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Advance Praise for Jan's Story

“Jan's Story is about never forgetting what we once had and cherished… what we once had and lost.”

~ Katie Couric, Anchor-Managing Editor, CBS Evening News

“This is a love story, a travelogue, a television history…and a stunning, achingly personal journey. Dashing and fearless, nothing could stop Barry, the veteran war correspondent, until tragedy knocked him cold. This is the story of life, love, loss and renewal.”

~ Brian Williams, Anchor-Managing Editor, NBC Nightly News

“An intimate and courageously honest memoir about devastating loss, enduring love, and finding the strength to carry on, Jan's Story is a gift to other families dealing with younger onset Alzheimer's, not because their challenges and decisions will exactly mirror Barry's and Jan's, but because they will know that they're not alone.”

~ Lisa Genova, New York Times bestselling author of Still Alice

“I knew my long time CBS News colleague Barry Petersen, one of the best and most admired correspondents in the business, through his unforgettable coverage of important events in faraway places all over the world. In Jan's Story he uses all his writing and reporting skills to tell the story of what happened to shatter his own world. Now I understand better how vulnerable we all are to the most terrible kind of identity theft.”

~ Charles Osgood, Anchor, CBS News Sunday Morning

“No one who has ever been a caregiver, ever questions when another says, “I can't do it anymore.” Jan's Story is a must read by every caregiver, family member and well meaning friends.”

~ Meryl Comer, President, Geoffrey Beene Foundation, Alzheimer's Initiative

“Have the courage to read this book with an open heart and mind, talk about it, and interrupt the silence.”

~ Lisa Snyder, MSW, LCSW, Dir, Quality of Life Programs, UC-San Diego Shiley-Marcos Alzheimer's Disease Research Ctr., author of Speaking Our Minds – What it's Like to Have Alzheimer's.

“Barry Petersen's utterly honest love story moved me to tears. With a reporter's eye for detail and a poet's insight, he poignantly shares his desperate attempt to care for the wife he adores. The book succeeds because he hides nothing.”

~ Jon LaPook, MD - Medical Correspondent, CBS Evening News with Katie Couric, Associate Clinical Professor of Medicine-Columbia University Medical Center

“I knew Jan and Barry from their days in Moscow, London and Asia. She was intelligent, talented, and gracious, always with a smile and with a wonderful sense of humor…as true as the blue of a Texas sky. Barry and Jan were slowly, excruciatingly lowered into a version of hell …and faced heartbreak with courage and Alzheimer's Disease with a will to survive.”

~ Dan Rather, Anchor, Dan Rather Reports, HDNet

“This story of immense love and the terrible loneliness of caregiving left me in tears. As Jan surrendered to the ravages of Alzheimer's, Barry cared for her as best he could. I know firsthand the demands of caregiving. When I was 12 years old, my father became terminally ill with leukemia. As the oldest and as a daughter, I helped my 34 year old mother. Caregivers like Barry often feel isolated, inadequate, and not knowing where to turn for help or how to share their feelings of despair with others. As America ages, many more of us will become caregivers, and millions will soon be making the same journey that Barry made with his beloved Jan. This book will give comfort to those already caregiving, and offer insight to the many who don't know today that this may be their life, and their story, tomorrow.”

~ Rosalynn Carter, former First Lady and President of the Board of Directors of the Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving at Georgia Southwestern State University, Americus, GA

“Jan's Story will offer solace and support to others as they seek support systems while enduring the 24/7 agony of watching a life partner transformed into some “other,” who then gradually vanishes completely before one's very eyes.”

~ Sam Gandy, M.D., Ph.D., Chairman Emeritus, National Medical and Scientific Advisory Council, Alzheimer's Association, Mount Sinai Chair in Alzheimer's Disease Research, Professor of Neurology and Psychiatry Mount Sinai School of Medicine

“This is one of the most honest portrayals of caring for someone with Alzheimer's disease I've read. This is not just a book about loss, it is a book about hope.”

