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Introduction

Moment to Moment

The three-pound weights were hidden by my sweatpants as I slipped onto the scale. With my father standing nearby looking stern and my mother hovering next to him in tears, I realized this couldn’t continue. I could probably fool my parents for a little while longer, and maybe my friends, but I was too tired to fool myself: I was a teenage boy with an eating disorder. I could not conquer it myself, and there was no way this was going to end well if I didn’t cave in to my parents’ request to seek help. That moment of clarity while cheating the scale in their South Jersey bedroom may have saved my life—and certainly spared everyone around me a lot more misery. It’s a moment that, decades later, is with me more days than not. I credit that starved time in my adolescence for both an emphatic dedication to food as an adult and a special empathy for anyone dealing with body issues. And you’d never know it, but, like so many of the 125 writers and artists in this book, I’ve never shared that part of my life publicly before.

I launched SMITH Magazine in 2006 with a simple premise: Everyone has a story, and everyone should have a place to tell it. Traveling across the country for readings from our Six-Word Memoir book series, I heard one refrain again and again: “I have the most amazing story to tell you.” These stories were always longer than six words, and often revolved around a very specific event that had made a very big impact on the teller’s life. From those conversations came the inspiration to carve out space on smithmag.net for what we dubbed “The Moment.”

As the stories began to pour in, from famous and obscure contributors alike, we heard how the simple question “What was your Moment?” was spurring conversations across dinner tables, on bar stools, beach blankets, and especially in schools. We are particularly delighted to feature Moments that began as assignments in a number of classrooms, including two each from Ramona Pringle’s interactive-design class at Ryerson University in Toronto and from Kristen Brookes’s writing class at Amherst. The fact that a number of these stories of life-changing Moments—including one from Dave Eggers—involved a teacher amply reminds us of how consequential those relationships can be. That this book features never-before-published writers such as Eddie Comacho, describing the moment he agreed to be adopted, alongside Pulitzer Prize–winning authors like Jennifer Egan, revisiting her teenage self and a decisive turn toward becoming a novelist, likewise reminds us of how true our founding premise was. Everyone does indeed have a story.

These stories hit us where we live. Few of us will ever set foot in a war zone, and yet Aaron Huey’s “If I Don’t Die Today, I Will Marry Kristin Moore” evokes a Moment for anyone who’s been jolted to take action. Jennifer Thompson’s “Forgiven,” about confronting the man she wrongfully sent to jail, reminds us of our own Moments in which we must find a way to reconcile a wrong and move forward. Author Steve Almond was the lucky recipient of a handwritten fan letter from John Updike, yet most of us have been blessed with praise—from a friend, relative, or mentor—that inspired us to continue on a path, passion, or career. Everyone has a first-kiss Moment, and three authors (along with some short-form storytellers via smithmag.net) shared theirs. We bet you’ll see a little bit of yourself in these lip-smacking remembrances—the good, the bad, and the embarrassing.

For these stories of kisses and kindnesses, grade school injustices and intense revelations, unexpected meetings and unforgivable transgressions, disappointments and delights, births and deaths, I thank everyone who has generously shared a life-changing Moment. Like a personal secret that needs to be released, revealing a moment that changed your life—for good, for bad, or even for worse—is an offering: a connection to others that we rarely make in our day-to-day lives.

This book of Moments represents just a fraction of the stories we received. Hundreds more—in words, images, and even tweets—can be found at www.smithmag.net/themoment. Everyone has a Moment, and we hope you’ll be moved to share your own.

Larry Smith
Brooklyn


Flash

Caroline Paul

Black smoke was pumping heavily from the house when we arrived. The chief looked unhappy; the first arriving crews hadn’t pinpointed the fire yet, and the situation was devolving. My crew was trained for search and rescue, and that was all we were supposed to do, but today the chief growled, “Grab a hose and find the goddamn thing.” My partner for the shift was Victor. He was a baker in his off time and I liked him immensely, but he had a maddening tendency to do everything slowly and very carefully. So I had to wait behind for him, and, much to my dismay, Frank got to the nozzle first. Frank was a third-generation firefighter; he was aggressive, eager, and strong. Still, I wanted to be on the nozzle, the one who faced the fire head-on. Too late. Frank and his partner were charging into the garage, pushing open a side door. I followed, with Victor trailing.

