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PEDAL STEEL
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There’s a country station on. The sound is low. Except for an occasional my heart breaks . . . or still miss her . . . the soft drone of a pedal steel is all that comes through. I like the sound of it to distract from the clicking of my fingers against these keys. I’m in a small, renovated room of an old barn. A fan sits in the far corner, blowing air over a heater to keep the warmth from crowding against the ceiling. It’s the last weekend of February — one of the warmest on record — and it seems the leaves coaxed from their buds by this false spring might have to fight to make it to September.


I live with my family in an old farmhouse in a place called Cherry Valley. Just before seven each morning, my wife, Susan, drives off to spend the day with other people’s children. She’s a fifth-grade teacher. While she’s gone, I spend the long, quiet days with our two sons. In the evening, I walk up to this barn and write down the things they’ve taught me. My oldest is three. My youngest is nearly one. It’s not their intention to teach me. It’s my intention to learn from them.

The classroom is a simple twelve acres. It’s wooded, mostly — stands of cedar freckled with an occasional struggling maple and then giving way to a towering forest of old-growth poplar. Like a collapsing moss-covered spine down the middle of the property, a wide stone wall curves and dips back and over a stream that ranges from brook to creek to small river depending on the weather and the season. There’s deer, raccoon, ambling groups of turkey, grouse that flush like Chinese rockets, an occasional bear, blankets of violets and hairy vines of poison ivy, luna moths and bees the size of crab apples. The wide-open parcels of adjacent lands haven’t yet fallen prey to what’s been heralded in most parts of the country as progress. Remnant logging roads lead straight back into a cradle of the Kittatinny Mountains, where they fade, disappear, and come magically back until they meet on a high ridge with the Appalachian Trail.

The ridge is visible from the bedroom windows of our weathered clapboard house. Built up from its stone foundation at the turn of the last century, a chiseled rock fireplace added in the fifties, the wraparound porch ripped off in the mid-seventies, a covered slate patio added in the late eighties, the structure still maintains the feel its builders must have intended those many years ago — not merely that of a house but of a home. Of all the rooms, the kitchen is the largest.

The setting here is very much like that of my childhood. I was raised in the country. I was a country kid like any other, with a pressed-wood dresser full of hand-me-down shirts in all the colors of your better bass lures, a belly half-full of green apples and river water, bangs too long, socks pulled high under long pants on the hottest day of summer, and the only thing better than lighting a match off the fly of your jeans was spending the whole afternoon and a whole box trying to make it look natural. I was a spear whittler, pellet shooter, bridge jumper, smoke bomber, farmhouse-dog-at-the-road fighter like they all are. Friends on mini-bikes with dirt on their cheeks and pockets full of ball bearings to lay on the tracks — Got your steelies? we’d shout back and forth, cupping our crotches, falling over with laughter. Hey, man — you gonna put your balls on the tracks? — hooting like sailors until the train smashed them into thin steel disks that would warm our pockets on the way home.

Even as a boy, I hoped that the setting of my childhood might still exist someday for my own children. That there would be enough worms in the ground for them to make a decent stew to go with the mud pie. I hoped the stars would burn as bright and the rivers run as furiously in the spring, that there would still be hatchets for sale at department stores and enough young saplings so you could cut down a few just to yell, Tim-ber.

I hoped for a setting that would broaden their minds like a good classroom. A welcoming and forgiving place. A place where they could let down their guard and make mistakes on the way to getting things right. One overflowing with props to engage the senses and provoke the mind — a dizzying flow of dying things and things being born, some falling down and others springing up, some killed, some mended. A place that challenged without intimidating. Comforted without pacifying. A place with ice cream in the freezer. Crayon marks on the walls. An occasional fresh loaf of bread on the counter. Sharp kitchen knives. Firewood that started easily. And at least one carpeted room with a space cleared for wrestling.

