			“I don’t want to do that,” I said. I had all the usual ideas about therapy: that it was for the soft, the weak, the self-involved. Therapy wasn’t useful; it was a racket. I knew how to use a chop saw and a nail gun. Now, those are tools.

			“Well, that’s the deal,” Dr. Carr said. “If you want the pills, you have to go to therapy.”

			I really wanted the pills.

			“Okay,” I said.

			“Promise me,” Dr. Carr said.

			“I promise.”

			He wrote out a prescription for six pills. “Thank you,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			Dr. Carr shook his head. “You’re going to be okay,” he said. “But you’re not okay right now.”

			On my way out the door, he said something about broken hearts. I only half-heard him, but by the time I walked back outside, I started to wonder if maybe Dr. Carr’s mental health residency had been a personal one. Maybe he was only well trained or had chosen his profession wisely. Maybe he had all the preconditions required for sainthood. Maybe he was merely competent. But he had been so perfect with me, had demonstrated such a keen and immediate understanding of how I operated, that I was in something like awe by the time I got into my pickup, Susan smiling sadly at me from her seat behind the wheel. I couldn’t imagine anyone being so expert at something without self-practice.

			An hour or so later, I was back in my kitchen, where I spilled my six pills onto the counter. They were tiny, like grains of rice, and I doubted they would have any effect on me, let alone half of one of them. But a promise is a promise. I pulled out a knife. I looked at it for longer than I should have before I cut one of my pills in half. I wet my finger and pressed the crumbs into my mouth.

			I was wrong about the pills. Almost instantly, I felt my brain go quiet, like a generator that had been silenced. I went up to the attic, pulled a sheet over myself, and slipped into a coma. I woke up the next morning to birdsong and sunrise, like in the movies. I picked up my phone and realized it was the morning after the next morning. I had slept for thirty-six hours.

			There was also a message from a therapist. His name was Gary.

			

			 

			
				
			

			I took a seat in one corner. Gary sat in a chair in the opposite corner. There could not have been more physical distance between us unless one of us left the room, which I desperately wanted to do. He stretched his long legs into the divide and folded his hands on his lap. He looked exactly like a therapist. He had gray hair and glasses, and when he started to speak, he spoke in a slow, deep voice, like a metronome that had learned to talk.

			“So,” he said. “You’re getting divorced.”

			I supposed he had read my short file, or whatever Dr. Carr had shared with him when he’d made his referral.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“You sure?”

			“Yes.”

			He asked me how I was feeling.

			“Fine,” I said.

			He looked at me.

			“Fine,” I said again.

			He looked at me.

			“I mean, not great,” I said, switching for the first time to my dad’s position, to poison.

			Gary asked me to describe my emotions.

			“I’m angry,” I said. I was angry at Amy for her end of things. I was angry at myself for mine. I was angry my kids were going to suffer for our mistakes. I was angry at Brad—I was really fucking angry at Brad—and I was angry my best friend had taken Amy’s side over mine. I was angry I was in therapy. I was angry I was angry.

			“Anything else?”

			“I’m sad,” I said.

			“You should feel those things,” Gary said. “It would be weird if you didn’t. Feeling them for too long, that’s when they become a problem.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I figured I was going to feel those things forever.

			“Any shame?” Gary asked.

			I shook my head.

			“Any guilt?”

			“No,” I said. “Regret, maybe. Not guilt.”

			“That’s good,” he said. “Anger and sadness, we can deal with. Shame and guilt are a lot harder.”

			We sat in silence for a while.

			“Well, what happened?” Gary asked.

			I told him what I thought was the truth: that I had been a mostly good husband, that I had worked hard, been faithful, carried more than my share. I told him I was away for work a lot, maybe too much, but that’s how I made a living, and I told him I had my moods, and maybe I wasn’t always easy to live with, but I had tried to shelter my family from them. I had done the best I could.

			“What sort of moods?” he asked.

			“I’ve been depressed sometimes,” I said.

			“Have you ever been suicidal?”

			I nodded.

			“Have you been thinking about hurting yourself?” he asked. “Now?”

			“Yes,” I said. “But I don’t want to. That’s why I went to the hospital.”

			“How did you find out?” he asked.

			I told him about the night in the big leather chair, in the lamplight.

			“You didn’t deserve that,” he said.

			“I don’t think I did,” I said.

			“Your friend,” Gary said, referring to Brad. “He sounds like a real piece of shit.”

			I laughed, almost. “He is,” I said.

			“Remember what I said about shame and guilt?”

			I nodded.

			“Life will take care of him,” Gary said. “You just worry about yourself, and your kids.”

			We sat in silence for a long spell again. I clocked the room, the way I did by instinct, trained to learn something of even secretive people by the books on their shelves and whether they had been read or not, or whether they had family photographs anywhere, or if they had art on their walls and if it was abstract or realist, and what that said about them.

			Along one wall, Gary had installed a kind of sacrarium to Seattle sports teams: the Seahawks, the Mariners, the departed SuperSonics. There were jerseys and pennants and commemorative balls and rows of hats on his shelves. Once I had stayed in a house owned by a Hindu family, and there was a shrine to Ganesh in a closet, with gold statues and carpets and prayer flags. Gary’s office wall reminded me of that shrine, except sports.

			“You from there?” I asked.

			He looked over at the wall. “Yep,” he said.

			“How long have you been up here?”

			“A long time,” he said.

			We went silent again. I stared at Gary’s shrine and thought of my own collection of sports souvenirs, always less about where I was from than where I had been, as though my acquisition of them alone were somehow proof of a well-lived life: the champagne cork I’d picked up off the clubhouse floor after the New York Yankees won the 2000 World Series; the little jar of infield dirt from Tiger Stadium in Detroit; the World Cup poster I’d brought back from South Africa in 2010; the signed Islam pamphlet that Muhammad Ali had handed me in an elevator in Las Vegas. And then, just like that, as I tried to convince myself that I had done some things right after all, a long-forgotten memory came back to me the way dinosaur bones sometimes surface, unearthed by time rather than buried by it.

			Late in the summer of 1985, when I was eleven years old, I graduated in my grandfather’s esteem to soccer’s professional ranks, and he took me to Turf Moor to see Burnley for the first time. I don’t remember anything about the game. I probably spent that afternoon staring at the back of the man standing in front of me, if anyone was standing in front of me. Those were bad times for the club, and I can’t imagine anything like a full house assembled to watch Burnley lose again, which I’m guessing they did. I remember only the feeling I had, being there with my grandfather. I felt anointed.

			I used my pocket money to buy a scarf, claret with Burnley in sky blue. We left the stadium after the final whistle, and my grandfather fell into conversation with another old man on the sidewalk outside. At the time, I thought they must have known each other; on reflection, it’s possible their age and football allegiance were reasons enough for a chat. The old man looked down at me and my new scarf and smiled. “Don’t worry, son,” he said. “We’ll be back up soon.” I smiled shyly. I had only a vague idea of what he meant.

			I know better now. In England and Wales, the “football league” consists of four divisions. The top twenty teams play in what is now called the Premier League. Next comes the Championship. The third division is called League One, and the fourth League Two. Ninety-two teams are spread across those four divisions, and at the end of each season, teams are redistributed within those ranks according to their results. The three worst teams in the Premier League are relegated to the Championship; the top two finishers in the Championship are promoted automatically to the Premier League, and the teams that finish third through sixth compete in a playoff to fill the final top-flight spot. Similar promotion and relegation battles take place across the lower divisions as well. Most perilously, the bottom two teams in League Two drop out of the football league altogether, joining the thousands of teams that compete across seven more levels of “non-league” football, with two aspirants taking their places, now looking up at only ninety others.

			When my grandfather took me to Turf Moor, he told me that Burnley had twice been the champions of England, most recently in 1960, the time of mastodons to me. In 1985, they were in the fourth division for the first time in their nearly century-long history, on the brink of exile from the football league. I couldn’t fathom enduring that sort of collapse, or, despite that old man’s assurances outside Turf Moor, making the climb that was required to get back up top. Even to eleven-year-old me, at an age when anything is possible, the dream of a return to glory seemed unrealistic. It didn’t seem hopeless, exactly. It seemed far-fetched.

			After we returned to Canada, I pinned my Burnley scarf to my bedroom wall, under my window and so out of the light, a souvenir of a special afternoon more than a symbol of any larger commitment. I was a fan of that day with my grandfather. My scarf was still there when he died a few years later, his Woodbines having done in his chest. Word of his departure was delivered by a long-distance telephone call that dropped my mum to our kitchen floor. I was sitting at the table. I didn’t know anything about death yet; I was more surprised than saddened by the idea that my grandfather was gone. What struck me most was how weakened my mum was by the news. I’d never seen her knocked off her feet. I can still picture her on her knees on the linoleum.

			My mum traveled to Rawtenstall alone for my grandfather’s funeral and came home to us and kept her feelings to herself, burying her sadness under her piles of ironing. My Burnley scarf stayed pinned to my bedroom wall until she and my dad sold my childhood home and prepared to move into their condo in Ottawa. I came home one last time to pack up my room. I took the pins out of my scarf, and it went into a red cardboard box of keepsakes, and with it, any real thought of Burnley. My mum never mentioned Burnley again, either, as though she feared her memories and the feelings they might give her. My first visit to Turf Moor was also my last. We never went back.

			I returned my gaze to Gary. He was staring at his wall of memorabilia. He really did look exactly like a therapist. But now I saw how he also looked like someone else, like the man he used to be. There was a different version of him, lost to time and place and circumstance, the way we all have a collection of former selves: Once, I guessed, I deduced, he was a draft dodger—a conscientious objector—a young man who had left his family and friends and fled to Canada rather than go to Vietnam. I couldn’t begin to understand his experience, but I had learned a little of what it meant to live in uncertainty, in that gray space between choice and necessity. If I was right about Gary, he knew how it felt to be angry and sad, and he knew what it took to deal with those feelings. He also knew what it was like to leave one home and make a new life for himself in another, because he knew that his past was lost to him forever. Unlike my mum, and so by extension unlike us, he didn’t cut himself off from his memories. He wasn’t scared of the wounds they might reopen. He pinned them to his walls and put them on his shelves so that he could pretend nothing had ever changed, like when he turned on his TV late at night and watched his Mariners play, and he was a boy in Seattle in the summertime again, hoping the game would never end.

			

			 

			

			Susan finally went back to her family, and Amy and I were left to keep the peace on our own. We didn’t do a good job of it. There was no shouting, no smashed plates, nothing histrionic. Our boys still didn’t know, and Amy and I remained committed to making their new reality a gentle one. But my anger had to go somewhere, and I got down to the business of plotting my revenge. If I was worried about my future, Amy must have been terrified about hers. We had agreed that we would get divorced without lawyers, but she knew the shape I would try to impose upon our separation. I was going to make Port Hope an uncomfortable place for her and her new man.

			I didn’t bank on his wife’s response and how little it might mirror mine. As I’d promised Brad I would, I sat down with her on their porch after she got back into town. She poured herself a glass of red wine. I had a beer. I showed her my airtight reporting of her husband’s infidelity with my wife. She sipped her wine and scrolled through the screenshots of the same texts I’d read. She nodded when she reached the end.

			“I think we’re supposed to sleep together now,” she said.

			We did not sleep together. We finished our drinks and watched the sun set, and then I went back home and left her to survey the remains of her former union while I haunted the ruins of mine.

			Armed with the same information, she reached a different conclusion. She decided to save her marriage. And the way she was going to save her marriage—the way she was going to rescue the rest of her life—was to forgive Brad. Which meant, to her mind, she also had to forgive Amy.

			I hadn’t seen that move coming. She was a high-powered lawyer at a big firm in the city. She could have destroyed her piece-of-shit husband if she’d decided to destroy him. If I were her, that’s what I would have done. I would have obliterated him. She knew that about me. She knew the things I wanted to do to him. She did her shrewd lawyerly math, her usual weighing of sides to find compromise, to reach settlement, and she saw a way she could have everything nearly as it was. She would lose only me. A couple of weeks after my night in the leather chair, she mustered a grace that was unfathomable to me and invited Amy and our boys over for dinner and a swim, the way we used to do. She invited everyone to her house while I sat alone in mine. Brad’s world would remain complete. So would some measure of everyone else’s. Only mine would be in pieces.

			I couldn’t stand the idea. If life was going to take care of him, it had a funny way of showing it. I was going to have to take care of him myself.

			I stormed over to their house. I could hear our children splashing, laughing in the pool, the same pool where he’d retrieved Amy’s sunglasses that recent, forever-ago afternoon. Her words rang inside my head like a bell: “My hero,” I heard Amy say, again and again, as I ran up their front steps. I saw Brad through the glass on their front door, smiling in his kitchen with a beer in his hand. Fuck you, I thought. Fuck you, you fucking fuck.

			I went for the knob. The door was locked. I banged on the glass. He looked over at me and disappeared. He didn’t come out. Amy didn’t come out. My boys didn’t come out.

			Brad’s wife came out.

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“What are you doing?” I spat back. “I want my kids.”

			“You can’t have your kids.”

			“What? What the fuck are you talking about?”

			“It’s time for you to go,” she said.

			“Or what?”

			“I’ll call the police.”

			“You know what? That’s a good idea. Let’s call the police.”

			“And you’ll tell them what?” she said. “We’re having a party and you weren’t invited?”

			I felt like I had nothing left to lose. I blinked back the blood in my eyes and drove to our local police station. I walked inside, and I was met in the lobby by a great big cop. His name was Steve. I unloaded on Steve, told him everything that was going on, and that I wanted my kids out of that sinister house. I wanted them back with me in what was left of mine, right fucking now.

			Steve put his hands on my shoulders and told me to take a seat under the fluorescent lights of the station house. It took a long time for him to start talking and me to stop shaking.

			“Here’s the deal,” he said. “I’m you, later.”

			Maybe a year earlier, Steve’s wife had left him for another man, a former friend of his, and she had taken their kids with her to his house. Steve knew the feelings I was feeling. He had thought about doing the things I was thinking about doing. He was a big guy. He had a gun.

			“I didn’t do those things,” Steve said. “You’re not going to do those things. This is what you’re going to do.”

			He handed me his notepad and pen out of his uniform pocket and pushed them across the table at me.

			Steve began by explaining how the legal system worked. It wasn’t against fathers. It was against angry fathers, and it was really against fathers who seemed capable of violence, understandably so. “Anger is not your friend,” Steve said. Discipline was my friend. Restraint was my friend. Patience was my friend.

			Even though Amy and I were still living together, from that night on we would communicate exclusively by text. “Document everything,” Steve said. He told me to be polite in our communication. If Amy took the boys away for any length of time, I was to text her, asking to see them. “She’ll say no,” Steve said. “You’ll say, ‘Okay, thank you.’” I was to ask every day. Every day she was going to say no. “‘Okay, thank you,’ ” Steve said.

			Steve also wanted me to start making progress in our separation—real, physical progress. Most important, I needed to accept that my forever house had to be sold. “Get it up for sale,” Steve said. “You can’t be under the same roof anymore.”

			He looked down at the notepad. I began writing.

			SELL HOUSE.

			“Do you share a cellphone plan?” he asked.

			I nodded.

			“Call them tomorrow,” he said. “Split your phone bill.”

			SPLIT PHONE BILL.

			Step by step, he walked me from where I was to where I would be and how I would get there. “And go to therapy,” he said.

			“Already on it,” I said.

			“Good,” he said. “And what are you going to say?”

			“‘Okay, thank you.’”

			“Good,” he said again.

			I shook Steve’s hand and went back to my attic. The next day, Amy took the boys to stay at Susan’s house. She said I was too scary to live with anymore. I texted her.

			Me: Can I see the boys today?

			Her: No.

			Me: Okay, thank you.

			The next day, the same.

			Me: Okay, thank you.

			And the same the day after that.

			Me: Okay, thank you.

			In the meantime, I worked to get the house ready for sale. I called over a real-estate agent friend, a lovely guy with a gentle way. We stood in my driveway looking up at my beautiful home. It had a new cedar roof, with the same diamond pattern it had had when it was built. I’d made sure to replicate it exactly. The three chimneys had been repointed and capped. I had installed gorgeous copper downspouts.

			“Are you sure you want to do this?” he said.

			“No, not really,” I said. “But yes.”

			“In that case, you might want to put up a new fence.” He could see where I’d made my hasty patch in the fall.

			I got down to work. I’d show Amy. I was moving on. I was in my basement, in the middle of an epic purge and clean, when I heard a faint knocking on my front door. I went upstairs, covered in cobwebs and dust. There was a woman I didn’t recognize standing on my porch.

			I opened my door.

			“Hey,” she said. “Are you Chris Jones?”

			“I am,” I said.

			She handed me an envelope.

			“You’ve been served,” she said.

			

			 

			

			Amy had hired a lawyer after all. Her lawyer was not the forgiving wife of my former friend, but she was as big as it gets in our little town. Citing my “alarming behavior” the night of their dinner and swim, Amy had filed a claim for an emergency hearing in family court. We would stand before a judge within forty-eight hours, and she would ask him to force me out of our house and restrict my time with our boys to one hour each week, in a public place, supervised by uniformed police. I read the notice twice to make sure I was reading it right. I needed to provide a written response before the end of the day. I swore, grabbed my phone, and began calling the lawyers in town. There weren’t many, and Amy had already talked to all of them. That meant they couldn’t represent me. I almost admired the play. Tony Soprano had done the same thing to Carmela. I’d been so committed to getting my own revenge, I hadn’t stopped to think how Amy might get hers. She had gotten it.

			I finally found an untainted lawyer named Stefanie in a neighboring town. “I can be with you in court,” Stefanie said, “but I don’t have time to write your response.” Stefanie was getting married, and she was occupied with wedding preparations. I wondered out loud about the optimism it must take for a divorce lawyer to get married. “Doctors see people die,” Stefanie said. “They still believe in medicine.”

			She asked me what I did for a living. “Well, you should write your response,” she said. I asked her if I should tell the whole story—my version of it, anyway. “Won’t hurt,” Stefanie said. “Judges are human beings, too.” We also needed to make alternative suggestions for each of Amy’s demands: not that, this. There were eight of them, bullet points that represented life-changing dictates. “She leaves the house,” Stefanie said, putting a check mark next to the first. “You share custody of your children equally,” she said, putting a check mark next to the second. “No police supervision is required,” she said, and on she went down the list.

			She set me up at a computer on a spare desk in her office. “Get to it,” she said, before she left to make sure the flowers would arrive for her wedding on time. I began pouring everything out, from the night in the big leather chair to Okay, thank you. I don’t think I’ve ever written so much so quickly. I didn’t have time to read it through. We printed it off and submitted a pile of still-warm paper with minutes to spare.

			The next day, Amy and I were in court. She sat behind her lawyer. I sat behind Stefanie. When the judge walked in, I stood up, trying my best to look like a farmer in church. He was ancient, a small pile of bones in a black robe. Stefanie stood and turned to me when she did. Her eyes flashed with panic, and she spoke in a hurry, in a hush.

			“This is the worst judge we could have drawn,” she said. “I’m sorry. We’re going to lose. Don’t lash out. Don’t show any emotion. We’ll fix this. But today we’re going to lose.”

			I felt a drop of sweat make the long, slow journey from the back of my neck to the bottom of my spine. I looked over at Amy, at the woman I had loved enough to marry. She was feigning confidence, but I knew her too well. A small red spot surfaced on her cheek below one of her diamond-blue eyes whenever she was sad or stressed. That morning her spot was out. Fourteen years earlier, we’d inscribed the insides of our matching wedding rings: All paths lead to you. We’d stolen the line from a poem about nature and devotion. Now we were in divorce court, sitting behind lawyers, in front of a judge who was about to sentence me to pretend to be happy with my boys while I pushed them on swings for an hour each week and a cop watched us from his patrol car. She’s the one who left me, I thought. I did everything I was told to do.

			The judge had a voice that sounded like the protests of an old machine. “I’ve read both proposals,” he said. “The plaintiff’s,” he said, holding up Amy’s, “and the defendant’s,” he said, holding up mine, considerably thicker.

			Defendant. I was a defendant in a court of law. How had I stumbled so badly? Where had my life gone so wrong? The judge put both proposals back on his desk, where he considered the course of our lives as though he were deciding how he wanted his eggs. I nearly threw up.

			“We’re going to go with this one,” he said, holding up mine, “until you come up with a full and proper separation agreement. And I’d suggest you don’t leave that up to me. In fact, I don’t expect to see either of you in this court again.”

			He banged his gavel.

			Stefanie looked back at me. “Holy shit,” she mouthed. Everything had happened so fast. All the blood had left my head at once. I could barely stand when we were told to rise, and the judge lifted himself out of his chair and took his leave.

			“Did we win?” I asked Stefanie.

			“We won,” she said.

			I looked at Amy. She was shaking, and her spot was as red as a stoplight. Something about those few minutes in court changed the trajectory of our breakup, took so much steam out of both of us. It was as though we had dragged each other to the edge of a cliff before we both realized where the pursuit of vengeance might take us. Our lawyers escorted us straight into a negotiation room, separated from the court’s waiting room by a thick door and the desire to be done. The waiting room at family court might be one of the saddest places in the world outside a children’s hospital; it’s like a museum exhibit dedicated to broken promises and forgotten feelings. When Amy and I walked through it in our respective dazes, threading our way between former couples lawyered up and ready to go to war for children, for dogs, for cottages, for paintings, for silverware, for furniture, for boats, we decided we wanted a different, more peaceable future for ourselves and our boys.

			“I never want to go back in there again,” Amy said when we took our seats across from each other at a Formica table marked by the scars of a thousand surrenders. I remained venomous enough to crow a little. “Of course you don’t,” I said. “You lost.” But no part of me wanted to go back in there, either. I had never felt so powerless. A man doesn’t let another man decide his family’s fate.

			Stefanie had already told me that a good separation agreement leaves everyone unhappy. Amy and I resigned ourselves to unhappiness, but only the minimum demanded by the end of a love story. In less than an hour, we hammered out a tentative separation agreement that neither of us liked but both could accept. For the time being, at least, Amy would leave the house; we’d share custody of our boys, Amy spending five nights with them for every two that I did, but with both of us able to see them in some capacity nearly every day; I’d use my alone time to find work and get the house sold; we’d split the proceeds and the rest of our assets down the middle; I’d also pay alimony and child support. And then we’d start new lives without each other. None of it would be easy. Financially and emotionally, divorce is almost always a disaster, and ours would be disastrous, too. But there was no point in compounding our shared suffering with lawyers and long fights over the inevitable. Amid our otherwise shattering losses, Amy and I both claimed a measure of victory: We never did see that judge again.

			

			 

			

			One weekend in the middle of August, a little more than a month after that terrible night in the den, I had Charley and Sammy to myself at home for the first time. It was strange for us, not having Amy around. It must have been strange for her, too, separated from her boys, a long-term guest at Susan’s house. Amy was the prototypical stay-at-home mum; she had always taken the lead when it came to the kids. I was trying to see our split as a chance to make corrections, and time was one of the few commodities I had more of than I’d had before. Amy was right about one thing, at least: I had never spent enough time with Charley and Sammy.

			Charley has autism. He was diagnosed when he was four. He had always been a quirky kid. He was late to walk and talk. He was accelerated in other ways. I believe the first job of a parent, other than to keep their kid alive, is to encourage a child’s affections. We didn’t have to stoke Charley’s loves, which were many and diverse; they consumed him quickly, fully, as though his admirations completed him, fitting into his unfinished self like the last pieces of a puzzle. He could read when he was two, and he was never again without books within arm’s reach. He developed a deep connection with monarch butterflies, which meant I was forbidden from cutting down the milkweed in our garden, because monarchs lay their eggs on milkweed leaves. Like a lot of kids with autism, he was obsessive about trains, and he maintained a vast collection of toy engines in an order that made sense only to him. Charley also loved the water. He was at his most serene in a hot tub, his happiest at the beach.

			When we had first moved from Ottawa to Port Hope, I took Charley down to the lake. He’d vibrated with excitement until we stripped down to our underwear and jumped into the waves. Just then, a freight train had rolled over the tracks that run through town, blowing its horn. Charley had been wrapped in my arms, enveloped by waves and the sounds of a train, cradled by so many of his favorite things at once, and he screamed “I love it” over and over, and I told him I loved it all, too.

			Sammy, on the other hand, had only one love: soccer. Single-minded didn’t begin to cover his passion, picked up from me like a virus, the way my mum had picked it up from her dad. His first word was “ball.” There is a photograph of us playing not long after he’d learned how to walk. We played together whenever I could find the time, alternating between our yard in the summer and our front hallway in the winter. When he was five or six, I pulled off what might remain the greatest parental achievement of my life: We agreed to play an epic, summer-long game to 100. Weeks later, he won, 100–99.

			After he scored his winning goal, he sprinted across the grass and kissed his wrist like Luis Suarez, the frenzied Uruguayan forward. Suarez was Sammy’s Dino Zoff. It was always a little odd for me, watching Sammy’s love for the game blossom, a love we shared but expressed so differently. Because I naturally stood in net whenever we played, he became a striker, a goal-scorer—less a choice, maybe, than an accident of habit. I had always admired a stout back line, the resolve of defenders. When Sammy played soccer, he attacked.

			Sammy was also a different kind of fan. My international ambivalence had extended to the professional game, my dispassion my badge. The last time I’d been devoted to a professional team, it was a baseball team. I’d lost my virginity the night the Toronto Blue Jays won their first World Series in 1992, and I have a scar on my head from their second in 1993, when I’d squeezed onto the floor of our dorm’s common room, leaped up when Joe Carter hit his home run against the Philadelphia Phillies, and opened my scalp on the corner of the tube TV suspended from the ceiling. That scar might as well have been stigmata. I loved the Blue Jays, lived and died with them, saw my successes and struggles in theirs, as though our fates were intertwined; I found meaning and metaphor in every changeup and double play. I was obsessed.

			The next summer, in 1994, the players went on a season-ending strike, and for the first time I saw baseball—not the game itself, but Major League Baseball, the institution—for what it really was: a business, as ruthless as any other. Almost overnight, I began feeling as though cheering for the Jays against the Yankees were the same as rooting for Microsoft to have a more successful quarter than Apple. I wasn’t corporate. I listened to grunge music and thought I was a revolutionary because I’d cast my first vote for a light socialist. Losing baseball when I was twenty years old, in the middle of my liberal university education and figuring out what kind of man I wanted to be, had made my heart a fortress rather than a passageway: It was foolish to love something that would never love you back. Becoming a sportswriter only validated those feelings. I witnessed the cruelty of sports up close and, by default, the savageness of the men who played and ran them. It was like spending time in the kitchen of your favorite restaurant and realizing there are cockroaches in the walls and the cook is a degenerate. I heard fans use “we” to describe their teams, and I thought, You poor bastard. You care so much, and they don’t give a damn about you.

			Sammy cared, very much. He loved, without shame or restraint, an English team called Liverpool. His early football curiosity became all-consuming just when the Reds, former champions turned in-betweeners, were on the rebound, led by captain Steven Gerrard, who was flanked by Sammy’s beloved Luis Suarez. Sammy and I watched their games together, and I caught myself wondering whether my boy might one day grow out of his fandom the way I had learned to cold-shoulder the Blue Jays; I might have even willed for him to do it, committing the sin of allowing my own antipathies to color his loves rather than accepting his selections, the way I had encouraged Charley’s devotions without governors. But Phil—Uncle Phil to my boys—was also a Liverpool fan, and he had seized the opportunity to affirm his club’s claim on Sammy’s still-growing heart. When Sammy was six, Phil gave him the Liverpool jersey he had worn when he was a little boy, red with Hitachi in white block letters on the front. I knew the fight was over when Sammy pulled on that shirt and his little chest puffed out as though he’d been pinned with an invisible medal. He was going to be Liverpool for the rest of his life.

			That first motherless weekend together, I read to Charley and took him for a swim in the lake, and then I cuddled up with Sammy on the couch to watch Liverpool open the new Premier League season against Arsenal. The British use “fixture” as a synonym for a soccer game, as though football were something around which the world revolves rather than just another sport. A Liverpool visit to North London was a huge fixture to kick things off, two of the league’s greatest and most historic sides coming together, the sort of meeting that felt like an early decider, the result dictating how the rest of the year might go.

			Arsenal scored first, before Liverpool rattled off four goals in quick succession, Sammy screaming in celebration each time the ball found the net. Then Arsenal got one back. With fifteen minutes to play, they scored another. Now Sammy’s anxiety, his desperation, found a place in me, communicated between us like an electric current. Amy and I still hadn’t told the boys we were breaking up, couldn’t bring ourselves to deliver that psychic blow to them, but we had agreed to tell them before the first day of school, which meant sadness was coming soon. I wanted Sammy to be bolstered by his team, fortified before we leveled him with less happy outcomes. I put my arm around him and wanted so badly for Liverpool to win.

			It was almost unnerving for me to watch a game and wish for a particular result again, so soon after I’d willed along Wales. For the second time that summer, I found myself in the unusual, uncomfortable position of…caring. Those last fifteen minutes were beautiful agony, as even and hard-fought as they come. Liverpool survived to win an unbelievable opener, 4–3. Sammy jumped into my arms. It was a moment of rare joy, of unexpected respite, after a summer mostly of misery.

			I was transported back to that hotel lobby in Lille, back into the heavy embrace of those three weeping Welshmen. I thought about everything that had changed in my life since that teary night, only six weeks before. I felt like a different person in so many ways. That included how I had started to see the game. I’d thought my suspension from my team meant that the sport was closed off to me. I’d counted soccer among my many losses because I couldn’t play it anymore. And yet here was my sweet, besotted boy showing me what was available and possible, encouraging my pursuit of a new love: I could still claim the game, if only, at last, I let it claim me.

			

			 

			

			A few hours after Liverpool’s triumph over Arsenal, Amy picked up the boys, and I was alone again. I had never spent time by myself in that house; I was always the one who was leaving. It seemed cavernous. When I had lived in it as part of a family, its volumehad been a godsend. There was always a quiet corner to find, ample opportunities for retreat. With it emptied, I felt almost agoraphobic even within its walls. I wished I could lower the ceilings. I wanted to shrink the rooms.

			Space wasn’t the only resource with which I was oversupplied. I still had a surplus of time, too, despite my intentions to be better with it. Or too much of my time was unstructured, my present as ambiguous as my future. I had never needed habit or routine. My working life had always been random, a succession of unrelated assignments, with streaks of chaos and calm. I liked that about my life. But, alone in my house, I realized that my work’s unpredictability had been made survivable by the steadier demands of my home life. Only a few months before, I had been so busy, I barely had time to think. Now I had all the time in the world to think, and thinking didn’t bring me anywhere good.

			I like to scuba dive, because underwater is the one place someone built like me can feel like an acrobat. But when I sat on my porch that night and thought about how I was feeling, I remembered those rare moments when you’re diving and you’re in the deepest space of the sea, when you’re too far gone to see the surface anymore and too shallow to have reached the bottom. It can be disorientating to be in the middle of all that blue. Like pilots who can’t find the horizon, divers can lose all sense of direction without gravity to assist them. I remembered my instructor telling me that if I was in that situation and felt panic rising in me, if I ever really felt as though I’d lost my way, all I had to do was stop and watch my bubbles when I breathed out. Bubbles always go up. Bubbles could act like breadcrumbs, leading me back to the surface, back to the air and the light.

			I knew I wasn’t the first person to find myself lost, and I knew, too, that people in crisis often grasp for meaning and direction. Sometimes they turn to religion, but I didn’t have any, and death-row conversions always struck me as convenient. Sometimes people start going to the gym, their body their purpose, their revenge. My body would never be anyone’s source of envy. Sometimes they go on an adventure, a long walk or Tuscan retreat, but I had two kids and no money and couldn’t just run away. Sometimes they start a new career. That was the idea that gave me the most pause. I thought about quitting writing and doing something manual, something steady, with reliable hours and a fixed regimen. I went so far as to look for a job on the line at the General Motors plant up the road. But leveling what little remained of my former life, discarding the few things that might yet carry over into my unknowable future, seemed like the sort of thing that would feel romantic in the moment and reckless in hindsight. I didn’t need anything else to regret.

			I decided Sammy was right, and I let him, like bubbles, show me the way.

			I went upstairs to my closet and pulled out my red cardboard box of keepsakes. I had carried it from place to place and only rarely opened it, usually to add something new to the odd assortment of mementos that I’d deemed unnecessary in my daily life but too important or sentimental to throw away. I lifted off the lid, and a thin layer of dust lifted away with it.

			There was a pile of objects, both familiar and forgotten, that told the abridged story of my life. First came the birthday cards and school and soccer photos; my eighth-grade French award; my Dungeons & Dragons dice. Then came my high school diploma and a letter that Phil had written me in 1992, when we were still teenagers, calling me his best friend, which I’d kept as a binding legal contract. There was the pewter mug I’d been given when I was named my university’s valedictorian in 1996, adding a dash of self-importance to my already limitless self-regard. I picked up the name tag I’d worn at the summer job where I’d met Amy, and our marriage certificate from 2002, no longer valid. Then I held the commemorations of the births of my boys, relics from an ancient world. Charley’s tiny bonnet looked like it would be tight on a grapefruit. They were both so little back then.

			I hadn’t known what to do with my wedding ring, so I’d put it in my red cardboard box, all paths leading elsewhere. I’d also added the St. Christopher’s medal that Amy had given me when my anxiety had given me a new fear of flying, which was thoughtful of her, and patient. It was made of silver but had gone black with tarnish, because I had worn it on every one of the hundreds of flights I’d taken since. Now, like my wedding ring, it had been stripped of its former powers. It wouldn’t keep me safe anymore. It would make me sad.

			In exchange, I pulled out my Burnley scarf, soft like a bed at the bottom of the box, and with it a reminder of my grandfather’s unspoken, unfailing brand of tough love. My scarf was more than thirty years old. It hadn’t seen the light in nearly twenty. There was another history that had run parallel to my own, and to which I was largely oblivious: A little football club in the North of England had made its long, improbable return to relevancy. About the time I’d received my pewter mug, Burnley had finally climbed out of football’s cellar into League One. When Amy and I had exchanged our wedding vows, Burnley had become Championship mainstays. In 2009, the spring after Sammy was born, Burnley returned to the top flight for the first time in thirty-three years. Now they appeared once or twice a year on Canadian TV, like the flicker of a memory of someone I used to know, and I wondered for a moment if that old man outside Turf Moor had, like me, survived to see it. In their first home game back up, they beat mighty Manchester United, a result so impossible it felt cinematic, before the inevitable mid-season turn, and they were sent back to the Championship, disappearing from my view again. We moved to Port Hope, and I held Charley in the waves while trains passed by, and Sammy won our 100-goal game, and Burnley hired a new manager, a gravel-voiced former defender named Sean Dyche. The next season, in 2014, he brought Burnley back to the Premier League, only to be relegated again after a single season. Then came my own collapse, too busy and too sad to notice that Burnley had been providing the perfect counterweight. Right about the time I was launching broken rakes into orbit, the Clarets were knocking around the top of the Championship. By February 2016, my marriage had settled into a state of disrepair, and Burnley had climbed into first place. They won their third promotion in seven years on the second-to-last day of the season, not long after I lost my job at Esquire. They won the Championship on the last, several weeks before I went to France. A few weeks after Amy and I broke up, they made another return to the Premier League.

			I had worn my scarf exactly once, as a boy outside Turf Moor, and then I had pinned it to my wall, and then I had put it in my red cardboard box. I was kneeling when I put it around my neck for the second time, where my St. Christopher’s medal used to be. My scarf was heavier than any blanket, preserved better than any memory. Its colors were still bright, and its threads were nearly as crisp. It was so much like new it still had its shop folds in it.

			

			 

			

			Gary the Therapist sat across from me, his legs stretched out, his hands wrapped behind his silver head. We were a few sessions in, pulling our chairs a little closer with each visit. That day, we began by talking about sports, the way we almost always did before we delved into our more painful explorations, into heartbreak and its causes and remedies. I asked Gary about his abiding affection for Seattle’s teams, including the basketball team that no longer was. Sometimes he could watch a game, he told me, and the memories were so vivid that he found himself speaking about even the SuperSonics in the present tense.

			That’s not what I was looking for. I wanted something different from my fandom. I liked remembering that day at Turf Moor with my grandfather, but otherwise I wasn’t interested in reliving history, especially not just then, in the weeks after the worst time of my life. I didn’t want to go backward; I wanted to move forward. I wanted a more permanent version of the feeling I’d had watching Wales in France, and Liverpool against Arsenal. I wanted distraction, I suppose, but I also wanted hope, and inspiration, and connection, and direction, and maybe, eventually, even a little joy. I was feeling alone, and I wanted to feel like I was part of something larger. I wanted to belong.

			I had researched Burnley as though I were writing a story about them, catching up on the history that had unfolded absent my attention, and the culture to which I now wanted to subscribe. I had read especially about Sean Dyche. I didn’t know him as a player, but he had been the sort of player I admired: hard and unsmiling, a defender and a reducer. He had played for six clubs, Chesterfield the longest, Millwall the grimmest, and won promotion with three of them. His idea of a joke was to pretend to eat worms during training sessions; once he’d taken a penalty and, true to his clear-minded form, made a massive run-up and hammered a ball straight down the middle. He wasn’t big, but he was fearsome, with a shaved head—he wasn’t bald or balding; he chose to shave his head for efficiency’s sake—and he had the occasional two-footed tackle on his résumé. He made 459 appearances in his seventeen-year career and scored twelve goals. I loved him.

			Normally, managers get sacked after relegation, but Dyche had survived his first drop at Burnley because he had a long-term vision, and now he had proven its validity by bringing them back up on the bounce. Burnley were a “yo-yo club,” rising and falling between divisions, sometimes season after dizzying season. (They were only the second club in history to win all four levels of the English league.) Dyche promised to make his gains more permanent if only the club and its supporters might find the patience. Burnley’s ascendancy wasn’t an ordinary restoration; it was a resurrection, life returning bones first, the only way it could in tough northern towns. Construction had begun on a new academy and training facility, a literal rebuilding from the ground up, which spoke to me and my own circumstance. “The minimum requirement is maximum effort,” Dyche liked to say. He had plans to mount a second motto on the training facility’s walls in big block letters: Legs Hearts Minds.

			Gary and I had been using a different mantra: “small fixes,” his therapist’s take on Steve the Cop’s instructions to make tangible, incremental corrections until the whole is magically realized. Gary had already told me that happiness can disappear in an instant but takes time to win back, the way it’s harder to build something than to ruin it. My brother had told me something similar, that it would take two years for me to recover from my divorce—to return to my factory settings, mentally, emotionally, and financially. “Two years until you stop thinking about it every day,” he said. Two years seemed like forever to me, and I had whispered “small fixes” to myself more times than I could count to stay the course.

			Legs Hearts Minds, Dyche’s neat encapsulation of the three ways an underdog can win a football game, caught me in a different way. It wasn’t about them and what they might do to you. It was about you and what you can do for yourself.

			You can outrun your opponent—you can outmuscle them, outwork them.

			You can outwill them, outcare them, outbelieve them.