As one of the few females in the San Francisco Fire Department, I had a lot to prove; the men viewed girls as sissies, I thought, and I had been put on God’s dear green earth to show everyone otherwise. To that end, I jostled to grab the Jaws of Life before anyone else, gleefully attended the most gruesome amputations, grinned about the biggest, baddest fires. I once jumped across an alley, from one building to another, five stories up, in full fire gear. I did it because another firefighter had done it, and I figured that if he did, I had better too. No one else would do it. They waited for a ladder to be brought up and thrown across, like smart people.

I was young and arrogant and flippant. God, I was a pain in the ass. And, of course, my comeuppance was nigh.

The situation now in the house’s hallway was pretty typical—pitch black from smoke, and hot. Very hot. We were all crawling, dragging hose, bumping into walls and each other. Then—it was this simple—the world exploded. Later it would seem fitting that my turning point arrived the way a revelation should: with a great flash of light. The next second we were in the garage, untangling from each other. I sat up, dazed. Someone said, “Flashover!”

Flashovers are no joke. In technical terms, according to Wikipedia, flashovers happen “when the majority of surfaces in a space are heated to the autoignition temperature of the flammable gases, also known as Flash Point. Flashover normally occurs at 500 degrees Celsius (930 degrees Fahrenheit) or 1,100 degrees Fahrenheit for ordinary combustibles, and an incident heat flux at floor level of 1.8 Btu/ foot.”

Put it in plain English: The air somewhere near us had exploded into flame.

Now there were curses from Andy, and Frank was grabbing each of us by the shoulders and shouting, “Are you okay?! Are you okay?!” We were, it seemed. All this took only a few seconds, then Frank said, “Where’s Victor?”

Victor? He wasn’t in the garage. Which meant he was still inside. I processed this in what seemed like slow motion. Everything took on a surreal drawn-out quality. Frank, turning back the way we had so unceremoniously come, Andy’s curse words like a long, slow yawn in my ears. Victor was my partner, therefore my responsibility. But suddenly I was frozen, stuck to the floor in some strange, paralyzed state I had never felt before.

And here was the thought, loud in my head and spoken in no uncertain terms: I’m not going back in there.

It was only a second. But I heard the voice clearly. I squashed it, just as quickly. Then, as if fighting against a greater force in me, I clumsily followed Frank. We found Victor quickly; he was unhurt, thankfully, and had taken cover in an adjoining room. Later at the station, we joked about the explosion, our burned ears, the expression on the chief’s face as we came somersaulting out of the doorway into the garage.

But that day, for me, was more than just another adventure. It had exposed something that I had not reached before—a limit. The explosion had shaken something loose—a dark and fearful side I had to face. I had been young and arrogant and flippant.

Now I was just young.


Chalk Face

A. J. Jacobs

My fourth-grade science teacher, Mr. Campbell, was a full-fledged, capital-G Grown-up. How could he not be? He was a teacher, after all. You want further proof? He had a beard. At least he seemed so grown-up at the time. Looking back, he was probably just out of college, maybe twenty-three, his beard wispy and thin.

Mr. Campbell taught us science—geology, climates, eclipses, the usual. Or he tried to teach us anyway. He spent a lot of the time asking us to keep our butts in the seats and refrain from flatulent sound effects. The usual.

One day, we were being particularly rambunctious. But still, I didn’t see it coming. It happened right after Steven Fischer shouted his nonsensical catchphrase “schweeee!” for the fourteenth time. Mr. Campbell snapped. He pivoted from the blackboard, where he was writing the characteristics of sedimentary rock, and whipped the chalk right at Steven’s head.

As soon as the chalk left his fingers, Mr. Campbell’s face changed. He looked confused. He looked scared.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really shouldn’t have done that.”

What? This was definitely odd. The teacher was apologizing to us. And the chalk hadn’t even hit Steven—it had flown past his left shoulder. I’d seen grown-ups scream and shout and lose their temper. But the saying sorry to kids? And the fawn-like fright?