This is that kind of place.
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The moment my first son was born, I looked close into his puckered face and caught in his eyes a glimpse of infinity. It was still fresh. Looking in, I had the feeling I was standing at the edge of something huge — a mystery as vast and subtle as anything in Nature. I followed him into the nursery, where he was joined by twelve other newborns whose eyes held the same power. They were mostly quiet, their limbs arcing randomly in the air. With eyes too new to look out, they were still looking in and drawing me with them, dwarfing my lifetime of experience in the awesome force of their inward gaze. No teaching could ever approach the sensible wisdom contained in those dark orbs, before the formation of irises, when the color of all eyes is only darkness — an absence of everything but the essential and real. It was impossible to imagine that the doctors, the nurses, the strangers in the elevator, the people in their cars going to parties, going to movies, going to therapy, going to church — that we all might have once come into the world with eyes that held such unencumbered truth. And that over the years we could have lost so much of it.


One of the first things I came to believe after my first son’s arrival was that my life up to that point had been a long period of forgetting. With his birth came an invitation to remember. This new spirit, not yet limited by language or shaped by experience, still connected to the womb’s darkness, was a bridge into the essence of patience and waiting and longing to be. In his simple reflexes were all the deepest territories from rage to love — the widest spectrum of sensibility, an ageless, universal wisdom that we all sprang from, one that gets covered over with the putting on of years, so much so that by the time we’ve reached adulthood, it’s not what we’ve learned that makes us who we are, it’s what we’ve forgotten. Moving to the rhythm of a child is a dance of remembrance, tracing us back to the wholeness we once held as a reflex.
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What if there are actually answers to some of the biggest questions in life? I used to think about the kind of person who might be able to give me those answers — someone much older, someone wiser, with smoky eyes and a gravelly voice. I used to imagine the person emerging on the horizon just when I had given up on ever finding the true path and then suddenly walking up and handing me everything — stunning insights into the deepest regions of love, rage, kindness, cruelty, forgiveness, gratitude, living, dying, holding on, and, finally, letting go. I never thought that I might know the ones who could unlock these mysteries. That I might already be living with them. I might be wiping their noses and begging them to keep the bathwater in the tub. I never thought that I might lean in to hear the answers only to discover that they are revealed without the utterance of a single word — revealed without warning — given only once, and usually hidden beneath the roar of everyday living. I never thought I would have to crouch down for the lessons. I never thought the greatest teacher I could ever hope to discover was a child.


The truth is, I haven’t come up with any of this. I’ve only written down the things my children have shown me. The words are mine. The wisdom is theirs. A child only knows the things that are true. Words can lie but children never do.

The lessons began immediately.

 

THE SQUIRREL
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The only thing better than a day like this is a whole week of days like this. The meadowlarks and juncos seem to think so too as they warble and hop through the trees along the road we’re walking. A March day so crisp the air seems to crack as you walk through it. Casey in a large green stroller built to accommodate a father’s stride and much heavier than other strollers because, except for the hubs, it’s all metal. Owen in a backpack. We’re all very much to ourselves — the three of us strapped together in body yet separate in mind. Even though I’m the engine running this train, my head flies effortlessly to worlds away.


We’re on Lower Cherry Valley Road. There is no Upper Cherry Valley Road. There’s no road above this one and the road on the other side of Cherry Valley is called, just, Cherry Valley. I haven’t seen a cherry tree since we moved here. Our neighbor, who grew up on this road, remembers when it was made out of dirt and you could sit cross-legged in the middle to sing songs and slap hands with friends. Despite the pavement, the feel remains. As it thinly winds its way through the valley, you can almost imagine a time when there must have been cherries.

We do this walk several times a week. There is no destination. The itinerary is straight ahead until I get tired or someone starts to cry uncontrollably. It’s a way for the three of us to load ourselves up with the feel of the landscape. The only difference between a place to live and a holy land is the number of footsteps you’ve put into the ground. To know a place is to love a place and to know a place is to have walked it. I want to love this place. I want the swell in the horizon to burn its outline across my chest. I want to look out over the fields in the middle of the night with my head on a pillow and my eyes closed. I want to wear this place in my bones. I want to smell it in my wife’s hair and see it reflected in Casey and Owen’s eyes. But first, I have to walk it.

