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As human beings, our greatness lies not so much in being able to remake the world . . . as in being able to remake ourselves.

—MAHATMA GANDHI


I cannot say with true certainty when Walker’s story began. It may have begun at conception—when two cells found each other, their parts separating, entwining, beginning their work of tinkering together a boy. Or perhaps this story began generations ago, building inexorably, like a landscape with all its faults and strange beauty. It might, too, be a modern story—something in the air, something in the water. Or it may have been precipitated by an injection (the hand of science with its innocent, and perhaps arrogant, need to improve on how we are born, or die). For my part, I can only say that it began with a suspicion that seemed to obliterate all future possibility and ended with everything being possible.


PART 1


Sirens

To the Sirens first shalt thou come, who bewitch all men, whosoever shall come to them.

—HOMER

THE DAY BEFORE my son was born, my four-year-old daughter, Elizabeth, and I were sitting in her room looking out at the treetops. That afternoon, mid-October in New England, the leaves seemed almost burning with color—yellow, orange, and purple—and I was trying to explain to her how something, before death, could be so glorious. At that moment I wanted to tell her everything, about the science of trees, about the odd and mysterious cycles that make up this life, the paradoxes. I had the perverse idea that she might want to know that the trees themselves were choking their own leaves of chlorophyll, but Elizabeth exclaimed, “Oh, I just have to be there—out there!” She ran down the stairs. I followed slowly, hefting my stomach, breathing like a geriatric. (By then I couldn’t even see my feet.) Outside, the wind was up, a hundred leaves seemed to be raining toward us and she held her hands in the air, the way kids do on rainy days, as if she wanted to catch every living and dying thing in the sky. Afterward, I pushed her on the tree-swing and she jumped high into a pile of leaves, laughing and falling so deeply she almost disappeared.

What she didn’t know those moments of that day in 1996, what I couldn’t have known either, was that our lives were about to change forever. She didn’t know that by six the next morning someone would put a needle into my spine, that I would flinch, that a doctor would urgently grab me by the arm and insist, “Now listen. Don’t move. I’ve got to do this again. We’ve only got ten minutes to get that baby out.” She wouldn’t know that a baby boy, wrapped backward against my spine, would be pulled out and handed to his father who would be standing next to me. How could she ever imagine that when I saw her brother for the first moment, I wouldn’t feel what I knew I should?

When does one begin to know a child? It seemed to me we had known Elizabeth from the moment of her emergence. I had been stunned by her gaze the second she came into the world: all head, pupils, awareness—pure consciousness. “The eyes!” “The eyes!” the nurses, doctor, and even a technician had all called out at once. She grabbed my husband’s finger and hasn’t let go since.

Yet Walker’s birth was different somehow. Nothing seemed right. He didn’t cry when he was born. The nurses tried to make him but succeeded in producing only a whimper, and then, when they’d handed him to Cliff and he lay in his father’s arms, he looked like a small, skinned ferret—bloody, arms awry.

Did other mothers of newborns feel the way I did?

I remembered that my former boss had once said of his daughter: “She looked like hamburger when she was born!” What struck me was the absolute affection, humor, joy with which he delivered the information, as if to say: “My wet little wad of gristle was really a swan.”

Even though the doctor told us that Walker was normal—that his Apgar scores were high—I was troubled less by how this baby appeared and more by some quality in his awareness. He had looked past me the first moment I saw him. In fact, his gaze became an obsession of mine in the hospital. He wouldn’t look at me as he lay in the small plastic bassinet. He wouldn’t look at me when he nursed, either. It was as if he didn’t notice either Cliff or me, or Elizabeth, who, beaming, sat on the extra hospital bed, holding him in her lap. I felt an emptiness. The word that came to mind, a word I never told anyone, was “scarecrow.” My baby, our baby, had a scarecrow quality—thin, loose, vacant.

I quietly decided that the way I might be able to find reassurance or cause for concern was through other people, through their reactions. I watched his visitors intently, studied them.

My day-care provider, Donna, came by with a good friend named Doris, a woman in her seventies. They both knew children, knew them exactly the way farmers know to read the wind, the signs of frost. Doris and Donna knew illness, too. Forty years earlier, Doris had lost a newborn in the hospital. They took it away from her and never let her see it again. She had raised two healthy sons and now worked at the school as a crossing guard. Donna had a son who was mentally retarded. Now in his twenties, he called her nightly at eight o’clock from his group home. First one and then the other of these two women held our baby in their arms and cried. I was reassured. If Doris and Donna could cry from happiness because of this baby, maybe this baby was going to be all right.