~ Darby Morhardt, MSW, LCSW. Research Associate Professor and Director – Education, Cognitive Neurology and Alzheimer's Disease Center, Northwestern University Feinberg School of Medicine

“Read it for solace, read it for knowledge, but mostly read it so you know millions are also treading this difficult journey, too.”

~ Kathleen Kelly, Executive Director of the National Center on Caregiving, a program of the Family Caregiver Alliance, San Francisco, CA

“An intimate look into a man's life, caring for his beloved wife, and surviving the heart-wrenching ordeal imposed by The Disease. “

~ Mark Warner, Gerontologist, The Alzheimer's Daily News, author of The Complete Guide to Alzheimer's-Proofing Your Home and In Search of the Alzheimer's Wanderer

“Jan's Story is a love story trapped in a travesty, but one from which we can all learn to heal our hearts.”

~ Newt Gingrich, Co-Chair of Alzheimer's Study Group and Founder of The Center for Health Transformation, former Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives

“It is impossible to read this book without wanting to help fight this disease. As a laboratory scientist…it is easy to avoid confronting the personal loss experienced by the patient and family. There is no avoiding the personal effects of disease in Jan's Story.”

~ George A. Carlson, Ph.D., Director and Researcher, McLaughlin Research Institute, Great Falls, MT

“Barry's beautifully told love story of two healthy, vibrant, adventurous people is made more heartbreaking by the desolation caused when family and friends misjudged that Jan had been abandoned. Barry's story will help people understand how the brain can die very slowly while the body still looks healthy and, on some days, can appear normal.”

~ Elaine Jones, COO, Allen Institute for Brain Science





To everyone who reached out with a phone call, an e-mail, a letter, a hug.

And to the one who ever so gently pulled me back from the abyss, and then patiently taught me what every caregiver who cries through night's darkness needs to know.

You are not alone.






“I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you may live, you and your descendants.”




Deuteronomy 30:19
New American Standard Bible
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Foreword by Katie Couric

My colleague, Barry Petersen, and I share something that we both work hard at, and take much pride in, and that is being television news journalists. We also share something in our personal lives that is difficult for both of us; losing our spouses. Jay was just 42 when he died of colon cancer in 1998. One of the many ways I have honored his life is working to encourage every American 55 and over to have a colonoscopy.

Barry is enduring a similar loss, but in a very different way. His lovely wife, Jan, has Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease, and Barry wrote Jan's Story to show the terrible impact this disease imposes not just on the person with the diagnosis, but also on the caregiver and the family.

The growing toll of Alzheimer's Disease was brought in to sharp focus for Americans when former President Ronald Reagan shared with all of us that he had the disease. On November 5, 1994, he released a handwritten letter. This is part of what he said:


I have recently been told that I am one of the Americans who will be afflicted with Alzheimer's Disease. In the past Nancy suffered from breast cancer and I had my cancer surgeries. We found through our open disclosures, we were able to raise public awareness. We were happy that as a result many more people underwent testing. They were treated in early stages and able to return to normal, healthy lives.




So now, we feel it is important to share it (Alzheimer's Disease) with you. In opening our hearts, we hope this might promote greater awareness of this condition. Perhaps it will encourage a clearer understanding of the individuals and families who are affected by it.



It was brave for President Reagan to be this open. He and Nancy knew that people would forever see him in a different light after his admission. But he also believed that his decision could show us all something about honesty in facing the disease that was devastating his mind and robbing him of his memories. The way he shared his personal story with the world encouraged others to be open with their family and friends and not treat Alzheimer's as some kind of shameful secret.

President Reagan's disease came late in life. Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease is about youth and dreams cut short. Jan's Story will give you a clearer understanding of what happens when Alzheimer's attacks someone so young. Jan was only 55 when she was formally diagnosed, although she showed symptoms for years.

As their journey unfolds, there is another story here, and this one is about Barry. Like others dealing with this disease at such an early age, he struggled to care for his beautiful wife and to also find ways that he could go on living.