Casey didn’t trust the country initially. The unfamiliar crunch of poplar leaves and the twigs whipping his busy legs as I hauled him through the forest made him cry for home, or for the lawn, before we ever got far. At his age, the whole place was a damn uncertainty. The cry of circling Cooper’s hawks, their sound designed by nature to make a rabbit betray itself in a run through the field, was also quite good at getting a child’s bottom jaw to jut out over his top lip. His small eyes cursed the sound as he looked up into the full sun. I tried everything to warm him to our country home, but nothing could compete with his longing for the cramped apartment and noisy New York City streets we’d left behind. No circling Cooper’s hawk could better the dirty, one-footed pigeons flipping too-large crusts of pizza across the cobblestone playgrounds he knew so well. The city had an unbreakable grip on his affection, it seemed. For the past three years, it was all he’d known. It was where he’d walked.

Slowly, this place is catching up. I watch with relief, as the fall of each step melts his distrust of this valley, these roads, this simple farmhouse from which he and his younger brother will weave a childhood.
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Owen falls asleep quickly in the rhythmic bump of my gait. Casey leans forward against the front rail and retells himself a story we’d read that morning. I can make out an occasional word when his voice goes into a high inflection with a character’s surprise or delight. The occasional phrases narrate our passage through the valley. “Here I am,” said the west wind . . . and blew and blew and blew. . . . “This is my secret place,” said the lion. . . . “Help, help!” cried the old mouse. . . .


I glance up the road. Trees on either side look as though they’re waiting to cross. Limb tops lean together, mingling their twigs high above. About a quarter mile up, there’s something lying on the road, yellow double lines leading to a small, dark lump in the middle. Casey sees it as we close in on a hundred yards or so.

“What is it?” he asks. I know what it is.

“Let’s go see,” I say.

We move forward quietly. The narration has stopped. Just the trees clicking their sticks over us as we come to a stop in front of —

“A squirrel,” he says reverently. Dead but completely intact, which makes me think it may have somehow fallen from a branch rather than been hit by a car. We watch for a moment. Besides the fact that it’s not moving, the only thing that gives it away as dead is the right eye, which hangs slightly from its socket and is shriveled like a small dry raisin. Welcome to the country. The body is fresh. Farmers and pathologists will tell you: eyes are always the first to go. We look a little longer.

“What?” Casey suddenly demands, as if I’ve said something. He wants an explanation — why the squirrel isn’t acting like the ones we watch in our woods.

“He’s not moving, is he?”

“Why?” he asks quickly.

“Well, . . . maybe he’s tired,” I say, surprised that my first reaction is to explain it away as something other than death.

“What?” Casey asks, knowing there’s more to this than garden-variety fatigue. The eye is the give-away. He’s old enough to know that no matter how tired you get, eyes don’t fall out and dry into raisins.

Like a drunken uncle who crashes through the screen door at suppertime, Mother Nature doesn’t soften her demeanor to suit young eyes. One of my favorite memories of growing up in the skillet-flat middle of Wisconsin was watching my father awkwardly skate around an explanation as several dozen young cattle madly humped one another. I only remember him saying something about how “fond” they were of each other. From a child’s perspective, that kind of fondness looks more like an all-out war.

“What, Daddy — what?”

It occurs to me that this could be Casey’s first real consideration of death. I feel the sudden weight of this and want to say just the right thing. I want to say some wise, fatherly sort of thing. But there’s no time to come up with it. Despite the cool air, the sun is warm on the back of my neck. A light sweat has broken over my forehead. I unzip the collar of my jacket. Owen wakes because we’ve stopped walking. He peers over my shoulder at the squirrel.