			You can outthink them.

			Gary nodded as I rambled on about soccer and its tactics and angles, and he smiled a little, leaning farther back into his chair. We might have been two dudes talking about sports, to keep us from talking about what we really should have been talking about. But maybe like more of those conversations than we realize, there was something essential about it. We were talking about being better than we were.

			He fell quiet for a while. We both did.

			“Maybe you should try picking up garbage,” Gary said.

			For the first time, I laughed out loud in his office. It felt almost alien to laugh.

			“What are you talking about?” I asked.

			Gary didn’t want me to become a literal garbageman. He wanted me to go for long walks, picking up litter. He thought I might enjoy the exercise, the fresh air, the feeling of achievement and redemption. “I think you’ll surprise yourself how much you like it,” he said.

			I left Gary’s office and drove straight to Home Depot. I picked up a trash claw, maybe three feet long. I squeezed the trigger a couple of times and liked the smoothness of its action, the satisfying way its jaws pinched perfectly shut. I bought it, went home, and walked down the hill to the Ganaraska, the river that runs through Port Hope. The Ganny is a trout run in the spring and a salmon run in the fall. People drive from the city and line its shores to watch the fish jump. Sometimes I’d seen the garbage that collected on its shores instead, working itself free and drifting over the Ganny’s little rapids, on its way to Lake Ontario, to the Atlantic Ocean. I told myself that if I cleaned up the river, I’d stop the garbage at its source. I liked that idea.

			I picked up a chocolate bar wrapper and dropped it into a plastic bag. Then a water bottle. Then a chip bag. Soon I fell into a comfortable rhythm: step, step, pinch. No piece was too small, too insignificant, to escape my eagle-eyed attention: gum wrappers, bottle caps, the little yellow strings that unwrap the cellophane from cigarette packs. My garbage-picking concern was going to be a professional operation. I filled my first plastic bag in no time. I pulled out another, filled it, and pulled out another. Sometimes people walked past and looked at me sideways, like I was part of a prison work-release program. Other people called out their encouragement from bridges or the far side of the river, and I tried to pocket their kind attention along with my next beer can, my next coffee cup, my next white plastic spork.

			

			 

			
				
			

			The next weekend, Sammy and I sat down on the couch together to watch my first Burnley game in thirty years, their second game of that still-fresh Premier League season. I had missed their first, a narrow loss to Swansea, the afternoon before Liverpool’s opening win over Arsenal. Now, as fate would have it, Burnley hosted Liverpool at Turf Moor. I put on my scarf and told Sammy about my newly adopted rooting interest, which he leaned into immediately, boasting about his inevitable victory in our first family derby. I looked down at him and smiled at his unbridled optimism while I resigned myself to another adult defeat.

			I would not have recognized the Turf Moor on TV as the Turf Moor of my memories. It seemed huge to me when I was young. Compared to the enormous cathedrals of the game—Manchester United’s Old Trafford, Liverpool’s Anfield—it was small, even intimate, with twenty-two thousand seats. That was still big enough to hold more than a quarter of the town, population seventy-eight thousand or so, which says something about the importance of the side to the place. Whenever Burnley, the club, were in the Premier League, Burnley, the town, was easily the smallest among them, the smallest town to have been the champions of England—the unlikely conquerors of London, of Manchester, of Newcastle, of Birmingham, all those years ago.

			Outside their claret-and-blue kits, they were almost entirely unfamiliar to me. I caught my first real glimpse of Sean Dyche prowling the bench; he almost glowed in a white shirt and tie, his collar starched stiff, his ginger whiskers cropped close. He paced a few yards from Jürgen Klopp, Liverpool’s newish German manager. I knew Klopp. He was already famous for his touchline remonstrations and “heavy metal football,” his penchant for a fast, all-out attack that Sammy adored. Burnley, meanwhile, set up in football’s bedrock formation, what proved Dyche’s default shape: 4-4-2. Playing with four defenders, four midfielders, and two forwards against Liverpool’s relentless press was a little like trying to counter a hurricane with tidy rows of sandbags, but even if Dyche wanted to play more creatively, Burnley didn’t have the talent. Gerrard and Suarez had left Liverpool by then, but I could still name most of their players, a star in virtually every position: Roberto Firmino, Philippe Coutinho, Daniel Sturridge, Jordan Henderson. I scanned Burnley’s starting lineup for names I recognized and found only one: Sam Vokes, who had scored for Wales against Belgium that night in Lille. I took his presence as confirmation that I’d chosen the right team. Or my grandfather had chosen the right team for me, at least.

			The opening whistle blew. After a little more than a minute, a Burnley player named Andre Gray nicked a bad Liverpool pass and fed the ball to Vokes, lurking at the top of the box. He took one touch, turned, and belted a shot into the top left corner.

			“Oh, what a start!” the announcer screamed. “What a start! And what a time to get your first Premier League goal!” It was a moment of bedlam at Turf Moor. In our den in Port Hope, that goal registered more like shock for Sammy and me, twin witnesses to an event that challenged our sense of the natural order of things. I wasn’t sure if I should cheer, partly because I was worried about upsetting Sammy, and partly because I didn’t think I’d earned the right. I hadn’t suffered through decades of lower-division struggle. I had been a self-declared Burnley fan for a little over a minute. For me, happiness had returned in an instant.

			In the 37th minute, Burnley scored again, Gray on the counter. Now Sammy and I diverged in our emotions, or our shared incredulity took different tenors. “Don’t worry, Sammy,” I said. “Lots of time left.” But as the first half came to its end and the second half began, Burnley turned resistance into an art form, and I caught myself wondering, What if ?

			Football is a game of dreams. It’s about who you want to be. It’s also a game of pragmatism. It demands that you know who you are. Sean Dyche understood that Burnley couldn’t keep up with Liverpool’s unbridled attack for ninety minutes. Two goals were gift enough. He implored his side to dig in, employing a defensive strategy known as the low block. (Fans of higher-flying teams dismiss the tactic as “parking the bus,” but that’s their privilege talking.) Burnley wouldn’t even attempt to take or hold the ball. They’d stagger as many as nine men in a tight rectangle, mimicking the shape of the 18-yard box, and refuse to let Liverpool pass into it. The low block demands stamina, discipline, patience, and grit. It isn’t beautiful or complicated. It’s a strategy steeped in commitment and labor, a means for lesser teams to beat better ones by slowly, steadily shifting the burden of responsibility. Normally the team that’s desperate to hold a lead is the one given to trembles, the stomach-churning anxiety I’d felt watching Wales hanging on against Belgium, Liverpool against Arsenal. A well-designed low block is a magic trick: It transfers the panic that you should be feeling into the other team’s chests.

			Burnley played the low block to perfection, led by a thin, blond central defender named, with incredible economy, Ben Mee. Even Liverpool couldn’t break through it. I watched Mee marshal his fellow defenders against volley after volley, watched his eyes narrow and his shoulders broaden. Before that unlikely morning, I had never heard of Ben Mee. Now, as the game’s final minutes turned into seconds, I took to my feet and shouted at my TV, ready to run through a wall for him.

			In the end, Liverpool had the ball 81 percent of the time. They took twenty-six shots, all of them fruitless. Burnley managed three shots and put two of them in the net. More remarkably, Burnley outran Liverpool, covered more ground, made more sprints. Legs held on to win, 2–0, good for Burnley’s first league victory over Liverpool since 1974, in part because they were so rarely in the same division. Sammy was bewildered, as though he had just seen something he had never considered possible. Through my own surprise, I offered him the consolation of his wiser allegiance. It would no doubt win him larger victories. But for one morning, at least, we had found ourselves level.

			I hadn’t just been suffering from an excess of time and space. When someone falls out of love with you, you receive less love. That’s the simplest math of the breakup equation. But the love you felt before—the amount of love you’re ready to give—stays relatively the same. It’s not like it vanishes. It’s part of who you are, a biological measure as quantifiable as your white blood cell count or your bilirubin levels. I was more than lonely, or the standard kind of lonely. I had too much love, and I needed somewhere for my love to go. I was already determined to pour more of it into my boys, and watching soccer with Sammy, choosing to feel the same feelings it gave him, was part of my redistribution process. But I also needed a new vessel for the leftover love I had felt for Amy, because it had been real and significant. Like my grandfather, I decided to give it to Burnley Football Club, and now I understood more fully why he had, all those years ago. They wouldn’t love me back. They didn’t have to. Their part of the bargain was always being there to accept mine.

			

			 

			

			Amy and I had put it off as long as we could. It was nearly September. The boys were headed back to school in less than a week. We wanted to have a few days of summer to prove to them that if everything was going to be different, everything was still going to be okay. We had agreed to a domestic truce, marked mostly by its stillness and silence, and she had moved back in. Amy and I hugged each other in the basement, and it felt like she meant it this time—“We can do this,” she said—before we came upstairs and walked together into the den. She sat on the couch. I sat in the big leather chair.

			We called out for our boys. Charley arrived first. He sat down next to Amy with his armload of trusty books. Sammy strutted in, goofing around as though we were going to give him good news, because good news was the only news he’d ever received. He sat on the other side of Amy. I had told myself to keep it together, to make the scene less traumatic for them than it was going to be. Amy started crying before she got a word out, the red spot under her eye visible from space. I started crying, too.

			“Daddy and I have decided we’re not going to be married anymore,” Amy said. “We’re just going to be friends.”

			I’m not sure what Charley registered. He didn’t express any emotion. Sammy made a noise, instantly, that I will never get out of my head, a kind of gasp, all his air coming out of him at once. Then he burst into tears.

			Amy and I had both read about the best way to do this terrible thing. The divorce literature was unambiguous. Children are self-centered; they see the world through their wide eyes. The heroes of children’s books are always other children. We told Charley and Sammy that while we were splitting up, nothing about their lives would change. We’d all still live in Port Hope; they would have all the same toys and games; there would still be monarch butterflies in the air and soccer on the TV; their mummy and daddy still loved them both very much and always would. We were still going to be a family. We would be a family that lived in two homes.

			I moved over to the couch, and the four of us hugged each other hard. I loved Amy in that moment. I’d regress, of course. Anger is addictive, a defense mechanism against feeling harder feelings, and I couldn’t pretend I was cured of everything that had made me sick. But all that mattered was what was best for our children, and I never had to wonder about Amy’s love for our boys. I was never going to have to ask myself if they were being looked after when she had them. She was devoted to them, if not to me, and if I had to choose, that was the choice I would want her to make.

			Sammy eventually got his breath back, and we unlocked our arms from each other. All four of us went to our corners to regroup. When we emerged, Amy started putting together dinner; Sammy and I went outside to play soccer; Charley sat at the kitchen table and dug out some paper and a fat red marker and started to draw.

			Out in our yard, I got in net, and Sammy started taking shots on me. It took him a few minutes to find his feet, but soon he was shredding the grass with his usual passion, focused on the ball with the single-mindedness I hoped might save him, the way I hoped soccer might again save me.

			When Sammy and I came back inside, red-faced and sweating, Charley handed him a note he’d written with his marker. Charley can read but can’t write well, his fine motor skills rudimentary. For years we had wondered how he could read when he couldn’t spell; one seemed to me to be a prerequisite of the other. One of his therapists had eventually explained to us that Charley used his ridiculous memory to compensate for his phonetic deficiencies. Charley didn’t read the way we did, by sounding out words. Charley remembered what words looked like, as though he had learned Mandarin rather than English, turning it into a language of shapes rather than syllables. He couldn’t write out words, much like the way I could remember faces but couldn’t draw them. But he knew those words just as well as I did, and he knew their meanings maybe better than I did.

			In Charley’s special way, with his reversed letters and wild misspellings, he told Sammy that everything was going to be okay. “Don’t be sad, brother,” Charley wrote. Sammy read the note. His bottom lip came out when he did. I stuck Charley’s note on the fridge with magnets. I read it every morning when I got out the milk.

			

			 

			

			One afternoon, Gary asked me what my motivation was. I’d just shown him pictures of the piles of garbage I’d picked, which I kept like the old birthday cards in my red cardboard box, proof of progress. I’d expanded my operation’s territory to include our town’s beach, and highway exits, and high school bus stops. I was doing good. I’d even lost a few pounds while I was at it. All I wanted from Gary was a little praise. “What do you mean?” I asked him, more sharply than he deserved. “My motivation?”

			“When you’re working, when you’re writing, what’s in your mind?”

			That’s a stupid question. My work was in my mind. I worked because I needed to work, because I needed money to buy things, and writing was the easiest way I could imagine making a living. If there was something other than writing that paid me more and allowed me to continue living without alarm clocks, I would do that instead. My dream job, it turned out, was picking up litter. I was a virtuoso with that trash claw. I could happily do that all day.

			“That’s not true,” Gary said. “You don’t just do it for money.”

			“I kind of do, actually.”

			Gary shook his head. “I don’t believe you,” he said.

			I stopped again, and Gary didn’t try to fill the void. I had to give him credit—he was good at silence. I had learned the value of quiet during my own interviews. Most people, confronted with silence, will find it uncomfortable and try to occupy it. I want my subjects to talk. Silence can be a useful tool to make them. Silence sometimes works better than conversation when you’re trying to make conversation.

			Gary was quiet. He waited.

			I filled the silence. I told Gary he had mistaken me for a different kind of writer, for an artist. I wasn’t an artist. I’d always thought of my work as manual labor. I liked how it felt to write a good sentence, the way it feels satisfying to cut a perfect dovetail or find the most efficient way to run pipe. I had probably fallen into my troubles with justified margins because I thought of words as parts, and I liked how words looked when they fit together well. I didn’t believe in muses, or divine inspiration, or writer’s block, or any of the other tropes that writers use to make procrastination an affliction rather than a choice. If an electrician showed up at my house and announced he wasn’t “feeling it,” I’d tell him to get over himself and start unspooling wire. I felt that way about writers and writing. It was a job, and I did it as well as I could so that I could keep doing it until I didn’t have to do it anymore, when I wouldn’t.

			“Did you always feel that way?” Gary asked.

			No, I don’t suppose I did. When I was young, my mum caught me copying out a book—word for word, line by line—and she’d worried I was plagiarizing it for a school assignment. I told her I was copying it for fun, for the beauty of it, and she seemed worried in a different way, as though she’d passed on a disorder, a disease. Her love for grammar bordered on the maniacal; I watched her grading assignments, and I saw the agony she suffered with every misplaced comma, every incorrect homonym. By the time I was a teen, I had fallen in my own love with words, enraptured by their simple power. My friends wanted to be carpenters, mechanics, doctors, athletes. I couldn’t tell them I wanted to be a writer, so I wrote stories I never showed anyone, under pen names in case anyone found something I’d written. I would have rather someone caught me masturbating, my other principal obsession at the time. But behind locked doors, on pads of paper in the middle of the night, I wrote, and I wrote, and I wrote, every word a testament to my secret love, every word a private expression of it.

			“But that must happen to people all the time,” I said. “You get tired.”

			Gary nodded. “Sure,” he said. “So, let me ask you again: What’s kept you going?”

			Now I really did think about the answer.

			“Hate,” I said.

			I had never really thought about it, but everything I did in my life, everything I valued, was a competition. That was the essence of soccer to me, the game’s only lesson for the first forty years I had played and followed it. Football was a fight, and either you won or you lost (or you tied, which was another kind of loss). What did I know about Burnley when I was a kid? I didn’t know much, but I knew Burnley hated Blackburn. It was one of the first things my grandfather had told me, as though our rivalry were as essential as our allegiance. We made enemies out of people who looked and sounded the same as us, working in the same mills, eating at the same chippies, wishing the same wishes ten miles up the road. They were t’other that we used to define ourselves—our soccer faith a religion that allowed us to pretend that we were better and more enlightened than the people who were most like us in the world. Everything else followed; everything had a side to it. Once I had copied out books because I loved words so much. The next thing I knew, I saw words as weapons.

			“‘I’ll show you,’” I said to Gary. “That’s what I think when I write.”

			“Do you see what’s happening here?” he said. “Every motivation you’ve talked about is negative. It’s either fear or it’s anger.”

			“It’s worked,” I said. I had lots of trophies on my shelves and plaques on my wall. I’d been paid $10 for each of my words. I’d bought a manse with them.

			“Has it, though?” Gary asked.

			“It did until it didn’t, I guess.”

			“So why don’t we try to find you a different, more positive source of motivation? Doesn’t that sound better? Doesn’t that sound healthier?”

			I made a face. “Like what?” I asked.

			Gary was quiet, and he waited.
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			It didn’t take long for Burnley’s miracle win over Liverpool to feel like a fluke. They lost their next league game to Chelsea, 3–0. In their first September fixture, they led promotion mates Hull at Turf Moor late into added time until Robert Snodgrass tied things up on the last play of the game, converting a free kick after a foul by Ben Mee. “It’s the way it goes,” Sean Dyche said after. “It is the reality of football.” The reality of football looked a little bleak. His side—my side—were in fifteenth place, just outside the relegation zone, and had mustered only seven shots on target through their first four matches, tied for the least.

			Next the Clarets traveled south to Leicester, to face the most unlikely defending champions in history. Before the previous season, bookmakers had made the Foxes, who had gone 132 years without a title, 5,000-to-1 underdogs to win the Premier League. Leicester had fired their manager, Nigel Pearson, in June, after his son James appeared in a racist sex tape with two other members of the Leicester reserves and three Thai women. (Leicester’s owner was Thai, and the team’s summer goodwill tour of his country had gone a little sideways.) Pearson’s sudden absence was filled by Claudio Ranieri, a genial Italian who spoke English with a pathological disregard for its conventions. He was equally resistant to his new side’s predicted prospects. Leicester won the league with two games to go, thanks in part to the goal-scoring heroics of Jamie Vardy, an extremely late bloomer who had started his professional career with the Stocksbridge Park Steels at £30 a week. Years later, Kasper Schmeichel, their Danish goalkeeper, said that Leicester knew as early as Christmas that they’d be champions. “It’s as if you’re trying to get a key into this lock, and nothing’s working,” he said. “And then all of a sudden you get the right one.”

			Leicester’s incredible triumph was more than Leicester’s alone. It was a win for the fans of every small club, given the chance to dream again. Since the inception of the Premier League in 1992, the monied members of football’s so-called Big Six—Manchester United, Manchester City, Arsenal, Liverpool, Chelsea, and, allegedly, Spurs—had claimed all but one title. Now Leicester City, narrow survivors of relegation the season before, had won the trophy. Richard Scudamore, the Premier League’s executive chairman, said after: “If this was a once-in-every-five-thousand-year event, then we’ve effectively got another five thousand years of hope ahead of us.” Like the supporters of every also-ran, I took Leicester’s win as justification for a wild belief: Maybe Burnley will be the next lucky ones, I told myself. Maybe my luck will turn, too.

			That was before Burnley met Leicester that gloomy September. The skies were especially stormy at home. Amy and I had signed our separation agreement. We’d also sold our beautiful manse to the first people who’d looked at it, an older couple who knew motivated sellers when they saw them. We’d completed the paperwork in our real estate agent’s office. Amy seemed unmoved when she signed off, her red spot nowhere to be seen; I wept so hard that our agent left the room. (“Oh jeez,” he’d said after I’d started leaking, and ran out the door like he’d realized he’d left the iron on.) Later that afternoon, still mindful of Steve the Cop’s advice, I began looking for a new home. After accounting for alimony, child support, and my lack of a job, I was going to have to rent, and the first few apartments I saw were dark and ratty. On the last stop of a deflating tour, I opened a kitchen cupboard in a sweltering attic flat and saw roach traps. I shut the cupboard, walked out, drove back to our soon-to-be-former home, with its meticulously restored door hardware and copper downspouts, took half of my last precious lorazepam—I’d been saving it in my nightstand drawer for an emergency—and went to bed.

			I slept through Leicester’s demolition of the Clarets, 3–0. For some reason, I watched the highlights, which included an own goal by Ben Mee. He had lunged to prevent a cross into the box and deflected it into his own net instead. “That sums it all up for Burnley, I’m afraid,” the announcer said. Mee was on his knees when he watched the ball go in, a portrait of despair. He looked down at the grass in disgust and spit. I still loved the way he played, but I started to worry that I had cursed him with my affection: We were perhaps two men who wanted something too badly, and the same desire that might see our wishes granted would instead keep them from coming true. Now Burnley were in sixteenth place, only one point above the drop, having scored three goals in five games. It was far too soon for panic. But we weren’t going to be another Leicester, not this season. We were going to have to fight to survive.

			Thankfully, my friend Paul had thrown me a timely life ring. He had been my boss at my first World Cup in South Africa in 2010. We had taken countless bus trips to stadiums and media centers, and I’d watched his world fall apart almost in real time. Major soccer tournaments are apparently hell on marriages. Each day for the month we were there together, Paul would look at his phone and talk or not talk to his future ex-wife. Toward the end of the tournament, the whole ESPNFC team went on safari as a reward for our labors, and we watched elephants knock down trees and herds of zebra stampede through the grass, and I remember Paul in the back of our jeep, trying to stay in the moment. But his head and maybe his heart were elsewhere, and I knew it was over for him when I looked at a pair of giraffes and back at him and saw tears in his eyes.

			Six years later, he had come out the other side of what I was going through, and he offered me more than solace. “You need to get out of the house,” he said, and he assigned me to the World Cup of Hockey in Toronto. It wouldn’t have the urgency of football’s World Cup, and there would be no safaris. But it would give me my first post-breakup income and, more important, nearly two weeks in the Marriott downtown.

			The only flaw in Paul’s plan: I had never covered hockey in my life. I couldn’t even skate. I showed up at the Air Canada Centre and surveyed the easy comfort of rink rats in their natural environment. Athletes and journalists both have eyes for weakness, trained to learn in seconds what someone does and doesn’t know. I decided it wasn’t a good time for me to bluff. My only path to semi-success in Toronto was to ask every dumb question that popped into my head. That night in the leather chair had left me scarred but also weirdly bulletproof. If I got yelled at, or laughed at, or side-eyed, oh well. I might learn something.

			Early on, I had a long, public back-and-forth with Canadian goalie Matt Murray about the color of goalie pads and whether the choice might matter in ways we don’t realize. Murray, happily for me, was in the middle of an experiment, trying to prove whether white pads were better, because rushing skaters might mistake them for an opening and shoot at them, or black pads, because loose pucks might get lost in them during scrambles. After our exchange, a hockey writer named Craig Custance came up to me with an invitation to dinner. “The guys like having you around,” he said. “You’re not afraid to ask…” He trailed off.

			“You can say it,” I said. He’d seen me wander into John Tortorella’s famously withering gaze when the American coach mistook my genuine idiocy for a prank.

			Craig, to his lasting credit, only smiled. “We’d love to have you,” he said.

			That night, maybe a dozen of us went to an old-school steakhouse called Barbarians, one of those ancient, dimly lit joints with white tablecloths and pension-eligible waiters with mustaches serving rare meat and wedge salads to customers who wear big gold rings and carry a little too much cash. I loved it there, in the company of those men. Pierre LeBrun, one of the more gregarious of our crew, was obviously a fixture at Barbarians. For the rest of the World Cup, the place stayed open late for him, and so for us, long after we’d filed our dispatches from that night’s game. I was soon writing about hockey with an expert’s speed, not because I was an expert, but because I was so desperate to get back to Barbarians. Even when I was watching Burnley, my mind never stopped wandering, often to low places. The team’s early stumbles had felt like confirmation of my fate rather than a distraction from it. During those steak dinners at Barbarians, entire hours passed when I forgot to be sad.

			Hope—real hope, genuine hope—remained in short supply. I decided to force the issue, and Paul indulged me. (I was too muddled at the time to appreciate what he was doing for me; he was the best kind of friend.) I mapped out a perfect Saturday for Sammy and me. I drove my little truck back to Port Hope and watched Liverpool dismantle Hull with him. Then we drove to Toronto, and I took him to his first professional soccer game: Toronto FC against Philadelphia Union. It was a gorgeous afternoon, warm and clear, and Sammy’s thrill at everything—the perfection of the grass, the length of the goal kicks, the sound of the crowd—made me want to follow his lead again. Toronto scored late to tie it, and he jumped so high in the air that he lost his feet by the time he came back down, falling into the thankfully empty seat in front of him. He righted himself and laughed, and it felt good to see him laugh. After the final whistle, we raced across town to the rink, where Paul had found tickets for us to watch Canada play Russia, Sammy’s first hockey game, too. We arrived seconds after the puck dropped and saw Sidney Crosby open the scoring with a terrific steal and finish. Sammy jumped into the air again, both arms raised, his mouth and eyes competing over which could open wider. I got some popcorn for us to share, and we sat back and leaned into each other and watched Canada win. After, I walked with my tired, buzzing boy back to the Marriott, having consumed seven hours of sports together. “This is the funnest day ever,” Sammy said, and my chest just about caved in.

			I put him to bed and then started writing a story about our day. I didn’t let readers know what was going on in my life, exactly, but it wouldn’t have been hard for them to read between the lines. I had all sorts of divergent thoughts swimming in my head, about fatherhood and divorce and Leicester and Burnley and hope and fear and, behind all of it, Gary the Therapist’s gentle push toward love. I was writing for myself more than for an audience. I listened to Sammy’s sweet snores and tried to find the right words.

			Not every day can be the funnest day ever. But today might still be pretty great, if we spend time with the people we love, doing the things they love. And the more we love them, and the more they love those things, whatever they are, the better all of our chances will be.

			

			 

			

			The odds against happiness felt incredibly long again the instant I came back home. Amy and I had agreed to a January closing on our house and would share it until just before Christmas. The feeling that I was a ghost haunting my former life never really faded. It was like taking part in ineffective immersion therapy. We kept to ourselves, mostly. Sometimes we ended up in the same room and fought. I needed her to apologize, and she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She had never really expressed any emotion about our breakup to me. I had seen her cry only once since we’d delivered our news to the boys, after she had started looking for a new house and realized how much her daily existence would change. The fact that she was sad about her material outlook rather than the loss of our love and family had only hardened my feelings and, I suspect, her own resolve not to share any more of hers with me.

			In my rare generous moments, I understood why she couldn’t say sorry. She’d ended our marriage, or struck the finishing blow, and the man who had proclaimed his love for her immediately went back to his wife. She must have felt her own sense of betrayal, maybe even worse than what I felt, because she likely harbored the shame and guilt that Gary had said were so hard to overcome. She was aware of how other people in our small town regarded her. One afternoon not long after our breakup, I was in a store downtown, and two women, on the other side of a greeting card display, were talking about us, our family’s catastrophe their little drama. They made Amy sound demonic. I knew how wrong they were about her. She wasn’t a homewrecker. She wasn’t evil. She was unhappy, and she wanted to be happy, and she took the wrong shortcut.

			Him: Your husband is selfish, inconsiderate, unappreciative, and arrogant.

			Selfish, inconsiderate, unappreciative, and arrogant. Sometimes I was those things. I was those things often enough to make her fall out of love with me. She, too, was imperfect, and I also had, in kind, withdrawn. I knew that there was no need to calculate our failings with any exactness, no point in comparing our ledgers of respective fault in search of an agreement we’d never find. But in the quiet of the forever house that I’d wanted for my family, I was far from sanguine. I wasn’t suicidal anymore. I had done most of my crying. I still felt aggrieved, punished more than anyone for sins that were not mine alone.

			It didn’t help that I struggled to find more work and a new place to live. The pickings for both were slim, leaving me with too much uncertainty to push through. Burnley occupied me for a couple of hours each weekend, and if Liverpool played at a different time, watching them with Sammy took up a couple more. Those games were the only reliable part of my life. I continued to meet with Gary, and he reassured me that given where I’d started, I was making good progress. Maybe I couldn’t see it, but he could. He told me to keep at it with the trash claw—legs are more obedient than hearts, I was learning—and I became even more devoted to my unpaid work. I spent entire days scouring beaches, gutters, and riverbanks.

			While I was making my rounds, I started seeing other men doing the same thing. They were always older, always alone. We never spoke, but we saluted each other with our trash claws, like veterans of some forgotten foreign war acknowledging each other’s service. I wondered whether they were also Gary’s patients. It’s possible, I thought, that he had grander plans, and he was assembling an army of wounded men, setting us loose on the world with trash claws. Whatever their own reasons for picking, my brothers-in-arms felt like company to me, the way I’d seen kinship when I sat on the bench outside the psychiatric hospital all those years before. I felt as though we were sharing the load.

			Despite the comfort of their fellowship, my own urge to pick remained worrisome in its way. If Gary was right and I was better than I had been, I was still angry and scared enough to feel the need to stifle my emotions. In exchange, I was fueling my occasional mania. I’d find myself driving along the highway and staring at the garbage in the ditch rather than the road in front of me; I had become compelled to collect shiny objects like a raven. That’s not normal behavior. Picking wasn’t a lasting or proper answer to my problems. It was another outside remedy to an internal illness.

			I went to my family doctor and told him my story for the first time. He was a widower, with pictures of his departed wife and her paintings all over his office, and I don’t imagine he had a lot of patience for people whose wounds were more self-inflicted. I asked him to refill my lorazepam prescription, and he shook his head. “Have you thought about antidepressants?” he asked. I had, but I hadn’t tried them. I didn’t love the idea. But I needed help getting myself to Christmas, never mind through it, and I accepted his offer of a chemical fix.

			Gary bristled when I told him about my visit to my doctor. I’d never seen him so animated or opinionated. There might have been a bit of professional pride at stake. I wasn’t giving up on him—I looked forward to our chats nearly as much as Burnley games—but he might have felt as though I hadn’t given him enough time to help me before I tried something else. Normally he guided me to my own conclusions. Now he told me what he thought. He didn’t tell me not to take antidepressants. He did suggest that antianxiety medication would have been more beneficial for me. “This happens all the time,” Gary said. “Doctors won’t give you lorazepam because it’s a serious drug. And it is. But they’ll hand out antidepressants like they’re Smarties. These are serious drugs, too.”

			He told me to keep close watch on myself. I can’t say I felt much of anything over the next few weeks, and maybe that was the point. I felt…flat, I would call it. I didn’t think any less. I suffered through the same endless cycles of negative thoughts. When you break up or get divorced, someone who loved you has concluded that they would be better off without you than with you, and it’s hard not to feel like you’ve lost your value, your worth. You must be a loser. You must be a bad person. I was a loser. I was a bad person. Garbage picking gave me one of my few counterarguments. I could tell myself that the world was better off with me than without me. I could tell myself that maybe I was good, or at least I had the chance to be good. But as summer turned into fall, as Burnley continued to bumble along—loss, loss, draw, win—as I gave myself the trash claw equivalent of tennis elbow, as my memories of those nights at Barbarians faded along with my appetite, I found myself regarding everything with dead eyes, as though I were watching a TV show that had lost my interest, and I didn’t care much either way how the story ended.

			

			 

			

			I decided to change the channel. In October, I flew to Bucharest. Beginning in 2012, I had gone every year to speak at an English-language storytelling conference. When I was first asked to speak at it, in 2011, I figured it was part of an elaborate organ-harvesting scheme and declined the invitation. A friend risked the trip and returned not only intact but raving about the experience. I accepted my invitation the next year. At the baggage carousel, I met an American journalist named Evan who was also speaking at the conference for the first time. We both joked about our prospects for returning home in one piece while we waited to collect our bags. Our fears were soon allayed when we were met by two delightful Romanian men, Cristi and Adi. I sat in the back of their little car with Cristi. Adi drove with Evan in the passenger seat beside him.

			“We’re so excited you’re here,” Cristi said after we began our drive into Bucharest. “We want to learn from you, but we also want you to learn about Romania. We’re more than orphans, and gymnasts, and vampires.”

			I learned so much during my time in Bucharest, including what it means to dream. The battle to tell true stories in Romania—in a country with no history of journalism, no experience with accepted fact—is hard and beautiful, and the people who fight it are those things, too. I spent a week there, giving my talk to a gracious audience, listening to other excellent speakers, and hanging out in smoky bars with a spectacular collection of people. I fell in love with them and went back year after year to bask in their belief. That was until the rake-splintering fall of 2015, when I got drunk and thought about taking one of them back to my hotel. After, I told Cristi that I couldn’t come to Bucharest anymore. “I don’t want to destroy my marriage,” I told him. Then my marriage fell apart anyway, and I asked him if I could come back after all. I needed to feel something. Maybe I’d even feel love.

			I landed and went straight to a party, where I reconnected with one especially hard, beautiful Romanian I had met during my first trip to Bucharest. Her name was Ana. She had been my “conference buddy,” assigned to make sure I didn’t get into any trouble. She was, in fact, the trouble. She weaved a red Mini Cooper through traffic like a maniac, spoke flawless American English, wore a black leather jacket, and smoked with defiant abandon. Reunited at that party in 2016, we leaned into each other’s ears, catching up over the din and the smell of her cigarettes and perfume. Ana was back in Bucharest only for the conference; she had moved to London for grad school and was sharing a former council flat with a French bulldog. I told her my carefully curated sob story, delivered through the fogged-up lens of jet lag, antidepressants, and a bottle of Jack Daniel’s I’d soon empty. We broke from each other—she broke from me—but I watched her tear through the rest of that night and couldn’t help wondering: Could we be something?

			It was laughable to think that Ana would want anything to do with me. She was young and gorgeous, and I was an ugly old mess. At the conference itself, Cristi asked me to introduce a journalist named Jacqui Banaszynski onstage—she’d only won the Pulitzer Prize—and instead of giving the easy spiel and taking my leave, I stood in front of several hundred confused Romanians and gave a rambling diatribe about sex and love that I thought was moving and profound but was pathetic. Colin Meloy, the lead singer of the Decemberists, was another one of the speakers that year, and the next night he gave a talk about how a song comes to be. He played an acoustic version of “The Crane Wife 1 & 2”—And all I ever meant to do was to keep you—and I sat in the front row, crying in the dark. Jacqui was sitting next to me, and despite my humiliating performance before her speech, she found the kindness to put her hand on my back. I was finally feeling something again, but I wasn’t feeling love. I was feeling the absence of it, and the shame of what that absence was doing to me.

			

			 

			

			A few weeks after I’d come back from Bucharest, a few weeks after I’d returned to the grim realities of love lost rather than found, I piloted my little white pickup from Port Hope to Missoula, Montana. When I crossed the border and the customs officer asked the purpose of my trip, I asked him if he wanted the long story or the short story. It was the middle of the night and no one else was around. “The long one,” he said, and I told him that my friend Kevin’s wife had come out as a lesbian and left him, and I had just been left, too, although my ex-wife wasn’t a lesbian, and a small group of Kevin’s friends were going to converge on his mum and dad’s house in his hometown to prop him up with cheap beer and a college football game in the snow. The customs officer nodded as if he’d heard the same story a thousand times. “Have a good trip,” he said, and I rumbled off into the night.

			Somewhere in Michigan, I decided to quit taking my antidepressants. I’d rather feel everything than nothing. I stood with a fearless deer next to Calamity Jane’s grave in South Dakota. In Wyoming, I nearly wiped myself out in a blizzard after I hit ice on a bridge. Finally, I ended up in the backyard of Kevin’s childhood home in Missoula, sitting around a fire with my friends. We were scattered around the country and always busy and didn’t get to see each other much. It felt special to be there with them, another reminder of the power of good company, infused with the usual pensiveness that comes with staring at a fire. An ember spat out of it and burned a hole in the sleeve of my favorite sweater, which I was upset about at first. Then I decided that the hole was a souvenir of a bolstering night. Sometime in the early morning, I crashed out on the floor of Kevin’s bedroom with a half-dozen other men, except for the one we’d exiled to the laundry room along with his CPAP machine. I lay awake listening to the sounds that six men sleeping make and thought about life and its eons. There was a time when all my friends were getting married. Then there was a time when all my friends were having kids. Now, assembled once again, we had entered our divorce years. My story wasn’t special. I was following the standard course.

			I had kept in touch with Ana since the party, trying to remember how to flirt. She had told me she was going to be in San Francisco to spend Thanksgiving with some American friends right around the time I was headed to Missoula, which struck me as a potential opening to my clumsy suggestions. I got drunk enough one night to ask if she wanted company. Much to my surprise, she said she did. I hugged Kevin and the rest of our friends. “I have to go see about a girl,” I said.

			In my post-divorce recklessness, I had grossly misjudged the scale of the American West. Missoula and San Francisco are not close. It took me eighteen hours to traverse Idaho and Oregon and push into northern California, where I found Ana sitting outside of a coffee shop in San Francisco, reading a book of poetry by Nick Cave. I’d also underestimated her appetites, especially for the road. She asked if she could join me for my drive home. We could wend our way east together, and she’d change her ticket and fly back to London from Detroit instead. That’s how, with all the forethought of a wayward teenager, I ended up with a Romanian in my bed in a hotel in Big Sur.

			We probably should not have had sex that night. Ana was trembling with jet lag and fatigue; I was shaking, too, with the strangeness of her company and the suddenness of its arrival. I had been wildly attracted to Amy, even at the end of our relationship. I wanted to have sex with her more than she did with me, but when we did have sex, we both knew exactly what the other wanted and gave each other those things. Now I was with someone unfamiliar, with different needs and wants, different likes and dislikes, different parts that demanded different attentions. Making love to someone new, after so many years with someone else, felt to me like learning a new language, with a new language’s promise and confusion, the wide-open possibility of a new vocabulary fraught with a parallel risk of misinterpretation. I was excited but unsettled, eager but insecure. I was grateful Ana even considered being naked with me. But her body was another uncertainty for me to navigate, and it was probably a little much, too soon.

			After we shared a lovely Thanksgiving with her American friends and a debauched bender of a night in Reno, we sat in my truck, pulled over to the side of the road, and watched the sky turn purple over Fallon, Nevada. That scrappy desert town did not seem to have much to recommend it beyond the sunset, but when I looked at my disintegrating road atlas and ran my finger across the territory to the east, there was a concerning amount of distance between each tiny place-name. The first dot was about forty miles away, with a handle out of an old Western: Middlegate Station. I pulled out my phone, and apparently there was a motel there, or maybe it was a dive bar with a couple of beds in the back. I didn’t want to risk finding no room at the inn, so I called the number listed for the bar, and a man answered. He had a deep voice, and he spoke as though each word he used took a day off his life.

			“Hi there. Do you have any vacancies?”

			“Yep.”

			“Okay, awesome. Is there anything out there worth seeing?”

			“Desolation.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Beautiful desolation.”

			Ana and I, like gamblers on a heater, tried to embrace the potential in our shared precariousness, and agreed that we’d spend the night at, or in—we weren’t quite sure—the beautiful desolation of Middlegate Station.

			When we finally pulled off the road into the gravel parking lot, a feeling of dread washed over me. Middlegate Station was a small collection of ramshackle buildings, with banged-up wagons, rusted cars, and a battered gas pump out front. The spine of the main building’s roof followed the low-slung lines of a broken horse. A sign read Bar in red block letters. One of the few working vehicles in the lot was a giant pickup truck that looked kitted out for war; closer inspection revealed that it belonged to a company of wolf hunters. Ana was wearing orange pants, and I looked like a recently separated Canadian father of two. We did not belong at Middlegate Station.