It was the first time it really sank in that grown-ups are not flawless authority figures. They don’t know what they’re doing a lot of the time (80 percent, in my case). They’re scared of consequences, like a lengthy Time Out from their jobs (Mr. Campbell was lucky, because we never reported his flip-out).

I’ve forgotten what Mr. Campbell taught me about igneous and sedimentary rock formations. But the lesson about adults being screwups? That stays with me. Which is why I believe you should treat grown-ups as you would a fourth-grade kid, with equal parts skepticism and compassion.


Shot

Dean Karnazes

I blame my life-defining moment on one thing: bad tequila. Actually, there were probably deeper forces at play, but the tequila shots are what induced action.

It was approaching midnight on the eve of my thirtieth birthday, and I was doing what most red-blooded American males do on their thirtieth birthday: I was in a bar getting hammered with my buddies.

There was certainly plenty to celebrate. I was a young professional with a cushy corporate job. Every month I received a fat paycheck. I drove a plush company car and was treated to all the accompanying lavish perks an MBA of my stature expected. By all accounts, I was successful.

But I was miserable. There was no passion in my life, no intensity, no sense of struggle and high achievement. Everything came easy. The things that society promised would bring me happiness left me feeling empty. So I decided, at that very moment, to change it all.

“I’m leaving,” I announced to my friends.

“Where are you going?” they asked. “The night is young.”

I told them that I was going to run thirty miles that night to celebrate my thirtieth birthday. They laughed, “You’re not a runner,” they told me. “You’re drunk!”

“Yeah, I am, but I’m still going to do it.”

With that, I walked out of the bar, stripped to my underwear, and started running south. Running in my silk underwear felt liberating, like peeling away the restrictive trappings of my life. Plus, I didn’t own running shorts at the time. Nor did I own running shoes. So I ran in what can best be described as a pair of old gardening shoes.

I hadn’t run since I was a kid. Yet running had always brought me so much happiness and self-fulfillment. I wanted that feeling back. So I kept running.

At mile fifteen, I started questioning my logic. The alcohol had begun to wear off and I was starting to hurt. Still, I kept running. And running, and running…

The farther I went and the more it hurt, the better I felt. I ran straight through the night and arrived at my destiny, a town thirty miles from the bar, about the same time the morning sun was rising. I was totally destroyed, completely haggard, absolutely beat to shit. I looked down at my chafed legs and at my blistered feet, and it made me smile. Never had I been so happy.

I didn’t go back to work that day. The course of my life had been irrevocably altered. My high school cross-country coach used to tell me, “Don’t run with your legs, run with your heart.” That night, I finally discovered the meaning of his words. And I had but one person to blame for it all: Jose Cuervo.


The Envelope

Mo Clancy

After years of wondering, I finally had the envelope on my desk. It was a standard yellow manila envelope, the kind in which important documents always arrived. And though I had been waiting for this envelope my entire life, I just didn’t have the courage to open it.

I knew the envelope contained my identity, my real identity, the name I had been given on my original birth certificate, which had been sealed on that day. It also contained the name of my birth mother, a death certificate and, finally, a handwritten letter.

There was never a time I can remember that I didn’t know I was adopted. My parents felt it was best to tell me early so that I would not be surprised later in life. While well intended, this knowledge actually created a black hole of a question; one that I felt could never be fully answered. Growing up adopted meant constantly searching random faces in crowds wondering if, by any small miracle, one of them was my mother or a brother or an uncle. I was reunited with my biological mother many times in daydreams, with fantasies of her rescuing me from my gray suburban existence and whisking me off to some exotic land. Ultimately, though, I just wanted to look into someone’s face and recognize myself there.

At age twenty-two when I broached the subject of searching for my biological mother, my adopted mother went silent on the other end of the phone. “Why? Why now?” she finally asked.

“I just want to know my real mother,” I responded, too quickly to catch the reply’s nuance.

“Real?” she quipped. “Where was this real mother when you were five and throwing up with a 103 fever?” and she hung up.