“Casey,” I say, “that squirrel is dead.”

“That squirrel is dead,” he mumbles back to himself.

An honest start. I wait to see if he takes it further or if that’s enough for now.

“Daddy, that squirrel is dead,” he says, dragging the word out as he does with all new words.

“That’s right, Case.”

“But why is he dead?”

Owen pushes up in the backpack for a better look. He reaches around and points at the squirrel. “Huh,” he says.

“Why, Dad?” Casey asks.

“Maybe a car hit him.”

“Maybe a car hit him,” he mumbles back.

“Or he might’ve fallen out of a tree,” I say. Casey looks to the branches above us, squinting against the sun. With my hand, I pantomime a squirrel slipping and falling to the road. Casey returns his gaze to the squirrel.

“I want to look at it,” he says, and I know what this means. I lift him out of the stroller so he can crouch down close to it. With his chin at his knees, he slowly tips his head from side to side. I hear him breathing through his nostrils. Then he straightens his neck to look up the road, thinking. He stands. This could be the end of it. But then he drops the big one.

“Daddy, what is dead mean?”

And I’m suddenly neck-deep in the kind of solemn moment you anticipate even before having children. The sun beating down on a country road, nothing but the sound of the breeze in your ears, a small dead animal at your feet, and your child looks up and asks you to define one of life’s greatest mysteries. You end up having to answer the question for yourself as much as for your child. With every breath, Casey has me test the beliefs, principles, and myths I’ve held up to life’s uncertainties. And if you can break a mystery like death into chunks that fit into the mind of a three-year-old, you’ve most likely uncovered the core of what really matters.

Casey’s eyes look trustingly to mine. In the breeze, his bangs swing back and forth across his forehead. My mind races through possible approaches. Whatever I decide to say will be gospel. It will be The Way It Is, until he archives everything I’ve ever told him to form his own view of the world — every generation trying to reach a little higher than the last. I give it a try and, for the first time, the sound of my voice is that of a real father’s.

“Casey, . . .”

“What?” he says impatiently.

“The squirrel’s body is here for us to look at, but the thing that made that squirrel jump and run, the thing that made his tail flicker up and down and wiggle back and forth . . . that isn’t there anymore. Because he’s dead.

“Remember when the doctor listened to your heart?” He stares up, too focused to nod. “And then you listened to my heart? Remember? . . . What did my heart say to you? . . . duh-dun, duh-dun, duh-dun, duh-dun . . . remember that?” His eyes are narrowed now. Very serious. “Well, that squirrel has a heart too. Just like you and me. But his heart isn’t talking anymore. When your heart says everything it needs to say, when it’s all done, it stops talking . . . and when your heart stops talking, you die. Some hearts talk for a long time before they’re finished. Other hearts say what they need to say very quickly. And when they finish, they die. Your body stays here but the thing that makes you jump and run, the thing that makes goose bumps — the thing that gives hugs and kisses, that goes away. The squirrel’s body is right here, but the squirrel doesn’t live in it anymore. He’s gone.”

“Because he doesn’t live in it anymore,” Casey mumbles back, crouching down again for a close look.

“That’s right.”

“He doesn’t live in it anymore,” he mutters again, completely absorbed.

I can see his wheels turning. His eyes are filled with speculation. He examines the body with the obsessive focus of a child: instant, complete, fleeting. I am grateful to be with him for this, to see it sinking in. A three-year-old doesn’t wait until you get home from work to ask you about a dead squirrel. Three-year-olds live in the moment. I crouch down with him. Owen strains for a better look.


“That squirrel doesn’t live there anymore because he’s dead.”

“That’s right, Case.”

We watch a little longer. The sun’s warmth has quieted the birds. Owen, standing in his backpack, points again. “Huh,” he says. I feel as though I’ve turned a fast curve into a safe double. I’ve done right by a difficult, important question. The three of us consider the squirrel in silence. The veneration in the air is palpable. For a moment, the world seems just a bit clearer.

