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      To my brother and sister…

      … and every other parent out there still trying to figure it all out

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              A Note from the Author
            

          

        

      

      All stories contained herein are taken from memory. If you’re looking for historical accuracy, I highly recommend the 1973 Farmer’s Almanac. It’s unimpeachable.
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      We all agreed that the child must be disembowelled. The doctor stood with my wife and me in the surgical waiting room and calmly explained what he was going to do. He would make a small incision in my son’s belly. He would pull out my son’s small intestine and lay it out on the table, all eight some-odd feet of it. He would check to make sure that blood was flowing to every part of the bowel. Then he would untangle the tangled parts, stuff them all back into the baby’s body, and hope that they stayed in place. My son, at the time, was nine days old.

      Our third child was born seven weeks premature with a condition known as intestinal malrotation. The doctor explained it like this: When you’re in your mum’s uterus, your intestines initially form outside of your body. Then they retreat into your abdomen, twist, and your abdomen seals up around them. If you’re unfortunate enough to be born with this condition (5,000-to-1 odds, though more common in premature infants), that crucial twist never occurs, and you can end up with something called a volvulus, which sounds like a kind of Swedish superhero but is actually a dangerous condition in which the intestines get kinked, like a garden hose, and the path of digestion is cut off, restricting blood flow. You must have your belly split open so that everything can be put back in the proper order, or else you will die. If you’re among the lucky souls born with properly ordered bowels, you should thank those bowels the next time they process a two-pound burrito on your behalf.

      They found out that the baby had the condition when he began vomiting thick green fluid after his first feedings. The bile that he secreted to digest his formula was getting clogged in his intestines and was gurgling back up into his stomach, causing him to vomit over and over again. They placed a tube down into his stomach to suck up all the excess fluid and hoped the issue would resolve itself. Nights before the surgery, I stood by his isolette – an enclosed plastic incubator – in the NICU and stared at the output of that tube, praying that it would turn yellow or clear, hoping to God that he’d be spared the knife and that I’d never see that horrible green shit come out of him again. But I did see it again. I would come to the NICU during the day and ask the nurses if he barfed, my fingers crossed tight enough to break. And they often said yes, he had an ‘emesis’. The first time I heard the word, I asked them if ‘emesis’ meant barf, and when they said that it did, I wished they had just said that he had barfed instead.

      The vomiting wouldn’t stop. His insides weren’t going to just naturally fall back into place. He had to be opened. No one makes it through life unscathed, but you usually get a grace period at the start. My son would not be so lucky. At the time, he weighed five pounds – large for a preemie, but still just five itty-bitty pounds. No heavier than a dictionary. I wondered how the surgeons’ blades and instruments would fit inside him. Such a large surgery for such a tiny body, I thought.

      The surgeon was talking us through the procedure as we all stood by the door to the OR. He had only a few moments to speak with us before our son had to go under. To wait any longer risked killing him.

      ‘What’s the survival rate for this surgery?’ I asked the surgeon.

      ‘If I don’t find any salvageable bowel, the survival rate is zero.’ Doctors never explicitly say your loved one will die. They say things like ‘the survival rate is zero’. It’s up to you to jump to the proper conclusion. ‘But if the bowel is healthy,’ he said, ‘the survival rate is one hundred per cent.’ He suspected my son’s bowels were still viable, but he didn’t rule out the possibility that there would be ‘dusky bowels’, parts of the intestine that had lost blood flow permanently and were now dead and would have to be removed. Forever. I had never heard the term ‘dusky bowels’ before. It sounded like a good name for a fantasy football team.

      The doctor needed our consent before going ahead with the surgery. We didn’t hesitate for an instant. In fact, we felt as if we had wasted enough of his time already. It’s amazing how quickly you’ll agree to a procedure like this once you hear talk of survival rates. You take a leap of faith. You trust that a total stranger will know how to properly disembowel your child because you do not. He was a nice-looking doctor. He seemed to know what he was talking about. Fuck it. I signed the forms.

