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			“To be the father of growing daughters is to understand something of what Yeats evokes with his imperishable phrase ‘terrible beauty.’ Nothing can make one so happily exhilarated or so frightened: it’s a solid lesson in the limitations of self to realize that your heart is running around inside someone else’s body. It also makes me quite astonishingly calm at the thought of death: I know whom I would die to protect and I also understand that nobody but a lugubrious serf can possibly wish for a father who never goes away.” 

			—Christopher Hitchens
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			Introduction

		

		
			When I imagine the future, I see my daughter clawing her way across a blistered landscape, gasping for water, grubbing for cancer scraps while struggling to endure five more minutes in some world stripped of sustenance by the greed and idiocy of the generation that raped it to the bone before hers ever had a chance… I’m dead by then, but even from beyond the grave I feel guilty for having brought her into the living hell of the Monsanto-ravaged, Boko-Haramed, Naomi Klein dystopia that’s in the mail. 

			This, in our current era, is the peculiar thrill of spawning a child when you’re no longer young: along with the joy of looming mortality, there’s the festive knowledge that you and the planet are both already seventy-five percent dead before the tyke even rolls in. 

			But maybe I’m being optimistic. I can’t speak for other post-fifty fathers, but I feel like these are my pre-tumor years, my avant-stroke time, to be enjoyed until the moment my heart stops beating and starts attacking. Throw a toddler in the mix and you’ve got an unnatural, if thrill-packed and delightful, setup for decline. 

			(I should add, I was more or less dying when the baby was conceived; at the tail end of a twenty-year run of needle-induced hepatitis C, brought to an unlikely end by a trial drug program at Cedars Sinai. One minute I’m a fifty-plusser with a terminal disease and a newly pregnant girlfriend, the next I’m gulping some non-FDA approved drug cocktail so toxic it was verboten to touch a pregnant woman. One wrong move and the baby would be born with horns and flippers. Throw in night sweats and you’ve got yourself a party.)

			You could argue that spawning a second child in your fifties represents its own kind of moronic life-affirmation, or you could argue that doing so in the face of impending death and global implosion is an act of such colossal narcissism and folly I should probably be gelded live on the Discovery Channel.

			Most disturbing of all, the whole thing leaves me with some kind of—what’s the word?—happiness. Sure, I’m embarrassed to still be alive, and just not wanting to throw myself from tall buildings on a daily basis still feels a bit disconcerting. But hey…neurosis was the gift my parents bequeathed me, along with facial moles, unibrow, and a propensity to chafe. And if I have any goal as a damaged Elder-Dad, it’s to not pass that depresso-bent along to my offspring. 

			Sacrifice is (justifiably) a somewhat quaint, if not outright Old Testament-sounding word. But, unless you’re a disappearing dad, you’ve got commitments now. And, unless you’re a dick-dad, you’re going to put little Seymour or Sally’s needs above your own. For me, even after kicking the needle-drugs, life pre-Dadhood was pretty much a non-stop binge cycle of Work, Fuck, Sleep. Self-destruction disguised as creativity. No more, Pops.

			The columns you are about to read (or discard, or pass up for an inspirational angel book—my favorite, courtesy of Nick Tosches, being a blessed tome called God’s Mittens) are here presented as originally typed: each a bloggy snapshot of a particular stop along the newly minted OGD highway. And each as ragged around the edges as the joy-stressed wreck who penned them. 

			Here’s a chestnut: if you’re tired of thinking about yourself, have a child. On a good day, guilt and fear trump self-obsession; on a bad one, you can enjoy them all while singing the hits from Frozen. 

			So, go ahead. Pretend it’s still your world, Old Guy. No human being under three is ever going to believe it. Which is, unless I’m prematurely demented, exactly how it should be. 

		

	
		
			#1: The Hum

			Waiting for a baby to be born is like sitting in Nagasaki, listening to the hum of planes overhead, and wondering when the little joy bomb is going to be dropped and destroy your life. In a good way. And ours is supposed to drop any minute.