			I looked at Ana, and she was bouncing in her seat. She couldn’t wait to get inside. Besides, the desert was too dark and too unknown for us to continue driving. I sighed and turned off my truck, and we stepped out into the cool of the evening, the gravel crunching beneath our feet. I took one last look at the stars—God, there were so many—and braced myself for my inevitable showdown with men who hunt wolves.

			We had the best night. We were welcomed as fellow travelers; we ordered plates of prime rib that came in thick, bloody slabs; we drank whiskey and beer and played several games of pool. Ana befriended a woman who traded us a freshly rolled joint for a few shots of Fireball, and we went outside to smoke it together. I breathed out clouds like a dragon and watched the stars spinning overhead, the anchors for however many planets, for however many moons. In the early hours of the morning, we got the key to our room, No. 1. It was like stepping into a smoker’s lung. Ana and I laid out sleeping bags on top of the stained bedspread and fell asleep. We woke up the next morning, stuffed ourselves with a campfire breakfast, and bundled back into the truck. After a few miles, Ana asked if she could drive. She liked to drive. I pulled over. For the first time I let someone else drive my truck. I looked across at her, her window cracked open, her long brown hair spilling over the shoulders of her white T-shirt, the sky impossibly blue behind her, the desert every shade of red. I didn’t stand a chance.

			

			 

			

			Football tactics are like love stories: You can make them as complicated as you want, but at root they are the physical manifestation of simple math. Soccer snobs, like the self-appointed gatekeepers of anything, cloud their breakdowns with jargon and minutiae. (I purposely use “football” and “soccer” interchangeably, like any other synonyms, as a stand against their tedium.) Really, soccer is a game of action and reaction, argument and counterargument. If one team is playing narrow, the other should play wide; a team that plays with tight lines will be tough to break through but vulnerable to length. Attacks, by default, should be explosive. Goals happen when teams exploit space and move quickly. Defending is easy when an attack is without mystery; attackers succeed when they give defenders dilemmas. The more flummoxed they are—the more decisions defenders are forced to make, especially in a hurry—the more likely they are to make mistakes, like when two of them follow the ball to the same man, leaving another man open. Conversely, a team that’s defending needs to be composed and compact, the way buffalo protect their young. Buffalo don’t make decisions. Sean Dyche didn’t choose to play a 4-4-2 on a whim. Legs Hearts Minds was an idea. He had determined that a 4-4-2 was the best way to express that idea. In a war against football’s dreamers, the obvious counter was pragmatism. Romance was for other people.

			In our final hours together on the road, Ana and I were mostly quiet. I don’t know what she was feeling. I was feeling resigned. We’d had an incredible week together, ransacking Salt Lake City, Cheyenne, Omaha, and Chicago like insatiable prairie Vikings, leaving animal bones and whiskey glasses in our wake. It was one of the most dreamlike weeks of my life. It was so different, so free, compared to the last months of my beleaguered married life. Ana’s answer to every question was yes, and when I was on the road with her, I felt equally limitless. But as we pulled up to the airport terminal in Detroit, after we’d hugged goodbye and my truck’s passenger seat was empty once again, I felt a familiar heaviness fall over everything, as though a curtain had dropped. Snow whipped across the highway. The last of the leaves blew away. November felt like January. There was no practical way for Ana and me to be together. She was in school an ocean away. I couldn’t leave Port Hope. She had a future to attack. I had to defend what little I had left.

			

			 

			

			What felt like just in time, a tiny house came up for rent, near the riverbanks that I picked clean. It was an old railway keeper’s cottage, renovated by its owners with an appealingly spare imagination. Every square inch was put to use, including drawers under the stairs and crannies waiting for rows of books. The kitchen cabinets and window trim were made of plywood, unpainted but varnished to keep the splinters at bay. The floors were poured cement and heated. There was a washer and dryer but also a clothesline out back, in the postage-stamp-sized yard, fenced for privacy. The cottage was set back from the road, surrounded by wildflowers and trees. At dusk, it was investigated by lightning bugs. At night, coyotes howled outside its little red door. It was perfection.

			Before I moved in, I showed it to my friend Denny with a genuine pride that he mistook for false bravado. I had lived in something close to a mansion; now I was in a glorified shack. How could I possibly be happy? He left, saying all the right encouraging things. But within minutes, my phone began chiming with messages from my friends who were still married, still living in their big old houses, still enjoying their undivided families and assets. Hey man, are you okay? Denny had put the word out: I was in a bad spot. Relative to my former life, I suppose I was. Relative to my current life, I felt as though I was on my way up, at the start of something better and new.

			I had never lived alone in my life. I turned that tiny house into a fortress of solitude. I didn’t take much out of my old house. Amy had bought a bungalow with a pool out back, and she’d have the boys more than I would. I wanted to soften their landings there, and I didn’t have the stomach to fight over couches or kitchen utensils. I also didn’t want the reminders that objects can bring. She could have them. I packed my books, my bed, and my writing desk into my little truck. I thought carefully about whatever else I might need and bought it, taking my time to find the most right-sized version of each, consulting no one. None of it was fancy, but all of it was mine. When the wind blew through the leafless trees or a cold rain fell on my cottage’s tin roof, I imagined I was living on a little ship, battened down to weather a storm. I bought a blue cushion embroidered with an anchor, the good kind, and felt the warmth come up through the floor into my feet, into me. For the first time in months, I felt certain.

			I hung my grandfather’s scarf on a hook by the front door: My tiny house was a Burnley house. The first game I watched in it was a December fixture against Spurs and their bottomless resources at White Hart Lane. Burnley scored first, unexpectedly, and I wondered if more than my own fortunes were about to change. But Spurs quickly equalized and then volleyed attack after attack, taking thirty shots against Tom Heaton, our poor, brave goalkeeper. Tottenham finally scored again to seal a 2–1 win. Spurs moved up to a comfortable fifth in the table; the Clarets were only three points above relegation, having dropped a game they had no business winning but might not have lost. I sat in my cozy cottage and saw, for the first time, hope in defeat. There was a resolution in that loss to Spurs that made better days seem possible. When Burnley’s defenders had to make decisions, they’d almost always made the right ones. In the face of a relentless-seeming attack, they had stayed composed and compact.

			

			 

			

			In 1974, not long after my parents emigrated to Canada, they set about building a new home for us. They hadn’t brought much with them over the ocean; they didn’t have much to bring. The kitchen was my mum’s territory, and she went to a now-defunct discount chain called Zellers to do a big shop. Among the items she bought: an aluminum roasting pan made by Bake King, model H843. It was about sixteen inches long and eleven inches wide. With it, she made her Christmas dinners for decades. They were culinary extravaganzas: turkey, English roast potatoes, stuffing, and vegetables, all of it topped by her delicious signature gravy.

			When my mum retired from teaching—she retired at fifty-five, in 2002, the instant she could—she also retired from everything else that brought her no joy. As she’d done with so many of her intentions, she kept her new dreams to herself, but it was clear that she had put in her time, had met all her commitments as a wife and mother, and wanted to keep the few private promises she had made to herself. Overnight, it seemed, cooking became one of her former jobs. My mum was a great cook, but she must have felt as though she had spent her entire life feeding us, and now that her three children had made homes of their own, she was ready to be fed.

			It was only after she’d stopped cooking that I realized I hadn’t been nearly grateful enough for the thousands of meals she’d made. Because she was physically incapable of exerting anything less than maximum effort, our meals had been over the top. When I came home for lunch in kindergarten, there would be a plate waiting for me, not only with fish fingers, corn, and slices of cucumber, but all of it arranged so that it made a clown’s face or a race car. Later, she spun out so much good food that each of us had a different favorite meal, and our favorites changed depending on the day. One week, I couldn’t wait for her spaghetti with homemade meat sauce. The next, I craved her sweet-and-sour chicken with rice, or her pork tenderloin. That didn’t even factor in her desserts: lemon meringue pie that must have been a foot thick, brownies, apple pies baked from scratch.

			The meal of hers I missed the most was her Christmas dinner. After Amy and I were married, we had dinner at Amy’s family’s house. Then we got divorced, and I decided I wanted Christmas dinner at my tiny house. My parents had always gone all out for our Christmases, as if to prove how far they had come. They were some of my happiest memories of my childhood. Like my mum and dad, I, too, saw that first Christmas alone as an act of resistance: I was going to do things my way. Which, when it came to Christmas dinner, was going to be my mum’s way.

			I called my parents and asked my mum if she would come out of retirement to teach me how to make her Christmas dinner. She must have been shocked, because I can’t cook and had never expressed an interest in cooking. But she betrayed no aversion or disdain, only immediate agreement. “Yes, cherub,” she said, and sent me a shopping list.

			Amy hadn’t moved into her bungalow yet, and we’d had one last, almost cripplingly sad family Christmas morning in the old house. Then I headed to my tiny house to meet my parents there, a little after noon. My mum knew that I had the recently divorced man’s sad coterie of kitchen supplies: four plates, four glasses, four forks, four knives, four spoons, and a boxed set of cheap pots from Walmart. I was living like an assassin. She ferried a battery of her kitchen implements through the snow. When she pulled out her Bake King pan, I felt my legs go funny. Here were my mum and dad, coming to help get me through Christmas, with all the weapons necessary to wage war against despair.

			First came the turkey. My mum taught me how to prepare it: I washed it, dried it, and coated it with a thin sheen of oil, tucking slices of onion and orange inside. She told me to put whole carrots underneath it to keep it from sticking to the Bake King pan, and together we slid it into the oven. We stepped back and nodded in unison, regarding each other anew.

			The English roast potatoes came next. I peeled the potatoes under her watchful eye. She expressed approval at my thoroughness, dispensing what for her was the highest possible praise: “Good job.” I washed them, cut them into chunks, parboiled them, drained them, and then shook them in a pot so they looked how I felt—not smashed, but frayed. She cranked the oven to the temperature of the sun, and then she dropped some duck fat that she’d brought into two deep pans that she’d also brought. We spooned the potatoes into the spattering fat, opening the oven every ten minutes to turn them, until they started to go yellow, then golden, the edges gone dark and crispy. I hadn’t eaten my mum’s roast potatoes in years. I pretended that it was the heat from the oven that was making my eyes water.

			Then we tackled the rest of the fixings, everything coming together beautifully, my mum and I working in concert, delighting in our shared work. We pulled out the majestic turkey to rest—after it had been draped with bacon, as nature demanded—until finally it was time for her gravy. I might not have eaten my mum’s Christmas dinner in years. She also hadn’t made it in years. Watching her prepare to make that gravy, tying on her trusty apron with illustrations of wooden Welsh love spoons on the front, was like watching a retired athlete shaking off the rust, trusting her muscles to do what they used to do.

			Her Parkinson’s made her hands shake unless she really concentrated on keeping them still, and now she made them still. She put her Bake King pan on the stovetop with the turkey drippings. She added potato water, Oxo bouillon cubes, Bisto gravy powder, and flour in what seemed like random measures to me, stirring all the while. That mess of ingredients began to brown and bubble and thicken into something instantly familiar, the sound of her spoon on the pan transporting me to so many happy, half-remembered places, until suddenly there it was again, steaming hot after all these years: my mum’s gravy.

			It was her grandmother’s recipe, she told me, almost as an aside. I had never thought of my mum’s gravy as anything but hers. The actual source was a woman whose existence had been rarely acknowledged, whose name I couldn’t begin to guess. My great-grandmother had died long before I was born, and like a lot of children, I think, I grew up largely ignorant that my parents had been children, as though their lives had begun when mine did. I’d never bothered to learn what had happened before, because there was no before. Children believe only in afters. But my mum had once been a little girl, and her childhood was not a smooth one. I knew about the solace that she had found at Turf Moor with her father. She must have also found a second escape in her grandmother’s kitchen. I saw my mum’s magic in her gravy. All this time, she had been remembering a different woman’s love.

			Now that gravy was medicine for me, too. I retrieved my boys for their second, satellite Christmas, and they began vibrating at the sight of a few more presents under the miniature tree I’d balanced in a corner. Sammy exaggerated his excitement, as though he knew that his joy was his gift to me. Charley, as usual, was more reserved. He’d always been overwhelmed by attention, hiding his face in the crook of his arm whenever we’d sung “Happy Birthday” to him, even when he was very little. For him, good emotion was sometimes as taxing as bad, and my tiny house was brimming with it. We were lucky that his strain of autism had left him able to give and receive his version of love, and his nana, especially, had a talent for widening his openings. He didn’t take long to rally, especially at the thought of dinner. Charley was never shy around food.

			We filled our plates. I didn’t have a dining room table, or even room for one. I put my boys on stools at the kitchen counter, and my mum and dad and I found places on the couch. We ate the most magnificent dinner off our laps, every mouthful a perfect replica of the way things used to be. After dinner—after the boys had opened their presents, after I had delivered them back to Amy—we cleaned up and went to sleep. I put my parents in my bed, and I crashed on the couch where we’d eaten our Christmas dinner, camping in what passed for my house.

			The next day, Burnley played Middlesbrough at Turf Moor. It was a huge Boxing Day fixture in the fight against relegation: Middlesbrough were just ahead of Burnley in the table, a game that the Clarets had the chance to win.

			My mum seemed surprised by my level of investment. She was witnessing for the first time my newfound passion for Burnley, and the look on her face reminded me of the time she’d caught me copying out the book, as though she worried again about the burdens that she had passed down to me. Her own connection to Burnley had been entirely severed. Lower-division football was hard to follow from Canada before the internet came along. Burnley were never on TV or in the paper. My grandfather would pass along updates to my mum in their weekly phone conversations, carefully timed to avoid excessive long-distance charges; Burnley ceased to exist when he did, and my mum suppressed her childhood soccer memories along with the rest of her grief.

			Now we ate turkey sandwiches and watched my mum’s first Burnley match in decades, her first since she’d last gone to Turf Moor with my grandfather, however many years ago. Soon enough, the same muscle memory that allowed her to make her gravy saw her grow into the game. We both cheered when Andre Gray finally broke the deadlock in the 80th minute, and it felt good to do that together, another small reclamation of things we’d both lost. Tom Heaton was massive in goal, and Burnley held on to win, 1–0, leapfrogging Middlesbrough into fourteenth place at the Christmas turn. If they did only as well in the second half of the season as they had in the first, they would be safe. There was a comfort in that, I thought: They don’t have to do any better than they’re already doing; they just need to stay the course. After the final whistle, my parents packed up their things to head back to Ottawa. My mum didn’t pack her Bake King pan. She opened the drawer at the bottom of my stove and left it there. She did it wordlessly, as was her custom. But I knew what she was telling me, and I knew how we were going to spend next Christmas, and every Christmas after that.

			

			 

			

			When I was feeling resigned before dropping off Ana in Detroit, she was making more optimistic plans. In January 2017, she invited me to come to London. I had loved her for a week, and I had loved that city forever. I followed her lead and said yes. I landed at Heathrow and took the Piccadilly Line. I hadn’t been to London since Amy and I took the boys when they were little, and I was flooded with a rush of feelings, both good and achy, at every familiar name. My heart was beating hard when the doors opened at Ana’s stop. Maybe romance wasn’t just for other people.

			Ana greeted me outside the station in the dark, with her Frenchie, Lana, pulling toward me on her lead. We walked to her flat, and when we turned the corner onto her street, the end of it—the terminating feature, urban planners would call it—was Emirates Stadium, where Arsenal play. It was glowing and massive, looming over the neighborhood as though a flying saucer had landed in the middle of the former council estates. Ana lived maybe two hundred yards from it.

			I lay awake all night. Ana was a dot of a human but somehow snored like a fat trucker. So did her flat-faced dog, who slept on the floor of her bedroom. Sometimes they were in sync and their combined snoring rattled the windows; then they fell out of rhythm, and I was subjected to one long, constant snore.

			I stared at the ceiling and felt the warmth of the beautiful human in bed beside me. There are good and bad kinds of uncertainty. In the aftermath of my breakup with Amy, I endured the bad kind almost exclusively. I had been sleepless then because I was alone, and none of my life’s mysteries felt like they might be solved by anything good. Now I had answered a few of my midnight questions—my boys seemed to be doing okay, Amy and I had come to terms, I liked where I lived—which left me with a broader, more hopeful spectrum of outcomes to contemplate. A life that included Ana suddenly seemed like one of my potential results, however remote the chances.

			That weekend, Burnley were coming to the Emirates, an accident of timing that, given my soaring mood, felt more like fate. I didn’t realize that buying a ticket to a football match in London isn’t like buying a ticket to a baseball game, say, in Toronto. You can’t just decide to go, not to see a popular club like Arsenal. There is an elaborate system of memberships and loyalty points that determines who can and can’t buy a ticket. Attendance requires more than money; there is a fealty test, like my own high standards for friendship. For sold-out games, there is no room for casuals. (Some teams, like Hibs in Edinburgh, ban neutrals for high-profile fixtures, even if games aren’t sold out; they’d rather have empty seats than see them occupied by tourists.) Visiting supporters from Burnley had been allocated their tiny slice of the Emirates, but that section was also fully accounted for. Traveling fans are even more diehard than home supporters. They’re pilgrims, with a pilgrim’s intolerance for the less committed.

			Luckily, Ana knew an Arsenal supporter with season tickets, and she thought he might take me. The Saturday night before the game, we met for a pint at the Drayton Park, a battered old pub in the shadow of the stadium, so that I could present my bona fides.

			It was the first time I’d proclaimed my Burnley fandom to a genuine, lifelong football fan. He made a face, as though I’d revealed that I have Marfan syndrome or lupus: He knew it was vaguely tragic but had no real understanding of the condition. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. Readers familiar with Nick Hornby’s Fever Pitch will know that Arsenal fans have sometimes suffered; they have also experienced the highest of highs, and the merry ranks of Gooners have only continued to grow. Most football fans are football fans because it allows them to tie their small dreams to bigger ones, giving hope to those who might otherwise feel hopeless, the way prisoners watch birds. Winning teams are perpetual-motion machines, fueled by a never-ending supply of new supporters and converts, ensuring the inevitability of their success. Arsenal have been in football’s top flight since 1919. In 2017, they were title hopefuls again. For them, glory will come. Hardly anyone becomes a Burnley fan by choice. Nobody volunteers to lose. You need to be born into it.

			Maybe that’s why Ana’s friend decided to probe: If he was going to take an enemy inside the stadium with him, he wanted a worthy opponent, someone who could spend ninety minutes in football’s weeds with him, exploring the intricacies of the game that had obsessed him since he was a child. He asked me a long list of questions about Burnley’s history and the makeup of their roster, finally challenging me to predict their starting eleven for the next day. I knew more than the average fan might know about Burnley. I could name Tom Heaton and Ben Mee and Sam Vokes and Andre Gray, the Four Horsemen of my affiliation, and I could express my honest admiration for Sean Dyche and his shaved head. But I didn’t have the impossible familiarity of a true supporter, and I never stood a chance of meeting his bar for entry. “You’re one of those,” he said, meaning not one of us. He finished his pint and wished me luck getting into the game, having given me a humiliating education in the difference between crash course and core memory, between fantasy and experience, between desired and earned. I might pass for a football lunatic in Canada. In England, I was a tourist in a costume.

			I was up early the next morning, and from Ana’s front window, I watched the street fill with fans and anticipation. I loved the feeling of the growing crush. I woke up Ana, and we went to join it. The streets were closed to traffic. Food trucks served sausages to proper football geezers drinking cans of beer in the sun. The Drayton Park was filled to overflowing, and the crowd continued to rise around us like a tide, surging up the steps toward the shining stadium. I couldn’t get enough of the crackle. When kickoff approached, the pub nearly emptied, waves of Arsenal supporters singing and clapping their way to their seats. Ana and I went in and found a corner booth littered with glasses and crisp packets. We’d hear the game through the windows, the noise of the crowd spilling out of the stadium in a deafening cascade. I wasn’t inside the Emirates, but I was squeezed next to Ana, closer to Burnley than I’d been in more than thirty years. I was so happy. Everything felt right.

			The game was electric. I kept my allegiance to myself, although I almost gave myself away when Andre Gray tied it, 1–1, with a penalty down the middle in added time. Arsenal stole the game back with a penalty of their own in the 98th minute. I felt the sound of the stadium in my chest—could almost see it, like a shimmer—and then the jubilant crowd followed its roars into the swelling streets. Joy occupied every corner, and the food trucks were mobbed again, and the Drayton Park was packed back to the rafters. Ana and I squeezed even more tightly together to make room for the celebration. Nobody looked at us twice or paid us any attention. It was another Sunday afternoon in North London, and we were part of the scene.

			

			 

			

			Every week or two, I sat in a waiting room until Gary called for me. I told him about Ana, and he seemed happy for me. He also seemed a little worried. A new relationship, we agreed, was a bit of an either/or proposition. If things between Ana and me went well, then she would help with my recovery, my search for belief. If things went badly, I’d be set back to a place maybe even worse than the one I’d found myself in before. Back-to-back breakups, especially in short order, would floor me, my heart’s version of second-concussion syndrome.

			I told Gary that I had learned something from my failures with Amy—that I was determined not to repeat the same mistakes of mood, the carelessness of routine. I would be devoted, and grateful, and kind. The trouble, I thought, was that I couldn’t really explain my anger: not my anger at my divorce, which was predictable and obvious, but the low temper that had begun defining me however many years before. Gary didn’t seem all that interested in its root cause. Learning why it was there didn’t change the fact that it was, and he knew that we weren’t going to find some white-hot core inside me that we’d be able to excise like a cancer. I wanted a simple explanation and a quick remedy when there were probably a dozen contributing causes demanding multiple solutions. Or there was no solution at all, beyond coping mechanisms and self-control.

			But Gary indulged me—he had a way of holding out both his hands, as if to say, Go ahead, it’s your time—and we went on a little tour of my childhood. My parents were doting, and they taught me all the right practical lessons about industry and cleanliness and treating people who work in restaurants with respect. My dad’s corners were a little sharp, and my mum’s approach to life was a little unyielding, and I could see both of those traits in me, but genetics are genetics, and I could have done a lot worse. The only crack began to form after my earliest signs of precociousness, especially when it came to words. I started kindergarten when I was four, and then I skipped the second grade, which meant I was two years younger than the rest of my class. That was fine until middle school and everyone else had gone through puberty while I was still playing with my G.I. Joes. Two years suddenly seemed a chasm.

			I got in my first real fight in the seventh grade. I was ten years old, goaded by some older kids into fighting a nice boy named Terry, with a bowl cut and braces. I don’t think either of us really knew why we were supposed to fight at lunch, but somehow it had been decided, and I was too young and scared to back out. It was winter, and freezing when we squared up, surrounded by a hundred screeching kids, their breath forming a cloud above us. Terry and I circled each other, slipping on the ice, until finally I threw a punch and hit him in the mouth. His lips snagged on his braces, and a trickle of blood came out of him and spilled down the middle of his chin, a few drops staining the snow. I was horrified. A teacher soon separated us, and we were both sent to the principal’s office, where I took some tissues and helped Terry wipe the blood off his chin. I was still stricken that night at the dinner table. My mum knew something was wrong, and she asked me: “Are you okay, cherub?” I shook my head and started to cry.

			The next year, in eighth grade, I was bullied for the first time, by a pug-nosed, musclebound kid named Randy. He had been a serial offender, for what I now realize must have been deeply sad reasons. I had forgotten how terrible I’d felt after my fight with Terry and hatched a plan for revenge, my first, recruiting an army of older kids who hated Randy as much as I did. On the last recess on the last day of school, we’d surround him in a corner of the schoolyard and beat the shit out of him. If we got into trouble, it would be forgotten by the time we started high school, and Randy would have learned the valuable lesson of strength in numbers. He’d never pick on any of us again.

			The last day came, and I spent the first recess and lunch making sure we’d go through with our violence. I felt a surge of unfamiliar pride, leading boys whom I’d thought of as beyond me. I sat in science class, Randy silent and unmoving at the desk behind me, and watched the clock tick down. Earlier in the year, he had written his name on the back of my neck when we’d sat in those same desks, digging his pen deep enough into my skin to break it, like a prison tattoo. I couldn’t wait for the bell to ring.

			At last it did, and we went outside and assembled. Only Randy wasn’t in the schoolyard. He had learned of my plans, been tipped off, and he looked out at us from the safety of our classroom, under the watch of our teacher. Randy’s face was almost pressed against the glass. Both of his hands were. I saw his expression—I saw his hurt, his sadness, his understanding of the costs of what he had done if not why he had done it—and felt something wicked in me, a satisfaction that I could taste like salt. I started taunting Randy, screaming and shaking my little fists at him through the glass, and so did the other boys. We must have looked like animals, like a pack of young wolves learning how to hunt.

			“Did that make you feel bigger?” Gary asked.

			“It did,” I said.

			I’d carried that feeling into every fight I’d had since. Whenever I wanted to justify my anger, I’d picture Randy and what my rage had done to him.

			“I like the kid who fought Terry more,” Gary said.

			“I do, too,” I said.

			In February, Ana met me in New York, part of our prolonged, transatlantic courtship. I have always loved to travel, but I met my wanderlust match in Ana; like a shark, she needed to move to breathe. She was in New York before I’d finished asking if she’d like to come. I’d caught an assignment from The Atlantic to profile Alec Baldwin, who was impersonating Donald Trump on Saturday Night Live. Baldwin and I spent a lot of time in his dressing room talking about our efforts to overcome our more lamentable instincts. I told him about my fights with Terry and Randy, and how for all these years, I’d taken the wrong lesson from the wrong kid’s wounded face. While I was spending my days at 30 Rock, Ana explored the city before we’d reconvene at a bar around the corner from our hotel. Like Baldwin, I had resolved to self-improve but suffered setbacks. After a long day of noble resolutions, I got in a fight at the bar with a guy from Cleveland. He had decided to try to impress a woman by being loud, which ran up against my desire to have a quiet drink with my girl. Ana and I had met at the same bar for several nights by then, and the bouncer and I had bonded over our shared affinity for consequential violence. Cleveland was found at fault for our fracas and dispatched into the street. Ana and I had another drink, and I dealt privately with the regret that came with being me.

			

			 

			

			Easily the worst of my anger still surfaced at home. Port Hope was too small. I saw Brad, the other man, all the time, usually at our children’s school. He was a reminder of everything that had gone wrong.

			When my boys stayed with me, we were in close quarters. Apart from the bathroom, the tiny house didn’t have any interior doors. Charley slept in a single bed in an alcove off my bedroom; Sammy slept on a mattress that I would pull out from under my bed, on the floor beside me. On good nights, it felt like the three of us were on a little adventure. We’d catch lightning bugs in jars and play “the floor is lava.” There were also bad nights. One night, someone nearby started setting off fireworks, which set off Charley. “Stupid fireworks,” he said in the dark. He began to spiral, throwing off his blankets, kicking his bare mattress. A few minutes of silence would pass, and I’d tuck him back in, thinking maybe we were through the worst of it. Then another firework would go off. “Stupid fireworks,” Charley said. “Stupid fireworks, stupid fireworks, stupid fireworks.” There was nowhere for me to isolate Sammy, so he was awake, too. Another firework went off. “STUPID FIREWORKS,” Charley screamed, now out of his bed, curled up in a ball in the corner. I tried to settle him, but it was hopeless. Sammy started to cry.

			“Dad?” he said. “Can we try this another night?”

			I took them back to Amy’s, back to her bungalow with its bedrooms and doors and pool in the yard. On the drive to her house, Charley found a new mantra to repeat: “Why did you leave Mum?” He said it over and over, and each time he did, it felt like he was leaving another hole in me: “Why did you leave Mum? Why did you leave Mum?” I didn’t say anything. What could I say? I kissed the boys, put them into Amy’s house, and didn’t even get off her front steps before I sat down and wailed.

			I was still so fragile. There was, in truth, a memory from the earliest days of our separation that I’d never been able to shake, and so a wound I’d never healed. I’d only pieced together the facts of it after, with the help of a friend, Bill. It stayed lodged in me like a bullet fragment. Sometimes I could feel where it sat in my brain.

			The morning of the night when I’d watched Amy and Brad text each other—the morning before those twenty minutes that changed everything—I’d received my own text from Brad.

			Him: We should have lunch. I’ll even let you buy.

			Me: Great.

			Amy had been out that morning, and when she got back, I told her of my plans. We were standing under the arch in our kitchen. In hindsight, a micro-expression of horror had crossed her face, but I dismissed it, another imaginary fear in my post-Euro worry. I met Brad at a restaurant downtown. We ate chicken sandwiches at a table in the front window, and we basked in the sun and talked about how sweet our lives were, how invaluable our friendships, what a break it was that we’d all ended up in the same small town. When the check came, I picked it up.

			Maybe a week later, I met with Bill for a commiserating dinner at the same restaurant where Brad and I had met for lunch. “I can’t believe I bought that fucking guy a sandwich,” I said. That’s when Bill’s face filled with its own horror, and more than a flash of it.

			“Oh my God,” he said. “He really did it. He did it to you.”

			I had no idea what Bill was talking about.

			Bill spilled. One night, maybe a year or so earlier, Bill, Brad, and I had gone to a cottage for an overnight. Apparently, I’d passed out before Brad made a drunken confession to Bill: He liked to be with a committed woman and then spend time with her unaware husband. He was the black sheep of a rich family, having failed at most things he’d tried. Lording it over a man whose wife he had turned made him feel powerful. Bill wasn’t too drunk to be disgusted, and after that he had stopped hanging out with Brad much. I had never really known why.

			“Holy shit,” Bill said.

			After my dinner with Bill, I’d gone home and looked at the screenshots of Amy’s texts with Brad. I’d saved them for reasons I can’t explain. Now I scrolled through them with fresh eyes and saw Brad for the opportunist he was.

			Him: I can give you a pep talk anytime.

			He’d written her that when she had expressed a moment of doubt.

			Him: Love our club. Just need a more private clubhouse.

			He had found an unhappy woman and made her feel part of something.

			Him: Gargey is going to have convulsions.

			Now everything fell into its perfectly enraging place. Amy had been at Brad’s house. She had left. He had texted me to hang out before she’d even made it back to our place. I’d sat across from the man who, minutes before, had been with my wife, and I’d bought him a chicken sandwich. There was no way around it. In that moment, at that table in that window, he owned me. He had pocketed a piece of my soul.

			The next time I’d seen him in the flesh had been at a soccer game. Our boys were friends and teammates, and we both helped coach. I’d sent him a text not long after that night in the leather chair.

			Me: No more coaching for you.

			He hadn’t shown up for weeks. Then one afternoon his lawyer wife texted me, telling me that he was going to be there. I was at Arby’s, where all the divorced dads eat, in the middle of a cheaper, more solitary sandwich than the one I’d bought him. I couldn’t finish it.

			I coached that night, and Brad sat in a lawn chair beside his wife and watched. Our kids were young enough that I could be on the field, and sometimes the play, and so I came within feet of him. My phone kept vibrating in my pocket with messages from Bill, whose daughter was also on the team. He was keeping watch from the touchline.

			Bill: Don’t do it. He wants you to do it.

			Bill: Unclench your fists.

			Bill: Not in front of the kids.

			I held it all in until the final whistle. While our kids celebrated their win in a far corner of the field, I went up to Brad and told him that he should move out of town. I was going to make life a misery for him. “You coward,” I hissed. “You bitch.”

			He did not move out of town. He stayed with his wife in their big old house with their two unaware kids and had pool parties with mine. He remained everywhere I went, smiling at me from across restaurants, from across the schoolyard. Amy’s bungalow was walking distance from the school, and sometimes that walk to her house would be all the time I had with my boys in a day. Brad made it a habit to park at the end of her driveway. We’d collect our kids, and then I’d have to walk to Amy’s house, beside him. He was using our kids as human shields, knowing that I couldn’t do anything to him when they were happily skipping beside us. He was going to put his kids in his truck and go back to his untouched life. I was going to head back to my tiny house, alone, where Sammy slept on a mattress on the floor and Charley was sometimes kept awake by fireworks. I worried that one day I wouldn’t be able to control my anger despite Gary’s ministrations, despite my own best efforts, and I’d lash out at Brad, physically, somewhere between school and Amy’s house. I felt my pulse in my eyes whenever I was around him. I walked on the balls of my feet.

			I went to see Steve the Cop to ask if there was something that could be done, some kind of restraining order that I could request, something that would force Brad to park somewhere else.

			“Let me pay him a visit,” Steve said.

			Steve went to see him, but nothing changed. No law was being broken. “There isn’t much I can do,” Steve said.

			One night, I was walking to a friend’s house with a case of beer. A cop car pulled up. The window came down and I saw Steve. “You aren’t gonna get drunk and do something stupid, are you?” he asked.

			“No, buddy,” I said, and he might have believed me.

			I was getting close to doing something stupid. I fantasized about beating Brad to death. I thought about burning down his house. I heard that Brad and his wife were sleeping with a baseball bat in their bedroom because of me. First smart thing he’s done, I thought. I’d go see Ana in London or we’d meet in Italy or Switzerland or French Polynesia; I’d see beauty and feel relief as my anger subsided. I’d come home and try to hold on to those feelings. Then Brad would force me to walk with him after school, and I’d wince at the sound of screaming in my ears.

			I sat down again with Gary. Maybe I was doing better, I told him. Maybe he was right. I didn’t always feel like it, though. Hearts, as Gary defined them—a belief in goodness, a faith in love—were proving elusive instruments. I had my moments, and I was grateful for them. I had felt lucky, and excited, and happy, feelings that had seemed impossible to me. But none of them felt permanent or even routine, especially in Port Hope. For every blessing, there seemed a curse. For every kindness, there was a cut.

			Gary looked at me and made some private calculations about me and the fundamentals of my programming. Maybe he was asking me to change too much, too fast. Maybe one day my heart would become something better than it was, without malice, without envy. For the time being, at least, it remained a steam-driven engine, my memory of Randy still beating my memory of Terry to the surface. He needed to make my recovery a competition, my happiness a victory that I could claim like a trophy and hold over other people’s heads, especially Brad’s. Of course, love is better than hate. Of course, love never fails. But sometimes love needs to wait.

			“How much more of your life are you going to let him ruin?” Gary said.

			

			 

			
				
			

			There is a rule of thumb in the Premier League: Forty points is the threshold for guaranteed survival. Like a lot of unofficial standards, it doesn’t always hold true. Survival also depends on the relative merits of the teams around you. In 2003, an excellent West Ham side were relegated despite securing forty-two points. In 2005, a dismal West Brom team stayed up on thirty-four. But most of the time, forty points keeps you safe. Forty points and you can start thinking about next year.

			Burnley had fought hard that season, almost always hovering just above safety. Some clubs look up, striving; Burnley tried not to look down. In May, with two games to play, they hosted West Brom. After falling behind 2–1, the Clarets turned to Sam Vokes to rescue them. He scored his second goal of the game to tie things up late, and Burnley held on for a draw. The milestone point gave them forty. “It’s a big mark for us,” Sean Dyche said after. “A team that was given no chance at the beginning of the season, we’ve hit forty points.” Burnley lost their last two games, but come the season’s final day, those forty precious points proved enough. They finished sixteenth, above seventeenth-place Watford only on goal difference, six points clear of the best of that season’s three relegated teams. For the first time since 1975, for the first time since I was two years old, Burnley had survived a top-flight season.

			I missed the last day, because I was in Barcelona, where I’d been sent by ESPNFC to write about Lionel Messi. He was about to turn thirty and was closer to the end of his string with the Spanish titans than the beginning. Ana joined me. We spent the day at the Sagrada Familia, the Gaudi-designed church that has been under construction since 1882, the year Burnley were founded, each grand design unfinished in its way. The Clarets had entered their last game already safe, but as I wandered through that magnificent church, I looked at my phone and found sanctuary in the completed Premier League table. I thought back to the start of that season and its prospects for my team and me, both of us filled with fear and uncertainty. Now here we were, nowhere near the top, but in far better places than we both had expected to be.

			That night, Messi had his own project to finish. I went to Camp Nou to watch him play the last game of his La Liga season against Eibar. A Barcelona win that night, coupled with a Real Madrid loss against Malaga, would give him another title.

			It’s too much to say that I was stunned by what I saw, watching Messi for the first time. He was, however, a kind of anti-revelation. If you know Messi only through his highlights, you might imagine he’s a cutting, slashing whirlwind, a hurricane with genius-level IQ. That would be to know an opera only for its arias. Most of the time, Messi—a small, physically unremarkable man with duck feet and a vision for the game that made him seem bored by it—did not do much of anything. Maybe the greatest soccer player in history spent extraordinarily long stretches looking like he was waiting for a bus.

			Eibar took an unexpected lead in the seventh minute. Then they were awarded a corner. Camp Nou felt frenzied, seething, claustrophobic. Messi wandered around like a spectator who’d accidentally found his way onto the pitch and hadn’t been asked to leave. When Eibar lined up their set piece, he was pacing alone near the center circle until he was distracted by something under one of his feet. By the time Eibar took their kick, he was crouched down, his back to the play, fixing an invisible fault in the grass. He would have known the corner was unsuccessful only from the sound of relief from the crowd.

			I spent the next several minutes staring into the Barcelona night. I couldn’t square how Messi was so dissociated from events that were enrapturing millions of football fans around the world. Maybe he knew that Cristiano Ronaldo, his only counterweight on earth, had put Real Madrid ahead in Malaga, and the league fight was probably over. Maybe he was saving his resources, rationing his energy for when he knew he could make a greater difference than defending a corner. Maybe he was watching Eibar differently than the rest of us were, hunting for hidden weaknesses. Maybe he was lying in wait.

			Later, with his side trailing 2–1, he missed a penalty, and that seemed to awaken something in him. He began performing, reasserting his presence. He perfectly weighted a volley and feinted a defender while running in a dead-straight line; he nutmegged another defender so grievously that the victim looked like he was in on it, like a dupe taking a fall. If Ronaldo was power and show, Messi was finesse and subtlety. Ronaldo was obvious. He told you what he was going to do, knowing that you couldn’t stop him. Messi at his best was unknowable.

			Barcelona scored, and he made good on another penalty to pull his side ahead, 3–2. And then, with a few minutes remaining in the game and the season, he went on one last run.

			Messi started with the ball near the halfway line. He broke through two Eibar players. Then he ran straight down the middle of the pitch, using little movements of his shoulders to send his pursuers the wrong way. One Eibar defender lunged for Messi into what turned out to be empty space and nearly tore his hamstring. Messi scampered off, beating two more defenders before he was free. He leaned inside, slipped the ball across his body with his weaker right foot, and passed it into the bottom corner of the net: 4–2.

			That night, less than a year into my post-divorce life and only a few hours after Burnley’s own unlikely survival, I decided Messi’s beautiful run was an act of vengeance. Ronaldo might have had his league title, but Messi was still Messi: Look what I can do. Who cares about you?

			Something had changed by the time I got home. Ana had bought me a blueprint of the Sagrada Familia, which I framed and hung in my tiny house. She’d bought it so that I might remember our special day in Barcelona, but I looked at it as a reminder of beauty’s long-term demands. Burnley had survived because of a more immediate determination, demonstrated by hard men ninety minutes at a time. Messi’s magical run was an illustration of a different strategy. He had started it within inches of the spot that he had repaired during Eibar’s corner kick, as though he had known all along how important that patch of grass would be. He hadn’t been uninterested. He had, in fact, been incredibly committed to his cause. He had been building a better future for himself, one that only he could see. And then he had started his run, and we got to see it, too.