I abandoned my search for a while, worrying about the Pandora’s box my curiosity could open, not to mention my own fears of being rejected. My friend Anne, who was also an adoptee, had spent years tracking down her biological parents only to have them both deny her request to meet. Neither of them had told their new spouses about Anne, and neither had any desire to bring their pasts into the present. Anne was shattered.

However, at age thirty-three, the black hole remained. My boyfriend’s father, to whom I had grown very close, asked me one day if I wanted his help. He knew of my struggle and offered to hire a private detective. It took me a week of sleepless nights and endless pro/con lists to accept. But in the end I believed that I would feel more whole as a person to have a story, or a history, at least.

We hired an adoptive-search private detective, a woman named Pat who specialized in reuniting adoptees with their parents. The only identifying information I had was that my mother had attended Ohio State University and had studied social sciences. My adopted mother had revealed this to me after a few glasses of wine and later denied it, but I knew that she had more information than she would ever fully disclose.

By bribing nuns at the adoption agency and researching records from the university, Pat was able to connect the dots, discovering my original birth certificate with my given birth name. My parents were not teen parents: My father had been in law school and my mother was getting her master’s in social work. Because of religious differences, my father left my pregnant mother to marry within his faith. My father liked to play guitar; my mother liked to write.

The nuns also gave Pat a handwritten letter that my mother had sent to the adoption agency. And finally, upon further research, Pat discovered that my mother, at age thirty-six, had died in an apartment fire in Dallas.

Sitting at my desk, I flipped the envelope over and over in my hands. Finally, I slid the contents out, first looking at the birth certificate and my given name: Jennifer Lynn Crabtree. My birth mother was Rita Crabtree. Stapled to the birth certificate was a death certificate with Rita’s name and an Ohio newspaper with an obituary placed by her family, who, according to the nuns, never knew of my birth.

The last document was a note scrawled on a plain piece of paper. The handwriting was shaky and uneven. It read:

I have been concerned about her for the past three months but have been struggling so with my emotions that I failed to take action to get a response. It is probably part of facing reality as I am deeply confused about my true feelings. Only the future will hold the solace that I made the right decision. Reasoning does little good right now, only faith provides comfort.

Holding these papers in my hand, I realized that we all are where we should be, and that there might be such a thing as fate. I would have been eleven years old and would likely have perished in that burning apartment with my mother.

The envelope contained a life that might have been—a name I would never use, a mother I would never meet. It also contained answers to more than just my identity; it told me of a woman’s sacrifice to give her child a better fate. With that, I decided to put the papers away, close the Pandora’s box and get on with what was always supposed to be my life.


Love in a Time of Illness

Diane Ackerman

When my husband had a stroke six years ago, I thought it was the end of our long romance. For thirty-five years, we’d been sentimental sweethearts who pledged our love in words. As lifelong authors and word-mavens, we detailed our shallowest and our deepest thoughts in words. Scanty worries and fiery fears drew words. So did rogue fancies. We aired our joys and sorrows in words. We fought, schemed, and ached in words. We played with words, collected words like rare stamps, paved the bumpy road of everyday life with words. We each earned a living, and self-respect, by tinkering with words for enchanted hours. Even on idle days, a faint gust of words always breezed through the house.

Then, the lightning strike. In the cruelest of ironies, Paul’s stroke wiped out the key language areas of his brain. Suddenly a lifetime of words vanished; he couldn’t speak or read, and he no longer understood anything anyone said to him. All he could utter was one sad syllable: “Mem, mem, mem.”

I hadn’t a clue how to cope. Where are the grown-ups, I thought, when one really needs one? It felt like a total eclipse of our world.

Life changed dramatically, and we changed along with it. But that’s always the secret to a long marriage, isn’t it? It’s not really one marriage but several. People change, events change them, and their life as a couple evolves. To stay together and thrive, one has to make space for those changes, including both sun and shadow. We’d always been wonderfully romantic and playful in dozens of ways. The challenge was to keep our long love story alive. Not an easy task, but one that women, as primary caregivers, face every day. It’s all part of the adventure of being a life form with a big brain and swervy feelings on a crazy blue planet in space.