It is a challenge for those left behind; a combination of guilt because you are the survivor, and the natural instinct to move forward. We do not want to forget the ones we loved so deeply, but we also want to find a balance between the past and the urgent need to go on with life for ourselves and the loved ones in our lives who depend on us.

This book can help those who have come to this terrible crossing because they can now appreciate the fact that they are not alone. And those who have not personally experienced this disease will find a story that will help them understand what others have endured.

Jan's Story is about understanding the difficulty and pain of being left behind. We live and love believing that we have many years ahead of us. When the person we have loved leaves us, we need to find strength and go on, day by day.

As Barry writes, all of us learn, in time, to accept that our beloveds would wish us to have a second chance at life, just as we would wish that for them. We do that while never forgetting what we once had and cherished … what we once had and lost.

Katie Couric is anchor and managing editor of the CBS Evening News with Katie Couric and correspondent for 60 Minutes




The Disease

“In Alzheimer's Disease, as in other types of dementia, increasing numbers of nerve cells deteriorate and die. A healthy adult brain has 100 billion nerve cells, or neurons, with long branching extensions connected at 100 trillion points … called synapses …

“Different strengths and patterns of signals move constantly through the brain's circuits, creating the cellular basis of memories, thoughts and skills.

“In Alzheimer's Disease, information transfer at the synapses begins to fail, the number of synapses declines and eventually cells die.

“Brains with Alzheimer's Disease show dramatic shrinkage from cell loss and widespread debris from dead and dying neurons.”


Alzheimer's Association
2009 Alzheimer's Disease Facts and Figures
“More about Alzheimer's Disease”
Page Seven



Percentage Changes in Selected Causes of Death 2000 and 2006

Heart DiseasePercentage change- 11.5

Breast CancerPercentage change- 2.6

Prostate CancerPercentage change- 8.7

StrokePercentage change- 18.2

Alzheimer's DiseasePercentage change+ 46.1

SOURCE: Alzheimer's Association, 2010 - Alzheimer's Disease Facts and Figures





~From Barry~

I never intended to write this book. I saved my notes and my “Jan Updates” and the e-mails people sent me so I could read and remember how Jan was on this day or that.

It was also my way of measuring how I was losing her. And with these notes, I could forever go back and keep alive, in my memory, the shared moments she has lost.

You will find in this book a wonderful, loving and accomplished woman … My Jan.

I hope you will understand why my journey could not end with Alzheimer's taking her away. And if you understand that, you will know why I came to write this. For those caught in this never-ending twilight, perhaps there will be guidance here, if only in knowing you are not alone.

I now entrust this chronicle to you. You will read the choices I made driven by every human's strongest needs … love and survival.

Some will take heart, some will condemn. This is up to you.

I offer only this: I believe that by sharing this journey, and by living beyond Jan's battle with Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease, I honor her.

My Jan.





Prologue

“Every man's memory is his private literature.”
~Aldous Huxley

May I tell you the story of how I never proposed to Jan?

No getting down on bended knee, no diamond ring in a box—because I was so broke after a divorce that I couldn't afford a ring.

No Jan sitting in some fancy restaurant, choking up, blurting out a joyful “Yes.” We had been friends for a while because she worked at the CBS TV affiliate in Seattle and I would travel there for stories, often working out of their newsroom.

One evening … the first time she ever invited me to her tiny one-bedroom apartment overlooking Lake Washington … we sat and talked. It was never more than that … sorry … no scenes that censors would take out of the movie version.

It was just that, somehow, we knew - both of us - that we would be together from then on, HAD to be together.

I gently kissed her goodnight and walked away and felt as if I had been in an earthquake. I was shaken and elated, scared, but also ecstatic with the sense of being alive … I knew my life had changed in brilliant ways.

We were married in San Francisco on Valentine's Day in 1985, and then lived here and there across the globe … San Francisco, Tokyo, Moscow, London and back to Tokyo and Beijing.

