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For my daughters




LIGHTBOXES




Otoño

Weeks after the baby is born, summer turns to fall. We begin taking our older daughter to an outdoor class held in an open meadow near the center of Prospect Park called the Nethermead, surrounded by a forest with the park’s oldest trees. We meet in a circle dotted with brightly colored plastic blankets, next to a great linden tree that we will see change throughout the seasons, see it green and burnish and molt and green again. Through the following year the children will play at the base of this moss-covered tree, climbing the big knots of its trunk, jumping off again onto the ground. In the distance, under other trees, other groups of children frolic as the adults watch.

The class is conducted mostly in Spanish. The woman who runs it, whom we know, had wanted her daughter to have a parent-child forest school where they speak the language they speak at home, where the outdoors can be its own classroom. She and her family live in our neighborhood, and they have just had another baby, like us—another private pandemic baby who sees faces only at home, as everyone’s face out in the world is still covered. We sit together cross-legged on the earth’s floor, wearing masks, and nurse our babies. We ask each other how we’re feeling; complain about our carriers, which we haven’t gotten the hang of again; report on our lack of sleep. We smile at our babies’ open faces, marvel each week at their transformation, wonder whether the younger ones resemble their older sisters, our sensitive and intense children, now aggrieved to be displaced as the babies of the family, not sleeping well at night. Her baby, a couple months older than mine, shoves sticks and grass into her mouth, which her mother patiently digs out again. I marvel at her calm, although months later I will be that mother sitting there, encouraging little feet to rub into dirt.

It is difficult to say how I am feeling. I don’t have time to think about myself, what with the demands of teaching at home, which started up again only weeks after the baby’s birth, and with the demands of the little ones. At first it is a labor walking from the car into the park—through the bridge, past the great trees, the boathouse, up the hill, past the waterfall, into the Nethermead. I carry the baby awkwardly in the carrier, having no muscle memory for it. It hurts my body, carrying her. I go slowly. Everything is slow. After these Tuesday mornings, one of my two days off from teaching during the week, I lie on the couch, nursing the baby all day, my chest tight and painful. Is it from carrying the baby, or holding her on my chest during the day as she sleeps? Am I dehydrated, or not getting enough calories after breastfeeding all day and night? I don’t know.

In time the walk to join the group grows easier, although I am still not supposed to pick up my three-year-old, carrying her away from intensities and squirmishes, and I still do, of course I do, how could I not. On these park days I tend not to drink water, as there are still no public bathrooms, and I have to pee the entire time, my abdomen swollen and tender. Although it is uncomfortable to nurse with a full bladder, I peek a breast out from a wool nursing tank top and give it to the baby, sometimes as I’m standing in the middle of the forest, a few paces away from the others. I take my mask off, eager to feel the cool air on my face, to feel some communion with nature. As summer passes into fall, and then into winter, when I get a few weeks off, my body becomes less leaden, grows lighter, I can walk distances without bleeding, and I know then that I am healing.

I worry for my now older daughter, for whom so much has changed, in this year of rapid seismic shifts. Like a meteorologist tracking variations, I watch her, wondering whether she will have an explosion of what I have learned to call “very big feelings,” which happens so often at this age, even without the crises of this year. She is set off, on one of the first weeks, when her friend, the daughter of the woman who runs the school, is given a certain toy to play with. The children are all given a bag of supplies, containing a magnifying glass, a shovel, a metal bucket, a wooden spoon, a maraca, a rainbow scarf, each marked neatly in black marker with the child’s name. But on this day her friend is handed an additional toy by the teacher. I can’t remember now what the toy is, though we hear about it for weeks afterward; all I know is that my daughter grabs it from this child’s hand, claiming it was stolen from her. When I try to wrestle it back, she loses control, and I have to carry her—even though I shouldn’t—many paces away from the group and try to calm her down. Then she takes off, racing across the field toward her friend, and I feel certain she is going to pummel her, take out all her rage on this unknowing child. When I run after my daughter, which I promise my midwives I am not doing, I carry her away, sobbing like she’s lost everything in the world, overcome with mortification and sadness and grief, and still tremendous spiky anger, and we take off early, leaving my partner, John, to pack up with the baby.