			Of course, I’ve heard the hum before. Been flattened by the thrill and terror of new life delivered from beyond. Only now it’s different. For a lot of reasons. Not the least of which is that the first time I staggered into fatherhood I was thirty-five, and strung out, and feeling all the guilt and weirdness over that. And now I’m fifty-eight, and, well…fifty-eight, feeling all the guilt and weirdness over knowing that, no matter how great things are, inevitably I’m going to—Jesus, I can’t even say it without cramps—I’m going to be seventy when she’s twelve. (The realization, at my age, that seventy is closer than forty, when, in fact, I feel thirty, is a whole other discussion. I mean, who wants to be the creepy old guy on the playground? How do you give horsey rides in a walker?) I don’t know why I’m so obsessed. But I can’t help it. I harbor this irrational fear that E, the thirty-year-old mom, will have just finished having to change our child’s Pampers when she’ll begin having to change mine. Two in diapers! Jesus.

			I told you, it was irrational. So far I’m footloose and diaper free. But still, some men dream, and some men dread, and I’m a dreader.

			Discussing our happy accident, I told E, the thirty-year-old Future Mom, that the night our soon-to-get-here semi-Jew tot was conceived, I imagined I could hear a faint buzzing coming from her vagina. More like a tiny motorized drone: the drone of my sperm chugging along in a Hoveround at the head of a pack, colliding full-on into my sweetheart’s egg—not because it was the strongest, or the most worthy, but because it was near-sighted and didn’t see the thing. My little Mister Magoo, sputtering accidentally into the miracle of creation.

			So now, friends and fans, I’m sitting in Austin—long story, which I’ll get to—waiting with the woman of my dreams, while she laments that fact that she’s ballooned from a sylph-like 111 to a Hindenburg-esque 150-something. I tell her she’s still beautiful, of course, but still… She’s been an athlete all her life, and now it’s an Olympic event bending to pick up a sock. I used to think that love was damage loving damage—when our pain jibes with the person we’re with. Now, I believe, among other things, that it’s about “you accept my neurosis and I’ll accept yours.” Either way, sometimes life can be just too fascinating.

			The Austin thing, by the way, is a whole other saga. Which I might as well march out now. This is a column, not literature, so I don’t have to worry about seamless transitions. Instead, I can just tell you, in a clunky, intrusive way, I’ve had hepatitis C for decades, since my stint as a professional needle jockey, back in my days as a dope fiend. (Again, as mentioned, first time around the daddy track I was shooting Mexican tar in the Cedars Sinai OB/GYN men’s room in Los Angeles, freaking when the nurse banged on the door and told me the baby was coming, and I had to put on scrubs, not having worn short sleeves in forever, what with the unsightly bleeding tracks and all. But I digress.)

			Fast forward to the present. After years of trying every brand of alternative medicine known to man—from coffee enemas and gargling sesame oil, to a vitamin C drip, to injectable ozone therapy, from troughs of wheatgrass, to a trip to the Dominican Republic for illegal stem cell treatment, to daily consumption of enough vitamins and herbal supplements to choke a sea monster, I occasionally felt okay—except for crushing fatigue, night sweats, a roaring, irrational temper (the liver, in Chinese medicine, is the organ of anger), and nonstop brain fog. But I was, on paper, dying just the same. My viral load, as my eighty-year-old, sideburned, ex-surfer hepatologist used to say, “looked like something out of Ray Bradbury. Way up there in the bazillions.”

			I imagined my liver, not to get too technical, as a dried up old dog turd lodged in my stomach, a hair or two away from cirrhosis. While I lived on in denial, going to the gym, doing Chi Gong, and living my veggie life, it continued to decline. Being a Jewish, vegan Jack LaLanne didn’t help.

			Long story short, I ended up on this trial drug from Some Major Pharmaceutical Company—embracing the enemy Big Pharma, after years of fighting for Team Alterna—and sure enough, after one week on a cocktail of AIDS-drug adjacent protease inhibitors and virus killers, my count went from a quarter gazillion down to twenty-three—twenty-three!—and the week after that, be still my heart, down to undetectable.