As severe as Paul’s aphasia was at first, years of formidable work, creative thinking by both of us, and the brain’s gift for slowly rewiring itself has allowed him enough language to handle short conversations and even write during his three most fluent hours each day. And despite his left hemisphere stroke (which too often results in severe depression, anger, or both), he seems altogether happier than before, living more in the moment, grateful to be alive. And so our days together still include many frustrations, but once again revolve around much laughter and revelry with words.

He often wakes up too early, finds me and says: “Come and cuddle.” Then I’ll crawl back into bed, enjoying the special radiant warmth of the already-occupied nest, slipping deep between the womb-like folds of the comforter, and we’ll curl tight, linking our breaths. He’ll call me his little scaramouche (a rascal or scamp), and I’ll recall past times together, easy and hard spells, and some of the fun things we’ve done.

But a brain injury leaves lasting traces that aren’t always apparent and can play havoc with one’s senses. Some days, Paul is surprisingly fluent, and most days he’s logical. Nonetheless, there are times when his mind seems so different that I barely recognize him. And sometimes the illogic really worries me, like when he asked if he could catch the flu by talking on the phone with a sick friend, because “the breath goes in one end and comes out the other.”

And yet, and yet, the old spouse I know still inhabits his being. I often see him clearly through the storefront window of his face, his thoughts rapping to come out. I hear him speaking in old familiar ways, crafting a new pet name with Whitmanesque flare, such as “Spy Elf of the Morning Hallelujahs,” “My Snowy Tanganyika,” or “O Parakeet of the Lissome Star.”

And so our duet continues to evolve. Even if we can’t go back to that magical land of How-It-Was, we’re closer than ever, and designing a good life for ourselves, in spite of everything. As I write at the end of my memoir about our experience: “A bell with a crack in it may not ring as clearly, but it can ring as sweetly.”


Subdued by Stroke

Paul West

The truth came about in a most unusual and terrifying way when I went into the bathroom to wash and stared at the face confronting me. As far as I could tell, it was a normal face, perhaps a little pale and thinner than usual. As I stared again, something began to move. Was this an optical illusion sired by long exposure to milk and oxygen? The face moved swiftly in a downward direction, dragging with it the corresponding jaw. The jaw seemed to collapse downward until it seemed to set up a new satellite where it should have been, and the teeth went with it. What I had to do in this circumstance was what all recipients of flummery do, and that was blink. This did not work. Again I blinked and that did not work either. In fact, it seemed to tug my jaw further than before past any line decreed by man or beast. So I kept my eyes open as long as I could, hoping to make the jaw-shifting stop. It did, but leaving me with an inopportune fraction of what my face had been. While attending to my newfound facial hideousness, I notice something else: my right arm fell uselessly by my side and refused all efforts to pick it up. And then, as the full flagrancy of my handicap came to the fore, a big violet rose, shaped like a spider, hung fast to my gut.

The rest is a blur. I felt that each subsequent facial recognition was worsening my appearance. Besides, I couldn’t speak to explain anything to my wife. She was confronted with the apology for an elephant man who was worsening in his condition.


Table Time

Laurie David

As dessert ended one ordinary school night, I looked over at my two teenage daughters, then fourteen and sixteen, and was amazed to realize I had actually done one thing right as a parent: insist on a daily family dinner.

When I first started doing family dinners when my kids were toddlers, it was out of desperation, even selfishness. Having little kids wasn’t fun for me. My husband worked all the time. I was a new stay-at-home mom, I had no “mom” friends, and two colicky babies. It became painfully obvious to me that there was going to be a long road ahead if I couldn’t find a way to grab some joy for myself. I decided to focus on dinnertime—after all, everyone had to eat. This would be the time for cozy moments and sweet memories. I would have focused access to my daughters; just as importantly, they would have access to me. This would be the time for us to “purposely” be a family.

As my kids got older, I was shocked by how little time we actually had with each other. As a mom of teens now, I’m amazed at how difficult it is for family time to take precedence. The ritual of dinner guarantees we have our check-in time together. Dinners provide stability, a safe zone, a sacred place that is regularly more important than watching television, or working on the computer. This ritual even got us through divorce by reminding my kids that even though the family was changing, we were still a family and dinner would be served. Eventually, our kitchen table provided the setting for us all to share meals together again: my ex, and my kids, and now even my new partner and his daughter too.