Still, concern, worry, came in hot little flashes. Toward the end of my five days in the hospital, I confided to my friend Monica that I didn’t feel that the baby was “born yet,” even though, of course, he was out. A woman with strong spiritual convictions, Monica suggested I pray he come into his body.

“Have a name yet?” asked the nurses. The truth was, Cliff and I hadn’t been able to decide on a name before we had arrived at the hospital. We were both acutely aware that a name is synonymous with public identity. We wanted our son to be able to be whatever he wanted: musician or organic farmer or auto mechanic or mime, or, of course, president. But the process of naming seemed fraught with ill auspices. Choosing a name seemed arrogant, a dangerous alchemy; it was choosing a future. Finally, we decided on Walker after Walker Percy, philosopher and author of The Moviegoer. It seemed strong, philosophical, unique, which is what we hoped he would be.

Yet what he was, or was going to be, seemed to elude us, even as we committed the name to paper. Even before we sent the “name” form back to the hospital, Cliff and I had one of those talks that mark history for couples. Not a week after Walker was born.

I waited until the baby had fallen asleep, and whispering into the darkness, I spoke words I knew were treason for a mother to speak. I told Cliff I was worried something was wrong. It wasn’t just that the baby looked pinched, ill at ease. He wouldn’t look at me.

“People keep telling us that babies don’t focus at first,” said Cliff.

“It’s not his focus, it’s something different,” I insisted.

I grappled for words to describe what was missing but ended up sounding melodramatic, like a disappointed lover. There was something missing in the “connection,” none of those “oceanic feelings.” The world hadn’t “turned on its head.”

Cliff’s voice was serious. He spoke in a whisper and said, “I agree. He doesn’t seem especially interested in us. I don’t understand why he doesn’t cry very much.” He talked about his fear the moment the nurses fought to make the baby cry. “I don’t understand why we have to wake Walker up to feed him,” he added. We were quiet for a few moments, and he began to speak again. His tone was different this time, tender, his framing of the idea oddly artful. Cliff is not one for dramatics, yet he began, “But let me tell you a story.” He described a boy who sometimes felt he was the black sheep of his family. Quiet, the brother of an outgoing sister, the shy boy spent a lot of time playing by himself in his room, reading and musing. He’d felt awkward about his quietness, his need for solitude, unfavorably comparing himself to his pretty, effervescent sister. Of course I knew Cliff was talking about himself.

“So, he’ll be an architect,” I said, feeling some relief, chuckling in the dark. “Just like you.”

We had an explanation—one that seemed to make a lot of sense. Yet even if it wasn’t the right explanation, I knew that Cliff was profoundly wise to be protective of our son’s identity. We wouldn’t want to judge our baby—wouldn’t want to judge any of our children. And so I promised myself to be patient with this child, promised never to push him to be anything more than he was.

Yet within a week, we were back at our HMO to talk about Walker’s lethargy, his lack of crying, his sleepiness. The doctor listened to the baby’s heart and sent us home, saying, “Let sleeping dogs lie.”

Remember, I told myself. This is a boy. Boys develop more slowly. This is not Elizabeth.

For the next week or two I determined to give Walker the peace he seemed to need. I put his baby carrier in the corner while I cleaned, held him as much as I could. He was quiet, rarely cried, and seemed to sleep constantly.

And so we fell into a pattern, the baby and I. Sometimes, if I was standing, I picked him up and gingerly moved him back and forth. While I made phone calls, or tried to work or clean with one hand, he lay in my arms heavily. He no longer seemed airy but seemed to be falling into me, somehow weighted.

Still, streaks of worry, the odd sharp or stinging sensation that disappeared as quickly as it came, seeped and intruded into our moments together. He seemed immeasurably ill at ease. I had the sense that he didn’t fit in his own body, or that he was fighting back pain. But what kind of pain did this baby have? His face was pinched and crinkled, his posture awkward. He lay down as if he were on top of a ball, his back curled oddly sideways. Looking at him made me feel uncomfortable, and then guilty and even ashamed of the discomfort.