			Mind you, there were side effects, about which I’m not complaining: shortness of breath, weird ingrown hairs that make my chest and legs look like I’ve taken shrapnel, a constant, crushing spaciness that made every day an adventure in bad acid…etc, etc…(Full disclosure: even though the twelve-week trial’s over and I’m still, miracle of miracles, hep free, I have to pop into the hospital every month to see if the evil virus hasn’t returned, sending me back down into the shadow of the valley of hep.) But the main side effect, the one that got Future Mom to Austin, is that the stuff was so noxious, so massively mutagenic, that basically just being in the same county as me—well, okay, the same bed—was dangerous, and enough to cause screaming birth defects to any child with the misfortune of being nearby and in utero. Forget sex or intimacy of any kind. It was as though my sperm was now manufactured by Monsanto, and fatal to unborn generations.

			How toxic are we talking about? Just touching my finger after that finger had touched a pill, or—god forbid!—coming in contact with my sweat—all of it, any of it, enough to cause the fruit of my loins to emerge—according to the trial administrators—purple with wheels. Hence, for the months I was on the trial, she went to be with her people in Austin, while I, back in poison bachelorville, remained in Los Angeles.

		

	
		
			#2: The Texas Jew Panel

			Week 39, Day 2

			For reasons I explained last time around, we are having our little she-creature in Austin, which has a reputation as the hipster heart of Texas. But whatever enlightenment has pooled in this wet spot in the center of the Lone Star State, it did not seem to spill over into the Perinatal Clinic, to which our OB/GYN has dispatched us, in order to screen for every infant malady known to man. All well and good, until, filling out a form by the frosted glass window, the beehived lovely in charge of our application raised her eyes and asked, in a tone somewhere between blasé and pre-chunk blowing, “So, like, are Jews Caucasians?”

			I just looked at her. “What?”

			This time, another nurse-slash-receptionist type stuck her head out, doing little to hide her distaste, and barked in a voice loud enough to rouse the New Mommy magazine readers in the far corner of the waiting room, “Sir, we have to do a Jew Panel.”

			“Excuse me?”

			For one brief second I thought I saw the ghost of Mengele waft over the counter. He used to measure noses with calipers, to sniff out latent Semites.

			“Jew Panel,” she repeated. “We don’t get a lot of your people around here. We need to check for Tay-Sachs and cystic fibrosis.”

			Turning away, I felt a dozen sets of Texan eyes upon me as I rolled back to take my seat beside my blue-eyed, blonde-haired, Viking-ette girlfriend. She saw the look on my face. “Jesus, baby, what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong,” I lied. “I just hope we make it back to the car without getting rounded up and sent to some Panhandle Auschwitz. Most places, they at least try to pretend they don’t hate you.

			“They don’t hate you. It’s Texas,” she said sounding like the guy who tells Jack Nicholson, “Come on, Jake, it’s Chinatown,” at the end of the Polanski movie. Right after John Huston shoots Faye Dunaway and scoops up her wailing, product-of-incest daughter.

			Happily, all tests proved negative, but even without that soupcon of regional bigotry, there’s a certain weirdness to every aspect of childbearing. Especially now, when Tiny Screamer could be popping out any second. Nine times a day, my girlfriend and Future Mom asks me to reach over and feel the baby kicking. (And, forgive me, I’m not going to say Baby Mama; it reminds of pinstriped, barely post-pube Hollywood agents who greet each other with “Whassup, dawg?” and “Yo, homey!” like they’re straight out of Compton, instead of straight off of Wilshire Boulevard, in Beverly Hills. And I say this with love.)

			“Look it’s her little foot,” my girlfriend will coo. And, no doubt it is. (I mean, it couldn’t be a shiv, could it?) But to me the whole deal still feels like touching a weasel trapped in a water balloon.

			Truth be told, the whole concept of carrying a baby feels like transporting a body in a trunk. As though, at the end of term, instead of the obstetrician in scrubs, Joe Pesci and De Niro will be waiting with shovels and hacksaws. I’m not proud of this, but every time I put my fingertips to the roving baby bulges, I half expect hands to come bursting out, like the ones that Catherine Deneuve hallucinated exploding out of the walls in Repulsion.