Then Casey looks up, smiling, as he knocks me off the holy golden throne I’ve just climbed onto. “We can kick it?” he asks cheerfully.

And even as I’m thrown, I feel the wisdom of his irreverence. The message, one of his earliest, will set the ground rules for all the rest: no matter who you are or what you’re talking about, never lose sight of the bigger picture, and even when the subject is serious, never take yourself too seriously.

“Well . . . ,” I say after a moment. “I guess so . . . yeah, I guess you can kick it.” He does, and Owen lets out a hearty laugh. The squirrel tumbles off the road and is lost in the tall grass.

 

THE OLD MAN

PART ONE
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The man has to be in his seventies, but it’s hard to tell. He could be older. A full head of white hair, and looking like he just stepped out of an Orvis fly-fishing catalog. An outdoorsman. Red wool hunting jacket. Red plaid shirt. Redwing boots. He stops his blue Pontiac in the middle of the road and walks right up the lawn to where I’m standing with the boys.


“How are you, Marc?” he asks as if we’ve known each other for years. I can almost feel the impact of his smile. “Good to see ya. Dick.” He shakes my hand and leans down to the boys, who are beaming up at him. “And this must be little Casey and Owen.”

“I’m not little,” Casey shoots back. “But he is little,” he says, pointing at Owen.

The old man lets out a long laugh, revealing the majority of his teeth. “Okay, you betcha, big fella. Oh boy,” he says looking back at me, “Those sure are some good fellas all right.”

“They’re good boys,” I say.

“Oh, sure they are. Right, little Owen?” he says with another good laugh. “You betcha. Sure. Okay.” I’m just about to ask how he knows our names when his voice goes low and serious. “Hey, I put your trash cans up by the house. You never can be too safe about that.”

We spent the weekdays in the city when we first bought the house. Trash day was Wednesday, so the cans would spend the week by the road. Except for the last few weeks, when they had been placed neatly onto our porch. The mystery had been driving us crazy.

“Somebody sees them by the road, and the next thing you know, they’re in your house,” he says, eyebrows reaching into his perfect line of white hair.

“Well, thanks a lot,” I say. “We’ve been wondering who the heck was bringing them up.”

“Why, sure. I’ll put them up for ya. Oh, you bet. Till you get up here full-time. You can never be too safe. Better that than sorry. Okay, then.”

“You live here?” I ask.

“Take care of the property up the way. Grew up here my whole life. Oh, it’s changed though. Sure. And not always for the better.”

Casey walks up and takes a hold of his finger. “I want to show you something,” he says, but he really just wants Dick to himself.

“Oh, not today, big fella,” he says with another long, toothy laugh. “I gotta get to the doctor’s.” He looks at me again with the serious climbing eyebrows. “Spider bite that won’t heal up. I was out in the field and — bang — got me right on the leg. Oh, you bet. Been seeing the doctor four years now. Sure. A terrible thing.” Then he laughs and ruffles Casey’s hair. “So you boys better stay away from those spiders! Okay, then. Good to meet you, Marc. You come by with the boys sometime. I’m up the road when it’s nice out. Sure. We’ll see ya.”

We watch him climb into the blue Pontiac and rumble away. For some reason, I’m unsettled about an impeccable looking old man with a four-year-old spider bite. The Pontiac disappears behind a hill. I look down at the boys. The old man is gone, but they’re still waving and smiling back to their molars. Not unsettled in the least.

 

THE GAME
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Two to four players. Each player has a tree with ten cherries and an empty bucket. A spinner in the middle tells you to pluck one, two, three, or four cherries from your tree and put them in your bucket. If the spinner lands on the puppy or the bird, you have to take two cherries out of your bucket and put them back on your tree. If the spinner lands on the pile of cherries, you have to dump your bucket out and start over again. The first one to get all the cherries from the tree to the bucket wins.