Sitting by the lake, we look at the ducks, and I let her eat her cheese and apples, slimy slices sitting in the snack tray her father prepared for her. I hold her and stroke her and tell her how loved she is, that it’s going to be okay, and I try to listen. I cry too, because she is sad; we cry together. She doesn’t like that every child but her seems to know the language they are speaking, and to know one another. But soon she will be the elder in the group, I reassure her, and she will delight in saying adios to the teachers, and that is exactly what happens. Is this school? she keeps on asking throughout the fall. Am I really in preschool? Kind of, I say.

The next week, she and her friend go to the nearby playground in the park after class and they ride the tire swings together, being swung around by one of their fathers, and all is okay. But then, another time in those early days, her friend and another girl, also their age, take off on scooters, but they don’t invite her, and again she breaks down. From that time forward I negotiate each departure so that the three of them leave together, scooting over the bridge, down the big hill, past the ducks, past the weeping willow and the great trees, through the tunnel, before everyone says their goodbyes at the edge of the park, and that becomes part of the rhythm of Tuesday morning. The pleasure I feel seeing their three scooters in a row, a matching candy-colored helmet hanging from each handlebar—grape purple (ours), taxi yellow, a solid green.

By the end of otoño, my daughter is four years old. Her hair is long, and she has grown a full head taller, now the same height as her friends. She takes off fast over the hill, running away from me, laughing, as I call after her. At first it is extremely sunny in the bright open field, and I wear a big straw hat, and we move under the linden tree to sit under the traveling shadow, and then it grows cooler, and darker, and we begin to learn again about fall. I have started to lean into the seasons, their way of measuring time. The teacher, a young woman from Mexico, takes the children on walks across the meadow, has them observe the way the leaves are changing, the linden tree soon covered in yellows and rusts. They walk on the other side of the meadow to the Osage tree, picking up the green spiky fruits that look like textured tennis balls. She tries to get the children to walk with her, as opposed to running away, wrestling and playing, jumping on top of each other, parents encouragingly yelling out to ask consent—Make sure they are okay with that! Make sure they are smiling! An impossible request, when they are all wearing masks, but we manage. Often the teacher will try to get the children to collaborate on some task, moving one of the tree trunks that dot the meadow, or sitting on a large branch and making a seesaw, up and down, up and down. At the foot of the linden tree there is a simple setup for making mud pies. Sometimes the teacher hangs a large rainbow scarf from the linden tree, twisting in the wind. I bring the baby up to it, and she watches the colors unfurl. We sing hello to the babies in the group during the morning song.

Soon we enter the season of rain. The trees are still a lush green, but before long the first dry leaves start to fall. The light is such a specific yellow tilting to brown, here in the forest. We dress our children in Muddy Buddys and rain pants with suspenders, and the boots they are so proud of, whose distinct colors become indistinguishable while stomping in puddles. My older daughter wears a set of sparkly blue, which match the inside blue of her raincoat. As I write this, less than a year later, she has of course already grown out of them. She crouches in her rain gear at the foot of the linden tree and carefully makes mud pies, turning one over and over with her hands, stirring with her spoon, as I hover nearby, observing, trying to encourage her by giving her freedom. She would play with the mud the entire time if they let her. And I could watch her the entire time, and watching feels like a balm I didn’t even know I needed. This is what I can give my daughter, now, the ability to get covered head to toe in mud without shame. (Except for her mask, which we try to keep dry and clean.) With my phone I film her dipping a piece of muddy sponge into her metal bowl, and carefully soaking the root of the tree with it. It’s so soothing to watch, her total absorption. She loves to splash in the puddles, to get completely soaked, to splash others, to stomp as hard as possible. She loves to sit in a great muddy puddle, which inevitably soaks through her clothes. At the end I rinse off all her rain gear and tools in the water pump nearby, trying not to get muddy myself, as I don’t have the proper gear.