			

			 

			

			Burnley retooled over the summer, trying to solidify their modest year-over-year gains. They couldn’t make the major signings that big clubs do, but Dyche could seek out slightly better pieces. If he found enough of them, even those marginal changes might multiply into something significant. Strength and quality, like happiness, return in increments.

			Making improvements means making way. Michael Keane, Ben Mee’s partner in the back, was the biggest of the early departures, sold on to Everton in June. Andre Gray also left for Watford in August, which meant the ranks of my horsemen were suddenly incomplete. I had my own opening to fill.

			Into both voids stepped James Tarkowski, a jug-eared Mancunian who looked like an extra from a World War II movie. He had been part of Burnley’s roster the previous season but rarely seen, unable to crack the partnership of Mee and Keane. Tarkowski filled Keane’s spot at the beginning of the new season. Burnley began away at Chelsea, the defending champions, and won 3–2, thanks to two goals from Sam Vokes and Tarkowski’s and Mee’s immensity at the back. It was a perfect, thrilling opener, brimming with menace and hope. Watching Tarkowski and Mee in tandem was like watching the best kind of partnership; they finished each other’s tackles the way twins finish each other’s sentences. A few weeks later, Tarkowski was named Man of the Match after a shutout win over Crystal Palace. He claimed seventeen clearances that day. Who remembers a game for the quality of its clearances? A Burnley fan does.

			The only blemish to Burnley’s inspiring start came in that game against Crystal Palace, when Tom Heaton, my favorite goalkeeper, was injured. He was replaced by Nick Pope, a gangly, extremely English-looking Englishman with high cheekbones and a low forehead. Like Tarkowski, Pope had rarely featured the previous season but now had his opportunity. He stepped in and finished Heaton’s shutout.

			The next week, I flew to London to see Ana, and Pope earned his first Premier League start away against Liverpool. I wished Sammy luck from afar, not that my boy needed it. Burnley had last earned points at Anfield in 1974, and when I sat down with Ana to watch the game—reintroducing one love of mine to another—I can’t say I was optimistic. Liverpool swarmed the box, taking thirty-five shots, a barrage. Only one found the back of the net, and Burnley escaped with a 1–1 draw. By the end of the weekend’s fixtures, the Clarets were in seventh place, an almost unimaginable height. Keane, Mee, and Heaton had been a stout, reliable defensive combination. Choice and fortune had brought together Tarkowski, Mee, and Pope in a triangle at the back, a zone of despair for even the most gifted opponents. Together, they were Burnley: physical, disciplined, determined—hard English players when the game’s fashion had gone soft. Their individual steadfastness combined to make for an unimpeachable collective resolve. Alongside Sam Vokes, I had finished recasting my horsemen. Here, like sentries, stood my dream four.

			That night in London, Ana and I sat on a bench outside her apartment, watching Lana sniff about the garden. I had decided on the quiet to start learning Romanian—my version of Messi’s tending to the grass—and I was always looking for the right moment to try it. Lana’s commands were in Romanian, but the thought of butchering something as simple as “sit” made my throat catch. Ana had a European’s wonderful faculty for language. I did not possess that talent, and Romanian was proving a challenge. It’s a Romance language, not far removed from Italian, and it didn’t require me to learn a new alphabet. But it has a complex structure and random Slavic influences, which meant that some of its vocabulary was more completely foreign to me, and sometimes there are multiple words, with subtle differences in meaning, for a single English word. There are three Romanian words for “tree,” as far as I understand it, with some minor distinctions about whether they’re fruit-bearing. To Romanian ears, “tree” isn’t specific enough. Romanians want to know if it’s a tree with food on it.

			I decided not to tell Lana to sta. Summer was giving way to winter, and Ana and I bundled into each other and talked about the future, in English. Our long-distance adventures were fun and exciting but probably unsustainable; serious relationships demanded more than a visit every six weeks. She was thinking of doing a PhD, and we talked about where she might do it. I still couldn’t leave Port Hope, as much as I wanted to; I couldn’t meet Ana even halfway. Halfway was Iceland. If we were going to live in the same place, she would have to come to me. That would make Port Hope infinitely more tolerable for me. Understandably, she was reluctant to make such a one-sided sacrifice. Ana was extremely urban. She liked bustle and markets and traffic. Port Hope would be alien to her in so many ways.

			“You haven’t even learned a word of Romanian,” she said.

			I had, though. I had learned hundreds of them. I just hadn’t said any of them to her. I took a breath and looked at Ana on the bench beside me.

			“Te iubesc,” I said.

			She blushed so hard she pulled her leather jacket over her face. I had already told her a thousand times that I loved her. That was the first time I’d told it to her in Romanian, using her words instead of mine, and that substitution made all the difference in the world.

			

			 

			
				
			

			That entire season was, by Burnley’s limited measures and mine, fantastical. Sean Dyche had brought in reinforcements, classic Burnley players who fit seamlessly into his grand rebuild, Charlie Taylor, Jack Cork, and Chris Wood principal among them. (With names like those, they were born Clarets.) Bigger clubs—Man City, Spurs, Arsenal—still overwhelmed them, but Burnley were competitive in most games and won or drew every game they should have. Even my mum began paying real attention, asking me for updates the way my grandfather had once passed them along to her. In December, Burnley climbed to fifth in the table. They never fell below eighth. A five-game winning streak in early spring, including three consecutive victories away, saw them firmly in seventh, behind only the Big Six. Burnley were the best of the rest.

			The English Football League is beautifully designed. Because of promotion and relegation, there are rarely meaningless games. Even late in the season, the points almost always matter to someone. Adding to the drama is the fight for places in European competitions. The top four sides earn spots in the Champions League, a season-long tournament between the best clubs across Europe, and the fifth-place team enters the Europa League, the same idea for slightly inferior clubs. It gets a little intricate, but that year, because of a fortuitous combination of league positions and automatic berths for domestic cup winners, the seventh-place team would also join the early qualifying stages of the Europa League. If Burnley could keep hold of seventh, they’d play in Europe for the first time in more than fifty years.

			My life felt just as expansive: Ana decided to go to school in Canada, and she moved in with me into my tiny house in Port Hope. She had been an expat all her life, following her mum to Brussels when she was still in high school. In between returns to Bucharest, she had called Paris, Boston, New York, and London home. Port Hope didn’t fit her usual criteria for residency; with her red lipstick and Eastern European flair for directness, she didn’t pass Port Hope’s typical citizenry test, either. Amy was polite about Ana’s arrival but not exactly welcoming, a response that was mirrored by our insular little town. The main street was soon trading in serious gossip about Ana and me, and we decided to lean into the rude rumors that I’d purchased her affection on the internet. The first night we went out with some friends of mine, we pretended that Ana couldn’t speak English. I said horrible things about her in front of her, as if she couldn’t understand, until one of my friends, who had been earnestly trying to teach Ana the word “house,” announced that she was uncomfortable and began getting up from the table. Ana stopped her, with perfect comedic timing, by delivering a brief synopsis of her proposed PhD thesis in immaculate English.

			No one had a harder time believing that someone like Ana might be with someone like me than I did. I was a divorced dad with two kids living in a tiny house in a small town in Canada, subsisting on freelance writing assignments and positive soccer results. I was also ten years older than her and looked ancient for my age besides. (Ana and I went looking for apartments in her university town—she’d move there in the fall, a short drive rather than a long flight away—and when one place was above her budget, the agent looked at me and said, “Maybe your dad can help you out.”) Nothing about our relationship felt like a match between equals.

			What we most shared was damage. Mine was recent and cataclysmic. Ana’s stemmed from a lifelong slow boil. Her parents had divorced when she was little. She had moved so much in part because she had never felt at home since. Her heart was always torn, desperate for connection but anxious about its potential costs. During our drive across America in 2016, I’d melted down in Salt Lake City. I lay on our bed in our hotel room and cried as hard as I had in my life, the newness of things a reminder of everything I had lost, and Ana would have been within her rights to pack up and head for the closest airport, leaving me behind. Instead, she held me all the way to Detroit. We traded roles when we went to French Polynesia. She’d started imagining our life together, the demands that love makes and the risks it entails, and she cried in our ship’s cabin, loud enough to rival the boat’s thrumming motor. “I don’t want to need you,” she said, and it was my turn to hold her. “I’m scared, too,” I said. I wasn’t lying. I was terrified.

			Now we had decided to set our histories aside and fight for happier outcomes. For both of us, I think, the joy of possibility had come to outweigh the chance of failure. Whenever I wavered, whenever my dreams went to war with my doubts, I’d think about that night in Salt Lake City and that afternoon on the boat in Tahiti, and I’d look at Burnley’s desperate hold on seventh place and see a similar tenacity, a willful choice to pick the future over the past. We could do this.

			There were still fearful moments, of course, stretches when I gave myself over to a more pessimistic wondering. After Burnley’s five-game winning streak, they earned only two more points the rest of the season. Ana sometimes bristled at the size of our tiny house, and she never found much novelty in the sound of coyotes at the door. But come the middle of that hopeful May, the Clarets finished seventh to claim an unexpected place in Europe. In August 2018, they’d play home and away against Scotland’s Aberdeen, the first of three rounds of qualifiers to join the Europa League proper. I had hoped for more exotic opponents—I wanted Burnley to cross the English Channel, at least—but it remained surreal to think that my tiny, scrappy club was going to play in Europe. The prospect was only slightly less bewildering than my waking up next to Ana every morning. All of us were at the start of something new, something hopeful, something defiant, something beautiful. The Princess Royal, a pub in Burnley down the road from Turf Moor, renamed itself the Royal Dyche, and a portrait of our magisterial gaffer became the sign. He was painted to look like Henry VIII. Together we had won a place in league with kings, and we were never going to go back down.

			

			 

			

			I went for my weekly visit to see Gary the Therapist. I yammered away about Burnley’s great season, Ana’s coincidental arrival in my tiny house, and how, nearly two years after my marriage had imploded, I felt like I was finally putting together a string of successes. My brother had been almost exactly right. I’d also felt some of my compulsions erode. I wasn’t picking up garbage as much as I had, and I decided not to play soccer that summer for the first time in years. I didn’t have the same fear of having time to think. I liked my thoughts. I realized how much I was smiling as I delivered my update. Gary stretched his legs into the space between us and put his hands around the back of his head. His smile was nearly as wide as mine.

			“I think you’re good,” he said, after I’d finally stopped to take a breath.

			“I’m trying to be.”

			“No,” he said. “I don’t think you need me anymore.”

			I was taken aback. I did feel good, better than I’d felt in a long time. My gains felt bigger and more lasting than they sometimes did. I still felt a sudden crackle of nerves at Gary’s suggestion, and maybe even sadness. I looked forward to my weekly visits with him. I thought of Gary as the best kind of friend, the one who listens, and I wasn’t sure what my life would look and feel like without him.

			“Are you breaking up with me?” I said, only half joking.

			Gary smiled, a little less widely than he had before. “It’s not like that,” he said. “I’m always here if you need me. I just don’t think you do.” He gave me a business card. “Call me anytime,” he said.

			I turned his business card over in my hands. I didn’t really know what to say. I felt a great debt to Gary. Thank you didn’t seem like enough, but I didn’t have anything else to give him. I hadn’t walked into his office that day knowing it might be the last time I walked out.

			“Thank you, Gary,” I said. “Thank you for everything.”

			He waved my thanks away. “It’s the best part of my job, seeing someone get better,” he said.

			We both stood up, met each other in the middle of the room, and shook hands.

			“Good luck,” Gary said.

			

			 

			

			If I had a weak spot, a potential point of fracture, it was in me: I still burned with anger whenever I saw Brad, who was living his undisturbed life across town and escalating his campaign of torments. Summer had given me respite from our after-school walks, but he’d persuaded the president of our local soccer club, an old friend of his, to take my coaching duties from me and give them to him. Now I had to watch Brad coach Sammy. Whenever I brought Sammy to practice, I’d take either my trash claw or my golf clubs, trying to distract and redirect myself. Gary had told me that Brad would lose interest in me the instant I lost interest in him. I issued myself all the right instructions—he doesn’t matter, he’s a loser, what’s done is done—but I still felt, and sometimes wanted to act, the way I had two years before. I’d see him put his hands on Sammy’s shoulders and want to scream at him not to touch my son. I’d walk by the table in the restaurant window where I’d bought him lunch and start looking for something to break.

			Normally I would have left in June to cover the World Cup in Russia for ESPNFC, but I decided I wasn’t ready to spend a month by myself, especially in Russia. I gave my fullest attention to Ana and my boys, who had taken to each other nicely. Charley and I waded in the Ganaraska for long, sweet stretches, and we’d walk down to the lake and see his beloved monarch butterflies stop on the shore on their way to Mexico. When I wasn’t kicking a ball around with Sammy, we’d cuddle on the couch in my tiny house, in our tiny house, and savor our first World Cup together.

			It all felt good. It also all felt delicate—again, because of my temptation to revert to baser instincts, and my proximity to the man who most reminded me of them.

			That’s when I got a call from a man named Andrew. Years before, Matt Reeves and Jason Katims, who had made Felicity and Friday Night Lights, had optioned one of my last Esquire stories for a potential TV show. The story was called “Away.” It was about Scott Kelly, the first American to spend a year in space, an experiment in human endurance meant to prove that a mission to Mars is possible—not technologically, but emotionally. It was a story about how love can help you do hard things.

			Lots of magazine stories get optioned; very few become TV shows. An optioned story is like a lottery ticket, except the odds feel more remote. I’d never thought for a moment that “Away” would become anything more than it was. Out of the blue that summer, after more than a year of radio silence, Matt’s office had called and said they’d like for me to try to adapt my own story. Writing in a hurry is a hard habit for journalists to shed, and I dashed off something that night and sent it in. Matt and Jason reconsidered their development strategy and hired Andrew, a playwright and TV writer, to write a pilot. We were both a little wary of the other when I answered his call.

			Four hours later, I had made an incredible new friend. Andrew was smart and gentle and curious, all the mindful things I wished to be. He also saw the show the way I did, and he understood why it mattered. Astronauts are extraordinary versions of the rest of us, but they suffer the same stresses and indignities that we all do. They aren’t immune to them; they just learn to adapt. Early in his year-long mission, Scott Kelly thought he’d made a terrible mistake by agreeing to go to space for a year. His first weeks in the International Space Station were marked by sleeplessness and quiet panic. He was a divorced father of two with a new girlfriend and a little sanctuary of a house, building his life on earth anew, and now he had put it at risk by leaving it unattended. He wasn’t a proxy for the first human to step foot on Mars. He was an analog for every one of us who’s felt the doubt and fear that come at the start of a long journey whose conclusion is uncertain.

			Andrew wrote a terrific script, which Netflix bought. I’d won the lottery. Almost overnight, I was made whole financially. Ana and I started to talk about buying a house. Emboldened by failure—divorce had forever changed my definition of “worst-case scenario”—I asked Andrew whether I might get a job on the show as one of its writers. Maybe my own experience would help inform it. He told me that he’d try to make it happen, with the significant proviso that I’d have to move to Los Angeles. TV shows aren’t lone-wolf enterprises, like magazine journalism. They are written by roomfuls of writers, working together. I’d be a small part of a much larger community, far from home.

			Irrationally, perhaps, I looked to Burnley, my unconventional North Star, for guidance. Over the last two seasons, I had found all the things I had hoped to find in them: distraction, hope, inspiration, connection, direction. They had even, eventually, given me a little joy. Their European sojourn went better than I could have hoped. They beat Aberdeen. Then they knocked out Istanbul Basaksehir, after Jack Cork scored the winner in extra time. On they marched into Athens, to face Greek giants Olympiacos. If they won that round, they’d earn a place in the Europa League proper. They’d have an entire season in the sun.

			But for the first time, they had also given me pause. In exchange for their success in Europe, their Premier League progress had been erased. Big clubs can triumph both domestically and in Europe because their benches are so deep. They are built to succeed in perpetuity, with enough money and talent to navigate fuller, more challenging schedules. Burnley hadn’t bolstered their ranks much that summer, and their best players were stressed and overworked. They got thumped by Olympiacos, perhaps inevitably, ending their European dreams before they had chance to come fully true, and they had earned just a single point after their first five Premier League outings. By September, they sat dead last in the league. If there was a lesson for me to take from them, it was about the perils of ambition. There is a difference between wins and a winning streak, and it was dangerous to mistake one for the other. Teams leave themselves open to counters when they attack. Catastrophe happens when they confuse a signal to consolidate with permission to expand.

			Even before I’d been offered a job in Los Angeles, I worried about what such a leap might mean for my life in Port Hope. Ana, predictably, encouraged me to try for the gig. I flew to California to meet with Andrew, Jason Katims, and Jessica Goldberg, who would run the show with Andrew. It would follow the story of an astronaut leading the first crewed mission to Mars, fighting to keep her family and her crew from falling apart. I had no TV writing credentials to offer. I decided to tell my story instead, in what I imagine was excruciating detail, and expressed my apprehensions about the job. I wasn’t sure I could do it, either as a writer or as a man. Jessica shared that she was also a divorced parent who felt torn between her working life and her daughter, our protagonist’s story a heightened version of her own. Jessica had also, she said, found comfort in writers’ rooms after her divorce, a creative camaraderie that had served as a substitute for her lost marriage, the way I’d looked to Burnley for a sense of belonging after the loss of mine. “This might be exactly what you need,” she said.

			I was hired before I boarded the flight home. A little rashly, Ana and I bought a house with the windfall, an ancient yellow-brick carpet factory turned into a home, with separate bedrooms for my growing boys and a view of the river. It was all a little dizzying, and I worried about making so many major changes to my life at once. The writers’ room would open in October and last until spring. There was a three-week break scheduled for Christmas, which split things up. On either side of the break, I’d fly home every other weekend to see my boys and make our new house a home. Ana would head off to school and come see me in Los Angeles whenever she could. “We’ll make it work,” she said. I did my best to trust her that we would.

			Jessica was right. Away, the show, was exactly what I needed. I missed Charley and Sammy, very much. I didn’t miss anything else about Port Hope. Every day I’d join a warm, welcoming, passionate group of playwrights in a cork-lined office in Santa Monica to try to make something moving out of ideas and index cards. I decided that my job as the amateur in the room, but also the oldest inhabitant of it, was to be quiet and supportive when I couldn’t contribute otherwise. It felt so good to be that person instead of the loud and spiteful and combative man I too often was. Andrew became one of my best friends in the world. We’d play tennis or watch a movie or go for a drink almost every day after work. Joy begat joy. I became such a fixture at a bar called Rick’s Tavern that people cheered when I came in; the bartenders ended up giving me the employee discount. I loved everything about living in Los Angeles. Ana loved it, too. One weekend she came out with my brother and my friend Kevin, and we all piled into Rick’s for karaoke night and basked together in the best kind of bedlam. I felt so free, so happy to be somewhere I could be someone new, with none of the burdens of history to confront. I saw no ghosts, ran into no nemeses. Brad disappeared from my daily life, and the cracks he’d made in me began to fill. For the first time I could remember, my life didn’t have a villain in it.

			When I came home for December’s extended break, Sammy and I had a brief chilly spell after Ben Mee tackled Liverpool’s Joe Gomez and broke Gomez’s leg. It was, indisputably, a hard tackle. Sammy insisted it was a dirty play. So did Jürgen Klopp, who suggested that Burnley needed to stop tackling the way they did. “For me, being aggressive is the readiness to hurt yourself and not the other player,” Klopp said. Broken legs weren’t good for the game.

			Burnley spat back. “We’re not good enough to let people get around us,” Mee said. “We need to get about people.”

			Not long before, in my own defense-first days, Mee’s rebuttal would have sounded to my ears like a rallying cry. I might have considered getting it tattooed across my chest. Now I tried to see that fate-changing tackle through Sammy’s brighter eyes, and it didn’t make me feel good when I did. Some football teams are more hated than others and take pride in playing the role of heavy. Millwall, where Sean Dyche had spent three seasons of his hard-nosed career, have a reputation for brutality and a swaggering signature chant: “No one likes us, we don’t care.” A lot of Premier League teams and their fans hated Burnley and the way they played. Dyche’s brand of football could be boring and unattractive, and it meant that twice a season, otherwise supersonic teams would be forced to engage in a tank battle for an afternoon. The premise of Away was that we can use the same rockets that deliver warheads to deliver astronauts to space; it’s not about the tool but about how we choose to use it. I didn’t want to be on the side of missiles anymore.

			On each of my winter weekends at home, Sammy and I would cheer on our teams with opposite energies: Liverpool were in their glory, locked in a thrilling title fight with Man City; Burnley were trying not to lose any more than they already had. When I went back to Los Angeles, the blue skies and happier distractions made Burnley’s grim survival fight a reminder of my own hard times. Fuck remembering, I thought. I wanted to forget. In January 2019, I was in my office in Santa Monica, writing about the stars and their possibilities, when I saw that Sam Vokes had left for Stoke, best known for setting the league standard for misery: “Can they do it on a cold, rainy night in Stoke?” Once, his departure would have left me stricken. Instead, I pitied him and felt grateful for my sunnier destination. By the time Burnley’s season ended, right around the time we finished writing the first season of Away, the Clarets had secured their forty precious points and fifteenth place. I came back to Port Hope and dreamed of California.

			

			 

			

			I hadn’t been home long before Kismet’s back went out and she was suddenly, irreparably paralyzed. She and the boys were at Amy’s house at the time. I can’t remember how Amy told me about our little black dog. It was with a text, I’m guessing. We were in a rough stretch. Happily married couples fight. Former couples obviously do, too. But there’s no marriage for them to save, so the makeups take longer, and whenever a truce is reached, the terms feel incomplete. Eventually I’d talk myself out of being mad, or at least I’d get tired of it, and we’d find a tenuous stability again. I’d make yet another promise to myself to do better. But my commitment to slights remained stronger than it was for resolutions, and our periods of relative warmth never lasted as long as I would have liked. That was mostly on me.

			Amy took Kismet to the local vet. We had adopted her from a pound in Ottawa when she was a pup, after Amy had seen a volunteer walking her with a sign: Adopt Me. Amy had dragged me to the shelter, where the staff reluctantly informed us that the scruffy dog in question did not care for men, probably because she’d been abused and abandoned by one. They let us meet her, though, just in case she made an exception for me. I sat down cross-legged in front of her cage. She looked up at me, staggered over under the weight of her matted fur, curled up in my lap, and fell asleep. We took her home.

			Kismet rarely came to my house, and I’d missed her quiet, easy presence. She was a dim but sweet creature who was incapable of remembering anything beyond that we had saved her. I’d even missed the walks that sometimes had felt like another responsibility. She was always misshapen, put together from parts of what seemed like several breeds. Now her spine had given way, like a suspension bridge that collapses under the strain of its span. The vet said that she would have to be put down, the sooner the better. Amy conveyed that information to me in another text, or maybe she called me, and then she took Kismet back to her place, to keep her until the boys came home from school and could say goodbye to the dog that they had known their whole lives.

			Charley, like a lot of people with autism, has deduced the patterns of typical behavior and learned to mimic them. Because his emotions often seem performative—more acted than genuine—and because he scripts so much of what he’s heard on TV or read in a book, I’ve never been sure how he’s really feeling deep down, if he ever feels emotions the way most of us do. When he was very young, he’d suffer some calamitous fall, or forget that he was under a table and stand up and brain himself, and he rarely cried when he did. We got used to him popping up and singing “I’m okay” before he trundled off to his next near-death experience. That same stoicism seemed to carry him through emotional pain, too, the way he didn’t react when Amy and I told our boys that we were breaking up. But sometimes he still surprised us by finding some way to express what he was feeling inside, like when he wrote his beautiful note to Sammy.

			When Charley found out Kismet was dying, he didn’t cry or ask questions. He’s a little scientist, and he understands how biology works, and that every life ends with a death. He asked Amy to put Kismet on his bed. Amy lifted her onto it. Charley then sat on his bed beside her, and he comforted her the way he would want to be comforted: He put one gentle hand on her warm body, and he opened one of his battered Calvin and Hobbes books and began reading comics to her. They spent a long time like that. I didn’t get to see them. I know he did because Amy sent me a picture of them together.

			That picture destroyed me. It reminded me of a picture from thirteen years before, not long after we’d brought Charley home for the first time. He had been born six weeks early, after his heart had inexplicably started racing in utero. Amy and I had gone for a routine appointment, and our obstetrician had made a face the instant she pressed a wand to Amy’s big belly. “Did you drink a lot of coffee this morning?” she’d asked Amy, who had not. I knew instantly that something was wrong. I didn’t know how wrong. Charley’s heart was beating more than two hundred times a minute. I listened to it, and the beats came so quickly they blurred together. His heart sounded high-pitched and ominous, like a gale blowing in.

			“Don’t panic,” the doctor said. “But you need to go to the hospital.” We managed to follow one of her instructions. Amy was admitted. For a couple of weeks, the doctors there tried all sorts of ways to gear down Charley’s heart but never managed it. Finally, fluid started to build on his brain, and the doctors decided the risk of leaving him inside Amy was greater than the risk of taking him out. “Hopefully the shock of birth will reset him,” one told us. “If not, we’ll shock him with paddles. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll have to operate.”

			Amy and I had already lost two babies, each at twelve weeks. Neither of us could imagine losing Charley. With each passing week of his gestation—thirteen, fourteen, fifteen—our fears had turned into wishes, and our wishes had become something like certainties. Now we were terrified again. Amy was strapped onto a table, and a curtain was draped across her so that we couldn’t see the doctors cut her open and pull Charley out of her. But it wasn’t the potential sight of gore that scared us. I’ll never forget the absence of sound in that room after Charley was lifted into the light: We didn’t hear him cry.

			The doctors cleared his airway and he let out some soft sounds, but he was floppy, and his heart continued to race. He was put into a plastic box on wheels and a team pushed him through the tunnel between the General Hospital, where he was born, and the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario next door, where hopefully he would be saved. I ran after them, leaving Amy on the operating table to be stapled back together. Eventually we reached the pediatric cardiology ward, where I watched through glass as a doctor who specialized in tiny hearts stuck two stickers to Charley’s purple chest. She sent electricity through him, and his feet twitched, and then she looked at her machines for what felt like forever. At last, she turned to me and gave me a thumbs-up.

			A nurse came out of nowhere, as though she had walked through one of the walls, and pushed a chair into the empty space behind me. “You’re going to need this,” she said, and then she disappeared before my legs gave out and I fell into it. I sat in that chair and cried with an indescribable relief before I remembered that Amy was at the hospital next door, cut to pieces. I ran back through the tunnel to the General. I found her in her bed, green-skinned and bruised and bloody, and I lay beside her and told her that Charley was going to be all right. We wept. Later that night, I wheeled Amy back through the tunnel to the Children’s Hospital, and we sat with Charley, who had been sedated, tracing with our fingers the burns on his chest.

			They had kept Charley in the hospital for a week and then decided he could come home with us, which was wonderful, alarming news. Our son was going from twenty-four-hour care under the watch of highly trained doctors and nurses to our care alone. I strapped him into his car seat and drove home as slowly as I’ve driven anywhere, pulling into our driveway like a tanker easing into port. We walked inside, and Kismet came to greet us, the way she always did. She expressed keen interest in Charley. We lowered him down to her, and she sniffed him and tried to crawl into the seat with him. We didn’t allow that, but not long after, we propped him up on the couch, she draped herself over him, and Amy took a picture of a boy and his dog. That was the picture I remembered when I saw the picture of Charley reading Kismet comics out of Calvin and Hobbes.

			Around dinnertime, the boys said goodbye to Kismet, and I met Amy at the vet’s office. The vet was lovely with us, compassionate and soft-spoken. “It’s never easy,” he said. “But you’re doing the right thing.” He left Amy and Kismet and me for a few minutes while he prepared the drugs to put our dog to sleep. Kismet was already unmoving, her sides rising and falling only a little. Amy and I both petted her at the same time, our hands sometimes touching when we did. We didn’t say much to each other, if we said anything. But we cried together and petted the dog we had adopted and called ours.

			The vet came back in, and he injected her through a port in her little leg, and we continued to pet her as the last of the air came out of her and the light went out in her eyes. I was surprised by how much I felt the death of the dog I thought I’d already mourned, along with everything else I’d lost in 2016. It had been nearly three years since that night in the leather chair. But being there with Amy, remembering what our lives had been like when we first brought Kismet home, seeing in a flash everything that had happened between then and now until finally the inevitable stillness came, and with it the terrible quiet of that moment, the emptiness of that room, with only our dog’s lifeless body on the table between us, felt both intimate and final.

			“We were great friends once,” Amy said.

			We were. We had lost that, along with everything else we had lost, including our little black dog. But there were some things we did not lose. We’d remain tied together forever because of our love for our boys, and we shared so many memories. No one would know us the way we each knew the other. I don’t know what Amy was thinking. I was thinking we had lost enough.

			

			 

			

			The 2019–20 Premier League campaign started that August, and I went back to writing about soccer while we waited for the executives at Netflix to decide whether Away would get a second season. I kicked things off by profiling Gunnersaurus Rex, Arsenal’s dinosaur mascot, for ESPNFC. I always got the big, important assignments. In truth, I was asked to write about Gunner because of my expertise: I’d spent two summers as Boomer, the Parks Canada beaver—a giant anthropomorphic beaver, complete with a park ranger’s uniform and a baseball hat the size of a cauldron.

			That’s how Amy and I had met, at the Peterborough Lift Lock, part of the Trent-Severn Waterway. Because I wasn’t allowed to speak and couldn’t see my feet past my huge beaver belly, Amy’s job was to lead me around, mostly so that I didn’t trip into the canal and drown. Her official title was “beaver handler.” We fell in love after spending those summers walking together, paw in hand. After I asked her to marry me, we went back to our boss, Fred, to tell him the unbelievable true story of a beaver and his handler, forever in love. Fred had reacted with a surprising ambivalence. We were the fourth beaver-handler union in his tenure alone. He was more taken aback when it didn’t happen.

			Gunnersaurus Rex was as mysterious as love. He had first appeared in 1993, after a mascot-design contest had been won by an eleven-year-old boy named Peter Lovell who, like a few million other kids, had gone to see Jurassic Park that summer. The real-life Gunner, a fuzzy, green, seven-foot-tall dinosaur in an Arsenal kit, bore a remarkable resemblance to Peter’s childhood drawing. Since young Peter had been announced the winner, however, Arsenal had subscribed, with a staggering seriousness, to a different origin story. Gunner wasn’t born of a child’s imagination. He was a real dinosaur, born from an egg that was unearthed during a renovation of the North Bank at Highbury Stadium, where Arsenal had played before they moved down the street from Ana to the Emirates. When Arsenal agreed to let me follow Gunnersaurus Rex—it might have been easier to negotiate a sit-down with the royal family—they insisted that I commit to the bit. Obviously, there was a man inside the costume. I would never see his face or hear his voice. I wouldn’t even learn his name.

			During those summers with Amy at the Lift Lock, I was always stunned by how quickly even adults were prepared to believe that I was a giant beaver. Kids, I understood. (I was once set upon by a group of first graders who beat me to the ground until one of them pulled off my paw, revealing my clenched fist. “It’s a human man!” he’d yelled, and they’d scattered like looters.) But grown-ups, too, routinely joined the fantasy. They’d confess secrets to me, ask to hug me, take pictures with me like I was their friend. They convinced themselves that everything they had known about the realities of the world no longer held true.

			I met Peter Lovell, by then a thirty-seven-year-old man, at a pub in Cambridge. He was delightful company, one of those people who walk into a room and make it theirs. He remained a fervent Arsenal supporter, and he kept his original drawings of Gunnersaurus Rex on his wall in a gold frame. They were an important reminder, he said, of the power of belief. “It always gets me,” Peter said. “It was one of the moments in the history of my life. If it hadn’t have happened…How it transformed me, helped to form a growing mind, the confidence it gave me. So much has come from that belief.” He teared up when he was talking to me. We hugged when it was time for me to head back to London.

			The day I was to spend with Gunner at the Emirates, Arsenal hosted Burnley. For the first time in more than thirty years, I’d see the Clarets in the flesh. It had already been a dreamlike couple of days. Ana was in school in Canada, so I found myself in the strange position of returning to Arsenal without her. I visited our former haunts—the bench outside her apartment, our booth at the Drayton Park—and tried to see everything with Peter’s lifelong sense of possibility, looking past life’s more dire inevitabilities for its magic.

			Los Angeles had made Burnley seem less necessary to me, an afterthought. Being in the same stadium with them, feeling the surge of the growing game-day crowd, made them feel urgent again. I followed Gunner down into the bowels of the Emirates to greet the teams coming off their buses. Burnley arrived first. There were the men whose struggles and triumphs I’d imagined mirroring my own. There was Sean Dyche. There was James Tarkowski. There was Ben Mee.

			Nick Pope came off the bus, and I felt an almost childlike thrill at the sight of him. I’m a little embarrassed by how excited I was. He was just a man. My little team had also gone to Scotland and Turkey and Greece because of him, and I had made my own journey alongside him. I wanted to tell him what his play meant to me, but he took a conspicuously wide turn around Gunner’s outstretched green hand, putting him well out of my reach, too. “That’s a bit out of order,” a man behind me said. But he didn’t know what I know. Men like Nick Pope don’t fraternize with the enemy, even if the enemy is a child’s rendering of a dinosaur come to life.

			Arsenal came next, player after player falling into Gunner’s warm embrace, and then I followed him upstairs into an adoring crowd. Gunner had a minder, but he still managed to bang his head on a beam, get stuck in an elevator, and then lose himself in concentric circles of children and adults. Gunner had a particular affinity for people with disabilities. Whenever he came across someone in a wheelchair, he leaned over them, smothering them with love. A teenage boy with hearing aids made his timid approach from across the concourse. Gunner somehow sensed his presence and turned around to greet him with open arms. The boy gave himself over to a long cuddle. When the boy and the dinosaur finally broke apart, the boy signed “Thank you.” Gunner signed “Thank you” back to the boy.

			When it was time to take my leave from Gunner, I came in for a big hug, too. Then I went and found my seat, a few rows up from the impossibly green grass at the Emirates. I thought of Ana’s friend who’d denied my application for attendance a couple of years before. Almost out of instinct, I wanted to smirk: I’ve made it in now, haven’t I? I felt that thought surfacing like sickness and fought to suppress it. I didn’t want to think like that. I was better than that. I looked up at the sky, and then I turned to watch my grandfather’s Burnley take the field against invincible Arsenal, not far from where I’d told Ana I loved her in Romanian, having spent a beautiful day watching a seven-foot-tall dinosaur dispense joy on demand. I finally knew again how it felt to believe.

			

			 

			
				
			

			Around Christmastime, Ana and I went to a local coffee shop. There was only one empty table. At the table next to it, Phil, my former best friend, was sitting alone, reading a book. He must have been visiting Amy. The last time I’d seen him, the summer before I’d left for Los Angeles, I’d gone to pick up the boys from her place and he was mowing her front yard, doing the work I used to do. “Hey,” he’d said, but I wasn’t ready to exchange pleasantries. I was still thinking about thrashing him. I hadn’t said anything, but apparently my face said everything I’d wanted to say. Phil had gone into Amy’s backyard and locked the gate behind him.

			Now he looked up from his book to see Ana and me.

			“I’ll leave,” he said.

			Christmas music was playing.

			“Stay,” I said.

			“No, it’s okay,” Phil said. “I’ll go.”

			Phil left. Ana and I drank our coffee. After, I went to the local liquor store. There was Phil, again.

			“This really is a small town,” he said.

			“Tell me about it,” I said.

			I picked up my bottle and headed out to my truck. I sat in the driver’s seat for a minute. Phil and I had sat at the same table in our high school cafeteria. We’d played hundreds of soccer games together. We’d driven through New Mexico, backpacked around Iceland, watched soccer in France, and smoked cigars in Cuba. We had so many inside jokes, people sometimes thought we were speaking a different language. He’d given my son his first Liverpool jersey. He’d been the best man at my wedding. We were great friends once, too.

			I went back inside the liquor store. Phil was standing in the back corner, facing the shelves, trying to hide his tears. He’d been crying since I’d left.

			“Merry Christmas,” I said, and I extended my hand to him.

			“Merry Christmas,” Phil tried to say, and he extended his.

			

			 

			

			By then, there were already reports of a terrifying virus in China, but even as January became February, and February became March, it seemed largely China’s problem. Global pandemics were the stuff of apocalyptic fiction, and the rest of the world continued making its grand, inalterable plans. The summer of 2020 was going to be a dream one for Ana and me. I’d been assigned Euro again by ESPNFC, to be held across Europe rather than in one host country. I’d cover games in Baku, Rome, Munich, Bilbao, Dublin, London—even in Bucharest. Ana was going to join me for the football adventure of our lives. In the meantime, Burnley had recovered from the previous season’s near-relegation to sit comfortably mid-table; Sammy’s Liverpool were running away with the Premier League, on their way to their first title in thirty years. Away was in post-production and looking promising, and I had mustered a solid string of journalism work besides. Ana had finished her coursework and moved full-time back to our lovely new home in Port Hope to write her thesis. Charley was his indomitable self. Even Brad had tired of his petty tortures—Gary, right again—and I was back coaching Sammy and the rest of his team. I had no complaints.

			On March 11, 2020, Sammy and I watched Liverpool play Atlético Madrid in the Champions League. Despite their invincibility at home, Liverpool lost in extra time. Then I coached Sammy in his Winter League finals, which we also lost. Then I played my own game, and I lost that, too. I came home, turned on the TV, and learned that the National Basketball Association had shut down mid-game after Rudy Gobert tested positive for Covid. Two days later, the Premier League followed suit. Canada, like much of the world, went into lockdown.

			Stupidly, perhaps, I thought the drama would be over quickly—a month, six weeks tops, well in time for our incredible summer to unfold. Lockdown gave us a chance, and maybe the excuse, to be quiet and still in preparation. Because the boys continued to travel between Amy’s house and ours, we considered the five of us our bubble. Amy and I were close to finding a lasting, more meaningful peace. One night, after I’d dropped off the boys at her bungalow, we sat at her kitchen table and talked. I told her that despite the progress we’d made nearly four years after our divorce, I still felt unfinished about some things between us. “You’ve never apologized,” I said to her.

			“That was the biggest mistake of my life,” she said, and while it wasn’t an apology, it was at least an admission of regret, and it was probably as much of an apology as she could give. Gary had been right about that, too. Shame and guilt are harder to deal with than anger and sadness. Imagine needing to take the blame for an earthquake. Every fissure would be a mirror.

			I came home and told Ana about our conversation. She proposed that we invite Amy over for dinner, and Amy was gracious enough to accept the invitation. The five of us sat around our dining room table and ate a delicious dinner that Ana had made, toasting our slightly strange lockdown family. Charley and Sammy were beaming. Not long after, Amy got a new dog, a Brussels Griffon the boys named Jeff. He was ugly and affectionate, an adorable distraction at a time when distractions had become rare gems. Five became six.

