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I never held anything as careﬁilly
as I held my son. I cradled him high

against my chest as though he were .

a giant, fragile egg with the thin-
nest of shells whose crack would
be the end of me. I did not think
he was crying because he wanted

his mother, or was hungry, or had

a dirty diaper, or was in pain from
the vitamin K shot he had received
in his heel hours after his birth,
but because he was truly sad. His

maghnificent eyes were jay blue and

almond shaped, distantly gleaming

behind those lucent pools of tears. I

rocked him and told him everything

was all right, even though Thadno

idea whether or not everythmg was
all right.

When my wife returned from
the bathroom, [ was stlllholdmg ,
our son while he continued to wail.
“I don'’t think I can do this,” I said.
In those first hours of parenthood
I had not yet lost my wits, and I

understood the implication of what

I was saying. I had never experi-
enced this particular pain in my
heart—a piercing sadness caused
by the certainty that my son was

sad—and I was already yearning for

the day when the pain would cease.
Ignoring the comment, she asked
me to retrieve something or other:

a drink to soothe her hoarse throat

Wit

" or the phone to call more relatwes

~ After much deliberation dur-
ing my wife’s pregnancy, we had ;
dec:ded that I would stay home W1th

f,my son while she worked For five
~years, I had been employed as an

adjunct professor of composition,

essay-writing, and comparative
 religion, hustling multiple sections
at two universities one-and-a-half
hours apart, careening around

southern New Hampshire ina

skittish subcompact Saturn with
troves of texts and student’s papers

littering the back seat. It was the
typical adjunct’s life—hectic and
lonely with little money to show

for the superhuman effort. As a
- physical therapist, my wife enjoyed
her job, made more money than any
~ adjunct ever could, and worked nine

to five, so the decision was rooted
more in logic and practicality than

~ any eagerness to be a so-called

stay-at-home parent. Although |
knew nothing at all about caring for

_ an infant, I was not scared. I looked
~ forward to the physical demands
~ of my new job: pushing the stroller
_ up the local hills, hauling laundry

on the stairs, piecing together all
the vaguely unnecessary, rigorously

;utilitarian contrivances—changing
carts, collapsible playpen, odor-

killing diaper disposal bins—that




, appearedf'Weekly on euf doorstep, "
or toting him around in the Snugli
carrier while I raked the yardand

cleared the flowerbeds of debris

revealed by the newly melted snow.
We discussed the potential
impact of the new arrangement on

my emotional health. Twelve years
ago, soon after my father died, I
had sought treatment for severe
depression, and in the ensuing

recurring episodes of ‘anxiety and
depression with short-lived rounds
of therapy and medication. For
at least a couple years I had been
feeling con51stently well, my mind
distracted and spmts buoyed by the
purchase of our first home, and had

seen fit to discontinue both therapy
and medication, with no apparent ill

effects, soon after we moved. I took
great pleasure in attending to the

lackluster house, a small vmyl-clad .

dwelling swlftly built on a mound
of sand and clay surrounded by
fallen trees and Wetlands, and its
neglected yard. So in the end we felt
that being home full-tlme, compared
to mamtammg a section or two as
an adjunct or taking a part- -time
) somewhere in the vicinity of
our small town—jobs whose income
would scarcely cover the cost of day-

texts, I thought I might confirm myl

~ assumptions about the free time.
- My son was eight months old before

I remembered that I had intended

 to teach myself Latin, which now I
~ knew would never happen, at least
 not until he left for college. Iwas so
.strung out and dull witted that even;‘j; .
 my native tongue was becommg .
~ elusive. ‘

emotlonal stablhty
‘ Soon after the decnslon

that I would stay home with our -
~ son, I began to entertam fanclful ; i .

'thoughts about all the free tlme
1 would have Bables slept alot, ~
~ everyone said—a lot, they repeated .
Idecided I would fill this time with
~ something constructlve, somethmg
~ Thad always wanted to do, whlch
- was teach myself Latin. Before I
years I had been forced to address

purchased the expensive Latin -

The pam that had pxerced my .

“heart in the hospltal room would
ebb and waver, but it never really -
ceased. I knew that a baby's cries
~ were his only dependable mode
of commumcatlon, and yet I could ;
. not shake the fear that his cries
~ were an expression of something
\; ~ deeper than the desire for an easily
 satisfied need. For months I went -

to bed with a knot of anxiety inside
“my chest that was nghter than the .
care and gas—would in fact nurture .

mght before .



