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		Anyone who willfully, intentionally and without right, by the explosion of gunpowder or of any other explosive, unlawfully damages property or injures a person, shall be punished by imprisonment in the state prison for not more than twenty years.” [Massachusetts General Laws; Felonies 266.101]

		That’s the state’s definition of “malicious explosion,” the destruction of property with an explosive device. It’s a serious felony, on a par with armed robbery or deadly assault. My teenage son was charged with three counts. If convicted, he would face up to sixty years in state prison. The charges made him sound like a pretty scary guy.

		Just in case that wasn’t enough, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts had also charged him with one count of “possessing explosives with the intent to harm people or property.” I guess that was their backstop—if they couldn’t prove he harmed people or destroyed property, they wanted to prove he meant to. That was worth a few years in prison if the first charges weren’t enough to send him away forever.

		Until that point, people charged with malicious explosion in Massachusetts had mostly been outlaw bikers, Mafia hit men, drug dealers, or vicious thugs. Their explosions were obvious and unmistakable: pipe bombs in clubhouses, firebombs in churches, car bombs under Cadillacs, maybe a hand grenade tossed through a window. Most of the time, someone was killed, or at least seriously injured. The idea that my son would be lumped together with people like that was just crazy. He wasn’t a violent criminal; he was a bright, geeky teenager who’d dropped out of high school so he could study chemistry in college at age sixteen. Now he was fighting for his life over one question: Was he a budding scientist or a mad bomber?

		All this had happened because Jack, whom I call Cubby, had gotten interested in the physics and chemistry of explosives at a time when most kids are still learning multiplication and division. He had made experimental explosive compounds from common and legal chemicals and set them off on the ground in the woods where we live. No one was hurt. No property was damaged. No one even complained. He just wanted to see if his concoctions would really explode, and they did. Sometimes. He’d filmed his experiments and put them on YouTube for others to see and discuss.

		To me, he was just a smart kid with a love of science. When Cubby’s interest in chemistry turned serious at age twelve, it was no surprise he had explored homemade explosives. I could not expect him to be interested in industrial chemistry at his age, and he knew about fireworks from the time he had spent in Mexico, where his mom was studying for her doctorate. I was proud of his knowledge, though I wasn’t too happy about where it had led us.

		My son’s explosions hadn’t looked very scary to me—not much more than firecrackers tossed on the ground. Ten-second videos showed capfuls of explosive blowing half-cups of dirt into the air. A few of the blasts were larger, but they were still in the big-rock-tossed-in-a-pond category. Unfortunately, they were enough to set the DA on the warpath.

		“It’s the scary times we live in,” people told me. I remembered my own childhood on a farm in Georgia, where I’d go to the local hardware store, buy dynamite, and use it to blow up stumps and rocks in our fields. I’d done that when I was Cubby’s age, and no one had cared at all. Farm kids everywhere did the same back then. I did not fully understand how much things had changed—how fearful and jumpy people had become in the wake of 9/11.

		And of course we didn’t live on a farm anymore. My parents had moved from rural Georgia to western Massachusetts when I was a little boy. When I grew up, I stayed in the area and Cubby had spent his life in the suburbs around Amherst.

		A different teenage boy might have hidden his newfound hobby, but Cubby was proud of what he achieved, and it never occurred to him that anyone would question his intent. You see, Cubby’s brilliant, but he has Asperger’s syndrome, a mild form of autism, which makes it hard for him to see how others might perceive his interests. I’ve got Asperger’s too, so I know firsthand what it means. Everyone who knows my son would tell you how gentle he is, but because of the Asperger’s, he’s often oblivious to what’s going on around him. Unfortunately, that obliviousness made him an easy target for a narrow-minded, publicity-seeking prosecutor. When she heard about his home chemistry lab and his experiments, she went after him with everything she had, quickly securing a grand jury indictment. My son could not believe anyone would prosecute him for his interest in chemistry. He had no idea what to do, or why he was under siege. You can imagine how I felt, with my only child being attacked by a public official who had never even spoken to either one of us.

		Now we were in the superior courtroom of the Hampshire County Courthouse, in Northampton, Massachusetts. In Massachusetts, superior court is reserved for the biggest cases; everyone else is processed in district court or the magistrate’s office. The year before, of the thousands of cases in our county’s court system, only fifteen made it all the way to superior court trials, and most of those ended in conviction. The room was air-conditioned, but sweat beaded on my forehead as I pondered my son’s odds. I rocked back and forth on the hard courtroom bench, thinking and worrying. All the witnesses had come and gone. Closing arguments were over, and the judge had finished reading the instructions to the jury. A few minutes before, I had watched them file slowly out of the room, to begin their deliberations. It was all up to the jury. They were eleven women and one man, strangers to one another and to me. What would they decide?

		Ten feet in front of me, my son sat at the defense table between his lawyers. To his right, the prosecutor shuffled her papers and looked toward the empty jury box. The judge gazed down on all of us from her bench, and armed bailiffs guarded the flanks. My son looked so young and vulnerable among all those serious-looking adults. He wore a grown man’s suit, but underneath he was still my little boy, skinny as a rail, with only a wisp of beard. My heart hurt for him.

		Meanwhile, I had my own deliberations going on. I wanted to understand how my kid’s science experiments had led to felony criminal charges. My son was still a teenager, with no history of breaking the law. He’d never even been in a fight. He wasn’t in trouble in school. He wasn’t any kind of renegade. Everyone who knew him was struck by two things: his kindness and his intelligence.