I began to judge myself as a mother. What was the root of these queer feelings? I knew that a mother’s affection, if it was pushy, cloying, could be destructive. (I had friends who seemed permanently damaged because their mothers were too insistent that they become what they simply couldn’t bring themselves to become.) I was trying to be honest with myself about who I wanted this boy to be. I remembered an essay my friend Roberta had written when we were in college, satirizing parents who try to produce geniuses of their children before they are even out of diapers. In her piece, someone injects a small violin bow into a mother’s womb so a fetus can begin practicing Suzuki violin. Was I going to be one of those parents who were pushing, ever pushing, their children forward? Was I becoming one? Had I been too smugly proud of Elizabeth’s precocity? I remembered feeling foolish to have intentionally listened to more classical music than I was accustomed to during Walker’s gestation just because I thought it might help his brain develop.

Yet still I felt myself wishing time would push ahead so that Walker’s scrunched-up face might be ironed out, filled by maturity.

Daily I waited for the eyes to come into focus. There was no way to talk about it. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to.

One day I looked at Walker, and guessing he was sad or depressed, I thought he might be ready for some excitement. We had a tape of mostly Motown hits we’d made before Elizabeth was born. We played it often in the early weeks and months of her life: Otis Redding, The Supremes, and Aretha Franklin, who never failed to elicit joy in Elizabeth as a baby. I slid the tape into the stereo, turned it to play softly, . . . and started humming along . . .

. . . And what you need, baby you got it

All I’m asking, is for a little respect

I picked him up and tried to dance, just a little bit. His body shook. I checked his face; it seemed to be almost vibrating with discomfort. His eyes stared intensely into the distance. He was concentrating. Was he going to throw up? His head quivered and fell against my shoulder. I put him down quickly on a blanket (had I hurt his neck? I had heard babies could even die from too much motion). His hands flailed in space the way babies’ limbs do when they think they are beginning to fall. He looked so frightened that it was as if he were going off a cliff. I quickly placed him back in the baby seat. He remained stunned.

I stepped backward and tried to understand what was happening. Why had he acted as if he were falling when he was on perfectly solid ground? I was concerned I might have injured him without knowing it but wasn’t sure if I should feel guilty for the injury or feel hurt myself, for having been rejected. I had tried to go where I wasn’t wanted. I tried to reason that Walker’s birth had been three weeks early. Doctors didn’t make much of it, but perhaps he was premature in ways I didn’t understand.

When Walker awakened, later that day, I stood above him, watching. He gently looked up and I had the sense for the first time he might be trying to smile at me. From such moments, I was able to keep worry at bay for days, or at least hours.

Remember. Be patient. Boys are slower. He will show himself, in time. Anyway, if time wasn’t for growing up, what was it for, then?

Yet by the time Walker was four weeks old, concern about his moods—was it possible for a baby to be in a depression?—or even concern about his feelings for me, seemed a luxury, a preoccupation too precious to be concerned with. His breathing, which in the first days had rattled a bit, grew so labored that he could barely sleep at night. He startled himself awake just to gather breath, seemed often only able to sleep between gasps. We called our HMO constantly and visited often. The doctors insisted there was nothing seriously wrong.

During this period, I became concerned about sudden infant death syndrome, which, in recent years, had been associated with respiratory failure. Convinced that Walker was a candidate, Cliff and I kept Walker in bed between us. (Books had argued that if there was no “crib,” there would be no “crib death.”) I elevated his head on my arm, taught myself to wake up if the spells of holding his breath lasted too long.

Walker didn’t relate to us much the winter he was two and three months old, yet he was so uncomfortable, who would expect him to? Still, I wondered why he was so weak-seeming. His head was like a pumpkin weighing down a thin vine. The doctor said he was “perfect.”

The way I describe our worries suggests that we were wringing our hands constantly, making doctors’ appointments at every turn, feeling hopeless. I did call the HMO many nights because Walker couldn’t breathe, and I knew something was wrong, yet most of our days were routine, everyday. Walker nursed, Elizabeth came home from preschool. We attended holiday parties. The larger issues were often overshadowed, obscured by day-to-day responsibilities—the phone ringing, cleaning and laundry. Those bigger questions: When does the soul enter the baby? Does it evolve with growing awareness? Is the soul born at conception or when the body is born? What is the key to the mystery of relationships? How do you know a baby? How do a mother and child come together without language? Answers, or even the reason I might be pondering such heavy concerns, were difficult to pin down—smoke blowing away in the wind.

Moreover, during this time I was beginning to wonder about my own life: I’d had a second child. What would I do in two or three years, when the baby was more independent? Would I continue to teach, or write more?