The long days contamed cycles ,

 of brief activities such as eating,
bathing, strolling, playing with the
squishy planet, stars, and moon '
dangling above his bouncy chair,
and, when I was most exhausted,
propping him in front of an alleg-
edly educational video in which

mechanical toys spun and clicked

to a soothing narration in nearly a

dozen foreign languages. He rarely

napped in his crib. Instead—fearful

that a lack of sleep might retard his

development—I would drive around
in the car, sometimes for over an
hour, until he nodded off, and then,
rather than risk waking him durmg
the car-to-crib transfer, [ would
find a shoulder on a quiet road or
_a wooded turnout at a trallhead
crack the windows, turn off the -

engine, and close my eyes. For me it

was not a restful time: I knew that
any moment his crxes could cut the
silence.

Elijah was smteen months old
when my wife became pregnant ,
with our second child. With the

goal of conserving my energy for

the new child, we enrolled Elijah

in a daycare three mornings per
week. It was an informal operation
in a cramped ranch house where
a listing swing set and slide sat in

a shaded side yard Free from hls

father’s contagious angst,‘Elijah‘

. succumbed without fuss most U

mornings to a nap on a blanket .
~ spread out on the floor. The

- patient, soft—spoken lady who ran "
the business imposed order in the

small space, emphasized outdoor

play, and provided healthy snacks.

~ Although Elijah appeared content .

. ';thh the arrangement, three free

mornmgs per week were not nearly .

. _enough to quell my turmoil or even

replenish dwindling energy. Iwould

feel no less anXious and exhausted

- when I picked him up than when I

~ dropped him off, and now I could
‘add to those bad feelings the

heartache of missing him and the

~ humiliation that I had failed.

Unlike Elijah, our daughter

~ Lucy hardly kicked or shifted in
~ the womb. In the weeks after her

birth, however, she proved far

fussier than Elijah ever was. The
~ pediatrician vaguely defined her
~ condition as nothing more serious
~than colic, or unsettled digestion,

meaning she was relatively healthy
but intensely uncomfortable. Her

 frequent shrieks could reacha
- prodigious pitch. Many fellow par-

ents, normally disposed to offering

words of support and camaraderie

under any condition, admitted they

~ had never heard an infant scream
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quite so loud. In the nndst of her

blinding shrieks I would find myself .

sort of hunched, eyes squinting, i in _

‘ f (I'have concluded that this obvmus .
‘blunder was an unconscious sign
 that I neither wished nor mtended . ,'

~ tocarry out the act, and yet at the
time [ believed what 1 was say- .
~ing). With Lucy in her arms and

 Eljah clutchmg a pant leg, Tima
 rifled through the phone book and -

‘,called Dr. Weil, a psychologxst 1

- used to see, while I sat on the top

~ preparation for something like the

crack of shattered glass. So it was '
finally colic, on top of everythmg -

_else, which broke me.

~ The nervous collapse occurred

 late one afternoon soon after my
wife returned from work. It had
been a dlfficult day——no more dif-

ficult than other difficult days, but
the cumulative effect of over two
years of intensifying anxiety finally
~ became too much to bear. A couple
- I'was done thinking. I could not -
‘thmk could not feel any emotmns, .

hours earlier I had driven around
with my daughter, who would not

stop crying, and son, who was wail- .
- My mind was so full that I couldnot

ing because his sister was crying,

simply because I was at a loss about
what to do, and told them through
tears, as | watched them in the rear-

view mirror, that their liVes would
be much better without me. My

son could not have known what I
‘meant by those words, but my tears
and cracking voice were enoughto
make him V'inci'easingly di'sttaughtg, s'
~ bird can beat as many as twelve
~hundred times per minute, but at ,
daughter. I was basically hysteri-
cal, inconsolable. I made my way to
the cellar door and said somethmg
about gomg downstalrs to swallow '

When [ met my wife inside the
~ house I handed over our crying

a bunch of pills. I suppose Iwas

referring to prescribed sedatives,

bﬁt;they were not in the ,basement~
they were upstairs in a cupboard.

step of the cellar stairs. I was able
to summon a single thought—that

anymore. I could not possibly go on.

bear to engage my senses of snght

which scorched my eyes, or touch,
 which made me shudder, or sound .
;whlch felt like a hot needle in my

 ears, I believe I rested my head

 against the cement wall runmng
‘alongslde the basement stairs.

 Experts tell us that dunng
the day the heart of a hummmg

night, when they slip into torpor,’ it
can slow to as low as fifty beats per

,immute abmloglcal necessity that
, 'allows them to make it through the . .
. :‘,mght on thelr measly measure of .




stofed energy. This is an apt',anal- ,
ogy for the state of my mind at the

 time. My brain and body powered .

down by way of self-preservation.
It crashed. I felt like a pile of inert
cells whose only function was to

occupy space in an impossible world.
The sedation I had so ofte’n'craved

had now descended upon me by
bxologlcal necessity. ' ;
According to Tma, Dr. Weil

insisted that I go immediately to the

emergency room. [ shook my head.
I was certain that [ was untreat-
able, and that my life had reached

its end, and I did not see the point
in deepening the pain and delaying

the inevitable, though I did not say
this. She handed me the phone 1
abhorred the idea of speaking to
my psychologist, but I accepted the
phone without resistance simply

~ because I was too unglued, too thor-
oughly depleted, to decline. “What?”

