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For Ariel








Have you ever wondered what it would be like to be a ladybug?

—My son



When I grow up I want to be the sun.

—My daughter








All at Once

The redwoods are on fire in California. A flood submerges a neighborhood that sat quiet on the coast for three centuries. A child takes their first steps and tumbles into a father’s arms. Two people in New Orleans fall in love under an oak tree whose branches bend like sorrow. A forest of seeds are planted in new soil. A glacier melts into the ocean and the sea climbs closer to the land. A man comes home from war and holds his son for the first time. A man is killed by a drone that thinks his jug of water is a bomb. Your best friend relapses and isn’t picking up the phone. Your son’s teacher calls to say he stood up for another boy in class. A country below the equator ends a twenty-year civil war. A soldier across the Atlantic fires the shot that begins another. The scientists find a vaccine that will save millions of people’s lives. Your mother’s cancer has returned and doctors say there is nothing else they can do. There is a funeral procession in the morning and a wedding in the afternoon. The river that gives us water to drink is the same one that might wash us away.







Waiting on a Heartbeat

the doctor says you are there

even though we cannot hear you

and you know what they say about the tree

falling in the forest

and i know i have never heard a tree

i could not see

but i have seen trees i could not hear

little one

they tell me you are half the size of a fingernail

and when i hear that i look down at my cuticles

and imagine you sitting there

telling me dad it’s going to be okay

there is nothing

to worry about

there is joy in being

a father to a mystery

there is grace in observing the tulip

and knowing it will not bud before your eyes

little one

you are my daily reminder

that you do not go to a garden to watch

the flowers grow

you go to give thanks

for what has already bloomed.







FaceTime

On another night

in a hotel

in a room

in a city

flanked with all

that is unfamiliar

I am able to move

my finger along

a glass screen

once across

once vertical

and in seconds

see your mother

smiling in our room

that is both so far

away and so familiar

in the cradle

of my palm

and she can place

the small screen

near her belly

and when I speak

I can see you

moving beneath

her skin as if you

knew that this

distance was

only temporary

and what a joy it is

to be somewhere

that is not with you

but still with you

and see your feet

dance beneath her

ribcage like you knew

we’d be dancing

together soon.







Passage

Tonight I read you Dr. Seuss

as we do each evening and my mouth

contorts over amorphous letters

while your mother laughs at my blundering

tongue. But I’m not sure I’m to blame

for fumbling over Circus McGurkus

and Yertle the Turtle. It’s just that sometimes

it can feel sort of silly because I have

these moments where I look down before

I flip the page and realize that I am talking

to your mother’s skin—

well not her skin, per se,

but the half-globe of your yet-born body

swimming beneath it. I read a sentence

and watch you kick, and I tell your mother

that you are laughing and she tells me you

are trying to let me know that my turtle

voice is subpar. I try a new version,

less nasally, higher pitched,

and you kick as if to tell me just to finish

the book already, you’re trying to go to sleep.







“It’s All in Your Head”

When your mother was five months pregnant she told me her feet were itching, so I rubbed lotion across their arches as she continued to carry the weight of you. The next day she told me her feet burned, a bed of untamed embers, so we soaked them in cold water until her skin pruned and her heart tempered its restless pulse. The next night she woke me and said the heat was crawling up her legs, so we called the nurse, who told us to come in right away. When we arrived, they hooked her to machines that rang with a desperate hum. We waited for one hour and then waited for several more. When the doctor finally arrived, he looked at the clipboard he had been handed. He checked several boxes. He scribbled through lines. He looked up. He smiled. He told us everything was fine. He said we should go back home, that we really shouldn’t worry, that it was likely psychosomatic and something that would go away with time. Your mother took a deep breath—an eruption hidden behind the blanket of its own ash. She asked the doctor if he would please run some tests so that we could be absolutely sure. The doctor shook his head, lifted his hand, and swallowed all of the sound in the room: Sometimes during pregnancy, symptoms arise that don’t mean much and sometimes the problem is all in your head. He walked out of the room and told the nurse to send us home. But the next day the heat in your mother’s legs grew into a blaze. We drove back to the hospital and asked to see a different doctor. The nurse said that wouldn’t be possible. Your mother’s restraint fractured. She has never allowed someone to tell her the ground isn’t there when she feels its soil beneath her feet. She leaned over the desk: I am not asking you, I am telling you, I need to see a different doctor. The nurse, now anxious, disappeared into the hall. We were called to see a different doctor and that doctor ran the tests that your mother asked for. What she found occurs in one out of one thousand pregnancies. She told us you need to be delivered early, that waiting too long might mean you extinguish in a womb of poisoned blood. I keep thinking of what could have happened, of what almost did.
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