			My early lockdown forecasts proved optimistic. The Premier League came back after one hundred days, but the rest of the season played out in eerily empty stadiums. Liverpool claimed their trophy and held it up in front of no one. Burnley finished a tensionless tenth. Euro was postponed to the following summer, and instead of crisscrossing Europe together, Ana and I tried to pretend that a trip to the grocery store was vacation enough. The novelty of our family dinners wore off. Sammy’s outdoor season was canceled. Six months into the pandemic, anything remotely fragile had started to break; anything already broken was on its way to ruin.

			In August, Brad’s lawyer wife finally left him, and their big old house went up for sale. Gary had been right there, too: Life had settled its own accounts. There was no damage I could have inflicted on Brad that would have been worse than what he did to himself. Every second I’d spent contemplating my revenge had been wasted.

			Maybe a year later, I’d see her at a party. We avoided each other until we ended up making our way for a drink at the same time. She is taller than me, and she teetered on her heels and looked down at me with narrow eyes.

			“I’m going to punch you right in the nose,” she said.

			“Please don’t punch me in the nose,” I said.

			We ended up sitting together and talking for hours, each explaining why we had acted the ways we had. “I didn’t feel like I had a good option,” she said. I understood. I felt as though I’d never had much choice at all.

			Sometimes life doesn’t give you any outs. All you can do is your best in a bad situation. Only Charley seemed unbothered by pandemic life, his universe impenetrable and self-contained. He could still go down to the lake and splash in the waves. His monarchs came and went on their unimpeded migration. Covid couldn’t take away his bag of books. When the lockdowns had first been imposed, writers were a little smug about it, posting memes about how well they had trained for lives of isolation, like survivalists of the soul. Oh, you have to sit in a room alone with your thoughts? Welcome to our world. But Charley thrived during the pandemic. Lockdown was his time to shine.

			One of his quirks is that he believes in anything he reads; if something is in a book, however fantastical, it must also exist in the world. Charley believes in dragons, flying carpets, elves, and time machines. Occasionally Charley’s expansive belief system has put us in awkward situations. Once we were enjoying a hotel hot tub when two little people, a man and a woman, joined us. Charley looked at them with delight. “Are you leprechauns?” he asked before I managed to push his head under the water, leaving me to explain in a torrent that Charley wasn’t being mean or funny. “He actually thinks you might be leprechauns,” I said. Charley has two stuffed animals he takes almost everywhere with him, as reliably as his bag of books: Hobbes, the closest replica that Amy and I could find of Calvin’s beloved tiger, and Ted, a battered, one-eyed teddy bear he’s had since he was two. Charley thinks Hobbes and Ted are living, breathing creatures, with thoughts and feelings of their own, and during Covid I could hear him in the next room having animated conversations with them. I put my head around the corner and looked at my special boy, his usual cheerful self, and envied his built-in capacity to stay entertained. It’s easy to maintain your friendships when your friendships are imaginary.

			The rest of us limped along. A small Ontario town was a good, safe place to weather a global contagion. It was also a disquieting one, especially when fall gave way to winter. Ana could tolerate Port Hope’s provinciality so long as we could leave it, which we’d done regularly in our decadent fashion. Now she went for walks every night that lasted so long, I wondered whether she might never come back. Our last big pre-pandemic trip was to Thailand and Bhutan, courtesy of The Wall Street Journal Magazine. We were insanely blessed to take those trips, and we were likewise blessed during lockdown. We didn’t get sick, and our lives were relatively untouched compared to millions of others. But Covid had remade the world so that it didn’t offer many of our usual escapes, and the escapes that did remain felt a little like traps.

			Netflix commissioned scripts for a second season of Away, and I was grateful for the work. The pandemic meant that we writers met every day on Zoom rather than in Los Angeles. The belated 2020–21 Premier League season got underway, again behind closed doors. Football without its fans was like a clock without its hands, holding its place rather than serving its purpose, and Sammy and I watched those silent games more out of boredom than from desire. Arsenal laid off dozens of staff, including Gunnersaurus Rex, which led to the revelation of his real identity: A man named Jerry Quy had been inside that costume for twenty-seven years. Now he’d been made redundant. The first season of Away came out and was the top show on Netflix for a couple of weeks; the algorithm was unmoved and recommended against making the second season we’d so carefully constructed. Liverpool failed to repeat as champions, and Burnley finished seventeenth, one place above the relegation zone. After a couple of years of divergent fates, I looked at them and saw myself in their struggles again. We were all just barely hanging on.

			

			 

			

			Euro 2020 became Euro 2021—altered, the way so many of my plans had been. James, my editor at ESPNFC, asked if I still wanted to cover it. Ana and I disagreed over whether we should go. Bilbao and Dublin had dropped out as host cities, and only Budapest would be at full capacity; most of the other stadiums would be only a quarter full, which didn’t sound fun or festive to me, and neither did the understandable layers of travel protocols. Canada was easy to exit but hard to reenter, and if we got sick, we’d have to spend weeks in an expensive quarantine hotel on our return. Ana wanted to chance it, of course. I thought the trip wasn’t worth the risk. In the end we stayed home, where it was even quieter than usual.

			Burnley also wrestled to find their post-pandemic way. After a shambling start to the 2021–22 season, Sean Dyche was asked how he might turn things around before an October game against fearsome Man City. Apart from a well-earned draw during 2018’s march toward Europe, Burnley had lost nine consecutive league games against City since their 2016 promotion, by a combined score of 29–3. How could he possibly counter Pep Guardiola’s elaborate tactics and gifted executors? How might this game be different?

			“Put the ball in that end,” Dyche said, pointing one way. “Stop it going in that end,” he said, pointing the other way. “That usually wins football matches in my experience.”

			Burnley did not win that football match, losing 2–0, another stumble in a campaign that felt doomed. Burnley had hung on for five Premier League seasons, going on six, but at some point reality always has the final say over belief.

			When the vaccines came and the borders fully reopened, Ana went back to Romania. Life was normal in Bucharest, while Canada still wobbled its way through constantly changing countermeasures. We’d talk on the phone, and I could hear nightlife behind her happy voice. She was relieved to be in a city again, eating in restaurants, dancing in clubs. She had missed her family and friends and vibrant former life. She came back to Port Hope that fall, and none of it felt good, including to me. I felt as though I were caging a bird. After a subdued week or two, Ana turned around and went back to Bucharest. She was supposed to come back to me and the boys for Christmas, but I knew in my heart that she would call and ask if it was okay if she stayed with her family instead. I didn’t blame her when she did.

			In April, Sean Dyche was fired with eight games to go. Burnley were in eighteenth place, four points from safety. His last match was a 2–0 defeat to Norwich, playing out of a worse spot. It wasn’t a game Burnley, or Dyche, could lose and hope to survive. Dyche had been at the helm for nearly ten years, making him, at the time, the longest-serving manager in the Premier League. “They should build a statue of him outside Turf Moor,” Brentford manager Thomas Frank said. The owner of the Royal Dyche announced that her bar would never change its name.

			I felt something like grief when Dyche was dismissed, because I had felt something like love for him. I had committed the same sin of misplaced affection I had once worried Sammy was committing. In my more rational moments, I felt sheepish about my tightly drawn feelings for him, a man who might have been a monster for all I knew, a man who had no idea I existed. But the relationship between fan and team wasn’t as one-way as I’d once feared. Dyche had done more than guide Burnley through the best stretch of my lifetime. He had rescued my family’s club when my family was falling apart, and so, in my mind, he had also helped rescue me.

			Ana stayed in Romania. We sometimes went whole days without speaking to each other, our formerly life-validating relationship reduced to a string of texts. We decided to try to save ourselves the way we always had: We took a trip. For the first time since the pandemic broke, I boarded a plane and flew to meet her in Bucharest. She had been reestablishing herself—reasserting herself, I would call it—and her father had ceded his apartment to her. She had her own patterns to her days, entirely hers, and my arrival interrupted them, as though I were a human lockdown. After all our time apart, she didn’t feel like my girlfriend anymore, at least not in Bucharest. She was suddenly my conference buddy again, obliged to look after me. She was impatient with me; she felt slowed by me, dragged down by me. The way she spoke to me—sharply, coldly—reminded me of the way Amy had spoken to me during the last days of our marriage, when she had decided that she wanted something new.

			I was surprised rather than excited when Ana told me that she’d bought us plane tickets, first to Prague, a city I’d always wanted to visit, and then to Venice, another magical place I’d never been. Since our road trip across America in our earliest days, Ana and I had been at our best on the move. I wondered whether she was trying to recapture some of that. I also wondered whether she was trying to give me a gentle goodbye.

			Prague was everything I had hoped it might be, with more clocks and softer edges than Bucharest. We walked its streets and squares and drank foamy glasses of beer in its bars and fell back into a version of our pre-pandemic love. In Prague, I was less like ballast than I had been in Bucharest, or so I thought.

			Ana was, in fact, still working things through. We went out for dinner, and she got upset about something I said. It was nothing outrageous. I don’t even remember what it was. “Let’s make up the way we always make up,” I said. “I’ll say sorry.” I was joking, but it was one of those jokes that doesn’t sound like a joke, and we finished our dinner in silence before we went back to our hotel to have a blowup unlike any we’d had before. I was shocked by her anger. She was incandescent. I thought she was going to smash a mirror, or maybe even hit me. She wasn’t angry about what I’d said in the restaurant, not really. She was in a long fight with herself, mostly, over whether to share life with me in Port Hope or to live it without me anywhere else in the world. She was upset that I was making her decision easier for her than it already was.

			It was late when we both left the hotel and walked in opposite directions. I found my way to the Charles Bridge. I leaned against its ancient stone walls, watching happy couples the way the rain-streaked statues of saints gazed down on me. Going to Venice seemed like a cursed idea. We weren’t at the end, but we were at the start of our coda. I went back to the hotel and started looking for a flight back home.

			Ana came in. She sat on the bed and asked me what I was doing. I told her. She never could keep her feelings from reaching her face. She still liked to say yes, and she still liked to help me say yes.

			“We should go to Venice,” she said. “You might never get another chance.”

			Venice was spectacular enough that for a couple of days we could pretend that everything was as it was, even though we both knew that it wasn’t. We were indulgent of each other’s wishes and gentle with each other’s feelings, the way new couples are. One morning, I asked if we could walk to see the football stadium. Little Venezia FC had climbed all the way to Serie A, Italy’s Premier League, and their dilapidated home field was one of the game’s most charming stadiums, the second-oldest in Italy and the only one that saw visiting teams arrive by boat.

			Ana had never shared my interest in soccer. The time it took away from us had bothered her more than I knew. I was always dragging her to stadiums or pointing them out to her from train windows. I’d even done it in Prague, after we’d climbed the towers of the castle. Instead of looking at the river or the endless red roofs, I fixated on some light towers in the distance. Ana had, by then, reached the limits of her tolerances for many things about me. We did not go to the stadium in Prague. We had our fight instead. But in Venice, she found her former indulgence and agreed to go for a very long walk with me, away from the red-brick towers and gondolas, so that I could stare through a hole in a fence at a sliver of grass.

			After Ana and I looked at the stadium, we found a little restaurant. It did not appear especially promising, but we were hungry from our walk, and happy to stay out of range of other tourists. We needed to sit with each other for a little while. I ordered a pasta with a rabbit ragù. Like the restaurant, it didn’t look like much. It was the most delicious meal I’d ever eaten. It still is. If I close my eyes, I can return to Venice, to our little table in that restaurant, and I can eat it again, on demand. That meal is less a memory than a recurring dream.

			

			 

			

			On May 21, 2022, I took the boys to visit my family in Ottawa. I left them at my sister’s place while I went to a soccer shop. I was trying to find gloves that might see my smashed-up hands through one more season—already lonely, I’d signed up to play again, for the local old-timers—when an unusual storm called a derecho pushed its way into town. The skies went sour, the winds picked up, and the rain started lashing the shop windows hard enough to come through the glazing. The power soon went out, and the afternoon turned to night. Then came the sound of hailstones ricocheting like bullets against the glass. It had been a spectacular late-spring day, warm and blue. Now had come a killing weather.

			A derecho isn’t a tornado, with a narrow, defined path of destruction. It’s a cluster of thunderstorms that combine to form a wide, sweeping front. Behind that opening advance, apocalyptic downbursts take place wherever the storms meet, random and lethal. It’s as though a giant is walking across your city, crushing whatever happens to fall under the shadows of his feet.

			The giant found the soccer shop. Just before the power went out, a homeless man stumbled through the doors to escape. The wind followed him in, turning the displays of replica kits into flags snapping at their masts. A big orange construction sign cartwheeled down the sidewalk where he had been sitting moments before. We made the briefest connection with our wide eyes—That was close—until his gaze dropped, afraid that he’d be asked to leave if he was too conspicuous. Then it went dark.

			I ducked under a rack of jerseys. I can still feel the cool of the cement floor, turning the sweat on my palms into frost. Remembering the derecho today, I’m struck most by how lightless the world went. There must have been a glimmer of something, but if there was, my memories have erased it. I go back to those anxious minutes or seconds, and what I remember are feelings. All I see is black.

			It’s a cliché, but the storm really did pass as quickly as it arrived. The sun returned. The power stayed out. I lifted myself off the floor, embarrassed to catch the judging eyes of the teenage clerk behind the counter. He hadn’t moved, let alone dived under a display, and he smirked at my unnecessary retreat. My shame was hot but fleeting, pushed under by a new fear: my boys.

			I went outside and tried calling my sister but couldn’t get service. I ran to my car and began the drive to her place. Normally it would take about fifteen minutes. The storm made the journey interminable, and all the while I just had to hope that the giant’s feet hadn’t found Charley and Sammy. Several untouched blocks might pass, and then I’d arrive at an intersection that was festooned with fallen power lines like bunting. I’d swear and turn around and backtrack only to find a different blockade, the damage haphazard and unpredictable. I drove past one park where a single enormous tree had been felled in a row of other enormous trees, and it happened to be the one that had shaded a picnic shelter and now crushed it. The next street was sleepy and serene.

			Whenever I wasn’t worrying about my kids or staring at the next stage set of disaster, my mind would snap back to the teenager at the soccer shop. My humiliation was turning into indignation, maybe even flashes of my former anger. Gary would have been disappointed. In hindsight, that teenager’s smirk was the weirdest thing for me to get stuck on. I had much bigger concerns. And yet there was his smug face in front of mine, part of the maddening cascade.

			I wanted to go back and tell him that when I was a kid, a tornado had visited my neighborhood, and it had removed the back wall of my friend’s house. After, we had stood in his backyard and looked up in sadness and awe at the remains of his bedroom, his posters and pennants still clinging to his remaining walls, his house turned into a full-sized diorama of his family’s former life. I wanted to tell the teenager at the soccer shop that he didn’t look brave for not taking cover; he looked uninitiated. I wanted to tell him that experience sometimes makes you less confident, not more, and sometimes fear isn’t a thing you conquer but a thing you acquire.

			When I finally got to my sister’s house, I could see the lights on through the windows, and one of my nephews was working on his go-kart in the driveway. He didn’t understand why I seemed so flustered. I ran inside, and my boys were playing video games with their other cousins. The derecho killed eleven people. The neighbors of the dead didn’t know there had been a storm.

			I sat on my sister’s couch, trying to slow my heart rate back to normal. I found my phone and texted Ana. After our last night in Venice, we’d flown back to Bucharest. She stayed there. I went home. We didn’t break up. Like Burnley, our love still had a mathematical chance of survival. But for the first time in six years, we hadn’t made plans to see each other again, and both of us had the melancholy that accompanies foregone conclusions. She was still the first person I thought to text about the derecho and how freaked out I had been in the soccer shop. I sent her pictures of the damage. By then it was Saturday night in Bucharest, and she was out on the town with her friends.

			Ana: Wow.

			That was it.

			

			 

			

			The morning after the derecho, Sammy and I went to my mum and dad’s condo to watch however many fates unfold. The last games of the Premier League season are played all at once to prevent shenanigans. That season was one of those fantastic years when, entering the final day, both ends of the table were undecided.

			At Sammy’s winning end, Liverpool could claim the league with a win over Wolves if City didn’t manage their own against Villa. At the bottom, Burnley were as close to safety as I could have hoped. After Sean Dyche was fired, Burnley had named Mike Jackson, an academy coach whose wardrobe consisted entirely of monogrammed track suits, as the caretaker manager. The club had surged in the fortnight after: Following a draw away with West Ham, the Clarets won three in a row. Suddenly they were in sixteenth place, two points clear of the drop. Back-to-back losses made things treacherous again, but a surprise draw with Villa saw Burnley entering the season’s last week in seventeenth place—equal to eighteenth-place Leeds at thirty-five points, but well clear on goal difference. A win over Newcastle at Turf Moor would see the Clarets in the Premier League for another season; a draw would be good enough if Leeds drew with Brentford. Burnley could lose and still survive if Leeds lost, too.

			The four of us sat on the edge of the couch. Burnley fell behind in the 20th minute, giving up a penalty that Newcastle converted. I said some unpleasant things, and my mum scolded me for swearing in front of my son the way she always had expressed disapproval of me: “Christopher,” she said, quietly and evenly. Burnley remained down 1–0 at the half. Leeds and Brentford were locked in a tense scoreless draw. A single counter could still see Burnley through. That was until Leeds scored in the 56th minute with a penalty of their own. I was already feeling the stomach sickness that foretells bad outcomes when Newcastle scored another four minutes later. Burnley were down by two, and Leeds were up by one. Now multiple miracles were required.

			In the 69th minute, Burnley got one back, and I nearly hit my head on the condo ceiling.

			In the 78th, Brentford equalized against Leeds, and I was airborne again.

			We were watching Matchday Live, which cuts from game to game depending on the action. The screen toggled ridiculously often, flashing between swollen stadiums that were cathedrals one moment, mausoleums the next. Those two hours were charged with every possible emotion, and I was ecstatic to be sitting there beside my mum and my dad and my boy, consumed by disparate conclusions that we were equally helpless to change.

			Liverpool were up; City were down. I decided once and for all that I hadn’t failed Sammy by giving him his love for the game. I had taught him, however accidentally, that it’s okay to root for strangers, to be lifted or leveled by circumstances beyond your control. The fact that he had room for Liverpool in his heart meant that it was open to outside interference, and that morning on my mum and dad’s couch, he was training it for every rise and fall that his future might hold. When you love something, anything, outside of yourself, as when you love someone outside of yourself, sometimes all you can do is give your love and hope that it’s not been misplaced. You make your commitment and wish and worry for a good word back, and you have conversations with yourself about risks and rewards, about acceptance and rejection and the joy and sadness that each might yield, and you wonder whether your love will be met with more love and multiplied or whether you will find it on your heart’s doorstep in a box, returned unopened. Learning how to love means learning how to wait to see what happens next.

			Liverpool won, but so did Man City after a late comeback. Their three unanswered goals in five minutes decided the season. The Reds finished second, falling short of the title by a single point, and Sammy slumped back into the couch. Burnley pressed but couldn’t find a goal, and I sank more deeply into it alongside him. Leeds scored again in the 94th minute of their game, and that was that. Leeds finished with thirty-eight points, Burnley with thirty-five. Their time in the Premier League was over.

			The English version of “wait till next year” is “we go again,” as though the best weapon against sadness is an even more immediate resolve. My mum had heard my grandfather say it to her however many times, season after season. She was one of the lucky ones. Not many people from Burnley get to start their lives over. The best they can hope for is to see their football team try to finish the next year better than the last.

			“We go again, cherub,” my mum said to me when she hugged me goodbye.

			I drove with my boys back to our home in Port Hope. I looked at all the trees that the derecho had knocked down—hundreds of trees, uprooted and broken, lined the highway—and thought about life and love. I delivered the boys to Amy, who expressed more concern about the storm than my girlfriend had, and then I went back to my empty house and called Ana. Once, she had saved me. Now I sat on my couch, not a ghost but surrounded by them, and told her that I had felt alone after my scare. I knew that she had needed to go back to Bucharest to find the things that she felt she had lost. Now I needed to hear that she still cared about me and what I might need, because I feared in my heart that she didn’t.

			“I’m not sure I’m happy with the way things are,” I said.

			She was quiet for a long time.

			“I don’t think I am, either,” she said.

			I don’t remember anything that we said to each other after that. We hung up, and I sat on my couch, twice relegated on the same crushing Sunday in May. There is a third option when you choose to love something or someone: They love you back, deeply and fiercely, but not forever. One moment they are here beside you, and the next they disappear, and not always because they want to go. My grandfather knew that. My mum knew that. I knew that, too. Monuments are built to love. That doesn’t make love permanent. That makes love worth remembering.

			

			 

			
				
			

			The Championship is maybe the hardest, most desperate football division in the world. It is a bar fight. Three weeks after Burnley’s relegation, they started their preparations for it: They hired a bald, unsmiling Belgian named Vincent Kompany, a former Man City defender, to be their new manager. He had finished his enviable playing career at City in 2019. It had included their first Premier League title in forty-four years, and then another, and then a couple more under Pep Guardiola, Sean Dyche’s unbeatable foe. In the second-to-last week of his final Premier League season, Kompany scored a screamer against Leicester that essentially secured City’s title. His teammates had been yelling at him not to shoot. He shot, and now there was a galvanized-steel statue of him outside Etihad Stadium.

			His first managerial stint had come the next season at his boyhood club, Anderlecht. He was hired as a player-manager, charged with restoring greatness to a side that had won thirty-four league titles before they lost their aura. Kompany pledged to restore it, using the lessons he had learned over his eleven Premier League seasons. “Man City play the football that I want to play,” he wrote on Facebook. “It is the football I want to teach and to see played.”

			The challenge came when his optimistic vision was underwritten by someone other than an Arab sheikh. Pep Guardiola is a football genius; he is also incredibly well financed, able to spend tens of millions on the backups to his backups. Anderlecht might be formidable in Belgium; in football’s larger scheme, that club is a minnow, with no way to compete for the talent that Kompany had played alongside. He brought in young players from the Anderlecht academy and elsewhere; he called in favors and used his name and reputation to get better value than he might have otherwise been able to acquire. He still couldn’t spend. Despite steady improvement under Kompany’s watch—Anderlecht finished eighth, then fourth, then third—his progress was slow. Kompany had a year left in his Anderlecht contract when he jumped to Burnley. Anderlecht’s board did not try to compel him to stay.

			The Clarets were even more of a project. Relegation from the Premier League is costly in countless ways, never mind the psychic blow. Overnight, Burnley were set to lose £60 million in revenue. (Relegated teams relinquish £100 million in shared TV money, partially offset by a £40 million parachute payment to prevent wholesale calamity.) Worse, Burnley, like too many football clubs, had been leveraged against itself by an innovative but underfinanced American owner named Alan Pace. He had acquired Burnley in 2020, with the Clarets mid-table. Their relegation triggered a £65 million loan repayment. Pace later welcomed J. J. Watt, the retired American football star, as a high-profile minority investor, but the club’s finances remained precarious. Problems, like interest, tend to compound.

			Players also have their own relegation clauses, contractual outs that make sure they don’t go down with the club. Burnley had nine players out of contract at season’s end. Ben Mee was one of the first to announce his departure, to Brentford. James Tarkowski went to Everton, where Sean Dyche was soon hired to be his manager again. Nick Pope moved to Newcastle. I had been nursing a growing affection for Wout Weghorst, the tall, impeccably named Dutch striker. He left, too. Practically overnight, all the players I had learned to love were gone. If Burnley were still Burnley, it was only because the packaging would stay the same. Nearly the entire side was about to change.

			They risked the death spiral that clubs like Sunderland and Wigan had experienced after their top-flight relegations: Like people, teams can give up when they lose what they believe is their rightful place. But it’s also true, I had learned, that sometimes in life we need a cataclysm to make corrections. I probably needed to break up with Amy for both of us to find ourselves in a better place, and I probably never would have had she not given me the out of her infidelity. I needed my hand to be forced.

			Maybe the same would prove true for Burnley. None of us who love the Clarets would have wished for relegation; only relegation allowed for a proper and perhaps necessary rebuilding. Dyche had reached the ceiling of his system, and, with Burnley at least, he could do nothing more in the Premier League than hope to hang on. Kompany was intent on turning Burnley into something they had not been in decades: a diverse, modern, attacking side. In all, Kompany lost thirteen players and signed sixteen, a complete overhaul of the club. There had been so much change, Dyche’s stuck-in approach was no longer possible, even if Kompany wanted to revert. He had purposely backed himself into a corner: His roster demanded that he play a different way. He didn’t want survivors. He wanted winners.

			I sat down in August to watch the new Burnley play, trying to find belief in the moments before the opening whistle. Huddersfield, their first opponent, had nearly won promotion the previous season, and Burnley seemed so unfamiliar to me—so depleted, so unlike the team I’d come to know—that I struggled to see how they would survive the Championship’s bitter slog. There is a special kind of agony in being so near where you most want to be, a sliver separating you from your dreams. Burnley seemed too young and precious and soft to compete with the twenty-three teams fighting to close the same gap.

			But they came out flying, unencumbered by history, by even a whisper of how things are done around here, playing the most attractive football I’d seen Burnley play in years, maybe ever. The Clarets won, 1–0, a seemingly close game that was never in doubt. “We never really got momentum against us,” Kompany said after. He was right. The Burnley I knew had often endured long stretches of withering pressure before earning a break and hoping to counter. The new Burnley were the pressure.

			In the weeks and months after Ana left, I didn’t feel as bad as I had after my marriage imploded. The means of our dissolution were less hard to take—we remained good and loving friends, and we spoke with affection about our time together—and the consequences weren’t so wide-ranging. My boys were teenagers, far more interested in their own lives than mine. My working life wasn’t so chaotic. I wouldn’t have to sell my house.

			I still felt Ana’s absence, and I still worried what her departure said about me, and what it meant for the rest of my life. She and I had talked about moving to Italy after the boys were grown. We had talked about how decadent our lives might be if only we could make us work. We could not, we did not—I had not, yet again. Unlike after my divorce, I couldn’t find anyone else to take the blame. For years, I think, I’d chosen anger over sadness because anger gave me an enemy that wasn’t me and my faults. Brad was an easy person for me to hate. He gave me an excuse to rage rather than process, to focus my energies outside of myself rather than within. But the truth was, in the history of my lost loves, I was the common denominator. Amy had become unhappy with me. Ana had become unhappy with me. I wasn’t entirely to blame. I was partly to blame. I was indisputably a kinder, gentler, less angry man in 2022 than I had been when I got divorced. But I had been under renovation when Ana came along, and I still was when she left. Her arrival had felt like a reward for my efforts. She was the personification of my progress. Only after she was gone did I realize: She was also progress, interrupted.

			

			 

			

			Soccer had helped me in 2016. In 2022, more soccer could only help me more. I poured myself into the game. I played with a renewed determination. I coached. I got my referee badge for those rare occasions when I wasn’t playing or coaching. When I wrote, I almost always wrote about soccer. The Canadian men’s team had qualified for their first World Cup since 1986, bound for Qatar, and as they surfaced I latched on to them like a remora. In a fit of patriotism, I took a job as a senior writer for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, our national public broadcaster. I was going to cover Canada for Canadians. The buildup to Qatar felt frenetic, all-consuming. My days were measured in ninety-minute blocks. I never had a night that went untouched by the game.

			Vincent Kompany’s new Burnley became my principal talisman once again, the monster under the Championship bed. At the end of August, they beat Wigan, 5–1. The adjectives used by the press after were as definitive as the result: “thumping,” “thrashing,” “stunning,” “romping,” “relentless.” Burnley had never scored more than four goals in a game during their entire Premier League tenancy. There had been stretches when they had not scored five in an entire month. By October, they were fully weaponized. They won five of six games and drew the other. They demolished Swansea City, 4–0, came from two down against Sunderland to win, 4–2, and came back to beat Reading, 2–1. The roof came off Turf Moor, and I nearly blew out the windows at my own house with my bellowing. It almost felt wrong, how good Burnley were. They entered November in first place, two points ahead of archrival Blackburn, having scored sixteen more goals than they’d allowed. Burnley were doing more than winning; they were crushing.

			Even Sammy took a rooting interest. I watched him scream at my TV for Burnley and wondered where his adulthood might take him. When you’re a parent, you want your children to take the good parts of you and discard the rest. I would not wish my brain on anyone, especially my boys: I don’t want them to be anxious or obsessive or easily wounded. In a funny way, Charley’s autism has been a blessing for him, and for us. There is a fine line between isolation and insulation. Charley won’t live a typical life. He’s verbal, and he’s learned the motions of empathy and affection. He’s also, almost certainly, not going to get married, have children, go to university, or start a career with a trajectory. But those wants are the wants of typical people. Charley isn’t sad that he won’t have those things because he doesn’t wish for them. Everything he wants, he has. Charley is unknowable in real ways, and maybe he has an interior life that’s more diverse than his sunny surface indicates. Maybe he has fears and worries. But the Charley we know is the happiest person on earth.

			Sammy is more like me, and he was becoming more like me every day. I told myself that even if he has some of my bad parts, he’s also inherited my mitigations for them and made them his own. Soccer was something we shared; soccer was also where we diverged. Over my lifetime as a player and fan, I’d lost many more games than I’d won. Soccer was a noble struggle for me, a valiant effort doomed to defeat. Sammy didn’t know much about losing. For him, soccer had provided only self-belief. He had seen Liverpool win the league for the first time in three decades. On the field, he was even more successful. I scored one goal in my life, when I was eight years old. My dad coached our team. We were winning by a lot and earned a penalty. My dad called me up from my box to take it, and I put it in. That’s my only goal in nearly five decades of soccer. Sammy has scored hundreds. He scores at will.

			The Friday before Burnley broke Reading’s heart, Sammy played in a high school championship, for a coach other than me. That meant I was watching him from the touchline rather than the bench, reduced to a spectator’s helpless torment and providing text updates to my friend Kevin, cheering from afar. Sammy had scored in every game his freshman season. That day in the championship game he scored again, to give his team an early lead. Then they gave up a late goal.

			Fuck me, I wrote Kevin. I looked at my watch. There were seconds to go.

			Kevin: Time for him to be the hero.

			Sammy picked up the ball maybe thirty yards out. He broke clear of his defenders and tore at the grass toward the goal. He was free.

			If I were Sammy in that situation, I would have been thinking about all the ways I could miss, and I probably would have missed. Sammy remembered only all the goals he had scored, all the wins he had celebrated. He feinted the goalkeeper and sent a low shot to his right. It banked off the post and went in. His shot was inch perfect.

			Sammy was lifted into the air by his teammates, lost in the middle of the happiest kind of crush. Amy was there, and I was so overcome that I ran to her and hugged her. She hugged me back. Our beautiful boy had scored the winning goal in the championship game. Sammy was that kid.

			My hands were shaking so much I could barely text Kevin.

			Me: HE FUCKING DID IT!

			After the final whistle, Sammy ran to me, and I lifted him till his feet were off the ground, and then he returned to his teammates to raise their trophy. I watched Sammy celebrate and felt proud enough to burst. I was also thrilled that soccer for him was mostly a cause for joy. I liked when he cheered for Burnley, but I wanted him to stay Liverpool. I did not want him to grow up to be me. Not for the first time, I was determined to be more like him.

			

			 

			

			I arrived in Doha in the early hours of the morning: a constellation of lights made blurry by jet lag, scattered like stars under a pitch-black sky. The men’s World Cup was held in the winter to avoid the worst of the desert heat, which meant I’d started my journey in snow and ended it in a bath of sweat. I took the elevator up to the apartment that I would call home for more than a month. I flicked on the fluorescent lights and took in the dusty white tile, the cheap furniture, the banged-up gas canister in the kitchen.

			The European leagues, including the Championship, had hit pause mid-season, just when Burnley had taken full flight. They had launched themselves into the break with a 3–0 home win over Blackburn, Burnley’s biggest margin of victory in that heated fixture since 1965. The Clarets were on top, three points clear of second-place Sheffield United. “It’s as good as it gets,” Kompany said after. But there was, he acknowledged, reason to worry: Progress, as I knew too well, depends on momentum, and the winter World Cup threatened to take the steam out of Burnley’s. “I hope this game is not something we see as an end point but is part of what’s going to make us better,” Kompany said.

			Even before I’d left Port Hope, I had been feeling a lack of sturdiness, a tenuousness in my mood that worried me. Burnley’s and Sammy’s twin successes had provided terrific inspiration. But now I had said goodbye to Burnley and my boys for a month. It stopped me that I had no one else to miss.

			I had kept Gary the Therapist’s business card under glass, with a little hammer on a chain next to it, just in case. I broke it out. It had been years since I’d seen him. I wasn’t even sure he was working anymore. I held his card in one hand and my phone in the other.

			I did not call Gary. Instead, I went upstairs and packed my bags, telling myself that Qatar would be good for me, and it was good that I was going there by myself, a self-run desert retreat. I looked to my other boy, to Charley, for fortification. I thought about how he had withstood the pandemic with his own inner strength, with the power of his imagination, with his few trusty resources. I would have soccer in Qatar. Wales had qualified along with Canada, which meant I would have rooting interests. I would have words and their shapes and meanings.

			I opened my World Cup by watching Ecuador dispatch Qatar at Al Bayt, a stadium designed to look like a Bedouin tent, and tried to see the romance in my rootlessness. Two days later, Lionel Messi and Argentina opened their campaign by suffering a shock loss to Saudi Arabia, one of the great upsets in tournament history. As the streets of Doha filled with celebration, Messi was asked how his teammates were feeling. “The truth? Dead. It’s a very hard blow because we did not expect to start this way.” He then said the right things about learning from their mistakes and coming back stronger. “My message to the supporters is to have faith,” he said. “We won’t leave them stranded.”

			As the tournament marched on, I found myself made weaker rather than stronger by my aloneness. My apartment was in a building filled with migrant workers. I might have yearned for conversation; they wanted cool and quiet when they came home after their torturous days. Even when the elevators were crowded, they were as silent as tombs. A winless Canada were knocked out, and most of my Canadian writer friends went home with them. The time difference meant I rarely talked to my boys. Ana sometimes sent a text, checking in. Then I’d end up scrolling through the photos on my phone of our trips. If we’d still been together, she would have come to Qatar. We were not, and she didn’t. On November 29, my forty-ninth birthday, I woke up with a lung infection and watched Wales lose to England, 3–0, marking the end of their tournament, too. After I’d filed my story of another painful departure, I went back to my empty apartment, dropped off my bags, found a plastic sidewalk table outside a restaurant I’d come to think of as my local, and ate a shawarma by myself.

			I made an imaginary friend out of the greatest soccer player in the world. Messi had made good on his promise and dragged Argentina into an intriguing, unpredictable quarterfinal against the Netherlands. Night falls hard in the desert, and I walked toward the bright lights of Lusail Stadium hoping, once again, that he would show me the way. The adjacent media tent was filled to bursting, and I made the rounds to my friends still in-country. The tent sounded like a tuberculosis ward, a steady thrum of hacking rising above the chatter. I joined the chorus, and we complained to each other about our various ailments, which included homesickness and what the French team suspected was rampant Legionnaires’ disease, spread by Qatar’s pathological commitment to air conditioning. Grant Wahl, the famed American soccer journalist, had written about his doctor’s visit the day before because of his bedeviled lungs, but he had rallied and was there. Bronchitis wasn’t going to keep him from seeing Messi in an elimination game.

			I hacked my way to my seat. A few minutes before kickoff, the stadium was already heaving. FIFA sits reporters by nationality; without my Canadian colleagues, I was now counted among the British and Americans. Tom Hamilton, my delightful English friend from ESPNFC, sat in front of me. Grant would be in front of him; when he took his seat, he looked at me and gestured at the crowd, as if to say, Some night. Lusail was filled to bursting, almost entirely with Argentines and their Messi-loyal proxies. A small thicket of orange found its place behind one of the goals, and I couldn’t remember seeing a supporters’ section look more outdone. The Dutch were about to take on the world.

			Like a lot of big games, the first thirty minutes or so offered more questions than answers. The Argentines finally opened the scoring after Messi set free Nahuel Molina with a pass through a gap that no one else on earth might have seen. Pressure does the most fascinating things even to professionals, and the Dutch looked panicky to me, their tempers starting to bubble. Filing on deadline requires writing in advance and then hoping your story holds. I spent halftime writing the story of Argentina’s inevitable win. Messi wouldn’t leave me stranded.

			The second half was a thunderclap. Messi converted an Argentine penalty in the 73rd minute, and he celebrated by cupping his ears in front of Louis van Gaal, the fiery-eyed Dutch manager. Everything felt personal after that. Van Gaal made a tactical change reminiscent of a losing hockey coach who brings in the goons. He called in his giants. Among them was Wout Weghorst, the former Burnley striker. He stands six foot six.

			By then my piece—“Messi Wins Again”—was close to complete. Pat, my editor at CBC, was waiting at his computer in Toronto for me to file. Ten minutes after Messi scored his penalty, Weghorst headed home a cross to bring the Dutch back within one. A couple of minutes from full time, tempers finally boiled over. Argentina’s Leandro Paredes committed a hard foul and then fired the ball into the Dutch bench, leading to an on-field skirmish. By the time order was restored, ten minutes of added time was announced. I wondered whether my best option in the moment was to vomit.

			In the 100th minute, the Dutch were awarded a free kick not far outside the Argentine box, maybe a yard beyond the penalty arc. The last kick of the game would be a free one. Two Dutch players stood ready to take it. The Argentines formed a five-man wall and put another man on the ground behind it for good measure. Three Dutch players made their own wall more centrally, near the penalty spot, Wout Weghorst towering in the middle of them. Messi stood alone to their left. My fingers hovered over my laptop. My story was already attached to an email to Pat. I was ready to hit “send” the instant the kick was blocked.

			Teun Koopmeiners feinted the smash that everyone expected. Instead, he threaded a gentle, rolling ball to Weghorst, who turned, blocked the scrambling, hoodwinked defenders, and half-scuffed a soft shot with his left foot across Argentine goalkeeper Emi Martinez, already faked to his knees. It was a set piece for the ages, one of the great paid-off gambles in football history, and it ruined everything.

			While the Dutch mobbed each other, the rest of the crowd either dropped their heads or looked up into the advancing night, every plan undone in an instant. Only that little thicket of orange, behind the same goal that Wout Weghorst had found twice in less than twenty minutes, jumped up and down in celebration. In the press box, the latest regular-time equalizer in World Cup history had delivered a sweet lament. Fucking hell, I thought. What a game. I sent Pat a missive on WhatsApp—“GET ME REWRITE”—and began tearing my story apart. Two rows in front of me, Grant tweeted his own astonishment: “What just happened?” Then he sent another, answering his own question: “Just an incredible designed set-piece goal by the Netherlands.”

			It was a few minutes past midnight. Extra time started. The Argentines had the better of it, the Dutch throwing themselves in front of shot after shot. The cautions kept coming, and the stadium continued to tip around us. It’s hard to describe how pivotal everything felt. We might have been watching Messi’s last moments with Argentina; we might have been watching him architect one of his greatest triumphs. Whatever the outcome, it was going to be definitive. We all knew that we were watching a game to remember. None of us knew how we might.