The rains that fall are heavier than I remember, at any time, in the decade I’ve lived here. I know the reason for this, and that it will become worse, and that the sea levels will continue to rise. After a large storm, the pathway through the woods floods and becomes a river that we can’t cross except by wading through, and the children, all dressed in masks and rainsuits, splash around in the dirty water, making noises of glee while parents watch at a distance. My daughter is the one in the green-and-brown rainsuit, in the center of everything as usual, bobbing up and down in ecstasy.

Territory of Light

We rent the first floor of an old house that was long ago painted a dark slate blue with now-weathered, once-white detailing and a brick-red front door. We have been here for nearly a decade. Now there are four of us here, plus the dog. We live mostly in the main open room, although there is little that is open about it anymore—tables, chairs, a wall full of bookshelves behind the couch, with more books stacked on the console, where we drop our bags, near where we hang our coats, in a protruding mass that hangs on the side above. My desk sits, cramped in the front window, mostly unused. In the morning, the weak winter light filters through the diaphanous front curtains. Under the window nearest the door the curtain is torn to shreds, from the dog’s futile jumping and barking at postal workers and couriers. Often I sit on the couch in this front room to be nearer to this morning light, near also where the children like to play, where we cluster together our chaos.

Each day of the week, one of us teaches at home. A box holding one of our faces or the other, against a background of our dingy room, peering into other boxes of other faces, other rooms. My eyes hurt from being on the computer all day, taking breaks every hour when I hear the baby needs me. “Need,” that’s the word for the pierce of her hungry cry. When I am teaching or in a student meeting, no matter how we try to arrange the apartment, wherever John secrets himself away with the children, in our bedroom or in my older daughter’s room, which used to be my office, I can always hear the baby crying out for me.

Since I began work only a couple weeks after giving birth, at first we position me on the couch to teach my classes, which are now online, bulwarked by pillows, sitting with the towel over a hole our dog has scratched in the cushion, trying our best to arrange the light so that shadows don’t fall across my face, in an otherwise shadowy room. Already I feel the weight of overwork on my body, the bleeding into the toilet bowl on days I work too much, which is most days. In November I take on a weeklong visiting gig at night, in order to pay for a new couch. Eventually I will sit on this new couch all day, except for the hours I spend teaching at my desk, feeding the baby, trying to get reading or work done on the laptop, or writing notes in my journal as the baby sleeps on me, trying with what little time I have to capture the daily, ephemeral impulse of that fall and winter.

When the couch finally comes, in January, in pieces we have to assemble, it is harder, less comfortable. But it looks more presentable, although generic, for this new life, in which our rooms are the visual background for constant work. Usually kept out of the frame: the blocks and toys and dolls, the filthy rugs, the clean laundry awaiting folding on the edge of the dining table, the packages newly arrived or waiting to be returned, the dog toys, the diaper pail, a baby crying, a dog barking, a child demanding attention.

This semester, I am teaching a graduate seminar on the subject of time. The only space I can find to get any real reading done for the class is in the middle of the night, when I sit up and bear the baby across my lap, waiting for her arm to go limp enough for me to attempt to put her back into the crib. I use the flashlight on my phone to check the thermometer, the radiator hissing and knocking full blast in November, until I wake up most nights sweating through the sheets, and then the radiator failing as we enter the winter. Wake up, take the baby, check the time to see how many hours she has slept, check the thermometer, put her on each breast, hoping she is awake enough to feed, try to pick up the mason jar of water and drink some, replacing my fluids, willing myself not to drop the heavy jar on her head. I give her my breast every time she wakes, every time she cries. The light on my phone throws a shadow against the wall, making me look like a mountain or a ghost. By the end of the semester I am translucent with exhaustion.