Unless you play with a three-year-old and an eleven-month-old, in which case, there is no such thing as winning.

I spotted the game as I passed through the toy department on a milk and banana run at the supermarket. It’s an old game. I had it as a kid. I used to love winning this game. I don’t remember a time when I played it just to move the bright red cherries around.


I expose the board and the boys are awestruck. So many cherries. All so red. All so candylike and rolling merrily in the box top as I set up the game. There are forty of them. The boys reach in and carefully roil their twenty fingers through the pile. Their bodies shake with excitement. Two cherries for each finger.

I put the buckets in the holders, get the spinner turning freely, and start putting cherries on the trees. I can hardly wait to get them playing. They’ll love this game once we get started, I think. The satisfaction of plucking a tree bare. The beauty of a full bucket. The thrill of yelling, Hi Ho! Cherry-O, into the long faces of your opponents.

“Help me put the cherries on the trees,” I say. Casey puts one on and then begins to put the rest into the buckets. Owen gets one in his mouth. “On the trees, guys — on the trees,” I say. Casey gets two more on his tree and starts to line the rest around the spinner. Owen opens his mouth and calmly lowers his head into the pile. Casey hits the spinner and the cherries fly to the floor. “Go pick them up now,” I say, lifting Owen’s head and pulling his jaw open. Wet cherries drip from his mouth. Casey lifts two fistfuls above his head and lets them fall to the board in a cherry downpour. Owen thinks this is a super idea. He lifts cherries above his head and drops them into his shirt collar and the cuffs of his jeans. He eats another one.

“Okay — back up, guys,” I say sternly. “Back up.” They do. Casey lets out a little growl. Owen’s bottom lip shoots out. “This is a really fun game, you guys,” I say. “C’mon, just let me set it up. It’ll be fun. You’re gonna love it once I show you how to play.”


I give Casey a quick rundown on the game. I’ll play for Owen with his occasional input and he’ll stay interested in the heat of competition. Standing away from the table, they’re both sullen as they watch me load ten cherries onto each tree. Their interest returns when I show them how to whirl the spinner and let them practice.

We start. My first spin lands on the puppy — two out of the bucket and back to the tree. My bucket is empty so I can’t do anything. Casey spins. It stops on the puppy again. Nothing. (See how fun?) Owen hits the spinner, knocking all of his cherries and most of mine to the floor. This gets a big laugh. I pick up the cherries, glancing at the two kids on the game box who are playing so nicely with their tidy-looking mother. I’m in the same sweatshirt I wore the day before. Owen slept in his jeans.

Soon we’re into the rhythm of a real game. Casey understands. Owen is happy, when it’s his turn, just to press flesh to a cherry. We play a fair and consistent round and Casey empties his tree first. He wins. “You win!” I say. “You filled your bucket!” He seems pleased.

“We can do it again?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say.

They stand back while I reload the trees. Casey spins first. Gets the puppy.

“I win!!” he screams.

Owen slaps the board and thirty cherries hop from their hold and roll across the table. See how fun?

I make a few more attempts to right the course of the game, but soon we’re hauling cherries in and out of buckets with no rhyme or reason. They load handfuls of cherries into dump trucks and drive them around the carpet. Owen walks into a corner to whirl the spinner. Casey stacks the buckets end to end and crashes a plane into them.

And that’s how you play Hi Ho! Cherry-O.

I watch them float with joy and think about how there really was a time when it was all about how you played the game. I don’t remember ever playing Hi Ho! Cherry-O, I only remember trying to win it.
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We play a lot of cards now. The current favorite is called “Red Card, Black Card.” The game is played with a standard deck of cards. Each player starts with a glass of chocolate milk. The cards are split among the players and then turned over one at a time. Red cards in the red pile, black cards in the black pile. The game ends when any one of the players finishes his chocolate milk or gets tired of playing.


Another game they like is called “Number Card, Face Card.” Each player starts with a piece of jelly toast. But you get the picture.