I whispered. I could barely hoId the

phone. ,

In conjunction wnth his .
conventional practice, Dr. Weil ran
a hypnosis clinic for patients with

all sorts of mental health disorders.
He had an ideal voice for a hypno-

tist—deep and velvety but also, on
the upper end, slightly nasalized,
and therefore somehow multidi-
menstonal as though it approached

White

from a single pdint and spread .
psychedelically into several blankets

that finally fused, wrapping you in a

soft sleeping bag of sympathy I had
 always dismissed hypnotists, none
- of whom had personally known, as
creepy hucksters, an opinion based
solely on those guys who appeared ‘
on college campuses and coaxed

otherw1se inhibited people to strip

_in front of a hooting crowd Infact

Dr. Weil was an accomphshed thera-
. ‘plst—affable, sincere, and always '
. helpful-who happened to practlce

alternative healing. ‘
 Now on the telephone I was

‘reminded of the timbre and pace of
 his bewitching voice. A clear, bless-
_edly unemotional thought crossed

* my mind: What a nice voice.1
~ knew that he had been an effective

professional for decades, and that

I was not the first suicidal person

to whisper in his ear, but given the

circumstances he was almost comi-

cally composed, as though buffing

~ his lenses with the phone cradled
against his shoulder. He said that

if I did not go to the emergency
room he would have no choice but

 to call the police. He was so gifted
_ a therapist that this threat sounded

like a favor. He reminded me that

~ we lived in a small town where

everyone read the pohce logs in

m




the bl-weekly Ioeal paper The logs -

~ never mentioned names, but all our
friends knew our address, whxch
. would have been listed somewhere

after the heading: “Su1c1dal" Person”
 be reevaluated and, depending on
- my prbgress,'possi'bly released after‘z'

At the hospltal I spent several
hours in the emergency wingina

small room. The room had a single

pane of tinted gray glass webbed

with wire through which the doctors:*

and nurses could see me snttmg on
the end of a gurney under a smgle
fluorescent light. They pretended

ot to look—1I never once saw them

looking—but I knew that it would
have been impossible, even unethi-

cal, for them to resist glancing my

way. I waited over three hours for ‘ urs in tha .
~ room where I had managed to feel' .
_ sllghﬂy better, that a stay i m such

the crisis counselor, who travelled
from a city forty-five minutes away‘ .
She was in her early sixties, soﬁ

spoken, rail thin, with heavy—hdded 'f

 pale blue eyes and, under the fluo-
rescent light, a hepatltlc hue that I

was certain 1 shared We sat oppo-
site one another while she scribbled

notes and checked boxes on a form

tucked in the clipboard on her lap.
As we talked my mmd began

to unclench itself. Respondmg to

y; her questions, I first suspected, and

then believed, that the 51tuat10n was.
not as hopeless as I had thought
Nonetheless, at the end of our

hour-long meeting she mformed,me f

place,” she assured me. “Honestly
‘:People like it -

~ crossed my mind that I might be
~ sent to a psychiatric hospital-at
~ most] thought I would be heavﬂy

 sedated and ordered to spend the
~ mght in the emergency roomwand .
~ Tknew, absolutely knew, especxaﬂy

. a place would only make me feel .
 much worse. I wanted nothing more’ .
 than to go home and hug my famlly -
~ Iknew that our lives had changed .
forever, and that I was not necessar-
ily stable—I was still shaky, scared,
 undone by what had happened——and .

f that T probably faced a long, soul-

- searching recovery, but I suspected
~that my own home was the best

 place to start whatever healing .
‘f"nee'ded to take place. My bwnbed.f -

'that I would be taken by ambu-
lance to the psychxatnc wing of a .

~ hospital forty-five minutes away—in

, 'the same cxty from whlch she had '

traveled to see me. There | would_
about a week. “It really a nice

I beheved her but 1t had never;e -

now, after four hours in that stark

1 called Tma, who told me

. that she had assumed Iwouldbe
,admltted to some psychlatnc ward .




somewhere. lnitialiy she,,resis'ted .
my pleas to return, but after a long

conversation she, too, believed that

I could recover safely at home.
Around 1 am, after nearly two
hours of sporadic discussions with
the crisis counselor, Tina and I con-
vinced her that I was not a danger
to myself, so I 51gned a bunch of
release forms and, with a promise

that I would return to the hospital if
I regressed at home, was finally let

go. ~ ‘
‘ In a not-too-distantpera, 1
might have had to retire to a quiet
room, possibly in an institution

somewhere in the hills or at the end
of a tree-lined winding road where, ‘

for months, together w;th rounds
of bloodlettings or milk cures or
enemas or primitive electric-shock

therapy—and so on—I would absorb

daily infusions of fresh air during
strolls around the grounds. More
than likely, absent adequate funds

for lodgings in such a place, 1 would .