In early December, in the middle of the night, with a booklight slung around my neck, I read Yūko Tsushima’s I-novel Territory of Light, a narrative of a single mother raising her child in 1970s Japan. I am drawn to the pastel shimmery blues and pinks on the cover of the translation. There is a brief period when I am awake, at 4 a.m., or 4:30 a.m., or 5 a.m. every morning, or is it still night, and I move into the other room with the baby, knowing that she needs to nurse, letting her father sleep, and I read the novel, feeling ecstatic in those early hours. At some point, however, the accumulation of sleeplessness causes me to hit a wall, and I am no longer able to read, the exhaustion immobilizes me. Tsushima published the novel in monthly installments in a magazine. It feels like the right time for me to read it now, this work of the vertiginousness of early motherhood, of exhaustion and despair and small joys, of lightness and darkness. I am so drawn to her dreamlike world, which is about stillness and interiority and solitude. I am interested in how the work organizes and contains the seasons, how we move through time.

Although John is at home and helps, more with our oldest, I have never felt more alone than in those early morning hours, in this first year with the baby. I am the one to awake to her cries. I am the one who more easily puts her to sleep. It is with her, and this book, that I begin to meet the night.

The Long Meadow

Every Friday through the fall we head to the other meadow in Prospect Park, the mile stretch of the Long Meadow, to meet up with friends, a boy exactly my daughter’s age, with whom she went to a threes class before everything shut down, and his mother. Fridays are mostly my day off, except that I take phone calls with students in the later afternoon, for their conferences and office hours, as I do throughout every day, my breast often in my baby’s mouth to keep her calm. Usually I just ask the students how they’re doing, about their days, trying to be hopeful or optimistic, at least about their lives and ambitions. My undergrads are trapped in their childhood bedrooms, often miserable in their regression. I tell them to try to go outside. This is a real assignment, as it’s a class on nature writing—to be more precise, a class on writing after nature, asking, How do we write amid the grief of climate change? How can we pay attention to both the small and the cosmic? For my part, I still try to find pleasure in a city pastoral, which for me is Prospect Park.

We now get to the park by car, with the baby screaming the entire way, as she hates the car; she is such a joyful baby except in the car, where she feels penned in. In those early months it takes hours to get ready to leave, and we adults often fight, getting out the door, me playing, as always, the sergeant at arms, as I’m always trying to keep us on time. It is inevitably the two of us going there with our two children; we haven’t figured out how to delegate, or how to do it solo, but also, despite the frayed edges, we often desire to be together. Plus, everyone expects the mother to show up. The bickering feels constant lately. But we are surviving on almost no sleep while teaching a full slate of classes at various places, with no parental leave.

At first the baby is up every three hours in the night, then every two hours, and at some point it becomes every forty-five minutes or an hour, and by now I’ve stopped keeping track. There is an element of torture to it. I often send John to the couch to sleep; it’s difficult to stir him anyway, to get the baby from the crib and bring her to me, and this way I can more easily bring her back into bed to sleep. The problem is, if I make myself sit up, and check my phone, even start to read, while doing one of these night nursing sessions, the resulting adrenaline makes it impossible for me to fall back to sleep, and even once the baby goes back down, I lie there in the night for hours, eyes closed. No one cares or knows to ask about sleeplessness unless they’re going through it. But it becomes clear to us later, how black-and-white our thinking becomes when our sleep is ground down so much, completely deconstructed, how I go to war over petty domestic exchanges, usually to do with getting out the door, while he shuts down. Where is the baby’s hat that has the ears, where are her socks, where the fuck are her socks? Why are you grinding coffee again when we haven’t found the mittens, no not those mittens, the yellow mittens. We usually say 2 p.m. and by the time we get to the park it is usually three, the baby asleep on me in the carrier. We are always late, in those first few months. We are never not late.