      The doctor rushed back into the operating room to prepare, and a very nice NICU nurse named Kathy led my wife and me to our son, to see him one final time before he went to have his guts torn out. They had knocked him out with an anaesthetic, so he was sleeping peacefully by the time we got there. He was in an isolette and had wires running from his mouth, chest, stomach, and foot. He looked like an IED. He was surrounded by a phalanx of adults who were all determined to prevent his death because the death of a child is the saddest thing in the world. He wasn’t old enough or awake enough to know that he didn’t want to die. We did all that worrying for him. Kathy opened the top of the isolette so we could kiss him on the head, possibly for the last time, possibly just another kiss in an entire lifetime of them.

      His head was coated with a shocking mass of black hair. When a baby is born premature, it still has plenty of the mother’s hormones racing through its system. This can cause it to have enlarged genitals, lactating breasts (!!!), or a healthy head of hair. That hair eventually falls out and is replaced with new hair. But for now, our son still had hair long enough to get a side gig as a bassist. I bent down and let my nose glide along the soft fur, alternating between taking in his scent and kissing him on the head. I wanted to retain as much of the sensation as I could.

      Kathy led my wife and me back out to the general surgical waiting room. They had updates on the status of all operations listed on a big monitor at the far end of the room. We could check on our son’s intestines like we were trying to catch a connecting flight to Milwaukee. The second I saw my son’s doctor and room number up on the board, I got a morbid thrill. THERE’S MY BOY UP ON THE TEEVEE! Then reality set back in and I could feel my heart withering. There were dozens of other people sitting in the room, and I felt exposed, naked, without any armour to protect myself. I just wanted to find somewhere for my wife and me to cry ourselves sick. Kathy saw us visibly breaking down in front of everyone and stole us into a private waiting room. I sat down next to my wife and stared off into space because the rest of the world seemed empty to me at the moment. Desolate. We took turns telling each other it was going to be okay because it helps in times of grief when someone you love tells you everything is going to be all right, even when you suspect that it’s a lie.

      All I could think about was my son dying. I tried my best to avoid it but I couldn’t. I wondered what would happen if his intestines were deemed unsalvageable. Do they euthanise your child? Do they just leave him until he starves to death because he can’t fully digest anything? They can’t do that. The world couldn’t possibly be that cruel, could it? I envisioned being escorted into the morgue and holding a swaddled, nine-day-old corpse in my hands, and how that would make me feel. He wasn’t dead yet, but I had a clear idea of how badly it would hurt. My heart was firmly clenched to absorb the blow. I thought about whether we’d have a funeral for him. I didn’t think we would because that would just be too awful to put our friends and family through. You can’t herd people into a room and force them to stare at a tiny coffin for an hour.

      I wondered if he could donate his organs as a premature infant. I wondered if we would bury him or cremate him, and where we might scatter his ashes. Maybe the Atlantic Ocean. He might like that. Maybe we would get a dog if he passed away, a little dog named Otis or Kirby that would bark and yip and shit all over the place and help us forget about this. That might help. Maybe nothing would help.

      Maybe our marriage wouldn’t survive if he died. We’d been married nine years, together for twelve. I remember the night we met, in some shitty Manhattan bar that no longer exists. I staggered out of the john and there she was, drunk and smiling, as if she had been planted there by some magnificent benefactor. It took five minutes for me to get her full name right because it was an obscure Armenian name and I was too shitfaced to pronounce obscure Armenian names. God, I loved her. Only an act of extraordinary circumstances could possibly end us: a war, a natural disaster, an unspeakable crime, etc. And as we waited, I thought that perhaps these were those extraordinary circumstances. Maybe we would look at each other after this and see nothing more than a reminder of what was lost. Maybe we would drift apart and I would become a filthy hobo, working odd jobs and dabbling in surfing and heroin.

      I couldn’t stop crying. My wife stood in front of me and I wrapped my arms around her waist and buried my head in her stomach. I told her all my fears in hopes that it would make us both feel better. I wanted to find a way through the grief, to emerge on the other side in a state of grace, knowing I was strong enough to live on regardless of what happened. But I still wasn’t certain.