My job as a journalist for CBS News provided Jan and me with the ability to see and experience the world. Much of it was wonderful, some of it still gives me nightmares.

In Sarajevo one day, a mortar round hit near where the crew and I were standing outside by our armored car. Two people were killed and a piece of shrapnel buried itself in our armored car inches away from where I was standing. We went there to do a job … we reported on the old women and children killed and we dodged the same sniper fire.

In the aftermath of the Rwanda genocide, I was sent to cover the thousands who fled to a volcanic plain in what is now the Democratic Republic of Congo. Soon thereafter, a cholera epidemic broke out and people died for lack of a gallon of water and some salt. How many bodies do you see stacked up near mass graves that are being dug by bulldozers before you lose count and forget? I did a story at an orphanage where we knew the littlest and sickest babies would be dead in a few hours before the story even aired back in the US.

I did it and I coped.

But the week when I had to fly from Tokyo to Seattle by myself and arrange for Jan to move into an assisted living facility, a place I was told she should probably never leave … that was when I learned how a man can fall to the floor because he is weeping so hard.

I had already lost so much of her. But this was arranging for her move to America while I remained in Asia. This was the physical reality of what Alzheimer's had taken from her mind and from me.

Here is part of the note I sent out that weekend to friends explaining my decision. It captures the part I hated most. I was her husband, her lover and her best friend, and I felt that I was failing her.

I am now being dragged down in ways which will start affecting my health and well being, if it hasn't already. This is not unusual for caregivers, and studies show that being an Alzheimer's caregiver to a loved one can shorten your life rather dramatically.

I am just barely smart enough that – when it is pointed out – I can and do see what is happening to me, such as my deepening level of exhaustion or the effects of living on a never-ending emotional roller coaster. I am reliably informed that if I do not make this change, and soon, this will not end well for me. And while my welfare is secondary because, in this battle, we must all put Jan first, there is logic to knowing that if I falter and fail, she will suffer for it.

I once told friends that I would trade my soul for Jan to be healed, and they shushed me … worried that the devil's demon Mephistopheles who bested Dr. Faustus might hear.

If he is listening, the offer still stands.





Walking Into Oblivion: Stage One


No impairment (normal function)




Unimpaired individuals experience no memory problems and none are evident to a health care professional during a medical interview. (Seven Stages of Alzheimer's Disease from www.alz.org, the Alzheimer's Association)



It seemed strange that the first Stage of Alzheimer's is about showing no obvious symptoms. The answer lies within the disease, an answer that offers the additional terror that Alzheimer's is already at work before a person knows it or before an expert like a doctor can tell.

This is how it was with Jan. Then as time went on and I thought back about our life together, the clues were there, but only in hindsight. Alzheimer's has immense patience as it creeps. It oozes with such stealth that some researchers now believe it starts twenty or thirty years before the symptoms are obvious enough for diagnosis. It begins in the cradle of everything that is us, in a healthy brain.

Jan was perfectly healthy. We had physicals every year, and she always did better than I. She was from a family that considered living past ninety as normal. She exercised her brain as a marvelous writer, far better than I. She read voraciously, everything from the morning paper to magazines on design, art, travel, and antiques. She was always well dressed with her hair beautifully styled. She traveled easily and occasionally repeated herself. It was easy not to see if you started out not wanting to see.

Jan was always younger looking than her years, always upbeat. She could chat with anyone and they would feel better for it. She had a strong and optimistic personality.

One can hide a lot behind optimism.
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To the Looking-Glass world it was Alice that said
“I've a scepter in hand, I've a crown on my head.
Let the Looking-Glass creatures, whatever they be
Come dine with the Red Queen, the White Queen and Me!”
~Lewis Carroll/From Chapter IX of “Through the Looking Glass”

First Days

It happened on a balmy Tokyo summer weekend of 2005. I had to leave our Tokyo apartment after breakfast on a Saturday morning for a story on robots. Jan was up with me, making us omelets and coffee as we chatted over the morning papers.