On the first Friday in December, when we go to meet our friend and her son in the Long Meadow, it is gray and slightly raining and peaceful. We pick up coffee and a box of cookies from the Italian place we haven’t been to since the shutdown, a treat. By the time we get to the park we are feeling cozy and hopeful; it is always like this, a return to coziness. Usually, after a while, we can’t remember what we were bickering about. I drink too much coffee, although I am constantly dehydrated and there are never enough places to pee anymore. The children eat the boxed cookies on a bench, then hand some out to us, delighted in their mission; we take them with our gloved hands, which feels almost too risky, this way of sharing food. Our friend stands some paces away, takes off her mask. We sit on the bench with the kids and accept their offerings.

It feels good, to bring our friend coffee. She is alone all day with her son, as her husband still goes out into the world for work during the day, and even on his days off, he doesn’t show. She gets to the park, from where they live, by pushing her child in a stroller for more than a mile. We always see them first, across the field, through the gray drizzly light—her royal-blue knit cap, her son’s bright neon yellow. Eventually he will take his scooter there, and she will pull that. She tells me, as usual, about her moms group, as she calls it, now online, and what she’s learned about how to communicate with her son, who is prone to tantrums, as is usual still for that age, perhaps even more in this time. She tries this exercise, she tells me again, of picking five minutes to be totally present with him, to do anything he wants. When she tells me this I feel guilty, because even though I am always with my child I almost never get down on the floor with her anymore, preferring to watch from my distance of the couch. Just the day before, my daughter was jumping on the couch while I was nursing the baby, wouldn’t stop even though I kept asking her. Finally I swore at her, although I immediately apologized. My friend and I give each other wide berths for our impatience at our children, their tantrums, although I confess to feeling tired of the tantrums of other people’s children. Her son’s are frequent. He can throw himself on my daughter so totally. Don’t go for the face! I’ve started to call out wearily, half joking.

We had just come from the four-year vaccination. I took her in for the shot, as only one parent could come inside, because of the new precautions. How small she seemed on my lap, without the baby. Her doll got a shot first and a matching Strawberry Shortcake bandage. The doctor, a mother of young children herself, asked me if my daughter was drawing faces yet—a question that surprised me, as she had actually just started drawing faces that week. I still have the drawing on a little table by the couch: an oval body—two arms, two legs, eyebrows, dots for a mouth above a belly button—like a potato person. That’s me, she said. The rest of us were blobs, on the bottom of the page, upside down. The yellow highlighter, purple marker, red crayon: these hectic drawings that are somehow beautiful in their chaos.

I tell my friend about this, as we sit on the bench eating cookies. It always feels a little wrong to share milestones, as everyone gets so competitive, especially here. Her son hasn’t started drawing faces yet. It’ll happen any day now, I tell her, that’s what the doctor told me. She doesn’t seem to care. She’s very no-nonsense, very Maine, if that makes sense. I don’t know if we’re actually friends. There’s a category I think of—the mom friend, whom I see in the park for playdates, whose name I always learn after her child’s. We do help each other. When she takes a call for work, we watch her son. We walk across the field to the Picnic House to use the toilets, even though my friend, who has a spry, slim body, often pees in the woods. I won’t pee in the woods, as I have a postpartum vagina and I will just pee all over myself, and I’m usually wearing a jumpsuit. When I prepare to go inside, my friend instructs me, in her way, to leave immediately when the toilet flushes. She doubles up her mask to go inside, adding a pointier mask, the first time I’ve seen one.

Coming out, I see our children attacking each other in the distance. This is not atypical for them, although her son is often the instigator, upset that my daughter’s favorite dinosaur is the T. rex too, or that she’s standing somewhere he doesn’t want her to. The boy is crying now, his mother has picked him up and carried him away; my daughter nearly stabbed him in the eye with a long stick, I believe by accident, and so now I am the one who is apologizing. He’s not injured, luckily; only his feelings are wounded. We redirect the children to a large tree, where a school group of some kind has built a fort of branches, common sightings dotting the park this year. They linger there together, drawing patterns in the dirt with their sticks. Such a pleasure, watching the wild children underneath there. They find solidarity after trying to kill each other, John observes. I want them to be able to stand there as long as possible, amid the fort’s stark beauty. Instead we all head back across the field together, the yellowing leaves and December light.