have withdrawn to my own bed-
_room where a speclal diet would

accompany a doctor-prescribed “
cure” while we all waited for the
return of peace and'equilibrium
Before the current array of psy-
chopharmaceuticals, including the
short-term efficacy of valium-like

sedatives, time was the only truly

Wiile

rest

effective antidote. Being‘s’ﬁscepﬁble |
to prolonged bouts of severe depres-

sion, I was wary of consuming
sedatives, fearful that their stultify-

 ing effects might further pollute my
 already cloudy cognitive processes,
which, as for most people, had been
. both cause and symptom of depres- .

sive episodes.
 In the treatment of my past

f struggles with depression and
anxiety before my children were
~ born, no medlcatton had proved
; truly therapeutic. A couple of
~ selected serotonin reuptake inhibi-
‘ ,tors (SSRI's) quelled anxiety but

were ineffective against depression ;

_and caused grogginess, lethargy,

and—perhaps worst of all—-indif-

~ference to these and other side
effects. Subsequent SSRI's caused

queasiness, the shakes, or irrita-
bility, and all caused drowsiness,

~even the ones that made me shaky.
- Acknowledging the lneffectlveness ‘

of these medications, my primary

~ care physician referred metoa

psychiatrist, Dr. Haines, who intro-
duced Lamictal, an antx-convulswe
medlcatlon also prescrxbed for

' bipolar disorder.

My wife took several days

' off from work while we ‘waited
~for the medication to take effect.
Sometimes I would scan the
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intemet for sports and news or .
listen to talk shows on the clock

radio or flip through ,magazines, ,
but for long stretches I lay with
my head on the pillow and merely
registered all the stray sounds that

drifted through the upstalrs wmdow‘

of our rural home. The warble of
songbirds and squawk of crows; a

car door thumping in the neig‘hbor's"

driveway; a lawnmower droning; a

weed trimmer whmmg Detectlon .
and registration of sounds became
~ that I had begun to perceive the .
. next day, whatever day it was, as
~someﬂnng more than yet another
- challenge, something more than
. ,potentlal proof that I had contmued‘ ‘
 to survive, and that it might very .
~ well offer a collectxon of unexpected .
pleasures, such as the sightofmy
 children watching Cunous George,f -
‘however fleeting. .

my favored occupation, and I was

thankful, for the first time in my

 life, that the world was never com-
pletely silent. f
_ After a couple weeks of

isolatwn I was ab‘le’to take a_kfew .
cautious steps out into the world. In
the early afternoon I would change

out of my pajamas and drive to pick

- up my kids, whose daycare we had

increased as much as our budget
allowed. Once home they con-

sumed more processed snacks and

watched more PBS than normally
permltted but our situation was
far from normal. Frequently, whlle

I observed thelr simple pleasures,

their fondness for the pratfalls of
Curious George and their playful

interaction, my eyes would fill w1th

tears of gratltude
Three or four months after

the breakdown I realized I had felt -
~ emotionally stable, if not exactly
- energetic, for maybe a week.

- Although I could sleep no more

~ than two or tln'ee hours at mght .
 without havmg to rise and make my

~ way down to the family roomand
~ kitchen, flip on the ceﬂmgs lights,
~and smply survey our belongmgs—— -
~ which in spite of their inanimate
~ nature always struck me as reas-

sunngly steadfast, as though they
too were pullmg for me—l notlced

- The world never appears .

quite so beautiful, so thnllmg and
. sublime, as it appears to those who‘ .

are recovering from lllness Justas
~ when I recovered from anxiety or
- depressmn in the past oncelwas
~ well—or on the way to well—I reen- .
 tered the world of beauty, laughter

and love, butl reentered with new

eyes, a new heart and with a more .
. acute appreaatmn for anythmg that
- ;1nfuses me with the willto live..]n
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“Is Life Worth Living?” William
James wrote, “It is a remarkable fact

that sufferings and hardship do not,
as a rule, abate the love of life; they

seem, on the contrary, usually to
give it a keener zest.” He was writ-
ing as a psychologist and philoso-

pher, but he was also drawing on

his own experiences with multiple
bouts of severe depression—‘soul-

sickness,” in his words—during

which for months he contemplated
suicide. ~
I would guess that anyone

who has been depressed has also

‘pondered the option of suicide. As

far as I can tell, this is not the least - f .