When I came home that afternoon, Jan had walked through the Looking Glass, disappearing into the world of Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease. She stayed there for three days.

Mostly I remember her eyes, unusually wide open and intense, staring hard, and directly at me, and yet seemingly without comprehension. At one point I thought she was having a stroke so I had her raise and lower her arms. She seemed physically fine.

During those three days she heard voices in our apartment telling her that people were coming to dinner and other voices at the grocery store telling her what to buy. She made sentences with all the correct words, but they were out of order. (Try it sometime - it is remarkably difficult.)

She couldn't remember people's names so she described them by their appearance, such as “that skinny man you work with.”

Despite my trying to dissuade her that no company was coming, she made dinner for three people one night, carefully putting food on three plates.

At bedtime, she dressed in layers of street clothes, not her normal silk pajamas.

When a spam advertising message popped up on the computer as an “alert,” she found pen and paper and wrote it down word for word, then told me it was a warning of danger.

The third night, she went to make hamburgers. She put the hamburgers into a deep pot normally used to boil water for pasta, then used a frying pan as a lid, turned the burner to maximum heat and walked into the bedroom saying she was tired and was going to take a nap. I jumped up and turned off the stove.

Because we lived in Tokyo at the time, we were in a different time zone than the United States. It was 4 a.m. in Tokyo when I finally reached a neurologist in San Francisco and described the symptoms.

“From what you say, she has Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease,” the doctor said. “There will be good days and bad days.”

I objected. How could the doctor be so sure, and over the phone at that?

“She has Alzheimer's Disease,” the doctor said with flatvoiced finality.

On the morning of day four, Jan was fine, seemingly back to normal, with no memory of what had happened. To her, those days simply didn't exist in her mind. Maybe it was better this way. Some people slide slowly into this disease, faltering at work or at home, leaving friends and loved ones to raise eyebrows or ask questions.

For some unknown reason, and as I learned more about this disease, I heard the word “unknown” a lot. I had three days of seeing into the future; what Jan would be like someday in the months or years ahead, and no one could tell me how soon or how long. That is the hardest unknown.

The next steps were familiar ones … the visit to the San Francisco neurologist and the tests that couldn't tell us anything with certainty. They strapped electrodes to her head and took readings. Everything came back normal, which meant nothing.

Somewhere, early on, a doctor told me: “We can't really know for sure if it is Alzheimer's until she is dead and we do an autopsy on the brain.”

Dead? When did dead come in?

Now I felt panic. How soon could this kill her? Another unknown.

How fast is the progression? Depends.

What medications will work? No way of predicting, no idea how effective. They don't cure, they don't even stop it. They are like a man on the railroad track trying to hold back a slow moving locomotive with all his strength … but the train edges forward, always forward.

The Disease progresses no matter how hard you push back.

If I had to paint a picture of my life in those first weeks and months, it would look like something from kindergarten. I would take all the beautiful colors of Jan; our experiences and remembrances, our plans and dreams, our intense love, the sound of her voice, how she felt in my arms, how in the middle of the night when she was asleep I could snuggle against her back and she would readjust to fold tight against me and then I could wrap my arms around her.

And I would twist the brush in vicious strokes, back and forth, until all those beautiful colors were a mix of bright and dark that no longer makes sense.

Together we built a life, made friends, hunted for treasures in antique stores, traveled and loved the new experiences. Our lives made sense. And then, with the coming of The Disease, all of that was taken away and in its place was unpredictability, and loss.

I was not alone. One doctor told me that Early Onset Alzheimer's can strike people as young as thirty.

And, as the incidence of over-all Alzheimer's explodes in the United States, so will the number of Early Onset cases. At the moment, about 5.3 million Americans have Alzheimer's. Of those, an estimated 10%, or half a million, suffer Early Onset or other forms of dementia, which means those diagnosed with Alzheimer's who are under sixty-five.