      And then my wife farted – a remarkably well-timed fart that made me switch from tears to laughter right away. God bless that fart. I needed that fart. I asked her to do it again and she declined.

      She went out for water, and a different nurse, who turned out to be a real shithead (every hospital has its share of dud nurses), told us that we were being kicked out of the private room. No more VIP treatment for us. When my wife came back in, we both took turns calling the shithead nurse a shithead behind her back, and then we headed out to the main waiting room. The receptionist said there was a phone call for us from the OR with an update. The doctor had promised us a mid-surgery update to let us know if the bowel was viable or not – if our son was going to live or die. This was that phone call. The receptionist held out the receiver for me.

      I have a chronic case of Walter Mitty syndrome. I’m the type of person that spends an unreasonable amount of time during each day imagining himself plunged into extreme circumstances. Any time I walk outside with my children, I look up to the sky to see if a giant alien ship has stationed itself above my house. Any time I go to Ikea, I take note of which items I could use as weapons should a zombie apocalypse strike and then the entire store becomes a stronghold for the last of the uninfected. Any time I get on an aeroplane, I think about crashing in the ocean and being lost at sea for years, teaching myself to fish using only the stitching of my wallet. I am constantly foiling imaginary bank robbers and sexual predators. I waste hours every day envisioning a life far more dramatic, far more macho, than the sedate circumstances in which I usually exist.

      That’s part of the reason why I wanted to start a family. When you start a family, you’re signing up for drama. You’re signing up for worry. You’re signing up for life-and-death. You’re signing up for a life that means something more, even if it isn’t as fun a life as when you were single and drinking shots of Fire Water in the Giants Stadium parking lot. Kids make your life significant. They give your life a spine. On some twisted level, I was signing up for a moment such as this: to be there waiting and weeping as I clutched my fists and begged for my son to be all right. But now that it was here, now that it was so sickeningly real, I knew I wanted no part of such cinematic moments. I just wanted life to become normal again. Uneventful. Boring. I wanted to go back to the intensely aggravating march of daily existence. I wanted my son to live so that he could grow up to annoy the shit out of me. People tell you that you should never take life for granted but that’s wrong, because taking life for granted is an encouraging sign that your life is going well. I wanted that.

      I took the receiver from the receptionist and braced myself.
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      My wife was pregnant for the first time, and I made extra sure to spend those nine months of gestation celebrating what I presumed would be the end of my freedom. When you’re married without children, you’re essentially still a single person. You can live cheaply. You can do drugs. You’re mobile, with no goddamn kids anchoring you to one location. You can even get divorced with a minimum of fuss. If you’re married and you don’t have kids, you can drive to the beach on a whim. No living parent does that kind of thing. That’s suicide. That shit requires ten months of intense planning.

      So I took full advantage of the time I had left. My wife couldn’t drink. She couldn’t have caffeine. She wasn’t allowed to have cold cuts because the bacteria on the deli slicer blade can get into the foetus and infect it with nine different strains of botulinum. She couldn’t do much of anything. On the other hand, I could do as I pleased, and I did. I drank. I smoked all the weed I had left so that there wouldn’t be any weed leftover in the house when the baby arrived because that was me being ethical. If this angered my wife, she was too busy retching into a mop bucket to show it.

      Also, I bought concert tickets. Shit yeah, I bought concert tickets.

      There was gonna be a big Oasis concert at Merriweather Post Pavilion, an outdoor venue located near Baltimore, forty minutes north of our house. Jet and Kasabian were the opening acts. This was back when listening to Jet was something people did. I bought two tickets because I assumed that once the baby arrived, I would be locked away from the world for two decades (NOTE: Not all the way true). I wanted to get drunk and go listen to Oasis because IS OASIS NOT THE GREATEST BAND IN THE WHOLE OF BRITAIN?

      ‘I got these concert tickets,’ I told my wife.

      ‘Oh, really?’

      ‘Yep. Two tickets.’

      ‘Do you want to bring a friend?’ she asked. I did.

      ‘Well, I mean, I’d like to bring YOU. But if you think, Whoa hey, this rock’s too a-rockin’ for me, I totally understand.’