Four years after the breakdown,

~ Iattended a silent retreatata

~ Buddhist meditation center in

~ western Massachusetts. I had been

~ pondering a retreat for two or three
years, but I was hesitant. I was not

~ acquainted with any Buddhists.
I had never met anyone who had

bit unusual. “We are of one sub-
stance with these suicides,” James
wrote, “and their life is the life we
share.” Depression fills its victim
with self-doubt and self-loathing,
horrible things, but most insidiously
it casts their past in a very bad

light. The depressed person feels
that their present lives are pomtless, ,
~ retreat. Would it be emotionally
_ demanding? Sleep-inducing? stmal .
_ or somber? Then an old friend
 visited from New York, and in the
- course of the visit he mentioned
~ that his wife, who was far more
social and less desirous of silence
_ than I, had attended several five-day
silent retreats, and he assured me

and they also believe, or realize
(or most accurately, believe they
are reahzmg) that all the so-called
joyous experiences and once-fond
memories had been pomtless,

too. Naturally this causes them to
wonder whether or not life is worth
living. .
Smce the nervous collapse,

ot Wiuiie ?

. haVe been in the process of compil-

ing a catalog of experiences that
reinforce my love of life or at least
infuse it with a “keener zest” Itis

~ designed to sustain me especially
 during periods of incipient anxiety
 or depression. Faced with the stir-
~ rings of mental illness, the resur-
 rection of the catalog is an act of
defiance. The experiences are not

extraordinary. That is the point: 1

' must remember that ‘ordinary lifeis
~ worth living. Many of these experi-
_ences involve my children, who are
: now seven and five.

experienced a silent Buddhist
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that she never expressed boredom
or emotional exhaustion when

she shared her experiences. He

said without a trace of resentment
that she always felt more at home
~ on those retreats than when she
was literally at home. If she could
manage five days of silence, I told
myself, I could manage two days

and two nights, and within hours of

my friend’s departure, I clicked on

the meditation center’s website and

signed up for a weekend retreat.
It would begin the Friday before

Christmas—on my blrthday, as 1t .
' \ ‘lmeal ‘we were told to gather in
~ the meditation hall We placed -
_our dirty dlshes on the dlrty—dlsh

~ cart and shuffled over to the hall
_in socks and shppers and then

 waded silently into that expansive .
. ,medltatlon space, where thedim
j light, so much like the last breath
~ of dusk before nightfall, so per- r
~ fect, softened the features of faces,
clothes, furniture, the texture of the

turned out.
~ Google maps, failing to Warn.
me about the scarcity of street

signs in that part of the state, led

me astray, and what should have .
been a one-hour trip turned mto
two hours. Though I was not late
for the evening mtroductlon, 1 was.
exhausted and irritated when I
arrived, and my temples throbbed

from squinting to read the few signs l
I could find in an otherwise lovely
gloammg-sxgns upon which my line

of high beams always seemed tofall

about a foot short. After reglstra- ‘
tion, I was given dlrectmns to ny
room.

My greatest fear was srlence
1tse1f Would it peel away the

bemgn layers of dlstractmn that -

~ words, had the layers become so
 fixed and solid that I never knew,

seething, disturbed “me” lurked ‘
inside this shell of busyness? I had '
~ reason to fear that once the shell
“ cracked open I would fall to pxeces

us from ourselves. The hall itself,

an enormous rectangle whose ﬂoor r

~ was covered in rectangular medita-
tion mats all arranged ina smgle,

soothmg symmetry.

'myself for the rlgors of forty ﬁve

accumulated day after day, fortify-
 ing me against what Virginia Woolf
called “The wastes and deserts of
~ the soul”? As I cooked, cleaned .
. shuttled shopped, told half hearted,y
. made-up bedtime tales, even asl

worked to make sense of myself in “

could never possrbly know thata

After the Fnday evemng .

walls—anything that might dlstract .

rectangular shape, mamtamed a . .

1had neglected to prepare '

ll'
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minutes of motlonless snttmg lhad

been incapable of pondermg the
retreat without becoming anxious

including the fear of falling to

pieces and, because telephone calls

were all but forbidden, the fear of
being out of touch from my chil-
dren. So I pushed the retreat out of
my mind altogether. I had packed,
said goodbye to my family, and hit
the road without a lot of thought
about where I was going. I knew
from experience that sitting cross-
legged produced a piercing pain
deep in my hip joints, as though

the joints had Been soldered shut

long ago and here I was trying to

split them apart At the last minute,

just as everyone settled and the

session was about to begm, 1 thed .
By the end of this first session, I

to use a meditation bench, which

I slipped under my behind and sat
~ was not shattered; I had not fallen

upon while kneeling on my mat.