Everything you worry about as a parent can be improved by regular meals together. The research on the topic is quite staggering and conclusive. But for me the most important reason for maintaining this ritual is that it makes sure we are all connected to each other. In today’s crazy, busy, technology-infused world, that is saying a mouthful indeed.


Tattoo

Summer Pierre
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The Killer in Me

Michael Paterniti

November in the mountains, and there, on cue, came the snow. We were driving from our boring old suburb in Connecticut, up over the Adirondacks to Potsdam, New York, where my grandparents lived—and where our exotic kin shot deer and trapped wild animals in the woods near the Canadian border. I was maybe twelve, the oldest of four boys, and oh how I loved this boondoggle, all of us pressed together through candy treats and car sickness, temporary wayfarers cut loose in the world. The signs on the highway always rang mystically—Poughkeepsie, Glens Falls, Saratoga—until we veered off at Warrensburg, and .ac, Tupper, and back down through Colton.

Somewhere along our route, a roadblock suddenly appeared. A trooper in storm-gear stepped out of the strobe-lit murk as our wood-paneled station wagon eased to a stop on the icy road, and my father rolled down his window. Serious words were exchanged in low tones. My father nodded gravely, asked a few questions—a habit of his, as if he might crack the case, save the day. Detective Dad. The windshield wipers went ka-thunk as the officer’s flashlight raked through the car, a beam searching for something other than the awed expressions of four boys in the backseat.

When he nodded for us to pass, we exploded in a chorus, “What’s happened?” At first my father seemed to weigh the truth’s potential effect on us, then said, “Someone’s escaped from the prison at Saranac.”

Huh? Then why in the Sam Hill were we pushing on? “There shouldn’t be anything to worry about if we don’t stop,” he said.

After a reflexive check of the gas gauge (enough), after the reassurance of my parents (the over-cheerfulness of my mother seemed to mask a question she didn’t ask), after the surge of adrenaline at the image of some runaway killer, fanged and bad-breathed, waiting for us on the road ahead, I shifted my position to the back window, driver’s side. Trees blurred in the gray-green dark, and on certain hairpin turns, our decelerations were of such great concern that I barked at my father to speed up. Only one person could get us through this madness—me! I was on high alert for what seemed like an eternity, a half hour maybe, until I began to get bored and a little sleepy.

The dark now gripped everything, choking it off. The station wagon slowed again on a hairpin, our headlights scouring a drainage ditch, and crouching there, in a funnel of snow, appeared the figure of—was it really?—a man. He was hunched, with hair matted to his head; his nose, a crowbar; skin, a pale purple. Instead of a black-and-white-striped prisoner outfit, he wore a dark jumpsuit. I bolted up in my seat, panting fog on the glass. When I tried to say something aloud, it came out as a lamb’s bleat, a garbled half-plea. Didja see…?

No one else had seen—or heard me—for that matter. And, lo, in that fleeting moment, I realized an amazing thing: I alone possessed a secret knowledge so powerful it might undo the world. My X-ray vision had peered into the invisible, and spied the wild, demonic thing at its center. I was exhilarated both by my fear—we’d passed so close he could have reached out and scratched the car with his claws—and this giddy feeling of omnipotence. Even as we were putting distance on the killer, I wondered what might become of the next hapless family coming up the road? They knew nothing. Only I knew. Which left the killer and me in cahoots.

Over the years, I’ve thought about this moment, about why I didn’t speak up, or shout out. I’ve wondered whether the man I saw was really real, or simply imagined. (And if real, why did I cast him as a killer, rather than, say, a common embezzler or shoplifter?) What was it that I needed to believe about that night?

Maybe this: By keeping the killer’s secret I instantly ascended from my little life into a much bigger myth. The world—as represented by my teachers, parents, eventually the police—had already begun its age-old cure of youth, scrubbing a boy of his wild ways until one day he might ride the commuter train dressed like everyone else, a prisoner of expectations. But the killer in me longed for the mountain, the snowfall, the hidden furrow in time from which I might spy the oblivious family in the station wagon toodling by, watching until their taillights disappeared around a bend. I kept the killer’s secret because I felt both pity and admiration for him. Covered in the matted fur of his frontier expedition, he was, for the moment, absolutely free. By keeping his secret—and joining him there in that ditch—I was too.