 

THE GIFT
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The barn feels like an old granddad, its gray oak timbers and silver planks somehow more knowing than I could ever be. It’s night. The wind whistles hard through the slats. In my room, the radio is low — pedal steel whining like it’s coming from the next county . . . tears come faster . . . nights grow longer . . . as I sit here thinking about my first steps into fatherhood. Our apartment in the city with Casey when he was just two days old. So peaceful in the glow of our new child. Susan wiping the tears from her cheeks as she held him. So relieved to be out of the hospital. So secure in the feeling that we’d crossed through the fire, that everything was fine, that we’d made it.


Then a single incident that changed everything. An event that began a spiritual reckoning on a level that distilled the complexity of life down to the few things you’d surround with your own blood to save.
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Casey stopped breathing twenty minutes after Susan and I brought him home from the maternity floor. She was in the living room in a new black rocker we’d bought in his honor a week earlier. I had just laid him at the foot of our bed and was reaching for a diaper when his throat mysteriously closed up and his small face spun into a silent grimace.


As I leaned down to him, it was plain to see he was in a struggle, but newborns seem to be struggling with and against everything in the first few days. I’d seen the shirt collar against his chin set off a battle of random grimaces and grunts, one hand pushing and the other grasping at the air. But this was different. His body was tight. He didn’t move. The sudden onset caught me so off guard, I felt more confused than horrified.

Susan came running before I could call out to her. His color changed from dark red to purple as he strained for breath under an enormous invisible weight.

“He’s not breathing,” she said immediately. The severity in her voice was unnerving; it made the looming tragedy suddenly inescapable.

“Well, maybe, hang on a minute,” I said as if something like not breathing can ever be a maybe. She ignored me, barreling through with a mother’s calm authority. A woman doesn’t carry a child through nine backbreaking months just to watch him die within twenty minutes of being home.


Holding his clenched face to my ear, I listened for the smallest hint of wind. His body flexed in the swaddle of light flannel blankets. There was nothing. It was as if there was a clamp around his throat — something blocking his airway, even though it was impossible that anything could have gotten into his mouth. It’s not as if a three-day-old can wander around the corner to snack on coins and buttons. Susan was in the other room on the phone with a 911 operator. She didn’t need a full assessment. He was in trouble. I called out, telling her but really telling myself not to panic, that this could be nothing, that he might be okay. As if not breathing was somehow negotiable. As if we weren’t currently experiencing the clichéd nightmare of every overly nervous new parent — like a new home struck by lightning and burning to the ground, not breathing seemed an unimaginative bad joke, almost caricature.


It may have been thirty seconds. Possibly thirty-five. Susan was off the phone and standing with me. We were both on the brink of full-out panic. Our new son was tiring. His head bent forward and back, his arms waved and curled, his fists opened and closed, his shoulders rolled, his legs pedaled, but the movements were losing their gusto. He was losing the struggle. I had a thought to rifle through the kitchen drawers and get my hands on our sharpest paring knife for an attempt at a rough emergency surgery. He’d wear a jagged medallion above his collarbone — a memento of his first prank — for the rest of his life. I could have done that sooner than idly watch him fade away.

In what looked like a possible last effort to inhale, his throat produced a crisp squeak, and then another. The progress enlivened his oxygen-dry lungs, and after a few more seconds of silent exertion he managed a muted cough. His throat whistled for several breaths and after another cough and a chirp settled down into a rapid wheeze. When police arrived a minute later, he was breathing quietly and fast asleep on my shoulder.

The officers canceled the ambulance, as it seemed that the emergency had passed. Then we all pensively watched our sleeping baby. One of the officers commented that his lips looked a little blue. He was right about that. The other said something about not taking any chances with such a little one. We all agreed that even though he seemed perfectly fine, he should be taken back to the maternity floor to be examined by a doctor. With that, we rushed into the squad car and headed to the hospital with sirens blazing.
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