Thus situated, I was able to sustain
~ here, happy to have my children, my
~ wife, my life, waiting at home.

a mostly pam-free equilibrium.
Qur teachers instructed us

to focus on our breath or sounds .

or physical sensatlon—-whatever ,
worked best. At the behest of
several mental health professlonals,
I had tried to focus on my breath

as a calming technique in times of
heightened anxiety, but the atten-  nas
- dened eyes of a child. Although we

tion on something as reflexwe as

Wiite

 breath usually made me breathe
. too much or not enough, caus-

 ing hghtheadedness, far from the
about all the uncertainties involved,

desired effect. Now I closed my .

eyes and focused on sounds, and
 within five or ten minutes, feel-
~ ing calm, I was eagerly absorbing
those sounds, no matter how faint

or intrusive—a cough or sniffle, ,
the brush of clothing as someone

adj\isted their posture, a deep sigh,

a car passing on the country road.

The soft static in the ears that
emerges in the absence of sound.
~ As instructed, I observed sounds
~ rather than allowed myself to be
 startled or annoyed by them, and

each passing observation of sound
carried a slightly deeper calm. For

the rest of the retreat, sounds were

my chosen method to mindfulness.
knew that I had nothing to fear.1

tof,p‘ieces. I felt happy. Happy to be

On Saturday afternoon, I

. j’dined a dozen retreatants foran
_ informal question-and-answer ses-
sion with Greg, one of the retreat

lead’ers. In his fifties, slight and fair,

~ Greg had thinning, blonde hair, a

narrow face and the wide unbur-

m




Were allowed to ask Greg questions, - .
~ and tousled with dark hollow circles
under his eyes. He was on the road .

the retreatants were not allowed

to speak with one another. Midway
' through the meeting, Greg begana

discussion of the transltory nature
of any experience that brings us ;
happiness. This is one of the most

basic Buddhist principles. Food,‘ sex,
laughter, a hike, a trip, a book—all

of these may suggest something llké
fulfillment, happiness, or joy, but ;
none of those feelings will last. You

will need to experience them again

and again, and each experience will

leave you hungry for another expe-
rience to fill the void where the hap-
piness, fulfillment, or joy used to be.

“Only mmdfulness will bring you

true joy,” Greg said. “It is a qu;that -

we nurture through meditation.”
A young man in his mid-
twenties sat slouched beside Greg

with his arms folded high across his

chest. He shifted and sighed. “Why
 cut ties with his girlfriend and hxs
eventful, ultra-connected life. 1t
~ occurred to me that his dec151on o

~ attend the retreat might have been ;

more difficult than my own.

shouldn’t we enjoy those things?”

he asked abruptly. I had met the
young man, ‘whose name was Phil,

at the evening gathering on Friday
night. For work he traveled from
city to city raising funds for varwus

‘ chantles sponsored by his college
fratermty “I fly around asking

people for money,” he told me wlth a ‘

combination of weariness, humili-
ation, and dismay. He appeared

~ he said. The rest of the tlme he
' elther “crashed” with his gxrlfrlend

in the cafetena that first evemng as
~we sipped our tea, I got the sense ;
that he was at least at a crossroads,
perhaps in the midst of : some sort

,thmgs, Greg said to Phil. “You

 Appreciate everything worthy
- of appreciation. But understand
- them for what they are. Passing.

thorbu‘ghly',(exhausted;—-un‘sha\éeﬁ'»: .

over two-hundred days per year,

in Brooklyn or at his parents’ .
house in western Massachusetts .
“I'm attached to my Blackberry,” he . "
said. 1 don't know how 'm gomg .
to turn it off I wasn’t supposed to

;brlng it, but 1 snuck it in. Don’t tell -

anyone,” he added, laughmg Itold
him I wouldn’t tell anyone. Sittmg

of crisis. I suspected he had come
to the retreat in search of ¢ an\s;wersl_ .

_ about which direction his life should
follow 1liked him very much He .
was one of the youngest retreatants, .

and I admlred his willingness to

“You should enjoy those

should definitely enjoy those things. .




Fleeting.” Greg k looked at thef,gtou;).

“You've all been around a long time.
You know what I mean. The choco-

late ice cream tastes good, but two

or three hours later you want some

more. Mmdfulness provxdes lastmg

joy. It takes practice, but it lasts” ‘
It is impossible to deny that

meditation and mindfulness have

the potential to provide lasting

joy. Sitting in the meeting that

day, however, I started to day-

dream about the converse of this

claim—that the sources of other

experiences of joy do not last. I .
thought about the growing catalog

of experiences with my children.

In the context of havinghada
nervous breakdown, partly as a
result of my children’s infant cries,
their simple happiness and sense
of wonder didn 't merely reinforce
1111 love of life. My chﬂdren, gave me
a foothold. For months I had been
trying to think of a better analogy,

but nothing came close. If life was a

rock-climbing excursion, these expe-

riences were the cracks and crevices

in which I fixed a belay. Through

this belay I looped a rope'that held ,
~ of superiority, and that her sympa-

me up.