      This is a common and blatantly obvious trick men pull to kick their wives out of certain activities. I’m gonna go to this thing, but totally feel free to not come. I leave that option to you because I am sweet and kind.

      ‘I’ll go,’ she said.

      ‘Okay. You sure?’

      ‘Sure. Sounds fun.’

      ‘Double sure?’

      ‘Yeah. Why? Do you wanna go with someone else?’

      ‘What? No. That’s crazy. Who better to share an evening of music with than my one true love?’

      ‘Oh, please. Invite a friend.’

      So I did. Turned out none of my friends could go. But my wife still could, so off we went.

      The seating at Merriweather Post Pavilion was broken in two. There were actual seats at the front, which were protected from the rain and which I could not afford. Behind those seats was a wide swath of grass where general admission folks could lay down a blanket, crack open a cool box filled with gin-and-tonics, and dance around like dirty hippies. We got to the lawn and virtually every available blade of grass was already covered. What’s more, the two of us represented the smallest party going. Around me, there were groups of ten, twenty, even thirty people, already shitfaced and overly enjoying themselves as if they had been ripped right out of a Bacardi commercial. I didn’t know it was even possible to have that many friends, let alone so many friends orbiting you all at once. My wife and I found a tiny space to wedge ourselves into and we quickly realised that, even when you’re a couple, you can feel a terrible collective loneliness. It’s a kind of shared loneliness that grows even more pronounced once you’ve isolated yourselves with live children.

      I’d like to take a moment here to let you know that first-time parents are fucking idiots. Part of the joy of being a veteran parent is watching new and prospective parents monkeyfart their way through the process for the first time. They’re stupid. Understandably stupid, but stupid all the same. We were no different back then. We bought all the wrong shit for the nursery (an electronic paisley swing? SOUNDS ESSENTIAL). We felt compelled to take every parenting class even though parenting classes are useless and often feature disgusting video displays of colostrum leaking out of a decidedly nonphotogenic breast.

      And we were far more overprotective of the foetus than we needed to be. My wife knew so many people who had experienced miscarriages – real, true, awful tragedies – that she was terrified of having one herself. I acquired that terror in turn. Hit a speed bump too fast? MISCARRIAGE. Divulge potential names to your mother too soon? MISCARRIAGE. Get in an aeroplane? YOU BETTER BELIEVE THAT’S A MISCARRIAGE. So when we arrived at this concert, we both were still on High Miscarriage Alert. But we managed to calm ourselves down and get excited about the show. I was into my fourth tall boy and very pleased that I had a designated driver for the evening.

      Then Jet took the stage and set their amplifiers real, real loud. This was fine by me because ear pain lets me know the music is working. I started nodding my head like a good white person and then I looked over at my wife. She was traumatised.

      ‘Oh my God! This is loud!’ she said. I think she said it. All I saw were the lips moving.

      ‘I KNOW! SO GREAT!’

      ‘No! It’s too loud!’ She looked down at her belly, terrified that the guitars would somehow rawk the foetus right out of her. I rolled my eyes.

      ‘Oh, come on. Really?’

      She gave me the stink-eye. I immediately regretted the eye roll.

      ‘What I meant to say is, you’re totally right!’ I said. We left the blanket and fled to the concession area, where the music couldn’t get to us. ‘What do you wanna do?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m just… I’m a little scared.’

      ‘Well, do you wanna, like, leave? You don’t wanna leave, do you?’

      ‘Maybe I could call my doctor,’ she said.

      ‘That’s a great idea. You should call her. That would set your mind at ease and then we could enjoy the concert… TOGETHER.’

      ‘She might get pissed at me for calling.’

      ‘Screw that,’ I said. Doctors go to great lengths to guilt-trip every patient into not calling them outside of office hours. They have the whole trap set. They have that voicemail message that says, ‘If you really have to talk to the doctor, leave a message on our answering service.’ They give you every opportunity to feel like shit for bothering the poor doctor during dinner. It’s a process designed to weed out the faint of heart. I refused to be cowed. ‘Don’t feel bad about calling her,’ I said. ‘You pay those people hundreds of dollars every visit. Call the shit out of them.’

      ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Then you call her.’

      ‘What? Me? Are you nuts? You’re the patient. What would I say? I think you’re the best person to handle this sort of thing. I believe in you.’ I was terrible at confronting people. Whenever I had an item to return to the store, I always asked my wife to do it because I was afraid the cashier would have me arrested for not having a proper receipt.

      Now it was her turn to roll her eyes. She went to call the doctor’s messaging service while I bought a beer, chugged the beer, and then bought another beer. I had planned on chugging that beer and then ordering another, but my wife came back, so I reverted to sipping.

      ‘Is that a new beer?’ she asked.

      ‘No.’

      ‘It is, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is. Did you get the service?’

      ‘Yeah, but now we have to wait here until she calls back.’

      ‘Maybe I should head back to our spot,’ I said. ‘You know, so no one takes it.’

      ‘You can wait five goddamn seconds, Drew. It’s not even the main act.’

      At that moment, a particularly loud power chord rained down on us. My wife gripped her belly as if there were a bombing raid going on. Such were the power of Jet’s second-hand riffs. I could see real fear in her eyes.

      ‘I gotta get out of here,’ she said.

      ‘You’re overreacting.’

      ‘I don’t feel safe.’

      ‘You could hang in the car while I stay here. The car’s nice.’

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Was that a poor suggestion?’

      ‘YES!’

      Another power chord. I caressed my wife’s belly, shielding her from the musical onslaught, as if my back fat would somehow repel the sound waves. Now she was sick with worry. Her cell phone finally rang. I watched as she took the call.

      ‘Hello?… Oh, hi, Doctor! So sorry to bother you at this hour!… Yes, yes, I think everything is okay!… Well, it’s just that I’m at a concert, and the music is particularly loud. And I was wondering, you know, if extremely loud music could be detrimental to the foetus? Like, in any way?’

      I saw her nod a few times and then hang up.

      ‘What’d she say?’ I asked.

      ‘She said never to call her with something like this again.’

      ‘So you’re okay?’

      ‘Yes.’ She sounded disappointed. And frankly, I think I was too. I’d like to live in a world where rock and roll has the ability to cause spontaneous foetal ejections.

      ‘So we’re cool to go back to the concert?’

      ‘I don’t feel great about it.’

      ‘The doctor just said it was fine. You could fire a goddamn cannon next to your uterus if you wanted to.’

      ‘Well, I don’t like it. I don’t feel comfortable here. Is seeing some stupid band worth it, Drew?’ She gave me a look that told me that I would have to choose between her and the music. And I didn’t want to choose. I wanted both. I mustered up the very little courage I had and bravely stood up to an angry pregnant woman.

      ‘Worth what? Worth you not magically aborting? YES. Totally worth it.’ I gestured to the crowd. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’re never gonna get to do this again. Let’s have fun. I’m only being selfish so I can show you how much fun you can still have.’

      ‘Yeah, but you’re also being straight-up selfish.’

      ‘That I am.’

      She looked back at me. ‘Gimme a sip of that beer.’ I couldn’t give it to her fast enough. She took the tiniest of sips. Barely a vapour. A totally responsible sip of beer for a pregnant lady. ‘God, that’s good.’

      ‘You see?’ I said.

      ‘Am I a crazy person for calling that doctor? I am, aren’t I?’

      ‘Not at all.’

      ‘Maybe a little.’

      ‘Maybe a little, yes.’

      ‘But she was kind of bitchy to me. And that’s not right.’

      ‘Yeah! Who the hell is she to criticise you like that?’

      ‘Jesus. I don’t wanna be a crazy person.’

      I extended my hand. ‘Come on. This all goes away soon.’

      She took my hand and off we went merrily back to our spot. And we made it nearly halfway through Oasis’s set before she got spooked again and dragged my ass out of there.
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      The monitor was about to go off. It hadn’t erupted just yet, but as I lay in bed I knew it was only a matter of time. You can tell when a baby monitor is about to blow up because the baby makes a series of pre-cry sounds that clue you in. Little hacks and scratches and cries – oooooehhhhh, durrrrrr, ewwooohhhh. Through the static of the monitor, it sounds like a mouse caught in a glue trap.