Seasons

The day after, we drive to galleries in the city for the first time since the shutdown, a rare outing for John’s birthday, wearing masks in the freezing rain. At a show of new work by Etel Adnan, painted during the pandemic, my daughters and I consider her four panels of seasons. The black strokes of trees with dabs of color. Spring is for pink and blue and oranges. Autumn is brown with peach. Is winter the yellowing sky? And summer the swath of pale green?

A woman, who has also been looking attentively at the paintings, comes up to me in that room at the gallery. She is there with another woman, who seems to be her adult daughter. I can’t stop looking at your baby, she says. I mumble about how my child responds to the paintings, their elemental use of color and shape, that the baby likes them too. A welcomed interaction in the gallery, but afterward I feel paranoid: Had I exposed myself that way, talking to her inside, though we were both wearing masks? Only afterward do John and I realize that the woman might have been the painter Vija Celmins, a realization in which we take conspiratorial pleasure. It’s a relief to be outside the claustrophobia of our apartment, to be together again, seeing art and talking to other people, being in the world.

When we are out in the world, most people now smile at the baby, who smiles back at them. I realize that there’s a pleasure, in public, to the open exposed face of a baby. Everyone else’s faces are hidden, including my other child’s. What I don’t tell my friend later is that my child stopped drawing faces soon after she started drawing them. She hasn’t drawn faces for some time. I don’t know what that means, if anything. I worry whether it’s possible that she’s stopped drawing faces because she’s stopped seeing them.

As I’m writing the above passage, the baby wakes up on my lap. Her pretty red cheeks, like the cherries we saw that day on Cecily Brown’s massive canvases. She is becoming sturdier in her body, less fragile. I put my nipple in her mouth so I can continue thinking, folded over. She sucks greedily, falls asleep, moaning ever so faintly. I watch my other one out of the corner of my eye. She is in the holiday pajamas that were a gift from my sister, singing in front of the mirrored closet a passionately butchered “The Hills Are Alive,” pressing her fingers against the glass, which won’t get wiped off for weeks. My exhaustion today is like a glaze. I have taken to bringing the baby into bed with me at the beginning of the night so I can get a little more sleep, however disrupted. My fingers rest on the back of her neck as she sleeps, to make sure she isn’t freezing. The radiator keeps switching off. Our landlord is away and won’t do anything about it. I curl around the baby, to give her warmth. I try again to read Territory of Light. Once more I begin the opening chapter, reading the same page over and over. Trying to see how Tsushima does it, how she conjures such a sense of lightness as well as melancholy. A mood of cozy dread, that’s how I have begun to think of it—I don’t know if I read that phrase somewhere. The fiction by Japanese women writers I am reading in translation all resembles this in some way. The alienating chill and slight surreality of capitalism, both in disposable and precarious desk jobs as well as in the hierarchy of the domestic. The longing toward outward markers of success, the hope for transformation if one is promoted to a full-time job or lives in a larger place, a hope that is never realized. And yet there is warmth in the details of preparing food at home, of sitting on a bench in the park, of being with children. The pleasure of the quotidian, of the day, coziness toward one’s condition. Maybe that’s because, for most of us, that’s all we have: the private and the small. The baby is so joyful. Sometimes, at night, I am unsure whether I am sleeping, or reading, or awake.

Happy, happy, my daughter now stomps hard over to her new magnetic blocks in a basket by the front window, separates them, starts building. We shush her. The baby stirs on my lap. Her little foot twitches. She is up, pecking at me. I get her back down. Instead of reading, I watch as my daughter plays with
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“Zambreno has invented a new form’
Annie Ernaux