			Mind you, I couldn’t be happier about looming fatherdom. It’s not the bundle of joy that’s the issue here. It’s all the stuff leading up to it. For one thing, when you’re going to have a baby, other babies know. I’m convinced. You can see it in their eyes. The way they glare you at you out of their Peanut Shell adjustable baby slings, as if to say, One of us is on the way. Be ready, Sucker! It’s the opposite of cuddly. Cross paths with a toddler in an airport, a deli, wherever, and you can almost hear them, mocking. Better man up, Shlomo, cause a lovable four-limbed poop-grenade is about to blow up your life. Whoever you are, unless you’re at the Mitt Romney car elevator, full-time night nurse, live-in nanny, and diapers-woven-from-hundred-dollar-bills end of the spectrum, you’re going to be reduced—or nominated—to Wiper in Chief.

			But even that’s fine. I had no problem manning the Pampers with my first child, still the proverbial apple of my eye. Mind you, now she’s twenty-three, meaning, for some time now, that I’ve been free to obsess about myself and not worry my hoary little head about meeting her every need. Even now there is no certainty—the world being what it is—that something heinous might not happen to her, but chances are this would not involve falling out of a crib and crushing her soft spot, or eating glass off the floor. Without a doubt, at twenty-three, I might have done some glass-eating. But thank my lucky stars, my First Daughter, thus far, has shown no such inclinations. She’s talented, smart, beautiful, and clearly the product of her mother’s genes. (Otherwise she’d be waxing a unibrow.)

			No, wait—I have to stop! Contractions coming faster and faster! In fact, we were halfway to the hospital, on the line to the doctor, who announced that it was probably just a Braxton-Hicks contraction. What are Braxton-Hicks? They’re the Milli Vanilli of imminent childbirth indicators, faux-squeezers that mimic actual contractions, by way—some theorize—of giving the soon-to-be mom a taste of the real thing. “Practice contractions,” as the doctor explained it. Of course, Braxton-Hicks sounds like a British art band from the seventies. The Fripp & Eno era. But they’re an actual medical occurrence. Source of many a false alarm. And so, we turn around. And head back to the launching pad.

		

	
		
			#3: Insane in the Membrane

			Week 39, Day 4

			So, we’re back in the OB/GYN waiting room. Our baby still hasn’t come. The suspense, as they say, is killing me. The walls are hung with photos of other peoples’ babies—half in sunglasses, a practice, for some reason, that creeps me out even more than Ray-Bans on dogs. Though, somehow, shades look okay on cats. Life’s a mystery.

			Weirdly, an attractive, yet massively-lipsticked, chinless woman facing us flashes a semi-beaver. Pink pencil skirt crawling up her parted thighs to reveal Hot Mama panties. This isn’t a judgment of some kind. The panties literally say “Hot Mama” across the crotch, in red on white, over the faux-imprint of a red-lipped kiss. Impossible to look at, impossible not to. E, noticing me noticing, dismisses the display with a shrug. “Cry for help.”

			We sit another moment. Leafing through an old issue of New Mom—the cover sports a catchy headline, “SAY GOODBYE TO YOUR HORRI-BELLY!”—before she blows blonde hair out of her face, drops the mag, and sighs. “I’m always uncomfortable coming here. It’s like I know when I walk in that examining room I’m going to be fisted. But not in a good way.”

			Not much I can say to that.

			Minutes later, we’re ushered in to the exam room. Minutes after that, E’s back in the stirrups, and the blue-uniformed nurse, who could be a twelve-year-old Nina Simone, gels up the heartbeat monitor, which looks like a karaoke mike, and plants it on her mega-watermelon belly. Instantly, a sound like horror movie wraiths dragging rusty chains across the floor fills the room. When this bit of Wes Craven entertainment is over, young Nina announces the heart rate—a stellar 143—and tells us the doctor would be here in a sec.

			Like clockwork, a half hour later, the doctor whisks in, chipper as Ruth Gordon in Rosemary’s Baby, and smiles big. “Okay. What we’re going to do today is strip the membrane.” Explaining as she slides her fingers into the latex sado-glove, she bids E to lean back and slides her arm in up to the elbow. My girlfriend begins to writhe on the table. I jump out of the chair, to the head of the examination table. E grabs my hand and squeezes as the doctor narrates.