After the questmn—and—answer
session I wound my way back to
my room and started writing in my
notebook. We had been advised to

White

leave books, notebooks, and writing

instruments at home, but I knew
that no amount of meditation and

silence could ever placate the anxi-

ety that befalls me whenever I fail

~ to pack any one of these items—the
~ book, the notebook, or the pen.So
it was with a sense of rebellion that

~ Ifilled the pages of my notebook

~ witha story 1 had been trymg to tell .

. o months

. My daughter Lucy knew how she
~ wanted to spend the ten dollars she ~

had received from Aunt Sue for
her fourth birthday. She wanted to

,b,uy a baby. We were not surprised.
 Whenever she was flush with

disposable cash in the past year, she

~ had declared that she wanted to buy

a baby—not a “doll,” a “baby"—usu-
ally right away. Before the desire

~ for babies, the cash was most often, ,

spent on stuffed ammals, resulting
in an eclectic collection that rose

nearly two feet off her bedroom
closet floor. Although she still

~ coddled and chatted up the stuffed

~ animals, we noticed that she didso

with less devotion and with a hint

thies were shifting to her bud-

 ding progeny, now almost a dozen
strong. As with most children and
their toys, the cost held no sway in




her determination of the value ofa
doll. A trodden yard-sale artifact or

an American Girl with shimmering
~ blonde hair given by her grand-

- mother on Christmas morning: both
were equally nnportant because ,,

they were in her care. .
With ten dollars to spend

the only local option was Ocean

 State Job Lot, a discount super- k
store located in the last space of a

partially vacant strip mall. Job Lot -
~ matter where Iam, no matter the
task that has my attention, [ am

sold at deeper discounts whatever
- goods had been cast away from

other discount superstores, such as
Wal-Mart. It was one of my favorite
retail haunts. Where else could you

buy 250 paper clips for fifty cents?

A bottle of Noxzema shaving cream

for one dollar? Packed into several

aisles in a rear corner of the store,

the expansive toy collection wasa
little shabby, but in falrness to Job '
Lot the prices reflected that shab-

biness. After we climbed out of the
car, Lucy insisted on carrying the

money. It had begun to sprmkle, ‘
and I pulled the hood of her sweat-
~ shirt over her head. Her pockets
were too shallow to hold the money,
so she gripped the bill tightly in her

tiny fist, thrust forward and high

like an Olympic torchbearer. We

; parkmg lot.

sion to pause, submit to j joyous
‘experiences, and absorb whatever ‘
~they have i in store for however Iongfi .

As depressmn dlStIHS sur-

_ roundings into a collection of stony, . :
soulless objects, it renders the .
' fposslbihty of encountermg anything
like joy or a love of life absurdly

abstract. Anx:ety, on the other

_hand, prevents a “keener zest” for
 life precisely because the mind, the
senses, the ability to feel emotion
are all clogged with the detrxtus of
; obsesswe thoughts and a nervous .

system gone awry. Thls is why, no .

determmed to grant myself permxs— ,

they last.

As the doors snghed open andf;, .
‘we stepped into the bright capa- ‘
~ cious space of the store, a couple
 cashiers turned their heads, and
~ then a dozen or so customers and
~ clerks followed those gazes, and
~ each one of them, as far as [ could ,
 see, 'sn‘liiléd;Wam“xklyat Lucy, who
~ wasresolute with her money held
~ high. It was then,'m that unlikely .
store with its rows of plastic knick-
‘knacks and polyester clothing, so
~far removed from the natural world
~ or some other sacred site, that Ifelt
held hands as we walked ax:ross the - {';the deepest love for Lucy, as wellas
~ A certam affectlon one rung down




from love for the customers who

were so bewitched by my daughter.

We discovered thrﬁee“dolls -
costing ten dollars or less. There

were about a dozen each of two

similar dolls. Both had ringlets of
blonde hair whose boxes included

plastic bottles, bowls, spoons, and
rattles. I found the sole remaining

doll lying on its side in a partially-

crushed box, nearly hidden behind
a row of big, twenty-dollar dolls. It

was a bald baby clad in blue, single-

piece fleece pajamas. Because it was
the only one of its kind remaining,
and because it was bald, I knew
Lucy would want to claim this
doll. Perhaps due to their apparent
vulnerability, bald dolls and bald
infants always received her most
preferential loving care. The doll
came with a blue, star-shaped pil-
low about the size of a half-dollar,
 a pacifier attached to her pajamas

that fit firmly in the doll's O-shaped

mouth, and a miniature blue blan-

ket that I would later mistake fora

cloth to wipe eyeglasses. An arrow

containing the words “Squeeze Me!”

pointed to a hole in the clear plastic
box that exposed the baby’ s belly.
Sitting on the dirty floor with the

box in her lap, Lucy poked her fin-

ger through the hole, and with each
poke the baby said “Mama, Dada,”

Wiite

~ nap.

j" ‘Vthen cr:ed and ﬁnally glggled

. “She says ‘Mama’” Lucy Sald
“She has beauhful blue eyes
just like you? I sald

“I have one blue eye and one .
~ special eye,” she corrected me.