And projections from the Alzheimer's Association are that by 2050 the number of those with Alzheimer's Disease could triple to 16 million.

But of the millions, there was only one person I cared about at this moment … Jan

Can I describe her for you? I am not sure I can get it all.

Only five foot two, I nicknamed her The Shortblonde. I would swear she was born with a smile, and never stopped laughing. By the time I met her she was one of the prime news anchors at KIRO-TV, a Seattle TV station. True to her spunky nature, she always had a bountiful supply of grit and exuberance, and that helped her success. But she made it the hard way by starting as a part time writer and working her way up. Before too long, she moved up to being a producer, then a reporter, and finally an anchorwoman.

She brought a spirit of optimism to our lives, one that helped her accept her role as wife and the added job of stepmother. It was a challenge and yet, she made it tolerable for me and fun for my two daughters.

When she first met them they were two and seven. To her, when the girls were with us, we were the Dad and Jan family. She made it seem that way naturally. She plotted wonderful vacations for us all—once putting us on a one-year savings plan to pay for an African safari.

She helped me survive the girls' teenage years because she had been a teenage girl. They could be moody around me, and I would be sympathetic. Jan would know better, and tell them they were perfectly capable of creating their own good moods. And as for helping two teenagers with critical knowledge … clothes, makeup, boys … she handled easily what I could not have handled at all.

And, always, she made it seem easy to them. The occasional anger and frustration that comes with raising kids was something she shared with me, and I with her, and not with the girls. It would have made them feel bad, and making people feel terrible was not something she would do.

She dressed beautifully and tried hard to make me do the same. She loved picking out my clothes, especially suits and shirts and lovely ties. It never bothered her that I hated spending money on myself. She spent it on me with a mischievous smile, and a nearby clerk would happily process the credit card.

No matter where we lived, and we moved every few years, she draped our apartments with fabrics of warm colors and surrounded us with the antiques we found together, or silly mementos of trips taken and places lived.

To her, life was bright and good. Her favorite colors—rich, full reds and golds and soft warm pinks.

Jan was fifty-five-years old when she was diagnosed that night at 4 a.m. Tokyo time. We had been married for twenty years.

The doctors call it Early Onset Alzheimer's Disease. Perhaps it is good to have a name for a disease that will rob and cheat and steal and slowly suck the person you love away from you.

There is a line from the movie An Affair to Remember that goes: “Winter must be cold for those with no warm memories.”

Soon, for Jan, there will no longer be the memories of us, the warmth of our love.

Soon, for Jan, every day will be a cold and lonely winter.





TIMELINE
September, 2005
Jan's e-mail to a friend about her diagnosis

Ellen! Andre!

Everything fine here, with the surprise exception I never expected; turns out that recently, after a few days of my being somewhat “wacky” we took me off for a check up and here's the good/bad news … I've been diagnosed with (Early Onset) Alzheimer's. Don't know how or why … doesn't run in my family, etc., so I can't figure this out … however, the really GOOD news is that we live in the age of miracles … instead of being doomed to being shut in the attic, I am blessed with a bushel basket of pills which I now RELIGIOUSLY take … morning and evening … and as far as I can tell (well, actually it's BARRY who is my weather vane) it appears that the triumph of medicine is WORKING!

I know it SOUNDS GHASTLY … but as Barry will tell you, I am now my usual self thanks to the miracle of meds … and long may they reign!

So in the “Don't Cry for Me Argentina” mode … this does entail my carrying around the assorted pills, but hey! Consider the alternatives! I'm all for pills … morning and evening … the neurologist is pretty clear on what I can and can't do, which principally means I will never, ever miss a pill … but that's not such a big deal … and as it turns out there are all kinds of researchers out there trying to develop even BETTER meds for all of us “boomers” … talk about the world's largest captive audience!