      I didn’t move a muscle. My strategy was twofold. For one thing, I thought to myself: If I just stay still, then the baby will forget I exist and realise she has no one to cry to, and then she will stop crying (NOTE: Babies do not fall for this). For another, I thought if I lay still long enough, my wife would get up and go feed the baby instead of me. I was awake, but I didn’t want to be awake any longer. So I played dead. I tried to ignore the monitor and began thinking of purple unicorns and flying ninjas and any other random shit that would lead me to a dreamful slumber. Then I heard another oooooehhhhh and my brain zeroed right back in on the monitor. The child is waking. The child is hungry. Fuckity fuck fuck. My wife was lying next to me in bed. She was perfectly still, an expert in not giving herself away.

      Our first kid was now two months old. Before she was born, we prepared a bassinet (which is essentially a Moses basket with wheels) for her. It was the same bassinet my mother-in-law had used for my wife when she was a baby and their family lived in Munich. My wife laboured over successive weekends to restore it, sanding it down and repainting it clean white. The main basket had come loose from its wheeled base, so I lovingly repaired it, drilling new holes and driving in shiny new screws to make the bassinet secure, so that the girl could sleep peacefully next to our bed for as long as she liked. It was beautiful. I imagined night after night of her sleeping next to us, one little happy family tucked inside the little master bedroom of our little home.

      The first night we put her in it, she screamed bloody murder for hours. Turned out she loathed it. We threw her in a cot in the nursery next door a few days later, and the bassinet became worthless. Babies don’t give a shit how hard you worked on something. They’re the harshest critics on earth.

      We made a rule that we would take turns every night feeding her. Someone got the first feeding. Then, once the baby was back asleep, that person went to sleep and the other person handled the child the next time she woke up. That was a fair way of going about things. But on this particular night, we had forgotten to agree on who was gonna get the first feeding. We both knew that whoever got the first feeding was screwed because the parent working the first shift had to wake up around midnight, the time of night when deep sleep takes root. And then, that same parent might have to get up again for a third shift, around 4:00 or 5:00 A.M. 

      I didn’t want the first shift. My wife didn’t want the first shift. Someone was gonna lose.

      A baby monitor is an inherently flawed product. You don’t really need one, but every family has one because every mum is terrified that she’ll sleep through her baby’s cries and then the baby will starve to death in the middle of the night and she’ll wake up in the morning to find a stiff baby corpse in the cot. This has never happened in recorded history, ever. A baby is capable of crying loud enough to wake a car accident victim hooked on morphine. All the monitor does is amplify that crying, really driving those cries through your eardrum so that they eat into your brain and make you want to fucking die. Soon the monitor enslaves you, sending you running anytime the baby so much as smacks her lips.

      We bought a cheap baby monitor at our local baby store. It was the only audio monitor they had left. The rest of the shelf was stocked with video monitors, which are expensive and pointless and scared the shit out of me because I imagined looking at the baby video monitor in the middle of the night and seeing a ghost on the screen. The one we bought had a series of lights on top displayed in an arc. When the baby made a teeny tiny bit of noise, the green lights on the left would light up. When the baby cried a bit more, the yellow lights in the centre would join in. And when the baby was crying like someone was stabbing her to death, the red lights on the right would engage. Right now, the lights were green. They would not remain that way for long.

      Oooooehhhhh.

      I remained motionless. My wife did likewise. Suddenly, I realised that I had to scratch my face. I’m one of those people who has to scratch himself in random places (including the scrotum) constantly, particularly right before bed. It’s like sleeping next to a meth head. If I didn’t scratch my face, I was gonna have a seizure. But I didn’t want to give myself away so I quickly clawed at my own eyes and then went back to lying still, hoping my wife wouldn’t notice. Then she turned on her side. She had clearly taken my face scratch and interpreted it as a sign that she had free rein to execute a move of her own and then go back to pretending she was asleep. But she wasn’t asleep at all. She was faking it, which outraged me despite the fact that I was also faking it.
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