To Worry

Amy Sohn

I was twelve the summer I crashed my bike. My dad and I had rented bikes for our family’s vacation in Warren, Vermont, and set out in the morning for an hour-long ride, while my mother and younger brother, then seven, stayed at our rental house. There was a problem with the brakes on my bike—they were sticking a lot and causing the bike to wobble violently every time I used them. I got on a steep downhill and was afraid to touch the brakes for fear that the bike would topple from the wobbling and the speed. From behind me, my father yelled, “Touch the brakes!” but I ignored him and flew over the handlebars, ripping my chin open on the blacktop.

I heard his bike clatter to the ground and his feet running up to me. He looked at my face, tore off the bottom of his striped polo shirt and tied it around my head to stop the bleeding. We knocked on the door of a nearby house and the woman drove us to a clinic, where I was stitched up by a nice, bearded Jewish Vermont doctor. My mother met us there and stayed with me in the examining room while my father took care of my brother in the waiting room. The doctor injected a local anesthetic into my chin and said he was trimming the “cut so he could stitch it better, just the way you would darn a pair of socks. That was the first time I’d heard the word “darn” used in this way. My mother, who was sitting in a chair behind the table, began to pace the room. I’d never seen her act so strange. “Are you all right?” the doctor said to her.

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I feel nauseous.”

“Let me give you some Dramamine.” He left me on the table, only a few of my stitches in, opened a cabinet, and gave her some pills and a cup of water. She took them, and he watched her carefully. He told her to put her head between her legs and take deep breaths.

On the way out, a huge bandage on my chin, I asked what made her sick. I didn’t understand. She said she didn’t like to see me in pain. I said I wasn’t in pain, I couldn’t feel anything except the shot. She said it didn’t matter, it seemed as if I was. That was the moment I realized that to be a mother was to worry. My mom had never been demonstrative or histrionic, and still isn’t to this day. She had always been a cool cucumber, mellow and controlled, and able to laugh through most stressful situations. But after that, I saw that you could love someone so much it hurt. It made me afraid to be a mother but also deepened my love for her. A mother’s welfare was linked to her child’s, whether she wanted it that way or not.


Near Miss

Kirk Citron

I should have been in India the night of the party. Digging wells, teaching English, making a difference. But there was unrest in the region; just two days earlier, the State Department had canceled our visas. And so instead of winging my way over the North Pole, I was on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. At a bacchanal.

A two-room apartment jammed with young, attractive, horny people. One of my bosses was there. I was trying to impress him. I was also trying to impress a leggy cutie who was wearing—this was the seventies—pink hot pants. Hot pants!

An older woman arrived. (She was twenty-six.) This woman, Katheryn, was on the arm of a thuggish brute who I later found out was her ex-boyfriend.

At some point during the evening I found myself standing next to a piano. Katheryn was there as well. In the low light of the party, I thought she was a blonde. (She’s a redhead.) We talked for less than five minutes. Probably about India. Maybe about our mutual friend, the host; I honestly don’t remember.

What I do remember is what happened next.

The party wasn’t even beginning to wind down, but Katheryn and her ex-boyfriend were leaving. Suddenly she was standing in front of me. She leaned in, confidentially, and pressed a slip of paper into my hand.

“Call me,” she said.

Here are all the ways it shouldn’t have happened:

I should have been in India.

She was at the party with her ex-boyfriend.

I was chasing another girl.

She was five years older than I was.

Our conversation was forgettable.

I didn’t even remember the color of her hair.

But thirty-three years, six houses, and two grown children later, Katheryn and I are still together.

What I learned is this: Life is random.

There’s nothing you can do to plan for the coincidences and contingencies that will come your way, and they’re likely to be more important than whatever else you think is important at the time. As John Lennon wrote: “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.” Or, in the words of George Lucas, “Trust the force.”
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