			“Okay, what I’m doing is placing my fingers in the opening of the cervix…Mmmmph…Trying to—Ooof!—gently separate the amniotic sac from the uterus.”

			When I can suppress my gorge long enough to form words, I squeak, “What, um, does this do exactly?”

			“Well, after around the fortieth week, membrane stripping stimulates the release of prostaglandin.”

			My head is spinning so fast, seeing my girlfriend endure medieval torment, that what I hear is “pasta glands,” which clearly can’t be right. “I’m sorry,” I manage, “can you, um—”

			“Prostaglandin. It’s the hormone that softens the cervix to prepare it for labor.”

			By now, E has squeezed my fingers to total numbness.

			“There’s going to be some pain, and a bit of bleeding,” the doctor goes on, withdrawing her hand and ripping off the blood-tamped glove with a flourish. “But, if all goes well, we should see you go into labor within forty-eight hours. So, how do you feel?”

			“Like I’ve been raped by a potato peeler.”

			Big chuckle from doctor. “I’m on call Tuesday. Call me before then if you have any problems.”

			Helping my sore, but admirably uncomplaining, girlfriend off the table, I wait while she gets dressed, recalling a spectacularly ludicrous argument we had months ago, on a visit to our first obstetrician in Los Angeles. This was at the dawn of pregnancy. We’d tracked down an OB/GYN over the hill, in Burbank, who said he preferred it if we called him “Dr. Tug.” Tug turned out to be a burly, marathon-running seventy-one-year-old who played Motown in his examination room and kept his sleeves rolled-up to the shoulders, showing off his guns. This lent him a strange, unseemly resemblance to an obstetric Mr. Clean.

			During the first exam, with me in the room, Tug got my girlfriend up in the stirrups, then asked, over a rumbling, bass-heavy Barry White, what she did for a living. E filled him in, explaining that she was an exercise rider, working, most recently, at Santa Anita, powering world-class thoroughbreds full speed around the track every morning before the races. In truth, she’d been banging around the country, working on the back side of racetracks since she left home at fourteen, giving her a history even more dangerous and crazy than my own, which is one of the things that attracted me to her. If I thought junkiedom was hard-core—the world she ran in was a whole other level. E was addicted to speed, but not the narcotic kind. Her fix was the kind that put you in danger of a broken neck, or shattered skull, or brutal violent death on a daily basis. How could you not love a woman that bad-ass? But Doctor Tug had a different take.

			“You ride horses,” he chuckled. “That explains those beautiful legs.”

			Admittedly, she does have amazing legs. But really, do you want to hear your obstetrician talking about them? If this weren’t bad enough, a minute later, while he was all up inside her, the old beefcake got—I will swear this to my grave—a dreamy smile on his face. As soon as I saw this, I was ready to snap. But a second later, while still probing—“Looks good in there!”—he exchanged a little smile with E herself. Again, I managed to hold my mud. But back in the car, I’m not going to lie, I had to bring it up.

			“So,” I said, “you like this guy?”

			“He’s all right. The important thing is, everything seems to be okay.”

			“Of course,” I agree, regretting what I’m about to say even before I say it, “but what I’m talking about is, you seemed to, I don’t know, enjoy the examination.”

			“Come again?”

			“I don’t know,” I babble on, feeling myself lurch deeper into idiocy with every syllable. I’m not the jealous type, but this is just too much. I turn the key in my old Caddy’s ignition and continue. “I’m just saying, when he was inside you…it’s kind of fucked up, but he looked like…he looked like he was enjoying himself. You had this smile on your face, you know, the one you sometimes get when…anyway, he’d already made that creepy remark about your legs, so I thought maybe—”

			“You thought what?”

			By now I know I’ve crossed the line. This has all the makings of an epic car fight. But instead of yelling, E— to her eternal credit—just turns to me as we peel out of the lot, and laughs in my face.

			“Are you insane? First of all, that’s a completely bizarre thing to even think. Second of all, the man is gay. Didn’t you see all those pictures of him and his partner? While you were in the bathroom he told me he and Ted were happily married.”
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