Love, Jan
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“The leaves of memory seemed to make
A mournful rustling in the dark.”
~Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

About Jan

Every couple's life is their own private novel. It is a little personal history added day by day, experiences that can be remembered later with a word or even a look. Someone else talks about visiting some place … and with a glance at each other you can remember being there, the two of you.

Our private novel was about happiness and love. As simple as that.

She had favorite stories.

“Do you know when my dad was born?” she would ask friends who clearly did not. “He was born on January 14th. And one of my brothers was born on January 14th. And you know who else? Barry was born on January 14th!”

It was Capricorn destiny, proof that we were fated to be.

Her favorite story was how we first met, in the newsroom at the Seattle TV station where she was working as a reporter and anchor. I was there covering a US Senate race for the CBS Evening News. This was before the days of laptop computers. I had commandeered her desk and typewriter and was frantically working on a script against a tight deadline. Jan came back into the newsroom from an assignment.

“I walked in and saw this man sitting at my desk,” Jan would say. “I walked up and told him, ‘this is my desk, and I need it because I have to write my story.’”

Then came the part she loved the most. “He looked up at me, and he RIPPED his paper out of the typewriter and stomped away.”

When she can remember, it always makes her laugh. I didn't laugh at the time it happened and not for a while afterwards. But in time it became one of my favorite stories about us. It reminded me of how she was pretty and spunky and totally unimpressed by me, the big-time network news correspondent who was a touch too impressed with himself.

I blessed the day we were married and look at the wedding picture of our blended futures … Jan and me and my two daughters, Emily (7) and Julie (2), from my first marriage. When I look at the pictures from that night, I see in her face a radiated joy, a kind of total, sheer happiness that I never believed I could give a woman, and yet it seemed natural. My smile is real and, if you look closely, maybe a bit unbelieving that someone this amazing was about to become my wife. Until her, I had never believed a man could be that happy, and I definitely never thought it would be me. But she made it so.

It was going to be a struggle combining the girls, Jan, and me into one family, but we thought it was exciting. We both knew it would be complicated, and we both had no doubts that in the end it would be fine.

Because we had each other. That is what fine is all about.

There were plenty of real life concerns in our early days. It was 1985, and my bank account was pretty much empty from my divorce and the legal fees. At the time, I was based in the CBS News Bureau in San Francisco. Our love triggered her life-changing moment.

She was in Seattle and quit her job. We needed to be together. I drove up in my second-hand Oldsmobile, rented a U-Haul trailer, and we packed her small apartment and moved her to where I was, and to where we would make our lives one.

We managed to scrape some money together and buy a tiny house in San Francisco in a neighborhood called Eureka Valley which was, as quirky San Francisco goes, not in a valley at all, but on a hill. And not just a hill, but a steep, steep hill up from the Castro District of San Francisco.

Our house was one of several ticky-tacky row houses built in the 1950s for policemen or teachers as affordable housing in the city. We loved it because it was a part of the city, perfectly plain and a touch ugly on the outside since it was devoid of any architectural charm. It was a box with windows in a series of houses that looked like boxes all running together. The outside paint job stayed with the theme of very ordinary … beige. I remember thinking that even the roof was boring … perfectly flat.

I loved it because I could almost afford it, and Jan loved it because it was ours.

The main floor was a living and dining room and a true 1950s kitchen. And the best part was that it came with a small corner fireplace in the living room. Upstairs had the only bathroom and three amazingly compact bedrooms. Each floor, divided up as it was into different rooms, had just slightly more total space than our two-car garage on the street level.

It had been a rental house when we bought it, so it was wanting for love and care. Every wall needed paint. But we didn't mind since all the work was just another part of making it ours.

From the first floor at night, as the fog slipped over the western hills and started toward the city, we could look out our living room windows and watch the first strands drifting down our street. Then came the real gusts and finally, we would all but lose the houses across the street.

Upstairs, the largest bedroom faced the street and seemed the perfect master bedroom. From the windows, we could see over the neighbors' roofs and on to downtown; City Hall, the Bay Bridge, the San Francisco Bay itself. I thought how wonderful to put our bed in this room and wake up each morning to the glittering city of San Francisco.