			A different kind of commotion broke out in front of me. I looked down; Grant’s bald head had turned a strange color, and he was falling out of his chair. Brian Straus, his former colleague at Sports Illustrated, was sitting beside him, fighting to keep him upright. Grant was a long man who suddenly offered no resistance to gravity. Brian eased him to the floor and began screaming for help.

			The crowd continued roaring. Other reporters near Grant joined Brian in his cries for paramedics, and a team of them soon appeared on the stadium stairs. They rushed down to Grant, cleared the area around him, and began treating him on the spot. I couldn’t see what they were doing behind the desk, but one of their heads bobbed in and out of view: CPR.

			Oh no. Oh fuck.

			I looked at Brian for a read on the situation, and he was pale and sweaty. Tom Hamilton stood and looked over his desk down at Grant and snapped away his gaze. He looked back at me and shook his head. The action was reaching a fever pitch below us, and it was maddening to watch the game and the world continue apace, everything unstoppable, while Grant was laid out on the floor. You can’t imagine what cheering sounds like when your friend is stricken in front of you. It filled me with rage.

			I sent a WhatsApp to Pat: “Grant Wahl is having a heart attack.”

			Pat thought I was being metaphorical, given the heights of the game. “I can imagine,” he wrote back. “Sincere sympathy for the stress.”

			No, no, no, I thought. He’s having an actual heart attack. Today, I know that the Argentines hit a post not long before the final whistle, that they had pressed while the Dutch held on. But in our desperate section of the press box, the game had faded into nothingness, the surreal backdrop for the literal life-and-death drama playing out in front of us. By then there had been a wider retreat from Grant and the realities of his situation; several rows of desks had emptied, including mine, and we stood in a line on the stadium steps, not really saying anything, just looking at each other, helpless and afraid. When the game finally, inevitably, went to penalties, I grabbed my laptop and tried to keep one eye on the field, but it was impossible. I kept looking over at Grant.

			I won’t pretend we were best friends, but he was my friend; more than that, I thought of him as an ally. When I’d covered my first World Cup in South Africa in 2010, I was nervous and overwhelmed. Even though we were the same age—he also turned forty-nine in Qatar, three days after me—my first tournament was Grant’s fifth, and he’d helped settle me into the rhythms of our work, ignoring that we were competitors. He didn’t care about conventions. I was insecure enough to worry about saying “football” in front of the Brits, as if my accent didn’t already make them dismiss me; Grant chided me, providing a passionate defense of the word “soccer.” It was English shorthand for “association” and represented everything we both loved about the game. When Grant believed in something, he believed in it with his whole heart. “You should call it soccer,” he said.

			Earlier during our time in Qatar, I’d been sitting in a different media tent when he sat down across from me, his head shining with sweat. “I was just detained for my T-shirt,” he’d said, angry and rattled.

			I’d looked at his T-shirt and didn’t see the issue: It was black, with a soccer ball encircled by a rainbow on its front. It seemed totally innocuous to me. But to the Qatari authorities, Grant’s T-shirt was a provocation, which it was. Grant had worn it in tribute to his brother Eric, who is gay. The Qataris had held Grant for twenty-five minutes, taken his phone, and demanded that he remove his T-shirt. He refused and was eventually released, where, for the first time, he told me the story that would soon make headlines around the world.

			“I guess we know what you’re writing about tonight,” I said.

			“I’d rather be writing about soccer,” Grant said, and then he took out his laptop, put on his glasses, and got to work.

			I looked back to where Grant was laid out on the floor. Just out of my eyeline, one of the paramedics ducked down behind the desk and filled a big syringe with clear liquid. She stood back up, blocking my partial view of the penalties that were somehow still unfolding below, and held the syringe straight up, as though she were trying to attract lightning with it. She depressed its plunger, squirting liquid into the air. I followed the medicine on its ascent, the way your eyes are drawn to the top of a fountain, until I lost it in the stadium lights. She disappeared again to stick that needle into my friend.

			Years earlier, I had written a story for Esquire that required me to spend a month embedded with paramedics. I had learned many things during that month, some affirming, some sobering. Among the lessons: The heart fails in many ways. On TV, every heart attack is treated with defibrillator paddles; in reality, the paddles come out only when the heart flutters rather than beats—when it beats too fast, essentially, the way Charley’s did when he was born. That flutter is an electrical fault, and the shock from the paddles gears the heart back down. When a heart stops completely, the paddles don’t help. A stopped heart can be restarted only by a clear liquid, in a big syringe, that’s toxic to the healthy and doesn’t work very often for the sick, because a heart that stops beating usually stops beating for good.

			I saw the medicine work exactly once. We had received a call early in the morning about an old man who’d been found on his kitchen floor by his adult son. Calls like that almost never end well, because the victim has had a heart attack or a stroke or an embolism in the night and isn’t found until someone else wakes up, and by then the formerly living person has probably been reduced to a body, having completed the irreversible journey from clinically dead to obviously dead. We arrived at the house, and traipsed through the snow to the front door, where the son let us in. The man on the kitchen floor, his father, was gray, his skin the color of an elephant’s. There was a glass on the floor beside him. He’d come down in the night for a drink of water, been knocked flat by a massive heart attack, and hadn’t been found until his son came downstairs for breakfast. The man in the kitchen was dead.

			My mentor was a seasoned paramedic named Darryl. Paramedics have a wider range of expectation than most of us. Darryl’s version of “we go again” was “you never know,” and he had seen enough to mean it in every possible way. We started doing CPR while he prepared the injection, and he filled that man with poison that once in a rare while chose to save a life, as if wanting to see how it felt. Then we lifted the man onto a stretcher and into the back of our ambulance. Darryl and I kept working away, going through the futile motions of repair on the pointless race to the hospital. Darryl massaged the man’s chest. I held a respirator over his nose and mouth, losing myself in the rhythms of life that we all take for granted, squeezing air into his otherwise empty lungs in 4/4 time.

			He opened his eyes. I was leaning over him when he did, and I was shocked enough to jerk back and let out a little noise. That man’s eyes were blue—an impossible blue, blue like the sky, and the lights in the back of the ambulance made them flash like crystals. I saw many awful things that month with Darryl, including the ends of maybe a dozen lives, but the moment that sticks with me the most, all these years later, was when I saw life return to a place that it had abandoned. I’ll never forget that man’s eyes.

			I turned from Grant and looked down at the field. Argentina had won. Most of that stadium was celebrating, except for where the Dutch sat and where we stood. I had no idea who had made their penalties and who had missed, who had been elevated by the moment and who had been reduced by it. The paramedics continued to work on Grant, long enough for the stadium to empty around us. Finally they loaded him onto a stretcher. I told myself not to look when Grant was carried past me. I looked. His shirt was open, and the paramedics had strapped a CPR machine on top of him, which pumped on his chest with two black rubber heads, flattening him a little with each compression. Otherwise, my friend was lifeless, and I knew what I knew about the heart and its possibilities. The medicine had not worked. Grant’s heart had stopped, and all the wishing in the world wasn’t going to restart it.

			

			 

			
				
			

			The next day, I headed to the last of the quarterfinals: England versus France at Al Bayt, the make-believe Bedouin tent in the desert. I sat on the bus and watched the dunes streak by in a thin purple light. Pat had told me to take the day off, but I didn’t want to sit alone in my apartment. I wanted to watch some soccer.

			I took my seat. Just to my left, there was a framed photograph of Grant and a bouquet of white flowers where he was supposed to sit: Desk 305, Seat A. I looked at it for a long time. The game began, and I tried to get drawn into it. I didn’t get all the way there. It was a good game, but it was filled with football’s version of heartbreak—Harry Kane missed a penalty that will haunt him forever, and England lost again, 2–1—and I couldn’t keep my eyes from wandering to my left, or my mind from wandering with them.

			I know Grant’s death was not about me. It was about him and the loss of him, and the people who loved him whom he left behind, his wife, Céline, especially. But I was rocked by his departure, unlike any other I had experienced. There was hardly any distance between Grant and me. Because we were so close in age and aligned in our passions, and because my heart had sometimes felt unreliable, I hope I can be forgiven for my maelstrom of thoughts that night at Al Bayt. They included my disbelief that he was gone. I also imagined what might have happened had our roles been reversed and my desk was the one with a picture on it.

			The way I had that day on the Golden Gate Bridge, I imagined the logistics of my death, the mechanics of my departure, the raiding of my closets and dispensing of my personal effects. I wondered who would have gone into my apartment in Doha and packed up my things, and whether they would have had any idea where to send them. I didn’t have my person, my Céline. I didn’t know who would have brought my body home, or who would have received it—my parents; or Amy, as though she’d returned to her former role; or Ana, as though she’d returned to hers. I don’t know who would have told my boys that I had died, or how they would have processed the news, whether Charley would even begin to understand it or feel it, whether Sammy would have found comfort and some piece of me in his soccer or never played again.

			I remembered a conversation I’d had with Darryl in the ambulance during a brief, quiet moment between calls. We had been talking about souls. I’d thought he’d be an atheist, that he’d believe that human beings were temporary machines, our lives governed by some intricate combination of luck and circumstance and maybe a whisper of free will until we died. Darryl had surprised me. He believed in an afterlife. He used me as an example. “You can’t tell me all of that personality, all of that memory and experience, disappears when you die,” he said.

			“I don’t know, man,” I said. “I think it kind of does.”

			“No,” Darryl said. “It goes somewhere.”

			The radio crackled. We had to answer another call.

			Darryl lit up our lights and fired up our sirens, and he shouted something that I’ve never been able to forget, in part because it felt less like an opinion than an instruction.

			“We aren’t just meat,” he hollered at me, like a battle cry.

			I watched the stadium empty, and Grant’s picture and his flowers were taken away. That’s it, then, I thought. Life goes on. I sat in my seat, crying my guts out. I was forty-nine years old, and my friends had started to die in front of me, and I had nobody with me. I felt so sad my chest hurt. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt more alone. I was just meat.

			Suddenly I felt a gentle hand on my back. A writer named Joe, an Irish freelancer who lived in Toronto, had come up behind me. I didn’t think anyone else was still there, and I was embarrassed at the state of me. Joe and I had been at the same tables in bars, but I didn’t know him well enough to cry on him. Yet there he was, as real as could be. He stood there and kept his hand on me until I managed to stop the worst of my tears. “You all right then?” he said gently, finally, and I nodded and wiped my red eyes, and then I got up and packed my bag, and we walked together down the stadium steps, and outside to the bus, where we sat beside each other and stared out the window in silence, until Joe marveled that the desert might as well be the ocean when you’re looking at it at night.

			

			 

			

			Ten mostly sleepless days later, I went to a final that was maybe the best game any of us will see. It featured two of the game’s biggest stars, with enormous personal stakes: Either the thirty-five-year-old Messi would cap his imperious career with the only trophy he hadn’t won, or twenty-three-year-old Kylian Mbappé of France would become the next Pelé, a two-time winner at such a tender and precocious age. It was a contest between philosophies: a battle between experience and youth, precision and power, timing and speed, acceptance and denial. A lot of big games don’t live up to our expectations of them. The ambition that makes football gorgeous disappears, replaced by a crippling doubt. That final was an exception, something beyond a soccer game. It was a spiritual litmus test.

			“I had a feeling that this was mine,” Messi said after he’d won and the last of his dreams had come true.

			I knew while it was happening that I would tell my grandchildren that I was there. That thought filled me up, and then it crushed me. The final was in Lusail, where Grant had died, and I looked up at the lights and felt the noise of the crowd in my chest and for the first time felt shame about my thoughts of suicide. In one moment, I imagined telling a story to my future grandchildren, and in the next I remembered how little it would have taken for me not to have met them, not to have been part of even my children’s lives, because a slightly more determined version of me had pushed a knife into my wrist a few millimeters more deeply than I had managed.

			I thought back to what Gary had told me in our first meeting: that anger and sadness were normal human emotions, and we could deal with them, but shame and guilt were something harder. I had told him at the time that I felt no shame for what had happened between Amy and me. But maybe since that day on the Golden Gate Bridge and, worse, that night in the shower, I’d carried a little shame deep inside me, the same black iron ball that had left me feeling not quite right. Maybe that was shame. And maybe, at that World Cup final in Lusail, where beautiful and terrible things had happened at the same time, it had finally worked its way to the surface and made itself visible, confrontable, removable.

			The hard part about shame, I realized, is that its cure doesn’t come from outside yourself. Its remedy requires forgiveness, a grace given by the present-day version of you to a past version of you whom you don’t like or even want to recognize, ugly and unchanging, unable to make amends. So, while I watched Messi win his ultimate triumph and thought about Grant and how much he would have loved to have seen it, I also tried to forgive my former self. I hadn’t wanted to kill myself. It hadn’t been a choice I was making. Those thoughts had consumed me like any other sickness, and I had fought them back with time and, starting in 2016, with a lot of help. That didn’t make me any better than anyone who has committed suicide, or anyone who will; I was just lucky enough to recover from my illness in time and they weren’t. People want to live, and they die. People fight to live, and they die. I had invited death to take me, and it didn’t. That knowledge had been its own kind of burden.

			By the time Lionel Messi kissed the World Cup, I decided that it wasn’t an accident that the diminished version of him finally did. We all lose people and things we love. We all have regrets. What matters is that we honor them by learning from them. Messi can no longer play the way he once played. His former self still made regular appearances, usually when he was taking a free kick, but it must have sometimes also felt to him as though he were losing a superpower, reduced to someone closer to ordinary. He had made his peace with his deficiencies and found a new, more careful, more considered way to play. I looked at him and decided there is a time for fighting, for an active resistance against sinister forces and feelings. There are also opponents that we will never beat. There is no stand we can make against biology or history. There is no weapon we can use to defeat grief. I was still sad about Grant. I was still sad about some of the things I had done. That’s okay, I told myself under the glittering lights of Lusail. Some wounds heal fully, and we forget about them. Some leave scars, and they remind us that we lived. The open ones are how we know that we’re still alive and that we still have a chance to get better.

			

			 

			

			I got the house ready for Christmas through jet lag’s heavy fuzz. My mum and I were going to make our seventh Christmas dinner together, and I had bought the turkey before I’d left for Qatar, worried that the stores would be empty by the time I’d returned. It waited in my basement freezer like buried treasure. During the World Cup’s last, desperate stretch, I’d imagined being home for Christmas and how good that might feel. Now I was living the scenes I’d dreamed of—decorating the tree, wrapping presents—and felt as though I were an actor playing a part, performing rather than feeling. One night I had been in my flat in Doha, listening to the wind blow desert sand against my windows; the next I was back in my own bed in Port Hope, watching snow fall in big flakes in the glow from the streetlights. I felt like I was trapped on a movie set, like one of those Hallmark Christmas movies that was a little too obviously filmed in June.

			The snow kept falling. By Christmas Eve, it was really coming down. Over the course of the afternoon, I watched the streets get carpeted, the trees sinking under the steadily increasing weight on their branches. The wind howled, too. Drifts blew so high against the back of my house that they covered the windows; it wouldn’t have been any darker had I drawn the curtains. I called my parents, and the snow was even heavier in Ottawa. We decided that it wouldn’t be safe for them to drive down on Christmas Day.

			I talked to Amy, and she offered to have me over for Christmas morning at her house. That was good of her. The boys agreed to wait to open their presents at my house in case my parents appeared like saviors on Boxing Day, but I watched them open the presents they had at Amy’s. It was early, and we were all in our pajamas. Amy made me a coffee, and I sat and sipped it and watched the Christmas she had made for our boys. I remembered our last miserable Christmas as a family. This one felt warmer in every way.

			After the boys had torn through their presents, Amy made a big breakfast spread: pancakes and hash browns and bacon and eggs. We ate together at the table, the four of us, the way we once did. I never wanted my boys to be children of divorce, but Amy and I had made their new lives as good and gentle as we could have. We really were still a family living in two homes. I was proud of that, and I was proud of us. Life was better, especially for our boys, when all of us remembered to feel that way.

			We all hugged, and I came home, hunkering down on my couch. I needed the rest, and I gave myself all the consolations I imagine lonely people on Christmas give themselves: It’s just another day on the calendar. I went for a walk in the snow and tried to take stock of the good things about my life, the way Gary would want me to, the way Sammy had taught me to, the way Charley had reminded me to. I looked at the lights in the windows of my little town, the wreaths on the lampposts, the snowmen in the yards, and reminded myself how much I would have given the week before to be home. If I was going to be alone on Christmas, I was lucky to be alone in Port Hope.

			My parents, love them, called on Boxing Day morning to tell me they were on their way. They arrived with great fanfare, carried through my back door by the wind and snow. My dad gave his usual wide-eyed account of their perilous journey. Stooped and on the brink of collapse, he looked, as he always did after a long drive,  like a civil war deserter or the last survivor of an ill-fated Alpine expedition. My mum gave her standard stoic counterargument—“It was fine”—and asked me how the turkey was doing. As soon as I knew my parents were coming, I’d been happy in my well-practiced work. The turkey was already in the oven. My mum ducked down to look at it.

			“Good job,” she said.

			

			 

			

			In early January, Amy gave me some interesting news: She told me that Susan, her sister, wanted to set me up on a date with someone at her work. Her name was Jenny.

			“Do you want me to give her your number?” Amy asked.

			I was standing inside her doorway, having just delivered the boys’ things after they’d spent the night at my place. I was still strung out from Qatar, shaken and exhausted. Burnley’s first game after I returned home—the first club football I’d watched in a month—was a 2–0 defeat to Manchester United in the fourth round of the Carabao Cup, a competition between all ninety-two teams in the football league. Burnley were a lower-level success, but that didn’t make them trophy contenders, and, as had become my weird custom, I saw myself in them. Like a fatalistic reverse engineer, I could flash far enough forward to imagine how Jenny might fall out of love with me before we’d even met.

			Amy showed me a picture of Jenny on her phone. She was wearing a red coat and a wide smile. I asked for more information. Amy didn’t have much. Jenny was a single mother of two young girls, and she might have been in a band at some point. I could feel my heart firing up like an old engine, wheezing and uncertain. I wasn’t anything like my best self. I should have said no.

			“Yes,” I heard myself say.

			The sweet lunacy of what happened next was not lost on me: My ex-wife passed my number along to my former sister-in-law, who gave it to a mysterious woman named Jenny, who texted me. We agreed on a lunch date at a nice restaurant where she lived, not far from Port Hope. I still found a way to be late. When I met Jenny outside the restaurant, wearing the same red coat and wide smile from the picture, I held out my hand, sweaty and breathless. “Nice to meet you,” I said. She said the same, but she said it with a question mark.

			We sat down in the front window. It was one of those cold, crisp, blue-sky winter days, and Jenny’s eyes, green with streaks of hazel, caught the sun. I said something about them.

			She cast them down. “They’re swampy,” she said.

			Oh, I thought. You’re broken, too.

			Jenny ordered a beer, and we told each other the abridged stories of our entire lives. We both had had big loves that ended badly. Our souvenirs were quirky children and wariness. We both weren’t sure if we were in the right headspace to pursue anything new; we both weren’t sure a life without hope was the one that we wanted to live.

			We ate and drank and talked for maybe two hours before Jenny said she had to get back to work. I’d enjoyed myself very much; I did some quick calculations and determined that she had enjoyed herself less than I did but that I hadn’t been a complete disaster. We went outside and stood on the sidewalk together for a few seconds. “Okay,” Jenny said. “Thanks for that.”

			Her hands were in the pockets of her red coat, and she didn’t move to remove them. Oh God, I thought. I had repulsed Jenny. Of course. I reached out and gave her an awkward tap on her arm and turned to walk in the opposite direction, back in the cold to my car. It was a late afternoon in January, and my eyes watered from the wind. I shut them tight, even as I kept walking.

			

			 

			

			I felt the need, the compulsion, to elevate my football fanaticism the way a gambler slips into making bigger bets, chasing the jackpot that will make him whole. I was soon doing something soccer-related at least six days a week and sometimes seven. That’s hard to manage in Canada in January. I did it. On Mondays, I coached Sammy’s Winter League. On Tuesdays, I refereed. On Thursdays, I coached Sammy’s competitive team and then played. On Fridays, I played. On Saturdays, I watched at least one game and coached two or three sessions. On Sundays, I watched another game and then refereed. Sammy was also refereeing, and I drove him when he did, and almost always stayed to watch. Someone joked with me that I should set up a bed in the equipment room at the local arena. I laughed, as if I were in on the joke. They didn’t know that I had acquired a key to the equipment room and sometimes caught naps in there.

			As if that weren’t enough, I’d promised Sammy a football pilgrimage. I was driven in part by my mourning after Grant died in Qatar. I couldn’t shake my memories of that night at Lusail, or its lessons. I pulled out a paper map of England and began searching for opportunities in the landscape. I timed our trip for Sammy’s school break in March, bookended by a couple of days on either side so that I might furnish him a different education. We’d begin and end our journey in London. In between, we’d see as much football as we could. I cross-referenced the fixtures list with train schedules and ticket availabilities; I agonized over seat selections and hotel bookings until I’d built out the trip of my dreams, and hopefully Sammy’s. I couldn’t manage Liverpool, who played only once during our time frame, away at distant Bournemouth. But I squeezed six games into eight packed days. We’d see Burnley twice—once in Championship action, away at Hull, and then we’d go to Manchester, where the Clarets were set to meet mighty City in the sixth round of the FA Cup, the ancient domestic cup competition.

			When it comes to football’s derangement spectrum, I normally fell somewhere between former Liverpool manager Bill Shankly—“Football is not a matter of life and death; it’s much more important than that”—and my son Charley, with his pity for people who love games. He might believe in dragons, but he thinks Sammy and I are the ones who believe in fairy tales. The great Italian manager Arrigo Sacchi once called football “the most important of the least important things,” and for most of my life, that’s how I would have classified my level of affection: Football was an essential part of my existence, but I always understood that it doesn’t really matter.

			Something had changed after my divorce, and that recalibration had only intensified after I lost Ana. Without somewhere else to put my love, football became the most important of the most important things. No matter how or where I interacted with the game—as a player, a coach, a referee, a journalist, a fan—those points of contact became heightened, almost volcanic, like the friction between tectonic plates. Something similar had happened with my garbage picking. Gary the Therapist would have used the word “maladaptive” to describe my single-mindedness; he would have reminded me that the line between passion and obsession is fine enough to become invisible.

			I found out later that some of my friends were talking about staging an intervention. I wouldn’t have given them much resistance. I knew that my soccer association was too much, too close to an addict’s fiending for a more conventional drug. Even my body was starting to feel the effects of my ever-intensifying affections. I broke one of my thumbs playing. At the hospital, an algorithm had provided the doctor with images of similar breaks to help her treat me. Her head turned at one of them, because it looked like a mirror image of my damaged thumb, an almost perfect replica, which, incredibly, it was: It was a break of mine from a couple of years before, of the same bone in the opposite hand, which I’d broken the same way in a different game. The machine had used one previously broken part of me to help diagnose the currently broken part of me: Looks like he’s done this to himself again.

			“I think it might be time for you to stop playing soccer,” the doctor said.

			I nodded. But I couldn’t remember a day when soccer hadn’t been there, and I had no proof that I could live without it. Outside of my parents and my boys, the game was the most stable relationship of my life. It offered the illusion of romantic love with none of the risks or consequences. Football heartbreak was always temporary, lingering only until the next game or season came around; its joy lived forever, in trophies and better memories. No one could take those away. Whenever I felt lonely, I used football to fill the void. I hadn’t given myself the time to think that it might be keeping me that way.

			

			 

			

			I nearly dropped my phone when Jenny texted to ask if I wanted to go on a second date. I really thought she’d been repulsed by me. After I’d reached out to touch her arm and turned and walked away, I thought that was the last time I’d see her, bouncing down the street in her red coat.

			Me: Sure. I’d love to.

			We were tired grown-ups, so our second date was at my house, sitting on my couch. I’d thought about planning something elaborate, more properly “a date,” but I wanted to get to know Jenny better, and she agreed that each other’s undivided attention was more than enough apparatus. There was something about how she obeyed her own wishes that was incredibly appealing to me—Jenny had a swagger that I found both attractive and enviable. She and I were both in the same damaged place, but she was ahead of me on her recovery journey, probably because she was made of stronger stuff from the start. She was also better at separating her good impulses from her bad ones and following her good ones. I told her how surprised I had been when she’d asked for a second date, and she looked at me quizzically. “Do you think I would have spent two hours at lunch if I wasn’t enjoying myself?” she asked. She went on to explain dating from a straight woman’s perspective, how every meeting with a strange man had a small but real chance of ending with her murder. She was unlikely to make out with someone after one lunch, and she had not made an exception for me.

			The exception she’d made, after some careful consideration, was to agree to come to my place for our second date. “You should be flattered,” she said. I looked across at her from my side of the couch.

			“I’m not going to murder you,” I said.

			“Hope not,” Jenny said.

			And then we kissed.

			

			 

			

			I’m not sure the city of Hull has a best face, but a sodden evening in March is not it. Sammy and I looked through the rain-streaked windows of our train at the North of England, a thousand shades of gray. I’d picked out a hotel within walking distance of the ground, but it still felt like a bit of a forced march, the rain falling, the crunch of broken glass under our feet. Sammy’s early impressions of England had been made in posh and sunny London, where we’d seen games at Tottenham and Fulham, sitting among the Premier League’s aristocrats. Now he was bearing witness to a different reality, where football is less an entertainment than what gets you through. I made sure my grandfather’s Burnley scarf was hidden under my rain jacket and explained to Sammy the subtle etiquette of not getting your head kicked in.

			Fans of North American sports who haven’t experienced English football would be surprised to learn what rivalry really means. A Championship game between Hull and Burnley isn’t a Glasgow derby, but supporters don’t mix. In football, there is always a dedicated section for away supporters, penned in by rows of security in a corner of the ground, with buffers of empty seats on either side. In Hull, the usual DMZ of empty seats was covered with fishing nets, and Sammy and I sat on Burnley’s front line, with two thousand reinforcements behind us, immediately next to the divide. Across the nets, grim-faced Hull supporters stood and faced us, holding two crooked fingers in the air and making the international gesture for vigorous self-pleasure. I thought Sammy might be intimidated. Port Hope was a serene place. Hull makes hard people, and then the football usually puts them in worse moods.

			There is a certain breed of English football fan, Homo miserabilis. They are not hooligans, because their violence is purely spiritual, and you can occasionally have a good time with a hooligan. Homo miserabilis has never given or experienced joy. They are machines custom-built to loathe everyone and everything, and physically very much of a type, which has made me wonder whether they are made or born. They are almost always white males in late middle age, bald or balding, with rock-hard barrels for guts, dressed in what might pass for fashionable in an upper-end nursing home. Their skin is usually some shade of crimson, or at least it can turn instantly from translucent to purple on demand, like an octopus on the run. They usually have glasses perched somewhere on their noses, which are either bulbous or pinched, looming over their more universally thin mouths, set to a frown at rest and designed to release spittle, given the absence of lips to catch it.

			One had sat next to me a few days earlier at Tottenham. He had arrived with seconds to spare, plonking into his seat—and half into mine. Three of his alleged friends were already seated, but few pleasantries had been exchanged upon his arrival. “How’s things?” one of his friends had said.

			“Fucking shite,” he’d said back, and then the whistle blew.

			Even a sublime goal from Harry Kane couldn’t begin to soothe him. “Waste of money!” he’d kept shouting. I’ll confess to enjoying his prodigious use of British insults, which are some of my favorites: He was particularly high on “muppet” and “pillock.” But he’d screamed them with such ferocity and relentlessness, like a bellows that spewed invective, I couldn’t help wondering: Why are you here, man? When the final whistle blew, he got to his feet in disgust and said to his friends, “Referee’s ruined this game, absolutely ruined it.” Spurs won, 3–1.

			Having come to know myself a little better, I knew it wouldn’t have taken much of a nudge for me to have been a proper hooligan, at least as a younger man, and a Homo miserabilis as an older one. I came of age in a time and place where violence was a routine way to settle even minor disputes; kids who grew up in small-town Canada in the 1980s saw or participated in scraps on an almost daily basis, in the schoolyard or outside the rink, and my fight with Terry and non-fight with Randy were the start of a long, unbroken string of childhood combat. I fought not only out of some kind of cultural obligation. I enjoyed fighting, enjoyed the feeling of hitting and getting hit, so much so that in my early twenties I took up boxing. While age and fear of costly dental work had mellowed me, when I’d thought about beating up Brad—and when I’d punched Roberto for being a racist prick and chased Cleveland out of that bar for being loud—I was tapping into a baleful violence that still lived within me. Had I grown up in the North of England in my grandfather’s terraced house, I have no doubt I would have been one of those horrible boys in track suits drinking cans of cider on the train to the stadium, legs in the aisle, chins out. I probably would have grown up to become one of those men staring us down over the nets.

			When it came to the parts of me that Sammy inherited and didn’t, I hoped most that he hadn’t taken on my violence. I didn’t want it anymore. I didn’t want it in him. Thankfully, he had never demonstrated a capacity for anything like my anger. As far as I knew, he’d never been in a fight. He was becoming more of a man every day, but he wasn’t one of those boys who struggle to harness their emerging powers, punching holes in walls and kicking in doors. He was much kinder than I was at his age, more empathetic, a better listener. I still wondered and worried. Sammy was fifteen years old, right on the cusp of new manhood. I had been a quiet, bookish kid. My violence took time to surface, like my anxiety. I had been fine, and then I wasn’t.

			That bitter night in Hull, no one in Burnley’s hemmed-in corner of the ground had thought to sit. After Nathan Tella, one of Kompany’s bright young talents, completed a surprise hat trick—this was a Burnley unfamiliar to me; this was Burnley emergent—we were roaring and jumping together, hugging the strangers around us like long-lost friends. Sammy had gone full Burnley, at least for the night, and he wrapped me up in embrace after embrace. It was lovely. Our only disagreement came when I refused to put on an English accent whenever we sang Burnley’s songs. Sammy had, for the first time, realized how conspicuous people like us sound to English ears, especially at the football. “A fake accent is worse than our accent,” I told him. He was unmoved, and he began singing “Nathan Tella, baby!” like Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins.

			In the aftermath of Tella’s third goal, a man in front of us turned around. “I have to ask,” he said. “What are two Americans doing watching Burnley on a rainy night in Hull?”

			“Canadians,” I said, and he held up his hands in instant apology. I pointed at my scarf and gave the man a short rundown of our family’s entire history, up to and including that very moment, when I found myself on a trip with my football-mad son, watching my grandfather’s team rise again.

			“Where are you going next?” he asked, and I told him our remaining itinerary—first Bolton at Sheffield Wednesday, and then we’d be with Burnley again that Saturday against Man City at the Etihad.

			“What are you doing Sunday?” he asked.

			“No plans,” I said. “We’re just heading back to London that night.”

			“You can’t go home without seeing Turf Moor,” he said.

			I agreed, but the schedule hadn’t worked out. “Maybe we’ll see them in their first game back in the Premier League,” I said hopefully. After that dominant performance against Hull, promotion was almost certain.

			“Well, I work for Burnley,” the man said.

			His name was Chris. He oversaw hospitality, and there was going to be a Mother’s Day brunch on Sunday at Turf Moor. If we came up beforehand, he said, he’d show us around.

			“Seriously?”

			“Nothing of it,” Chris said. We shook hands, and he turned back to the action.

			We watched the rest of the game in wonder. Chris had turned around to talk to us because we sounded as though we didn’t belong but were standing right there with him. We had traveled thousands of miles, across generations, to watch Burnley on a rainy night in Hull. That’s why he’d invited us to Turf Moor. We were Burnley, too.

			I leaned into Sammy’s ear. “Good thing I didn’t fake my accent,” I said.

			Our corner continued to sing, and maybe taunt our cross-net rivals a little: “Have fun in the Championship next season!” They tried to save face by ramping up their abuse. An invisible signal went out, and fresh rows of police and security pushed in, roughly leading away a few of the more boisterous supporters. When Hull scored one late to make it 3–1, their fans retreated deeper into their territory on either side of our corner and then sprinted toward us as one, like twin rushes of a flanking infantry, or two waves crashing on the same beach. With the police there, the crush was mostly for show, a bit of hooligan theater, and it was stopped well before it reached us. Sammy still got a needed taste of how devotion is sometimes measured.

			After the Hull fans had made their late, futile charge, it was announced that we’d be given a five-minute head start after the final whistle. Then the stewards would let out the rest of the stadium. We were basically being told to run. Sammy looked across the nets, wanking right back, singing “We are Premier League” in his dubious accent. I tucked my Burnley scarf back under my raincoat and prepared for the sprint to our hotel. No part of me wanted a fight.

			

			 

			

			A train strike looked as though it might prevent us from getting to Manchester for the final game of our trip. Luckily, an Uber driver in Sheffield named Tamer had to go pick up his auntie from the airport there, and we hitched a ride with him over the Pennines in his Skoda, following a narrow, winding road called Snake Pass. It runs through some barren, gorgeous country. Tamer, thrilled to earn money for a drive that he had to make anyway, provided a gentle, upbeat narration. A light rain was falling, and fingers of mist pushed into the crannies of the mountains. Every rise and curve brought a new vista, a waterfall or a herd of wet sheep waiting for us like dutiful room attendants. By the time we’d made it to Manchester—“I am so lucky,” Tamer said—Sammy had made himself carsick with his phone. He’d taken in none of our beautiful journey. I gave him a spot of grief and left him for a nap in our hotel while I went to a coffee shop and stared out the window.

			Like me, Sammy was at the start of a new relationship, his first. She was a soccer player and pretty, and he was over the moon about her. I’d picked him up from her place a week before we left for London, and I could feel an unmistakable energy radiating from him, the telltale reverberations of triumphant young love.

			“Did you just have your first kiss?” I’d asked.

			“Sure did, Pops,” he’d said, and his shoulders lifted, as though he were about to start belting out a song.

			We both smiled, and then I let him bask in his silent glory. I turned my wheel toward home and remembered my first kiss, at almost the same age to the day, with a blue-eyed girl named Rebecca at a high school dance. It had come during the slow part of “Stairway to Heaven,” of all the clichés. It’s a terrible song for first kisses, because it picks up speed, beginning where you want to end. Rebecca and I ended up pulled apart by the beat, and then, after a few infatuated weeks when I thought I knew what love was, by one of my family’s extended summer sojourns. I never saw Rebecca again. I could still conjure everything about that first kiss. I could still feel the crackle of possibility, unencumbered by past hurt, absent the counterevidence of history.

			“You’ll remember that forever,” I told Sammy.

			“I think I will,” he said.

			When he’d been on the phone in Tamer’s Skoda, when he’d been on the phone for so much of the trip that I’d also hoped he’d remember forever, he’d been on the phone with her. I wondered if I’d waited a few weeks too long to take our trip. When he was ten or twelve, he was still mostly mine. If he had an interior life, it was an open secret. Now that he was fifteen, his heart belonged mostly to others, and he was filled with thoughts and feelings that he would never dream of sharing with me. I had a little negotiation with myself over my coffee, a session of the self-bargaining that all parents are forced to do when they watch their children grow up and take their leave. The pandemic had cost us some time, and there was nothing I could do to get that back. And I reminded myself how it felt to be fifteen and experience those first blushes of what you think is love. After I’d kissed Rebecca for the first time, I couldn’t see my way past anything beyond my desire to kiss her again. Not much had changed thirty years later. I had traded lots of time with my children to spend it with Ana. I hadn’t felt guilty that night at Middlegate Station for my divided attention. I had felt young again. I had felt reborn.

			I went back to the hotel and roused Sammy, and we walked together to the Etihad. He had slept off his headache, and he was chatty and happy, the boy I used to know. When the stadium came into view—another flying saucer, like Arsenal’s Emirates, outside the city center—he began lighting up. We found our seats in the packed Burnley end, louder than the rest of that soulless stadium combined. Burnley supporters don’t often get to feel superior to their glutton counterparts at Man City, but in the hours before kickoff on that overcast afternoon, at least we were the thrilled ones.

			They beat us, 6–0. For Pep Guardiola, it was another semi-meaningful win in a career of bigger wins. For me, it felt like the worst kind of reality check. Sometimes football isn’t an escape. It’s a reminder of how things really are. You can dream all you want. The trouble comes when your dreams don’t come true.

			Sammy and I walked back into town. The last game of our trip of a lifetime was over. We were both hungry, and we walked around the corner from our hotel to a Pizza Express, England’s equivalent of a downmarket Olive Garden. Sammy had liked it when we’d gone to one in Hull, and it gave us a chance not to be the saddest people in the room. We ordered, and Sammy pulled out his phone. He was gone. I sat there, looking around the restaurant, trying to tell myself that at least he had stayed engaged during the game. I could buy tickets to his attention for two hours at a time. But as he continued texting away, something in me boiled over.

			“I hate that phone,” I said.

			He looked up, a little stung.

			“You’re going to regret it one day,” I said. “Being on your phone so much.”

			He put it away, but we didn’t talk to each other. We ate in silence, a father and son feeling the same deep feelings, both of us on the verge of tears.

			We walked back to the hotel. I sat down at the hotel room desk and opened my laptop and put on my headphones. I tried to talk my way out of my upset. Maybe there was no difference between the time I spent on soccer and the time Sammy spent on his phone. Maybe they’re both different versions of the same pursuit—distraction—and viewing one positively and the other negatively was a subjective, personal distinction. As a father, I wanted certain things from him, for reasons that he couldn’t begin to understand. As a son, he was under no obligation to give those things to me, for reasons that I could understand. I wished I could have kept my upset about the phone bottled up for one more dinner. I wished I wasn’t so fucked up.

			Sammy was lying on his bed behind me, and I tried my best to hide my tears from him. I finally gathered myself together. I took off my headphones and thought I heard him crying, and my heart broke. When my boys were younger, I’d wished that their ledgers were better balanced. Charley doesn’t know that life is hard for him, even though life is sometimes hard for him. He’s been invited to one birthday party in his life and never a sleepover; strangers look sideways at a teenager with whiskers who has stuffed animals in the crook of his arm. Sammy doesn’t know how easy he has it, how many gifts he’s been given. His bedroom is above mine, and sometimes I can hear his sleeplessness, his turning over whatever he’s turning over in his head, while I’m trapped in my own insomnia, staring at the ceiling that’s his floor. I didn’t want that for him. I wanted the world for him. I turned around to console him, to tell him that everything was okay. Everything was going to be okay.

			He was stretched out, laughing at something on his phone.

			

			 

			
				
			

			The next morning, Sammy and I went out for breakfast, and I asked him if we wanted to take up Chris on his offer to tour Turf Moor. It was a bit of a gamble. Burnley is about an hour’s drive from Manchester, and we had to trust that Chris had been genuine in his invitation. I hadn’t asked for his number or anything like that. We’d just shaken hands. It was possible that we’d make the trip, stand outside a closed-up Turf Moor, and come back to the city for our late train to London. But Sammy seemed up for the adventure, or at least he knew well enough not to put up a fight after our skirmish at dinner the night before, and I thought if worse came to worst, we could stop in Rawtenstall on our way back and I could try to find my grandfather’s house and the soccer field where we used to play.