Still, in spite of our worries, Walker was a sweet baby—especially charming in sleep, when his face softened and his tiny red hands, usually clenched, opened a bit to show a lifeline. In spite of his strange poses, Walker was growing handsome; our neighbor insisted he looked like James Dean, especially in the handmade brown or red cotton berets a friend had sewn to keep his head warm.

By the time he was four months old, Walker was looking at us occasionally. We sometimes wondered if he was farsighted, since usually we were only able to win his attention from across the room or if we stood above him, never up close. Once or twice, his gaze was so intense as to be disarming, as though he was looking right into us; yet most of the time he seemed only vaguely interested.

Our thoughts about who this boy was were veering wildly. For a period of time, when Walker was three months old, we believed he might be remarkably gifted. He was showing his sister’s affinity for language. “Say ‘I love you,’” we’d say.

“Ah ew uh,” he imitated, “Ah ew uh.” Of course, he didn’t know what it meant. Still, in those second and third months, we had moments of shared joy, a growing sense that Walker was emerging.

Yet as the months moved on, he somehow didn’t. As he became four months old, five months old, it seemed as if a heavy veil, or shadow, lay between us and our son. He was growing increasingly unresponsive, deeply uncomfortable, morose. His pattern, if he had one, eluded us. He was a puzzle.

The doctors were not worried; we were.

One day when Walker was four months old, I was in the bathroom brushing my hair. I had propped him against the wall so he could see more. Thud! I looked down to see him lying sideways with his head on the hardwood floor. He must have taken a hard blow, yet he lay there as if nothing had happened. Why wouldn’t a baby cry when he felt pain?

Walker’s habits, and even his instincts, were not what we were used to, or what anyone had given us to expect. He continued to strike peculiar postures. Most babies fall over their parents’ shoulders like flour sacks when they’re being burped; Walker struck an S shape, arching as if he were doing pull-ups, balanced on someone’s shoulder. When I held him this way I had the sense he might climb right out of himself up to the ceiling.

Now why would a baby fall into hysterics, after not crying for days, then suddenly sleep?

Why would a baby recoil when someone put a rattle in his hand?

Why would a baby sleep the very second you let go of him, but not while you’re holding him?

And then, as mysteriously as it had appeared, Walker’s talent for language was gone. When he was four and a half months old, he could no longer repeat our sounds: “Say ‘I love you.’”

When I asked him to perform this little trick, he now turned away.

I remember the sense of guilt I felt when I realized he would no longer speak the way he had before. I had pushed him too far again.

I would let him do it on his own schedule; I resolved to give him more time.

Yet by the time Walker was five months old, it was clear something was wrong. We knew we were losing him; he was slipping away into the shadows. “Perhaps he’s just uncomfortable because of his perpetual cold,” suggested our family practitioner casually. Yet by now Walker still couldn’t look at me at close range. Worse, he gazed away more often than he looked at us. He seemed more interested in the light that flooded into the house through the slatted blinds than in our daughter or us. He searched the windows, obsessively, compulsively. What was it about those windows? They seemed somehow significant to him. When he looked out, which he did now almost constantly, it seemed he wasn’t just staring blankly but that he was reading something into the light, or the frame, or the blinds, as if there were an entire scene being played out for him there between the dust motes and the windowpanes.

One night when he was four and a half months old, Walker was in the bathroom with Elizabeth and me. He was lying in his baby basket; she was in the tub.

Elizabeth plunged her hands into bubbles and produced a plastic frog. It squeaked. Walker began laughing—uproariously, hysterically: the first time we had ever heard our baby laugh.

Elizabeth jumped out of the tub and squeezed the frog in his face: Squeeeekkkkkk! We saw a baby we had never seen before—a child of boundless joy and energy, laughing, responding, asking for more with quivering, excited hands. It was one of the first times brother and sister had any connection at all. Their laughter harmonized, filled those great bathroom acoustics with high-pitched mirth. Elizabeth squeezed and squeezed as Walker laughed and laughed. This was the moment I had been waiting for. We were a family, finally.

One more squeeze. Squeeeeek. And nothing.

Squeak again. But no reaction. The veil had fallen.

For days, perhaps even weeks after that, Walker seemed profoundly sad, disinterested. No matter how we positioned his body, he always, much like a needle on a compass, found his way to the light, staring out the windows, obsessively, incessantly.

Light was his true north. And the rest of us remained somewhere just to the east or west or south of his gaze, never in view.
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