 This was true One of my

~ daughter’s irises was hazel on ;
 the bottom half and blue on e

_ upper, though the hazel sometimes
~ appeared purely brown, other times

purely green, depending on the

light. Having made the blunder
 before, I assumed it revealed an
‘unconscious wish that her eyes
were the same color. Why would

I want to protect her from this

~ magnificent trait? It was something '
nearly everyone mentioned when
~they met her, and I would never
~ want Lucy to,feel,different‘than ,
other children, differences being
 those things the cruelest kids tend
~ to be prey upon. “Silly me;” I said.
~ “But I think you have two spec1al ,

eyes.”
“They close when I txlt her
head back,” she said. “Her eyes.”
“When she sleeps.”
“Yeah” ,
“It's probably time fof'her '

»

“She’ll take a nap when we get

' “home”

Her czipacxty for mtumve,




free-flowing thoughts, of which I . "

was often envious, produced unique .

- hls eyes w1dened and he Ieaned

; forward with his forearms restmg
on the counter. . '

names for objects and pets. Her

goldfish was called Hello Kltty, twm -

dolls Foo-foo and Fee-fee acap-

tured caterpillar Fuzzy. AhoneYbee; |

 harvesting pollen on a cluster of

sedum was called Bizz, a variation

of Buzz. For reasons lmpossxble to
know, Blow-blow Coconut was the
name she assigned to one of her
beloved stuffed dogs.

She would name this new

Squeaks.

“Two names?” I would ask her‘ - .

karound the box, Lucy was unable r

~take the money and receipt, so the -
. cas}ner handed them to me with
‘: a warm smile, and then he waved

. vmstfully as we walked away. It was

~ the first time I had ever seen him

smile, and I got the i impressionhe

“One name. Coco and Baby
Squeaks ‘
In this store my daugh

ter, whom I loved so completely,
expressed the same sort of parental ~

love which, w1th the blessmgs of
good fortune, she will pass on to

her own. Could life ever feel any ‘

more joyous?

The only available cashler was l

the gloomy teen with thin facial

hair sprouting from a pimpled chm .
‘ mten51f1ed into widely scattered
drops. that plopped like tiny corks

who had accepted my credit card

many tlmes before. He was usually .

hunched over a reglster, but once in

a while I would notice him dawdling -

~under the aWﬁihg; the rain splashed

~ off the parking lot and sprayed =~
my shoes with a sxlver shlmmer I

 in the aisles, scuffing the heels of
his unlaced sneakers loudly on the

. tlles, never stoppmg, as far as i

“Thank you,” he said. He waved the
~ box under a scanner gun mounted
‘next to the register. “That’ll be elght ‘

| . 'placed on the counter. “Here 3 one
doll-her new baby—-Coco and Baby _
- And here’s your recelpt i

could tell to stock a shelf or sweep 'C‘

the floor. As Lucy approached hxm

“What do you have there‘?” he k ‘
asked. Lucy handed hlm thebox.

dollars and mnety‘mne cents He
made change from the bill Lucy

dollar and one cent. This is yours .

Wlth her arms wrapped

wished to follow us out of the ‘stﬂr? -

 and continue the exchange with
 Lucy that appeared to lift his spmts .
. however briefly. .

 The sprmkhng rain had

poppmg on the hoods and roofs of .
the cars. Stan,dmg on the sldewalk .




lifted Lucy into my arms “I’ll cover f
 the hole so she doesn’t get wet”?
Lucy sald referrmg to the open- f
ing in the box over the doll’s belly
| thought she might place a hand
 there, but mstead she curled her
torso completely over the box. The
side of Lucy’s head was pressed v
my chest, her eyes fzxed on the ram— .
splattered parkmg tot. “I ready”
shessid

 Iwas stlll in the process
of bemg lifted up by Lucy, and
; wanted to prolung the exper] ence
as long as posslble Once home, ;
would have no chmce but to crawl
inside the shell of busyness where
I spent most of my time. There was
 no Buddhist mindfulness inside that
shell, only a hushed determination

~ to get thmgs done No Latm stud:es . |

| No readmg deeper than Amelza
 Bedelia. Dinner nrepara n;mter .
 rupted by the assembly of a Thomas

 the Tankﬂoor puzzle Standmgon . H

the curb, I thought about telling
Lucy that we must walt for the rain
to lighten up. before venturmg out
Then I thought let me getonwith ,
~ the business of chmbmg lngher My -
- daughter just gave me a foothold 50 .
I rmght as well use it .
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