			Sammy and I took an Uber to Burnley, and the drive was prettier than I remembered. The hills between Manchester and Burnley had turned spring green, and the trees had started to leaf, and the little mill towns that dotted the way, with names like Summerseat and Ramsbottom and Lumb, looked almost bucolic, piles of brick and stone nestled neatly in their ancient places. We pulled into Burnley—not picturesque, but not the grim, shadowy place I remembered—and we got out on Harry Potts Way, next to the patchwork of bricks and corrugated steel that make up Turf Moor. I hadn’t been there in nearly forty years. Now, as I’d feared, it looked extremely locked up.

			There were some glass doors down the way, with the club’s crest mounted above them. Sammy and I wandered down, and I gave one of the doors a pull. It opened. We stepped inside to find a surprised-looking old man sitting behind a desk.

			“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t know how to explain this, but…”

			“Oh, aye,” the old man said. “You’re the Canadians. Chris told me you’d be coming. I’ll run and fetch him for you.”

			The old man did not appear capable of running, but he must have moved quickly, because Chris was with us in a flash, looking smart in a suit and tie, his smile wide, his hand extended. I couldn’t believe he was there. I couldn’t believe he’d remembered.

			Chris spent two hours with us, showing us every nook and cranny of Turf Moor, as though he were revealing the secret parts of a great ship that he’d help build: We saw the executive offices, the trophy room (there was still some space on the shelves), the lounges. And then he led us down a corridor and into the first of the grandstands, the Bob Lord Stand, out into the cool and silver air, where Sammy and I could see the banks of seats, claret and blue, one for every four Burnley residents, and below them the most flawless pitch, green and freshly lined. That ground has seen sport on it since 1843—it was a cricket oval in its earliest iterations—and it shimmered with the visions of countless sepia-tinted games. Chris took us down to the touchline, and I watched Sammy clock that grass, more perfect than any field he’d played on.

			Chris took us around the entire stadium, stand by stand, first into the dressing room and Vincent Kompany’s spare and tidy quarters. Chris asked Sammy if he wanted to walk down the players tunnel, and it had been a long time since Sammy had looked so much like a kid. We walked where his heroes walk. On our way to the pitch, Chris pointed out the hole in the wall that a frustrated opponent had punched into it—“We’ll be sending a bill for that,” he said—and Sammy ran his fingers over it, learning a little more about what football means in a place where it’s religion. Then we stepped out into the light.

			Sammy stayed there for a long, long time. He put his hands in his coat pockets and stood and looked at every corner of Turf Moor, as though he needed to take personal account of each blade of grass. I was doing the same, but I looked around and saw what wasn’t there. Normally, I love being in an empty stadium because of the fizz of its potential, the thrill of what’s to come. I suspect that’s where Sammy’s head had gone—that he was imagining himself making the same walk he’d just made, only in a kit with his name on it, about to play one of the biggest games of his life. But in that moment, I couldn’t help casting back instead, to that long-ago game with my grandfather, to everything that had happened in my life, in my family’s life, all the choices and accidents that had led us from here to there and back again. I wondered what my grandfather would have thought if he could have seen his great-grandson, the one with his curly hair, lost in dreamland in Turf Moor.

			At the end of our tour, we thanked Chris so much we might have made him uncomfortable. He went off to serve mothers their brunch. Sammy and I walked into the heart of Burnley, paying our respects to the Royal Dyche (closed on Sunday mornings), to catch the bus to Rawtenstall.

			I hadn’t been to my mum’s hometown in decades, and I didn’t recognize anything when we got off the bus. Like I’d thought about the drive to Burnley, either Rawtenstall was prettier than I remembered, or it had improved with time. The little city center felt alive, close to bustling. The hills that surrounded it were green and speckled with blossom. Even the dormant smokestacks seemed less like relics and more like a reminder of how far we’ve come. Laments for a lost industry tend to ignore that children used to work in those mills, or how black they made the air.

			I plugged my grandfather’s address into my phone. It wasn’t far up the road. The closer we got, the more I started to remember. Sammy pretended to care about my memories, which began falling out of me like confessions. The cricket ground showed up on our left—like the mills, it was locked up and for sale—and then came the familiar rows of terraced houses. I could have turned up my grandfather’s street even without the map.

			There it was, the stone house where my grandfather had lived, where my mum had grown up, where we had visited when we were children. From the outside, it was smaller than I remembered, with only two windows, one up and one down, and a narrow front door. I could still remember the rooms that were laid out like blocks behind it: the front room that was reserved for formal occasions, the back room with the fire and the tiny TV, where we’d bundle together to watch Match of the Day. I took Sammy to the lane out back, which I could have sworn was cobbled. Maybe it had been, but now it was paved. We’d spent so many happy hours playing there, hemmed in by back walls and outhouses. A wave of nostalgia washed over me. It all started here. My grandfather had made so much for us out of so little.

			We went back around the front of the house and made the short walk to the end of the street. I remembered the football pitch as a proper one, and I hoped it was still there. It was, in a fashion. It wasn’t a soccer field anymore. It was a pasture, with unkept grass, ringed with brambles. But there was still a goal there. It wasn’t the one that I had defended against my grandfather, but it was a goal all the same. Now Sammy seemed more legitimately interested. We ducked through a hole in the rusted iron fence that separated the pitch from the road, and waded through the tall, wet grass, within shooting distance of the goal. We stood together in the spot where three generations of my family had played the game that my son had come to love, too, now four generations and counting.

			I called my mum from the train back to London to wish her a happy Mother’s Day and tell her I love her. “I love you, too, cherub,” she said. She and my dad were in Wales, visiting my dad’s family, and they were taking a rest after another one of their massive walking excursions. My parents had always measured themselves by the ground they covered. “Thirty thousand steps!” my dad hollered in the background. When my mum had turned sixty, she told us she was going to run a half-marathon to celebrate. She’d lied to us: We’d showed up to cheer her on, and found out she’d signed up for the marathon. She ran it, and finished it, without training. Now they’d walked so much along the clifftops in Wales that my mum had developed a little pain in her hip, which I was surprised she’d even confessed. I told them to take it easy, the way all children start parenting their parents, while knowing that my advice had fallen on deaf ears and she would be walking some more that night. I told them I’d let them know when Sammy and I got home, and we’d get together and catch up on everything after they got back.

			“Have you had a good trip?” my mum asked.

			“Great trip. A special trip.”

			“That makes me very happy,” she said.

			I looked at Sammy, who was looking at me, the train rocking us a little, closer to each other and then farther away, again and again. Our trip hadn’t come too late. It had allowed me to get to know him better even while he was keeping more of himself to himself. We were remarkably similar in some ways, and thankfully different in others. I had failed him in some ways, and I had succeeded with him in others. He wasn’t any one thing. Like all of us, he was a mess of things. I couldn’t know what his future might hold. I could only hope. But I knew we’d always share the game, each of us in our own way, and I knew, too, that each of us would always find the other in it.

			

			 

			

			A few weeks later, on April 7, 2023, Burnley secured automatic promotion to the Premier League with a 2–1 win over Middlesbrough. I’m a little ashamed to admit that I was following the game on my laptop while I was at the Masters in Augusta, Georgia, supposedly covering one of the great golf tournaments for Golf Digest. I was watching Championship football instead.

			Later that stormy Friday, three trees fell across the seventeenth tee box, nearly crushing several spectators but miraculously missing all of them. One woman, frozen with fear to the spot, had covered her head while a pair of hundred-foot trees crashed down on either side of her. Somehow, she had walked out from between their clawing branches unscathed, like Buster Keaton finding the open window in a collapsing house. I went out with friends that night, in the mood to toast Burnley’s top-flight return. It was hard to get anyone else to care about a little English soccer team that none of them had heard of. Hadn’t I seen that woman walk out from between the trees?

			I had, and early the next morning, I walked out to the seventeenth hole and stood where she’d stood. After the derecho in Ontario, there had been broken trees everywhere, and many were still there; I saw them every time we went to Ottawa, summoning memories of that terrible day, like monuments dedicated to the commemoration of defeat. Augusta National had always been more selective about what its membership chose to remember about itself. Overnight, those massive fallen trees had been vanished. Their giant root beds had been filled and graded and sodded. There wasn’t a speck of sawdust or a single pine needle left to spoil the grass. The only sign that three trees had fallen and nearly killed a woman were the shallow dents their trunks had made when they’d crashed to the ground, as though all that remained of them were their shadows. What trees? Those trees had never fallen. Those trees had never been there in the first place.

			After Burnley had claimed promotion, they slipped into what passed for a stumble—“on the beach” is the great British expression for the place they found themselves in, their minds already straying to their summer spoils. They drew twice, away at Reading and Rotherham, and then lost at Turf Moor to a desperate, relegation-fighting QPR. Given a rare chance to lift a trophy, Burnley regathered themselves, finally claiming the league title at Ewood Park in seething Blackburn after grinding out a 1–0 win. They won the rest of their matches that season to finish with 101 points, the sort of number that beggared belief—the Clarets had had 35 the year before, when they’d been relegated—but it was that game over Rovers that felt the most significant to me.

			Long ago, my grandfather made a mysterious choice. He picked Burnley over Blackburn. He picked Burnley over everyone else. That decision had been accompanied by decades of costs. In 1995, Blackburn won the Premier League. In 2002, they won the League Cup. For a club like Burnley, little and ancient, those were impossible achievements anymore in the modern, monied game. But for one incredible year, Burnley were triumphant over their nemesis and every other team in their league. “No one can take this moment away from us,” Vincent Kompany said after. “It’s a moment of dreams. We did what the game demanded.” Burnley fans didn’t pick and choose what to remember. We didn’t pretend we’d always been on top, or that we always would be. In Burnley the town, for Burnley the club, hardship wasn’t something to be forgotten, and near misses were never shamed out of existence. We remembered all of it, all the way back to the beginning. That’s what made us worthy.

			

			 

			

			By mid-June, my mum’s sore hip had become a source of significant pain, and walking, as much as she loved to do it, was hard for her. Stairs were impossible. Her doctor thought she might have slipped a disc, or done something else to her back, and arranged an MRI. My mum’s back was fine, but there was something clearly wrong enough with her hip to warrant further investigation. More scans revealed that the right half of her pelvic bone had been eaten away, a level of decay beyond the usual expectations of aging, as though it were rotting like a tooth.

			One night, my parents called with news that I had already been fearing: My mum had cancer. The doctors were not sure what kind yet. Given the state of her pelvis, it was likely either blood or bone cancer. Neither was great; neither was hopeless. My mum sounded worried but determined. My dad sounded the same, but more worried.

			I spent the night doing “online research.” By the next morning, when I was scheduled to help referee a high school tournament, I had worked my way to the end of every possible diagnosis and outcome, and I drove to the fields in a fog. I probably should have begged off. Over the years, I’d asked soccer to blind me to a lot. I’m not sure I’d placed a bigger demand on its shoulders.

			When I arrived for my first game, I found out I was going to be one of the assistants for an excellent referee named Adam. He saw everything so clearly, and in such definitive terms. The other assistant was a guy named Mark. I recognized him from somewhere but couldn’t place him. I blamed my haze. The three of us sat together getting dressed when Mark started talking about how much he hated coming to town, because he hated the goalkeeper on the men’s team. “He’s such an asshole,” Mark said. Now I could place him. A year or two before, my team had played Mark’s team one blazing hot morning, and his team’s striker, a big English guy, had taken a shot at me after the whistle had been blown for offside. I’d lost my shit. The game never recovered. The referee ended up calling it early.

			Luckily, Mark didn’t recognize me. I continued getting dressed. I might have even started whistling to feign my nonchalance. Mark continued to get the memory of me off his chest. “God,” he said, “I hate that guy.”

			Adam pointed at me. “But isn’t he the goalie?”

			Mark and I looked at each other with unsolvable awkwardness. “Oh, man,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”

			“No, no, no,” I said. “I get it. I’m sorry.”

			I decided to keep to myself the fact that I was twelve hours removed from finding out that my mum had cancer. I did tell him about how I’d done a lot of work on myself since we’d last played. I told him that I’d been very angry for a long time, and I still sometimes slipped. But I’d gone to a lot of therapy and had made some other changes in my life, and I really was trying to be a better man. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes,” I said. “I’m trying to make the corrections.”

			Mark gave me a big hug. He thought he was consoling me for one thing. I took it as consolation for another.

			

			 

			

			On July 12, 2023, at 3:45 P.M., my phone rang. I picked it up. My dad did the talking, and he got right to it: My mum had been diagnosed with lung cancer, stage IV. She had a small tumor in her right lung, but its cancerous cells had spread to her hip, where they had done their outsized damage to her bones. Because her cancer had already made its escape from her lung’s confines, it was considered treatable but not curable. One way or another, it would kill her.

			I’m not sure there is any good way to deliver news like that, and I appreciated my dad’s directness. I sat down in a chair and started to sob. “Don’t cry, cherub,” said my mum, who was also on the line. She was not crying, and neither was my dad.

			She still had to undergo some tests to determine what kind of lung cancer she had. Because she had never smoked or worked in a coal mine or with asbestos, her cancer’s origins were a mystery. Her dad had smoked his Woodbines around her. Was it possible that lung cancer was something else he had given my mum, another family inheritance? I hated to think so, but that’s where my mind went. It was possible, my dad said, that my mum’s cancer was a certain kind of mutation. There was about a 10 percent chance that it was. If that was the case, there was an experimental drug treatment available, and it might extend her life for years. “So that’s what we’re going to hope for,” my mum said. Dr. Moore, her oncologist, had already taken a biopsy. We’d know the results in two weeks.

			I drove to Ottawa to be with my mum and the rest of my family, united by our worrisome cause, for the first of two prognoses. I don’t think any of us realized how complicated, how shapeshifting, cancer can be. Dr. Moore was my mum’s principal advocate in her fight. She was responsible for treating my mum’s lung cancer. But another doctor, a radiation oncologist, would address the cancer in her hip, even though it was still technically lung cancer, a metastasized version of it, a colonizer. We met with him first. His name was Dr. Cross.

			We never did see his face. We never saw Dr. Moore’s, either. Because cancer patients are so vulnerable to sickness, my mum’s doctors were fastidious about mask-wearing. We got to know them from their eyes and their voices. Dr. Cross was an older man with a younger man’s eyes. They were bright and blue and kind. His voice was warm, with the faint remains of an English accent. He had a voice like embers. He should have been on the radio.

			Dr. Cross had read a series of X-rays and scans. The results were not optimal. We already knew that. By then, my mum couldn’t walk much, maybe a couple of hobbled steps at a time. Mostly she relied on a wheelchair, although she refused to call it a wheelchair. She called it her “transporter,” as though it might beam her across time and space. She had picked out a sporty blue one so that it felt a little less institutional. In theory, she could walk behind it, using its handles for support, or she could sit in it. There was a stretch earlier in the summer when she had mostly walked behind it, willing herself up and down the hallway outside her condo “for exercise.” By the time we saw Dr. Cross, we were taking turns pushing her in it. My mum had always had an enormous tolerance for pain, but cancer had found her limit. She was sitting in her transporter when Dr. Cross told her that her hip, the sail of her pelvic bone, had been eaten clean through. She wouldn’t have taken much less damage if she’d suffered a blast from a shotgun. “I’m a little surprised you were able to walk at all,” he said.

			He did leave her some reason for optimism. He wanted to give my mum big doses of radiation directly into her hip. There were some risks involved. Her skin there might get burned a little, and a couple of weeks after treatment, patients sometimes experienced what he called a “pain flare,” a spike of heightened agony. Ultimately, though, he felt the radiation would ease her pain. “I believe you’ll be much more comfortable,” he said. It should also arrest the cancer’s advances in her bones. She might even walk again if her pelvis knitted itself back together enough. Elderly women were not the best candidates for rampant bone growth, but in his decades as cancer’s nemesis, Dr. Cross had seen every possible outcome. He wasn’t going to trade in absolutes until the end.

			“I have a question for you,” my mum said to him. For months, we had been planning to take a trip that August. Our entire family, every one of us, was going to Wales to celebrate my dad’s eightieth birthday. We had already rented a big white house in Nolton Haven, a hamlet next to a beach, carved out of the green cliffs of Pembrokeshire. Our first night was supposed to be August 12, and we’d spend a week there, visiting our Welsh relatives, celebrating my dad. By some happy cosmic coincidence, Burnley’s first game back in the Premier League was on August 11, the opening night of the new season, against inescapable Man City at Turf Moor. I’d bought Sammy and me ridiculously expensive hospitality tickets. We’d fly to London, head up to Burnley, and then go back down to Wales. Everything had been lined up perfectly, until cancer revealed its crooked-making self.

			“Can I still go?” my mum asked.

			Can we still go, she meant.

			“How important is it to you that you go?” Dr. Cross asked.

			“Very important,” my mum said.

			“Then you should go,” he said.

			He would change his schedule so that my mum got her radiation treatments before we left. They might not have taken effect by then—she might still be in a lot of pain, perhaps even more pain than she was that afternoon in his office. But if she felt as though she could bear it, there was no reason for her not to go.

			“I’ll manage,” my mum said, and that’s when we knew we were going on our trip no matter what.

			Two days later, we met with Dr. Moore. She had big brown eyes and talked in sunny, soothing tones. She had completed her investigations into my mum’s lung cancer, her originating cancer. “I have some good news,” Dr. Moore said: My mum’s cancer was the one in ten. She did not have lung cancer because her father had smoked, or for any other avoidable reason. Her cancer was caused by that rare mutation. That didn’t change my mum’s prognosis; without treatment, she would die within six months. But that experimental drug we’d heard about, called Tagrisso, might suppress it. Tagrisso’s side effects were insignificant compared to chemotherapy—my mum’s hair wouldn’t fall out, and she probably wouldn’t experience nausea—and Dr. Moore had patients in my mum’s condition, or maybe a little worse, who were still alive five years after starting their treatment. “I can’t guarantee it will work,” Dr. Moore said. “But I think it’s worth trying.”

			“Absolutely,” my mum said. “That’s wonderful news.”

			The only downside was that Tagrisso was expensive. Even there, Dr. Moore had found a solution. She had managed to get my mum into a drug trial. That meant she’d require more constant monitoring than she might otherwise receive, but that was less a punishment than another reward. We’d never have to wonder what my mum’s cancer was plotting. There would be no more uncertainty. My mum’s cancer journey would now take place entirely in the dominion of fact.

			For the first time in months, hope felt less like fiction, too. We all thanked Dr. Moore. My dad started crying as he did. I inherited a few things from him, my easy tears among them.

			“You’ve been lovely,” he said. “Thank you.”

			“I hear you’re going on a trip,” Dr. Moore said, her eyes lighting up with mischief, as though she were in on a conspiracy.

			“We are,” my mum said.

			“I hope you have the best time,” Dr. Moore said. There would be a thirty-pack of Tagrisso waiting for my mum when she got back.

			

			 

			

			Sammy and I arrived at Turf Moor with not much time to spare, but because Burnley is Burnley, the roads were empty. More than a quarter of the town was already at the game.

			I put on my Burnley scarf. We went into the stadium store to get Sammy a shirt—he chose their third jersey, midnight blue with sky-blue circles over the heart—and then headed for the hospitality lounge. I felt like a bit of a prat, going where the rich people go, but those tickets had been the only ones available. (A hospitality ticket gives you access to a stadium lounge and dinner, as well as a padded seat inside the stadium to watch the game. The price compared to a regular ticket is sometimes outlandish, and it was especially so that night in Burnley, for that first game back in the Premier League.) I’d received a message from Burnley after I’d ordered them online, an email from a woman asking if we were really coming all the way from Canada for the game. I said that we were, my son and me, and she moved us to two seats right at the halfway line, and our seats in the lounge were at a bar top directly in front of the glass, looking out over the stadium.

			Sammy and I were temporary members of Burnley’s highest society—the owners of car dealerships, fifth-generation greengrocers. We filled our plates with roast beef and Yorkshire pudding before we took our seats in front of the window. For a long time my boy did not think to eat. He sat back in his chair and looked over his full plate at the still-empty field that he’d stared at only months before. We’d been in the lounge during our tour with Chris in March. It felt different on game day, echoing with laughter, crowded with anticipation. I kept an eye out for our friend but never did spot him in the bustle. Clouds rolled overhead. Music pounded through loudspeakers. There was noise and color and light. The night marked more than Burnley’s return to the Premier League. It was the start of the entire season, the only game on the schedule that day. For ninety minutes, Turf Moor would occupy the center of the football universe.

			Now the players emerged for the first of their warm-ups, their soon-to-be well-worn routines. City were closer to us. There was Erling Haaland. There was Kevin De Bruyne. We could see their expressions, breathe the same air. I was halfway through my meal, already thinking about going back for seconds. Sammy hadn’t taken a bite.

			Vincent Kompany appeared in his dark suit, a white T-shirt, and gleaming white trainers, looking a little like a small-part hitman in a John Wick movie. He had rebuilt his team for the second time in two seasons, intent on playing the same dynamic game that had torn through the Championship, only leveled up. It’s one of football’s saddest realities: The players who celebrate a second-tier trophy are often discarded from the team they helped get promoted, usually to a different Championship side. They are the game’s version of Sisyphus, doomed to repeat the same task. Life had assigned them a status, and it was rare for anyone to escape it.

			Unfortunately, Man City were also still Man City, the reigning champions. Pep Guardiola didn’t just know Kompany; he’d made him. They hugged before their first Premier League game against each other as though they were equals, but it felt almost like a concession on Kompany’s part. There were no secrets between them, no illusions that Kompany was about to pull off a surprise result. That 6–0 beating in the previous season’s FA Cup hadn’t been a fluke. The master was going to continue to school the apprentice until his education was complete.

			Sammy and I settled into our seats outside. The sun was setting to our right, and the clouds broke open enough to give its rays access to Turf Moor, now cast in a golden glow. The stands filled in around us, people taking the place of the departing sun. The lights came on. The whistle blew. A new season began.

			In the 4th minute—after 184 seconds, to be precise—Haaland hammered a low shot inside the post. There were five Burnley defenders around him. It didn’t matter. Some forces are irresistible. Some realities are made of stone. Haaland had scored with his first touch of the new season.

			“Welcome to the Premier League,” I said to Sammy.

			There was a reversion to the former, vicious Burnley about twenty minutes in. De Bruyne, City’s star midfielder, limped off, having blown his hamstring. After he left the pitch, he made the long walk from the bench to the tunnel to our right, in front of the heaving stands. He pushed his fingers into his eyes as he did. He hadn’t played a half, and he already knew that some large part of his season would be lost to him.

			“You soft bastard,” the crowd began to chant.

			“That’s not very nice,” I said to Sammy. I was relieved when he agreed.

			Burnley had a couple of prouder moments after, but nothing that would show up on any score sheet. Man City won, 3–0. They were in first, again. We were in last, again.

			I don’t know how to describe the feeling, because I had so many feelings at once. It was one game; there were thirty-seven to go, and only one more of them would be against Man City. Kompany had built a young, fast, optimistic side. Even as the stadium deflated around me, I could justify a longer-term belief in his grander scheme, his plan for a more permanent success. I still found it hard to adjust my expectations so dramatically—to want something so badly, and then to see that dream come true in such spectacular fashion, and only then to understand that what I’d wanted would come with its own costs.

			I watched Sammy lost in that same moment, his eyes still clear, his heart still full. We left our seats and went back inside the lounge, on our way to the exit. Our night was far from over. We still had to get back to our hotel in Manchester, where Charley was waiting with a minder and his books, before we made our long drive to Wales the next day. But Sammy stopped and turned around, standing inches from that window, staring through it and his own reflection at the shimmering grass. Night had long fallen; the stadium was nearly dark. The calls for last orders came and went. Sammy didn’t move.

			I didn’t, either. When I had first come to Turf Moor, it was a fourth-division stadium, and it risked being less than that. When we’d taken our tour in March, I’d seen it for everything and everyone I had lost, because that’s how I’d been introduced to it, as a temple to defeat. Forty years later, when Sammy saw his first game there, Burnley had lost again, but Turf Moor was Premier League. Now I stood behind Sammy and saw Turf Moor for how he saw it, and for how he would remember it, emptied of everything but its possibility. I put my hands on his broadening shoulders, rising and falling with each of his calm and steady breaths, and realized that my boy was going to be better than me. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t afraid. His motivation was love.
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			Two days after Burnley’s return to the Premier League, my mum had a stroke.

			My entire family—my parents, my brother and sister and their partners, my nieces and nephews—had arrived in Nolton Haven. My mum’s flight from Canada had gone smoothly enough, and she’d endured the long drive from Heathrow with her trademark stoicism. But by the time we had all convened in the seaside house, the pain flare that Dr. Cross had warned us about erupted. My mum would put on her makeup and spend an hour or so in our extended company, and then she’d quietly signal her retreat. My brother and I would carry her in her transporter up the narrow stairs to her bedroom and lift her into her bed. I was surprised at how light she was.

			The next morning, my sister’s youngest came into the kitchen yelling that Grampy was calling for help. We bolted upstairs. My mum was in her bed, but she wasn’t sleeping. She was sitting upright, awake. Her eyes were wide, taking in everything and nothing. She wasn’t crying, and she didn’t look anxious or upset. She looked bewildered, as though she couldn’t understand what was happening to her: Why can’t I speak?

			I ran to the house next door to call for an ambulance. Nolton Haven is a relatively remote part of Wales, separated from Haverfordwest, the nearest town, by several miles of single-lane roads, winding through hedgerows. The dispatcher on the other end of the line told me that an ambulance would take an hour to reach us.

			I dashed back to our house. My mum was still unable to talk. We didn’t know what to do. In the interim, the family next door called a friend of theirs, a retired nurse who happened to be staying at a nearby campground. She appeared like an angel, leaning over my mum, talking to her in soothing tones, making her private evaluations. The nurse beckoned us into the hallway to share them. My mum was in the middle of a significant stroke, and she needed to get to a hospital right away. We couldn’t wait for the ambulance.

			It’s all a bit of a blur, but we got her into her transporter, down the stairs, and into the front seat of my brother’s rental car. My dad and sister piled into the back, and my brother screeched away. They told me after that he had hammered his way to Haverfordwest while my dad and sister tried to keep my mum awake. My brother somehow found his way to Withybush, the wartime hospital, in about fifteen minutes. By the time I’d chased them there in my own car, my mum was already asleep, tucked under some crisp white sheets, in a private room in emergency, in the care of a lovely doctor named Grace.

			Grace had started all the usual post-stroke treatments for my mum, blood thinners chief among them. It was too soon to say how deeply my mum would be affected by her stroke. She didn’t look her beautiful self—her face was contorted, her features uneven, her lips pulled back, her body both rigid and relaxed. The five of us stayed together in that room for a long time, four of us taking turns crying, as though there always had to be tears flowing to keep my mum alive. She had crossworded her Parkinson’s into an inconvenience, and the promise of Tagrisso had given us hope on the cancer front. The stroke felt like the end of hope.

			The next day, my mum was moved to a stroke ward on the hospital’s top floor. She had a private room, and the sun streamed through her window. We gathered around her. She was awake for short stretches, but she was not herself. She was an imperfect version of my mum, as though she’d been designed by a committee that differed on the desired result.

			Grace had stayed long past the end of her shift, saying that she was struck by our family’s love for my mum. Finally Grace had to get some rest. We met with another doctor, and he took us into a quiet room. We sat down in front of him. He was calm and compassionate. He was also clear. My mum had Parkinson’s disease and terminal cancer. Withybush had done their own scans, and “riddled” was the word he used to describe her current cancer state. Now she’d had a major stroke. He told us that assisted dying was illegal in the United Kingdom, but his recommendation was that we take her off all her medications except for those that managed pain, and we let her go. “We let nature take its course” is how he worded it.

			We thanked the doctor, and he left us alone in that room, and we cried together and agreed that it was time to say goodbye to our spectacular mum. We also decided to bring in her seven grandchildren to see her one last time, gathering them up from the house by the beach and bringing them to Withybush.

			There is a big tree on a little island of green out front of the hospital, near where the ambulances park, and we convened there, under the protection of its branches and each other. Sammy had paid tribute to his nana by putting on his new Burnley shirt, which soaked up the tears spilling from his giant eyes; Charley had brought his bag of battered books, and he sat on the grass under the tree and found his usual comfort in their well-thumbed pages. I sat on the grass beside him and watched him then, almost literally burying himself in his books, leaning so close to the pages they might have swallowed him whole. He had always read the same books, comics mostly: Calvin and Hobbes, of course, but also Archie, and Herman, and Garfield. He took comfort in their consistency, in their familiar patterns and repetitions. I watched him that day and realized something else about Charley and his comics. It’s not just their premises that remain fixed over time. The characters themselves never change. They never age, they never graduate, they never tinker with their tastes and appetites. Archie always had the same gang of friends; Garfield always loved lasagna; Calvin was always six years old. They were like Charley in that way, and he was like them. Charley loved Calvin and Hobbes because he was Calvin, and he would always be some version of him, some version of his current self. That afternoon, on that island under the tree, he needed his books more than ever. His real world was changing, but in his imaginary world, in the pages of his beloved books, everything stayed the same. Everybody lived forever.

			When it was my turn to take my boys upstairs, my mum, their beloved nana, did her best to rally for them. She couldn’t really talk, but she gestured at Sammy’s new jersey, as though to say, Imagine that. When we left, we turned back to look at her one last time. She tried to smile, and she waved one wracked hand, her fingers overlapping each other. She did not want her grandchildren to remember her any way but happy. We went downstairs and walked outside. We replaced someone under the tree; they replaced us at her bedside. It was such a beautiful day. A bag of chocolate appeared, and we filled our waiting with it. After we’d all taken our turn in my mum’s room, we left my dad at the hospital and the rest of us went back to Nolton Haven, to walk along the coastal paths and stand together on the green cliffs of Pembrokeshire, turning our red eyes toward the setting sun, watching it disappear over the Irish Sea.

			

			 

			

			My mum, unsurprisingly, fought nature and its course. A week later, she was still alive, and she lay in her bed, doing little exercises of her own invention, first finding words, then short sentences. But biology is biology, and even my mum’s colossal resolve had its limits. She was going to die in that hospital.

			I had to bring Charley and Sammy back to Canada, back to Amy, back to their lives. My brother had to do the same. My dad and sister would stay behind in Wales. I brought my boys into Withybush to say a final goodbye. We managed to keep sunnier faces this time. My mum’s smile was a little less crooked, her hands a little less knotted. She talked about tying sheets together and climbing down from the window, like she was making a prison break, and then she slipped back to sleep, her brain making plans that her body would never be able to carry out. The boys drifted into the hospital corridor. Charley especially was overwhelmed by everything. He needed to go back outside to his books under the tree. I stayed behind with my mum, to spend a few minutes alone with her. I couldn’t stop kissing her forehead.

			I was wearing a T-shirt that I’d bought in Pittsburgh a few years ago. I Believe in Make-Believe, it reads. The shirt is a reference to Fred Rogers, who hosted the TV show Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood during my childhood. I loved everything about that show and the man who hosted it for more than thirty years. I don’t wear the T-shirt because I believe in make-believe, although Charley had made me wonder whether I’d be better off if I did. I wear it because it reminds me of something that Rogers once said: “When I was a boy, and I would see scary things in the news, my mother would say, ‘Look for the helpers. You will always find people who are helping.’ ”

			That quote has become one of his most famous, and some adults don’t think much of it, at least when it’s cited after tragedies like school shootings, the way American politicians always offer thoughts and prayers for the victims, followed by thanks for the first responders, and then they go back to their mahogany-lined offices and do nothing of substance to prevent the same awfulness from happening again. In those instances, “Look for the helpers” is a hollow comfort, a short-term fever reducer: Don’t look at the horror; look for the helpers. Which means that we become blind to the horror, which in darkness repeats itself.

			My mum’s cancer was nobody’s fault. One otherwise ordinary day—and I sometimes wondered which day it was, exactly—a single cell in the top half of her right lung went bad. It divided into two cells, which became four, which became eight, until eventually they formed a tumor, and that tumor delivered more bad cells into the bones of her hip, where they multiplied, until finally she felt her hip give way. And now that same tumor, that same tiny malevolent engine that had given birth to the microscopic gremlins that had eaten her pelvis, had spun off a parade of blood clots, which were pumped by her heart into her brain, where they lodged into some small but vital blood vessels, cutting off oxygen to the lobes and nodes that allowed her to find the right word, bring a fork to her mouth, and smile her unforgettable smile. I would have given anything to reverse that terrible process. There was no reversing it.

			In those otherwise unbearable moments, when nothing can be helped, I still find it helpful to look for the helpers. I kissed my mum’s forehead again and again, and I forced my mind to focus on them, to remember them. I thought about the retired nurse who had answered the call from the campground, and Grace, who had stayed late because she had felt for our family, and the doctor who had sat us down and expertly delivered the hardest news any of us had heard. They had joined my ever-expanding army of strangers-turned-ministers—the cop who had talked me out of my madness, the doctor who had made a deal with me, the therapist who had given me sanctuary, the Romanian who had chosen to love me for as long as she could—who had come along at my lowest moments and decided to help. They were always there. They always will be. Remedies compound, too. That’s what I believe.

			I told my mum that I loved her, very much. I kissed her on her forehead. And I said goodbye.

			

			 

			

			Twenty-eight days later, in the middle of September, she checked herself out of that hospital and boarded a plane to Canada. I have no idea how she managed it. When we picked her up at the airport and wheeled her back into her condo in Ottawa, I half wondered whether she might die the instant we did, as though her front door were the finish line of her last marathon.

			She did not die, but she could not stay home. Her hip was a source of constant agony. Dr. Moore, her oncologist, agreed to put her on Tagrisso—none of us thought she’d be included in the trial after her stroke, so that was a good day—and she was admitted to a stroke rehabilitation center at a hospital called Bruyère. There were positive days there, where my mum pushed through Parkinson’s, terminal cancer, and a stroke to climb onto an exercise bike, convinced that she could walk again if only she tried hard enough. She treated her rehabilitation like she was going to work and the salary she earned was time.

			There were also nightmares, literal nightmares, waking nightmares when she would roil in her bed screaming. The first of them happened when I was alone with her, sitting at her bedside with a book, watching her sleep. She sat up, wild-eyed, and gripped the railings of her hospital bed and shook them with a surprising violence, begging me not to let her fall. In her mind, she was in her wheelchair (which was, in fact, folded away in a corner) at the top of an endless flight of stairs (there were no stairs), and only I could save her from disappearing down them. The vision was real to her, and so it became real to me, and I jumped on top of her, holding her down on her bed: “You’re not going to fall, Mama. I won’t let you fall.” Eventually the nightmare stopped, but I was rattled enough that I called my dad, brother, and sister into the hospital. I was terrified that my mum’s version of the bright lights of heaven was a set of stairs with no bottom.

			The nightmares, it turned out, were a by-product of a new painkiller she had been given, so they stopped when it was stopped. Her speech became clearer; her sense of humor returned, dry as the desert; and she developed a serious taste for ice cream. Sometimes the entire family was in her room, and she sat in her wheelchair in the middle of us like Cleopatra on her throne, basking in the love. There were sweet, peaceful nights when I’d sit with her, holding her hand, watching her little hospital TV in the dark. She liked home renovation shows the best. I think she saw herself as a fixer-upper.

			Those little spikes of joy became less frequent, feeling less like possible progress and more like vacations from an increasingly grim reality. They were still blessings, but transitory ones. My mum went for more scans, and her hip had continued to degenerate. The Tagrisso had not helped, and she was taken off it. That was the end of her cancer treatment. Another scan revealed a fracture in her femur. That was the end of her stroke rehabilitation. She was moved from Bruyère to the General Hospital, where a surgeon removed the top half of her femur, including the ball that once had gone into a socket that no longer existed. He described it as “mush.” That was the end of her dreams of walking again. She was moved from the General to yet another hospital, St. Vincent, her fourth in as many months. She was placed in their palliative care ward, dimly lit and quiet, with doctors who spoke in whispers. We decorated her room with photographs of her children and grandchildren. Mostly they watched her sleep.

			

			 

			

			Burnley’s return to the Premier League served as an affirmation of unkind realities, of hard truths that can’t be wished away. It took them four games to earn a point, a 1–1 draw with Nottingham Forest on September 18, a little after my mum’s return from Wales. They didn’t get their first win until they beat Luton Town on October 3, when she was on her exercise bike at the stroke clinic. Then everything went downhill, a slow, agonizing slide into winter. Burnley lost to Chelsea, Brentford, Bournemouth, Crystal Palace, Arsenal, and West Ham. The Clarets went pointless in November. They didn’t win again until they thrashed Sheffield United at Turf Moor, 5–0, on December 2. By then my mum was in palliative care and Burnley were deep in the relegation zone. Only Sheffield United kept Burnley from being in last place.

			The difference between seasons was stark. The problem, at essence: The divide between the Championship and the Premier League is continental. Vincent Kompany was trying to play the same attacking, European style of football with developing players, only now against teams of stone-faced monsters rather than second-tier strivers. Burnley could be high-flying against Rotherham and Reading and Preston North End because they were better than those clubs. Now, though, they were up against Liverpool and Arsenal and Aston Villa, and there was no pretending that the game was between equals. Of the fifteen players Kompany signed during the heady promotion summer of 2023, only four had Premier League experience, and only two were twenty-five or older. His new Burnley were young and promising, but if you try to play the same open style as your opponents with lesser talent, you will lose.

			Under Dyche, the Clarets were all about isolation, retreat, survival passing as victory. Everything about them had been limited. Dyche was grounded, pragmatic, realistic. Kompany spurned such slender ambition, even as his new Burnley continued to lose. He might have been a former defender. He was also a former champion, and he was never going to be satisfied with seventeenth place. Football exists for someone to dominate it, and he was once one of the dominators. He saw no glory in participation alone.

			As a fan, I was torn about Kompany’s refusal to compromise. There was something inspiring about his flat-out resistance to a less beautiful game, like a cornered man who denies his fate. As a culture, we’ve been conditioned to celebrate people who decline to acquiesce.

			And yet sometimes in life, the alternative is certain, crushing defeat.

			

			 

			

			After a month in palliative care, my mum dedicated herself to smaller wins. She wanted to spend Christmas at home. We got a hospital bed delivered to my parents’ condo and set it up in their living room; we took the photographs of her family off her hospital windowsill and lined them up along her kitchen counter. Nurses in the palliative care ward taught us how to change her diapers, empty her catheter bag, bathe her, medicate her. We stocked up on medical supplies, washcloths, bedsore cream, sippy cups. On December 21, she came back to the condo. She was moved to her bed in the living room, and we tucked her in, under a Superman blanket I’d kept from childhood.

			She was happy, she said, to be surrounded by her “favorite things.” They were souvenirs, mostly, from her travels around the world with my dad. She could look around the room and remember everything she had done, all the far-off places she had been since she’d made her escape from Rawtenstall: Fiji, Egypt, India, Vietnam. She could take a trip around the world without leaving her bed.