And so we did. We lasted maybe two nights.

The steep hill we lived on started several blocks down from us, so by the time a car reached the street in front of our house, it was deep down into first gear and struggling against an almost 45-degree incline, transmission grinding and engine at full throttle. All night long, we would be tossed awake by yet another mechanical assault on the top of the hill.

We finally retreated to the back bedroom, a space so small that we could just fit our queen sized bed with one side flush against the wall. That meant we had to climb onto the bed to get the covers straightened on that side. But it was quiet.

Good things happened in that bedroom. And in the morning the sun would pour in.

Downstairs, carefully detailed wooden molding ran along the ceiling in the living/dining area, cupids, flowers or such—a touch of art in an otherwise cardboard box of a house.

“I'm going to paint it,” Jan announced one day. “Pink and gold.”

Along the way, she added blue to the mix, working slowly and carefully, highlighting the different parts of the molding. For weeks, she climbed a ladder each day with tiny brushes and painted. She added elegance to the space.

“It's all about colors,” she explained to me, the person who did not study art history in college.

And “all about color” was why she painted the walls her favorite color … a pale pink.

“They use this color in mental institutions,” she explained one day, which caught me by surprise. “It helps calm people. Don't you feel calmer?”

Well, of course.

Nothing escaped our attention, not even the hardwood floors, which we had refinished and polished to a bright sheen.

So when our day was over and the fog poured down our street, we would sit on the sofa in our (calm) little house and light a fire. We dimmed the lights and opened a bottle of champagne because life was good, and another day together was more than enough reason for a celebration.

Jan got part time work at the local NBC-TV affiliate, as a reporter and occasional anchor. One day she did a story on an urban Boy Scout troop having a summer campout on the rooftop of a San Francisco skyscraper, and the next day I found myself doing exactly the same story for the CBS Evening News.

That was a good night by the fireplace.

We were the Darling-Darling couple, because that's what we called each other. At Christmas, our presents to each other would be “From Darling, To Darling.”

When I called and she heard my voice, it was always: “Darling!” She was always happy to hear from me, whether I was calling from somewhere else in the world where I was on assignment, or from the office to chat about dinner.

Her parents (mine were long since gone) teased us because we always kissed. “That will end when the honeymoon wears off,” they said confidently.

But it didn't.

I am the child of a rocky marriage and a mother who struggled with the twin demons of alcoholism and chronic depression so serious she needed electro-shock therapy. Her struggles made for a difficult childhood and made me shy, reticent, and often suspicious of the world. Not Jan. If we passed someone begging on the street, and she felt the person was truly in need, she gave money. If she had none, she would give me that look and I dug into my pockets and put money into the cup or glass or hat.

Jan developed her taste for exploring the world early because her father was a globe-trotting vice president for Boeing, selling jetliners in China and Singapore and across Asia. It seemed normal to her that Dad would be gone for weeks and come home from places that, once she learned about them, were worthy of her curiosity and fueled her desire to visit.

She was the oldest of five and grew up taking care of brothers and sisters. They all grew up in the same house that was forever being remodeled as they got bigger and their needs changed. Summers as a kid meant out the door in the morning to the pool or to play with friends and then race back for meals. College was the University of Washington across town.

While in college, she scrimped and saved so she could travel around Europe one summer with friends. She loved it. They had no itinerary—when they got tired of one place they would take a train to somewhere else. It was the kind of trip that only those open to adventure could experience.

Adventure and travel may have been part of my appeal to her. Our life together was always about me coming and going on stories, or us coming and going on trips.

We came together because of our sureness about being a couple. There was no anticipation of adventure outside of the good things that happened when we were together.

But adventure came calling and we couldn't wait to see what was coming next. But adventure is like a coin – it can have two sides, one good, one devastating. For us, it would be both.
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