			Two days later, I put Burnley’s game against Fulham on her TV. She sat up in her bed to watch it with me. I sat on the closest corner of the couch and reached my hand across to hers. We didn’t say much. There was no wild cheering or shouting. My mum and I just watched the football and thought what we thought. I thought mostly about time and its movements, how at the beginning of a football season everything is a mystery, everything a prognostication, and how at its end there are only absolutes, inarguable certainty, and 380 thrilling and tedious matches have been reduced to a neatly drawn table that quantifies the winners and losers with unimpeachable authority, until a summer passes and last year’s answers are replaced by a new season’s questions, and we go again.

			Burnley won 2–0—two shots on target, 34 percent possession, classic Clarets—for their third win of the season. Victory didn’t bring much hope with it. Like the increasingly rare bright spots in my mum’s cancer journey, that win over Fulham was a short, temporary reprieve from reality. I knew how Burnley’s season and my mum’s life were going to end. I remained grateful for the game. For a couple of hours she got to go back in time, the way Gary went back to Seattle. I got to go there with her.

			A few days later, we booked the party room at the condo to have Christmas dinner together. I was not feeling festive. We were each taking turns sitting up beside my mum through the night; she couldn’t get comfortable, and when she did manage to sleep she would wake up whimpering, crying. It had been my shift the night before our dinner, and my mum hadn’t slept at all. “I don’t think I can do this anymore,” she said through tears, which rattled me, because it was so unlike her to say something like that. I was worn through by the time we started setting up the party room that afternoon, and my dad and I had a fight, our shared tempers brought to the surface by our shared worry. He was doing his best, but he struggled with the physical labor of caring for my mum, with the diaper changes and sponge baths, as though his own aging body suffered every wound and insult that she suffered, which I both resented and understood, much the way I sometimes saw her fight as noble and torturous, because it was both. I was going to make roast potatoes in my mum’s Bake King pan but decided I wasn’t up for a confrontation with spattering duck fat. Instead, I made a mountain of mashed in a pot. My brother brought store-bought gravy.

			My mum put on her makeup and contorted herself into real clothes and came downstairs, and all her children and their partners and her grandchildren sat down at a long row of folding tables, together. She sat in her wheelchair at the end of the spread, a blanket draped over her lap. One by one, her grandchildren sat beside her, holding her hand, kissing her head.

			I worried about her. I knew the night she’d just had. I leaned over her and asked her if she was in pain. “You must be exhausted,” I said.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” she said.

			My sister had come up with a good gift idea: We had collected memories and well-wishes from our extended family, and I had written them down on little cards. We folded them and collected them in a nice piece of pottery. When my parents opened their present, they both started crying. They picked out a card at random and read it. The tears kept coming, chased by memories. They read card after card. Some of the people who loved them remembered a specific moment in time. Some remembered everything at once. Each card was a little love story. Each was a small peek into someone else’s memory bank and what surfaced when the subject was my mum.

			Charley had once asked me if I thought butterflies remembered when they were caterpillars. “I don’t think so,” I said, but Charley was unsatisfied by my answer, the way he never settles for a truth he doesn’t like. He thought we should investigate further. Butterflies probably do remember, it turns out. Researchers decided to train caterpillars to avoid a strong, unpleasant scent by giving them an electric shock whenever they encountered it. When those caterpillars became butterflies, they avoided the same smell before it had really reached them, as though they knew the shock was coming and wanted to avoid it. They might not have remembered being caterpillars. Remarkably, they appeared to remember some of their caterpillar experiences, even though they are reduced almost entirely to liquid during their metamorphosis. Their memories are less hard copies stored in a file drawer, then, than emotional responses, preserved over time through experience, the way our own responses become hardwired patterns, based on how we’ve learned to react. We don’t remember facts. We remember how facts made us feel.

			There was someone important missing from the bowl: my mum’s dad, my grandfather. After that Christmas dinner, after we took her upstairs and lifted her into bed, she asked for a picture of him. We found one of him on a boat. It was taken during his last trip to Canada, when he’d sat behind my net, giving me lessons in decisiveness. He’s smiling in the picture, looking up at the camera from the book on his lap. He’s brown from the sun, wearing Burnley colors: a light blue golf shirt and claret shorts. Not long after that picture was taken, he went back home, and I never saw him again. But I remembered that day on the boat, and my mum did, too, and we remembered how it made us feel, sitting with him in the sun. My sister and I changed my mum’s diaper and put her into a nightshirt. It read Dreamer across the chest.

			A few days later, we brought in a death doula, a German woman named Christiane. She was like a midwife, only there to help people exit the world rather than enter it. We had been worried that my mum was occasionally slipping into denial about her fate, that sometimes she thought she still might recover and live. Freed from her nightmares and hospital food, she had started putting on weight. I had to go to London and Paris for work, and she said that when she got better, she’d like to go to Paris. It was hard to know if she meant it, and if it was good or bad if she did.

			Christiane asked to meet with all of us at once. We sat in a circle around my mum in her bed. Christiane was kind, but she was also German.

			“Where would you like to die?” she asked my mum.

			We all turned to my mum. She was quiet for a moment. In the last weeks of her life, she had come to understand that she had been wrong about one thing, and my dad had been right. Trauma isn’t anything like antivenom. Keeping it inside of you doesn’t make you stronger. It hurts you. It’s poison. It’s cancer, and you need to get it out.

			“Here,” my mum said. “In my home.”

			“How?” Christiane asked.

			“I want to fight to my last breath,” my mum said.

			Christiane then asked my mum whether she believed in the afterlife. Despite my dad’s time as a minister and my mum’s tenure as a minister’s wife, my mum did not believe in heaven. But she did believe in a kind of life after death. “We live for as long as we are remembered,” she said. She pointed at the photograph of her dad on the boat, and then she started to cry.

			“Do you think about your father?” Christiane asked.

			My mum nodded, unable to make room for the words between her gasps. Finally, she found her voice.

			“I think about him every day,” she said. She wasn’t afraid to remember anymore.

			

			 

			

			I went to London and Paris. I just had to hope that my mum would hang on. “Have fun, cherub,” she said. “I look forward to hearing all about it when you get back.” I think like a lot of people processing impending loss—in pre-grief, I guess it is—I toggled between my logical brain and my emotional brain. My logical brain told me that I still had to work, still had to pay my mortgage, still had to look after my kids, still had to meet the mundane responsibilities of normal life. But everything took place against the profound backdrop of my mum’s dying, and an hour that I didn’t spend with her was an hour that I would never get back. That had always been true. That’s true of every hour of our lives. It seemed especially true now that we were approaching the last of them. She had surprised me when she’d said that she thought about her dad every day, and that made me wonder about everything I didn’t know about her, all the thoughts and memories and wisdom and experience that she had kept to herself and which would disappear when she died, or at least would be impossible for me to access. I had no unfinished business with my mum. There was no damage to undo. We had enjoyed our time with each other, and our love for each other was without conditions. Time still felt like it was running out too quickly for me to learn everything I wanted to know about her.

			I left. Jenny came with me. It was our first big trip together, nearly a year since our first date. She had been amazing about my mum: warm, generous, understanding. I loved that Jenny was an adult, with enough experience to have an adult’s understanding of what constituted a problem. She knew the demands of grown-up life, and she had clocked the differences between wish and necessity, disaster and inconvenience. It was comical how little we sometimes did on our nights together. We’d eat something delicious she’d made, and then we’d lie down on the couch and share a joint and the previous week’s joys and trials with each other. We talked about watching a movie, but then we’d fold into each other and even watching a movie seemed too ambitious, too distracting from what we really wanted to do, which was nothing, together.

			Our relationship had started to intensify in the fall. It wasn’t a conscious escalation, but we both felt it and acknowledged it. When she was younger, Jenny had built a cabin in the woods. She invited me there, into one of her most sacred places. She lit a fire in the stove and made dinner and then we had some whiskey and tangled up in bed. I woke up to the sun streaming in and birdsong and a metal cup of steaming black coffee and thought, I could get used to this. We talked about how our relationship would take some real effort to make work, given the busyness of our respective lives and our shared fear of failure. We looked at each other a little differently that morning, and each day after. I started going weeks without picking up my trash claw. I stopped coaching Sammy’s soccer, and I didn’t play as much as I did before, or with the same intensity when I did. I think maybe Jenny and I both finally accepted that we each liked the other, and that it was worth the risk of getting hurt to fall in love, again.

			Now we were off to spend six nights together in London and Paris. The trip felt impossibly decadent, given both the usual measures of our time together and my mum’s illness. I was working on a story about André the Giant for The Atlantic and was off to do research into his abbreviated life. My real mission was to see a play in London that was about to close. It was called Dear England, written by James Graham, and it starred Joseph Fiennes as Gareth Southgate, the manager of the England team. It had been recommended to me by a friend. “It’s about football and heartbreak,” my friend said, and I thought: Well, those are two of my favorite things.

			The play was at the Prince Edward Theatre, and Jenny and I walked over from our hotel into the bustling West End with time to spare for a wander. We joined the long line, which featured a surprising number of robust men wearing England scarves, and found our way to our seats. The rows filled in around us, a football crowd rather than a theater audience, with lots of jerseys and plastic cups in hand, and I wondered if we’d soon be standing and singing songs and getting into fights. Then the lights went down, and the crowd went quiet. Joseph Fiennes soon appeared on the stage, looking remarkably like Gareth Southgate, and away we went, into the story of his doomed, beautiful England.

			In real life, as in the play, Southgate lives with the burdens of a penalty he missed at Euro in 1996, when England and Germany met in the semifinal in Wembley. After regulation and extra time, a close, nervous game went to a shootout. The first five Germans made their penalties, and so, too, did five of England’s all-time greats. Southgate, a thin, graceful midfielder, was called upon to take the decisive sixth. He made his approach, the weight of so much history and hope on his narrow shoulders, and rather than rocket a hard shot over the bar, he looked to pass the ball into the net, low and to his left. He was a little too measured, a little too cautious, and the goalkeeper stopped it. The sixth German made no mistake. Germany were through to the final, which they would go on to win. England, yet again, were out, and Gareth Southgate took the blame.

			“I never felt anger, actually. I just felt regret, remorse, responsibility,” Southgate said in 2020 during a televised chat with Prince William about the importance of mental health. The unlikely pair sat down during the height of the pandemic, and their combined message was more than the usual Churchillian call for steely British resolve; they were granting people permission to talk about their feelings, following Southgate’s honorable lead. “We have to face those things,” he said. “We can’t hide from them. I can’t hide from the fact that that happened. And then I have a decision and a choice in how I approach dealing with it.”

			After Southgate’s miss, after he’d walked out of Wembley with teammates who might never get another chance to win a trophy, he’d gone back to the team hotel, feeling sad and alone, and sat down for dinner. Stuart Pearce, who had missed a penalty for England at the 1990 World Cup, against what was then West Germany, sat down with him. Pearce told Southgate what was about to happen to him, everything that he was about to think and hear and feel, giving him a forecast of the battering to come. Each of our minds is a time machine. It can travel reliably only backward, but sometimes our past can foretell someone else’s future, and Pearce’s memory bank became Southgate’s crystal ball, presenting a path to recovery, the chance for resurrection that time and experience offer us all.

			“That was invaluable, really,” Southgate told Prince William. “When you’ve messed things up as I have, and you realize that professionally, that’s probably as difficult as you’re going to face, it almost liberates you to say, ‘Right, okay, let’s just attack life.’ ”

			The fictional Gareth Southgate, the version played by Joseph Fiennes, came to a second, maybe deeper understanding on the stage in front of Jenny and me. Yes, experiencing hard things increases your ability to withstand other hard things. Sitting in that leather chair watching Amy profess her love for another man had been a brutal experience. It also had improved me. I needed to suffer that humiliation to become a better person.

			That gain, however, is a selfish reward. On that stage, Southgate found a higher reason to suffer. The play culminated with the 2021 Euro, the Euro I’d missed, postponed because of the pandemic. Southgate’s England made it all the way to the final at Wembley. They faced Italy. The game went to penalties, twenty-five years after Southgate’s fateful miss. He picked his five penalty takers: the men who might be heroes, or the men who might be him.

			Marcus Rashford missed. Jadon Sancho missed. Bukayo Saka missed.

			Italy won the shootout, and the game, and the trophy.

			In real life, the three who missed had experienced the worst kind of vitriol: three young Black men, held up as national disappointments, as failures, as choke artists, as villains. But in that moment, Southgate—first on the touchline at Wembley, and next on the stage at the Prince Edward Theatre—understood why he had also missed all those years ago. He could do for his three wounded players what Stuart Pearce had done for him, and what Jenny and I might yet do for each other. Heartbreak makes you one of the helpers.

			

			 

			

			I was back in Port Hope, watching Sammy play Winter League, when my phone started to buzz. My dad was at home with my mum, and he was worried that she was having another stroke. He had called an ambulance, and my sister rushed to the condo, arriving at the same time as the paramedics. My mum had recovered by then, but the paramedics were concerned that she’d had a TIA, a warning sign that a bigger stroke was coming. My brother arrived in the middle of a debate. The paramedics must have intuited that my mum wasn’t one to take orders. They told her that she needed to go to the hospital, but they were not going to make her.

			“It’s up to you,” one said.

			There was a long conversation between my family and the paramedics until my mum finally acquiesced.

			“I’m not staying there,” she said.

			The paramedics assured her that she could come right back home. “It’s just in case,” one said. He looked at my brother and said, “Your mum’s been receiving treatment at Civic, right?” and then he nodded at him. “Right?” he said again. My mum had not been receiving treatment at Civic, but it was the closest hospital, just up the road. My brother realized that the paramedic was trying to do us a favor.

			“Right,” my brother said. “Civic.”

			The paramedics took my mum to Civic. My dad followed the ambulance. My mum got some scans, and around midnight my dad delivered the verdict to our phones: She’d had another stroke. “She’s in her final days,” the neurologist said. The neurologist didn’t know that my mum had been in her final days since August and had plans to go to Paris. It was snowing heavily that night, and I decided I’d wait to drive to Ottawa in the morning. I really thought she would rally again. We had been told to say goodbye so many times. I suppose one of those times, the doctors had to be right.

			My mum had another, massive stroke within the hour. My dad was beside her and saw it happen. My brother and sister arrived after it did. My mum was still alive but asleep when they got there. The neurologist told them that my mum might wake up, but she might not. There was no way of knowing, so all anyone could do was wait.

			I drove through the snow early the next day. When I arrived at the hospital, my mum was still asleep, still in a bed in the emergency room, behind some curtains. The neurologist told us that when someone’s been asleep that long, they are unlikely to wake up. She also told us that my mum might still be able to hear, even if she wasn’t responsive. My brother and sister brought in their kids. One by one, my mum’s husband, children, and grandchildren told her how much they loved her, how amazing she had been.

			I took that night shift. A nurse found me a giant chair, normally used for patients of unusual carriage, and I set it up next to my mum, and talked to her while she slept. I still had a little hope that she might wake up, and I looked for signs of life beyond her breathing. Hour after hour, there were none.

			In the middle of the night, a private room became available upstairs. The nurse told me to take my giant chair, but mostly I stayed awake. I can’t remember who came in first in the morning—my dad, or my brother, or my sister. Everyone was there soon enough. The neurologist came through on her rounds. Now that my mum had been asleep for more than twenty-four hours, she was “highly unlikely” to wake up. We agreed with her recommendation that we let my mum go. Without fluids, the neurologist said, my mum would die within two or three days.

			We turned her room into a camp. My sister slept in the bed with my mum and never left that room. I brought in my Superman blanket and the picture of my grandfather on the boat. We hoarded hospital pillows and towels like scavengers. We took turns making runs downstairs for coffee or delivering my dad to and from the condo. He was too old to sleep standing up, and, not surprisingly, he struggled with the idea of watching my mum die. Apart from feeling the pain that she felt, or that he imagined she felt, her dying made him think about his own mortality, and how he would take his final leave. “It won’t be like this,” he told us. Sometimes he leaned into my mum’s ear. “You can go, love,” he said, stroking her hand.

			She did not. After three nights, I woke up in a rage. It had been such a long journey, and we were all exhausted. A cleaner burst into the room, sunny and oblivious. Her mission clashed with ours, and I snapped at her to get out. She immediately fled, closing the door behind her, but not so quickly that I didn’t see how hurt she was. She was just doing her hard, gross, thankless job, and I had boiled over at her for it. I felt worse than I already did. Grief does damage to us—it does permanent, physical damage. My dad had started to hunch, and he shuffled when he walked, as though he’d picked up my mum’s limp by proxy. My brother is normally so put together, and now he looked wired and gaunt. My sister’s eye color was red. The last thing I needed to bring into that room was anger and its further mutilations. I worked my way through it for my family, for my mum. I went out into the hallway and found the cleaner a few rooms away. “I’m sorry,” I told her, and I meant it. Maybe there would come a time in my life when my anger might serve me. If it did, it would be the first.

			The neurologist came, and I asked if there was anything we could give my mum to help her slip away. We wouldn’t let a dog suffer the way she was suffering. The neurologist said there was nothing she could do. “It’s harder on you than it is on her,” she said. “I don’t know if that’s helpful to hear.”

			My mum continued to sleep, uninterrupted. One palliative nurse asked if there were any big events coming up. Sometimes, she said, the dying can seem to hang on for them, as though their subconscious is willing them to wait. My brother’s birthday was in a few days; he’d turn fifty-four on January 30, but that would be a week after my mum’s stroke, and there was no way she could last until then. The nurse also told us that a statistically significant number of people die at 11 A.M. That made no sense to me. The nights were always the hardest on my mum, and I was sure she would go in the dark.

			“I know it sounds strange,” the nurse said. “Believe me.”

			I was in no mood for belief. But day after day, night after night, my family did experience an unexpected grace in that room. The three of us, my mum’s three kids, had not always been close, even before my brother’s divorce had splintered us further. We didn’t have much in common except for our blood, and that wasn’t enough of a foundation for us to build the sort of meaningful relationship that might have allowed us to navigate the disagreements that surfaced during our adulthoods. My brother and sister especially had sometimes gone years without speaking. There wasn’t always animus. There was just a lack of connection.

			Now, at my mum’s bedside, we were finally, deeply intertwined. We talked about her; we also talked about each other. My brother had gone to therapy like I had, battling some of the same issues but also some of his own, and in those hours next to my mum, we caught up on each other’s lives and their courses. We sometimes forgot that she might still be able to hear, and after we’d explained why one of our relationships had failed or had maybe revealed a little too much about our sex lives, we’d remember and apologize to her. My sister mostly listened but sometimes shared what her impressions had been of us from her distance. She had been right about some things, but we corrected her on some others.

			We talked, too, about each of our versions of my mum, who had meant something different to each of us. She was my brother’s conscience, and sometimes ungenerous in her judgments of his choices; she was my teacher, particularly when it came to the intricacies of written English; she was my sister’s cheerleader, and because my sister had felt lost in our shadows, my mum was also her light. I don’t know how to explain it, exactly, but in the nights especially, I sometimes forgot why we were really in that room. Sometimes I felt like we were kids at a slumber party or around a fire at summer camp, staying up too late, making confessions that we never would have made without the protection of the dark.

			All the while, my mum kept sleeping. Her deep, steady breaths were the backdrop to everything. I’ll never know if she was aware of the last gift that she was giving us. I like to think that she heard us talking, that she knew that the massive hole she would leave in our family would be offset in some ways by how close we had become. I might be lying to myself, but in the way I felt that I had the same, stable amount of love to give and needed to find somewhere to put it, I’ve sometimes wondered if our family has a certain amount of love in it that it must maintain to survive, and at the hospital it was redistributing itself, like water finding its level. I had replaced Amy with soccer, and Ana with more soccer. There was no replacing my mum and her fierce, determined, unassailable love. We would lose her, and she would be gone. But I sat in the giant chair and decided that if my brother and sister and I each loved one another a little more, maybe it wouldn’t be so hard when my mum finally left us.

			The neurologist came each morning on her rounds, and by the sixth day she was at a loss. My mum’s breathing was steady, her skin looked good, and her hands and feet were still warm. “Is your mum stubborn?” she asked, and we all had a big laugh about that. We told the neurologist that she had said she wanted to fight to her last breath, and here she was. One of her final wishes would come true, at least.

			At midnight on January 30 we wished my brother a happy birthday. My dad said the same to him when he arrived for his day shift. Like our last Christmas, my brother’s birthday felt off-key, like a broken note. The mood was not celebratory. I asked him if he wanted to go home for an hour or two, have a shower. I needed to do the same.

			We’d all taken to giving my mum a kiss before we left the room, even to get a coffee, just in case. The palliative nurse had said that people often die when their vigil keepers go to the toilet or step out for a cigarette, as though they see an opportunity to disappear without fuss. I had decided that the palliative nurse was a kook, but I was aware that anything I said to my mum might be the last thing I said to her. After my brother and I packed up to head out, I kissed her on her forehead, and I said what I always said to her when I left the room: “Love you, Mum. Best mama. Best nana.”

			My brother went home, and I went to the condo and had a shower and brushed my teeth. My dad and my sister stayed with my mum. My brother sent a message to the family WhatsApp thread that he was going to treat himself to the gym. At 10:28 A.M., my sister sent a reply: Yep, go do that. You’ll feel like a new human.

			At 10:53 A.M., she wrote us again: Get some rest and decompress some. Will keep you posted.

			At 10:57 A.M., she wrote us again: You need to come to the hospital.

			I was maybe five minutes away. I did not get to the hospital in time. I parked in a snowbank and rushed upstairs to my mum’s room. My dad and sister were in floods of tears. I had been preparing for my mum’s death for months and thought I was ready. I have never cried so hard as I did when I walked into that room and saw my mum, so quiet and so still. I fell into a chair and held her hand and pushed my face into the bed beside her, and when I lifted myself back up, I had left a puddle on the sheet. My brother arrived not long after me, and he did the same. Unlike me, he rarely cries. He said “Mum” over and over. He sobbed it, screamed it, like a little boy lost at the mall.

			Finally we’d all had our exorcisms. I went out and told the palliative nurse that my mum was gone. She told us to take our time with her, and we each had a few moments with her by ourselves. I went in after my brother, and he had put the picture of my grandfather on the boat in my mum’s hands. I sat with her, and stroked her hair, and kissed her head. “Thank you for everything,” I said. “Love you, Mum. Best mama. Best nana.”

			The nurse asked us to pack our things, and then the staff would wash my mum and prepare to take her to the morgue. “You probably don’t want to see that,” the nurse said, and by now the kook had become a sage to me. My brother and I went in and gathered up the sleeping bags and my Superman blanket. My mum’s comb was there, and I put it in my pocket to give to my sister. We went back out into the hall, where the nurse was waiting with another. My mum was wearing her Dreamer nightshirt, and I asked for it. The nurse went into her room and came back out with it, folded up in a clear plastic bag.

			

			 

			

			Burnley played the next day. They came out in their third jerseys, the blue one that Sammy had bought on our trip to Turf Moor and worn to Withybush after my mum’s first stroke. I couldn’t watch the game, which was away at infernal Man City. I had taken on the job of arrangements and was at the funeral home, looking at urns with a kind woman named Karen.

			I needed to keep busy. The afternoon before, in the hours after my mum’s death, I had cleared out the condo as well as I could of cancer’s detritus. The hospital bed was picked up, and I took my mum’s unused medications back to the pharmacy, including most of her lorazepam. The pharmacist, who knew my mum, looked at me over his reading glasses with empathetic eyes. “She was a nice lady,” he said.

			“She was,” I said.

			I didn’t sleep well that night, and I was raw by the time I got to the funeral home to meet with Karen. My brother had come along, probably because he didn’t trust me to take care of things properly. At one point, he said “incinerator” instead of “crematorium,” and Karen almost choked. We came out after, and I checked my phone for the score. Burnley had lost again, 3–1. Could have been worse, I thought.

			Later I texted Phil, my former best friend, who was still living in Ottawa. I needed to make a few more confessions, and I couldn’t think of anyone who would hear them better.

			Me: I could use a pint with my friend.

			Him: Where and when?

			We met at the Royal Oak, one of our former haunts, and ordered a pint. Except for our brief meetings in the coffee shop and liquor store in Port Hope, we had not spent time alone with each other since I’d nearly launched him through a window and out of my house. We both made passing references to our behaviors that awful night but resisted any larger litigations. It was important to Phil that I know that he hadn’t had any idea about Amy and Brad, that he had kept no secrets from me, but it didn’t feel important to me, not anymore. What was true for Amy and me was also true for Phil and me: There wasn’t much point in trying to fix the trouble spots in our shared history, especially given everything that had transpired since. What happened, happened. There was no changing it. There was only learning from it.

			Phil asked me about my mum, and I told him about her long fight. His mum was in the middle of her own. We both cried for them. Phil and I had known each other for so long, we could remember when our mums told us to drive carefully and be home in time for dinner. We had been teenagers then. Now we had reached an age when, in certain lights, in certain moods, life’s accounting was less about the potential for future wins than the toll of past losses. One of our mums had left, and the other was preparing to take her leave. But that night at the Royal Oak, Phil and I were who we used to be for each other. We ordered another round and took silent stock of our friendship. It had been found, and then lost, and now it had been found again.

			

			 

			

			In March 2024, my dad, brother, sister, and I boarded a plane from Toronto to Heathrow, and then made the long drive to Pembrokeshire in Wales. Some of my mum’s ashes were in a scattering tube in my backpack. My brother, sister, and I had become close to inseparable, and during that trip we stayed in a house together. Every night we went to a different relative’s house for a roast dinner. One evening we held a celebration of life for my mum at a local pub, the Ferry Inn. My Welsh family has gone there for decades for every momentous occasion: birthdays, weddings, anniversaries. We had entered our funeral years.

			My brother, sister, and I walked to the Ferry Inn from our house together, along the water. I nearly left as soon as we arrived. There was a box of photographs of my mum that we were supposed to unpack and display. I had felt like I was coming out of my grief, doing a little better with it. Seeing that box of photographs wobbled me. I ordered a pint and went outside and tried to breathe through the terrible feeling of having regressed. I was so tired of crying.

			Just then, a group of loud, mostly older women prepared to take a cold plunge in the harbor. I watched them wade into the water, walking on their tiptoes to forestall the agony even for a moment. I found out later that they are fairly organized in their dips. They call themselves, fittingly enough, the Bluetits, part of an informal network of “chill swimmers.” One of my cousins had joined them for forty swims to honor her dad, my uncle, after he’d been the first of that generation of my family to leave us. My mum was the second. I watched those women and smiled a little at their bellowing. “This is horrendous!” one of them shouted, and I raised my glass to her—“It sure fucking is,” I said, mostly to myself—and found the resolve to go back inside.

			I’m glad I did. For years we had gone to Wales every summer, as well as Rawtenstall. I ate many plates of scampi and chips at the Ferry Inn. The visits became less frequent after I was grown. When we’d stayed together in Nolton Haven, it had been fifteen years since my last visit, and I was shocked to see how much everyone had aged, and how many new faces—the partners and children of cousins, of second cousins—had appeared on the scene. That night at the Ferry Inn, after the sun set and the stars came out, the Welsh side of my family felt a little like an empire that had expanded and contracted and now was expanding again. There was a comfort in being part of something larger than myself. Family was like football, only it had always loved me back.

			There were speeches. My dad asked me to tell a story that I’d told earlier in the trip that didn’t feel especially appropriate. “Go on,” he said. “Lighten the mood.”

			I stood up.

			“When I was maybe fifteen, I was in my bedroom, doing what fifteen-year-old boys do,” I said. My mum had knocked on my door. “Just a minute,” I’d said, a little too urgently. “I’m getting dressed.” Never mind that it was the middle of the afternoon, and she had already seen me, fully clothed. But I thought I was a next-level masturbation-concealing strategist and changed my entire outfit before I went downstairs. My mum had retreated to her ironing board, putting her usual knife-sharp creases into my jeans. To show how relaxed and unconcerned I was, I reached out to give her a hug.

			“Don’t you touch me with those hands,” she’d said. The jig was up. Nobody knew me better than she did.

			The story went over semi-well, and it was good to hear some laughter. But my brother was standing beside me, and my sister was, too, and I decided I needed to say something more reverent. I talked about my theory about the constancy of love in our family. Only the objects and sources of affection might change. We had lost our mum, but the three of us were closer than ever. Now we had returned to Wales after too many years, to the land of our father, and been bathed in more love by our family there.

			“I don’t think it will be very long before we’re back home,” I said. I meant Wales. It was my country, too.

			The next day, my dad, brother, sister, and I drove to Nolton Haven. We had agreed that we would scatter most of my mum’s ashes there, where we had stood together on the cliffs, looking out over the Irish Sea. It was pouring when we arrived, and we sat in the car for a while, hoping the rain would let up. It did not let up. It hammered down. The original plan was for us to scatter my mum in the wind. We changed course and walked instead toward the water.

			The tide was out, and we walked a long way to reach the waves. I had the scattering tube in my hands. I expected all of us to take turns with it.

			“Can you do it?” my sister asked through her tears. My brother nodded. We came together and hugged.

			“Where’s Dad?” I asked.

			He was standing a few yards behind us, away from the water, shielding his bald head from the rain with a plastic Tesco shopping bag. He was in ruins. I understood better on the beach why he had needed to take his little distances. Watching my mum die meant that he was watching part of himself die. In our eulogies for her, he heard our eulogies for him. There was Death, looming, and he could see a little too clearly what it would mean when it came for him. But there he still was, even if he was listing like a foundering ship, crashed up on the rocks in the rain. We went back to him and the four of us hugged. The beach was empty, and we stood there in our huddle for a long time, alone and unwatched, except for the birds.

			I pulled off my shoes and socks, rolled up my pants, and walked into the water. I opened the tube and took my first peek inside it. There was what was left of my mum, her physical self, a woman who had run marathons and done so much else with her magnificent life, reduced to dust. I stood in the water and scattered her in the waves, and I realized that her cancer had been reduced to dust, too, and so had her blood clots, and the last of the fear and pain that had been delivered with them. My mum had fought until her last breath.

			

			 

			

			The next day, my brother, sister, and I left Wales—and left my dad in the care of his own brother and sisters—for Lancashire. I had been there in March with Sammy for our tour with Chris, and again in August for Burnley’s return to the Premier League, but it had been forty years since my brother and sister had been to Rawtenstall.

			We drove up through the mountains, through Wrexham, into Manchester, up to Burnley, to Turf Moor. I went through the same doors where Sammy and I had found the old security guard. On that wet morning, there was a woman behind the desk. I asked her if we could come inside. “My mum was a Burnley fan,” I said. “My brother and sister have never been here. We’re hoping they could see it.” She had heard the way I’d said “was” and required no further explanation. She nodded and made a call, and a tall, young man named Kiran appeared in the lobby, his hand extended, the latest recruit to my army of saints.

			“Welcome to Turf Moor,” Kiran said.

			He brought the three of us into the empty stadium. My brother and sister nosed around while I stood on the grandstand steps and talked to Kiran. I mentioned how Chris had done me such a great favor when he’d brought Sammy and me on our tour. “Mr. Burnley,” Kiran called him, before he floored me with some news: Chris had left for Bolton Wanderers. I was stunned. He had been so in love with the team, so in love with the place. During our tour Chris had mentioned that Alan Pace, Burnley’s American owner, had spun off the hospitality department as part of his ongoing overhaul, and as a result Chris was doing the same job at Burnley but was no longer employed by the club; he’d told me how much that stung him. “We’ll see how it works out,” Chris had said to me. Apparently, it had not worked out, and now Chris was at Bolton, one love exchanged for another.

			Kiran and I talked about the season and its many other losses. He was young enough to maintain his belief, and he went through the fixtures list game by game, making the long-shot case for survival. I tried to latch on to his hope. I also had a little bit of my mum in a scattering tube in my coat pocket. Some stories don’t get and then, or after. Some stories just end.

			A couple of weeks later, in early April, one of the final blows against Burnley would come from Sean Dyche and Everton. As Kiran had foretold, the Clarets would put together a decent string, securing at least a point in four straight games. They would enter the weekend three points back of Luton in eighteenth, six back of Nottingham Forest in seventeenth, and seven back of the Toffees in sixteenth. A Burnley win, and safety would be within reach.

			Burnley would not win. Burnley wouldn’t be doomed to relegation mathematically, but sometimes the survival equation feels too complicated to complete, like you need too many wishes to be granted at once. On the second-to-last weekend of the season, Burnley would be relegated, officially, after a loss to Spurs. The Premier League is a tough place to reach. It’s a tougher place to stay.

			Kiran eyed my hand in my coat pocket, wrapped around the scattering tube. I had been inching toward the pitch, step by step, and I don’t think I was the first to try what I was thinking of trying. “We’re going to dig up the turf at the end of the season,” Kiran said, without my saying anything to prompt him. He suggested we go to the memorial garden outside instead, a little park where the dead can gather in their eternal love of Burnley, and their loved ones can find comfort in their shared grief and cause.

			My brother, sister, and I walked outside and found it. The memorial garden wasn’t much, but there was a little cherry tree there, and it was pink with blossom. I left a sprinkling of my mum at its trunk. It was raining hard, and the rain began washing her away.

			Watching my mum disappear into the ground, buried by raindrops, I thought about her and her journey, not just in death, but also in life. I had always thought of hope as a feeling. That’s what Sean Dyche had meant when he’d talked about hearts: Our hearts are where our belief comes from. Aren’t they?

			But then I realized that for my mum, hope wasn’t a feeling. For her, hope was a choice. That was how she had managed to do everything she had done, and that was why my own recovery had always felt incomplete, my work to become a better man unfinished. I was still too given to melancholy, too introspective, too prone to self-pity and rage and lament. I had thought of hope as something that you had or you didn’t, and whether you did or not wasn’t up to you. At best, you built the conditions for hope to arrive and hoped that it did. But that wasn’t the lesson of my mum’s triumphs, or Gareth Southgate’s, or Burnley’s. I had thought of Legs Hearts Minds as three distinct parts of a whole, fit together in that order, from the simplest to master to the most complex.

			I was wrong. Minds come first.

			My brother, sister, and I drove south to Rawtenstall. It was still raining when we arrived in town, and we stopped for fish and chips, which we ate out of our laps in the car. It was still raining when we made our way to my grandfather’s house. My sister didn’t remember anything about it, and she was disappointed in herself that she didn’t. She was so young, and it was so long ago. My brother was flooded with memories. We walked together to the little football pitch up the road, and for a moment we were all children again, kicking a ball around. The goal I had seen with Sammy was still there, but the grass was a little longer, and the iron fence that protected it had turned a little more to rust, lost in a growing tangle of weeds. We had planned on leaving the last of my mum’s ashes there, on that little pitch. Now that I saw it, and how ragged it looked in the rain, I worried whether we had made the right choice. I expressed my doubts. My brother remained adamant: Our mum belonged here.

			My sister was the one who spotted the wild roses. They were in bloom, deep red against their green leaves, wrapped around the iron fence. We all knew as soon as we saw them. I handed the scattering tube to my sister. “You should do this,” I said.

			“Oh God,” she said, holding the last of our mum in her hands.

			She crouched under the roses and began scattering ashes on the ground where my mum had played with her dad as a little girl. Not far away was her primary school, and a bit beyond it sat the church where my mum and dad had been married. The rain continued to fall. My sister finished her work, and she stood back up, her tears and the rain fighting over her red cheeks.

			Just then, the rain stopped, and the clouds broke, and the sun came out.

			“That’s Mum,” my sister said. “I know that’s Mum.”

			

			 

			

			I had thought for a long time that my grandfather had introduced me to Burnley to ready me for life as it really is. Football was a serious business. If Burnley were a distraction, they were a bracing one, each season another dress rehearsal for life’s more meaningful disappointments. In fact, he was giving me a gift that had taken me forty years to open. It’s true that football is a game of dreams. It’s about who you want to be. It’s also a game of pragmatism. It demands that you know who you are. But football, maybe more than anything else, is a game of memories. Football is a game that helps you remember who you were. It insists that you do.

			I watched my mum learn, at the very end of her life, that memories don’t exist to hurt you. Sometimes memories hurt. Of course they do. But better is relative; it requires a past measure. With time, even your worst memories, your hardest memories, might bring you comfort, because you are not in that place anymore. You are not that person anymore.

			I won’t pretend I’ve reached the conclusion of my journey to become a better man. Sometimes I get angry, and sometimes I feel sad. I’m not happy all the time, but I’m happier than I was. I haven’t been in a fight since my scrap with Cleveland in New York, and I don’t think about killing myself, or I haven’t for a long time. If I do again one day, I know how to vanquish those feelings. I know to close my eyes and remember myself on the Golden Gate Bridge, or in the shower with a knife in my hand, to remember that version of me, and then to remember all the life I’ve lived since then, and all the life I still want to live. I have people whom I love, and I know I am loved. I feel more joy, more consistently. More important, so do the people around me, I hope.

			“We live for as long as we are remembered,” my mum told us—she had instructed us. Since 1882, people have cheered for Burnley Football Club; since 1883, they have gone to Turf Moor to do it. My grandfather first went there in the 1920s, and my mum in the 1950s. I first went there in the 1980s. Now I had taken my son there in 2023, and in 2024, my brother, sister, and I had left a little piece of my mum there, in a garden under a cherry tree.

			I don’t watch Burnley to forget anymore. Fuck forgetting. I watch Burnley to remember. And I never feel wounded when I do. I feel lucky. I feel grateful. Burnley don’t have to love me back, because I get to love what my mum loved, and in my love, I feel hers. I give hers. She’s here with me, part of me, and she will be forever. That’s what I think. That’s what I’ve decided. My mind is made up.

			We go again.
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			After Burnley’s relegation in 2024, Vincent Kompany left to manage Bayern Munich, the biggest club in Germany. He was replaced by Scott Parker, a dapper, slightly built former midfielder who had previously managed Fulham and Bournemouth. Parker, who as a player was known for his ferocious tackling despite his size, rejected Kompany’s attacking ambitions and rebuilt Burnley as a robust defensive unit.

			Burnley finished their 2024–25 Championship season with 100 points and earned yet another promotion to the Premier League, their fifth since 2009. They lost twice all season, finishing on a thirty-three-game unbeaten run. Backed by a twenty-two-year-old goalkeeper named James Trafford, Burnley conceded only sixteen goals in forty-six matches, the best defensive record in English football league history, and they never allowed more than a single goal in any game, also an English league record. They didn’t allow any goals over one remarkable twelve-game stretch. That, too, was a record.

			A week after the end of Burnley’s incredible season, Jenny and I bought a beautiful house in Peterborough, Ontario, not far from Port Hope. “This is a crazy big swing,” she said when we did. It was, and we made it together. Jenny and I moved in, along with our four kids and her dog, Remy, shortly before the start of the 2025–26 Premier League season.

			Liverpool were the defending champions, having won their second title in five years, this one in front of an audience. Sammy and I had watched their deciding game together. In the crowd at a jubilant Anfield, a crying man held a banner.

			And Finally It Seems My Lonely Days Are Through, it read. I’ve been Waiting for You.
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