		So why was he on trial? Had he really done something terrible, something I did not comprehend? Could it be that I was blind to the true nature of my only child? Was he in trouble because of the way I had raised him, as some commenters had suggested in the local newspaper’s online forum? Perhaps it all came down to being different, I thought. Now we might have to pay a high price for our nonconformity. My Asperger’s had made me feel like a social isolate, and I knew my son felt the same way. Both of us wanted to be a part of society; we just didn’t always know quite how.

		Sitting there in court, neither of us had any idea how the jurors felt or what they might do. Would they protect an eccentric but harmless member of the community or fall for the prosecutor’s fear-mongering? As I waited anxiously for the verdict, I could not help but reflect on my choices as a dad and our tumultuous father-son journey of the past eighteen years.
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		The story began thirty years ago, before there was even the idea of a Cubby. I was twenty-some years old, a newly minted adult with a serious girlfriend. We were talking of marriage and possibly even a family.

		I might have flunked out of high school a few years before, but I’d truly graduated from teenager to grown-up. Having made such a momentous change, I figured I should stop doing the kind of things kids did and start doing what adults did. I looked around for some sample adults, to get a sense of what came next.

		I knew that having kids was something most grown-ups do. But when should we embark on that journey, and how? I was still new to dating and sex. To me, kids were a feared consequence, as in, Uh-oh … do you think you might be pregnant? Fatherhood, for young adults like me, was the unwanted result of the ultimate dating success. Luckily, I was not introduced to parenting via that pathway.

		I followed the more traditional route, starting with dropping out of school. It began when my girlfriend, Mary Trompke, left me in tenth grade. “I don’t ever want to speak to you again,” she said one day, and I didn’t even know why. At the same time, my home life turned nasty. “You’re never going to amount to anything,” my father would shout at me in drunken rages. “You’re going to end up pumping gas or sweeping floors!” At the time, none of us knew that I had Asperger’s, so I had no way of understanding my difficulties fitting in and doing well in school. I was inclined to believe what the grown-ups said—that I was just lazy and no good. Depressed and angry, I quit school and went out on my own. Luckily, I had a marketable skill—electronics—and a plan for putting myself to work. My teenage fascination with music and circuitry turned into a budding career as local musicians began looking to me to repair their broken instruments and amplifiers. To me, the choice was clear: I was a failure in school, but I had a future in music. I decided to go where I was wanted.

		Of course, not everyone agreed with my decision to quit school, and they didn’t embrace my choice of career either. “Dropping out isn’t going to lead you anywhere, boy,” my grandfather, Jack, told me. His own father had been the first Robison to graduate from college, so school meant a lot to him. “Those musicians are all starving freaks,” my father added. “How can you expect to make a living from them?”

		I don’t know what my mother thought. After a recent psychotic break and a violent and endless divorce from my dad, she had her own problems to deal with. Once I left home, she and my father were so wrapped up in their own worlds, they hardly paid any attention to me at all. It cut both ways; after a rough and tumultuous childhood, I didn’t want much to do with either parent. It would be some years before my feelings toward them changed.

		So there I was, a sixteen-year-old dropout in need of a job and a home. I jumped at the chance to become the newest crew member of Fat, a local rock and blues band. For eighty bucks a week and a room in the rambling farmhouse where they lived, I set up and took down their equipment. I even drove the truck back and forth to the clubs where we played. We worked five nights a week and spent the other two days fixing anything that broke. In my spare time I continued to repair amplifiers and instruments for other musicians and I kept studying as much as I could.

		Over the next few years, as my skills developed, the nature of my work changed. Instead of fixing old equipment, more and more of my time was spent making old designs better, and building new things I dreamed up from thin air. It felt good, creating things and seeing them work. I was on my own, on my way up, and feeling proud and defiant because my family’s threats hadn’t come true. I’d show them! The bands I worked for got bigger and bigger, as performances in barrooms morphed into concerts in stadiums. Even my father grudgingly conceded I’d done okay.

		Over the next few years, two girlfriends came and went, and then I got back together with Mary. But I didn’t call her that. I’ve always had a tendency to make up my own names for the people, pets, and things I especially like. Growing up, I called my little brother Varmint because he was such a pest, and when I got to feeling sick, I called University Health Services the Repair Center. I don’t know why, but I’ve often had trouble with the names other people have chosen. My girlfriend’s mother called her Mary Lee, just the way my own parents used my middle name, John Elder. I called her Little Bear because she was stocky and tenacious, at times even belligerent. I liked her a lot. She was my best friend.

		We always had a lot in common, and what we shared often seemed pretty weird to other people. Trains had always been one of my great loves, and she walked the tracks with me, collecting stray insulators from abandoned telegraph poles. I’d climb twenty feet up the poles, unscrew the old insulators, and lower them carefully so she could stow them in her backpack. If I said, “Let’s sneak into the passage under the university’s student union and explore the steam tunnels,” she would be right there with me. Instead of asking if I was crazy, she would say, “Do you think we’ll need extra batteries for the flashlight?” No challenge was too strange.

		We were both logical and sensible, though that wasn’t always obvious by our actions. Both of us loved to read, especially science fiction. We never ran out of things to say to each other. Sometimes we talked about our families and life at home. We didn’t do that too often, though, because growing up hadn’t been much fun. Both of us had left home in a hurry, and we weren’t moving back.

		Seen from the perspective of middle age, it’s obvious how messed up and crazy both our childhoods were. At the time, however, neither of us knew any other way of growing up. The best thing you could say was that our parents showed us what we didn’t want in a family, and we took that lesson to heart, especially when it came to liquor. Our dads were both drinkers, the kind that seem real nice to their friends but are actually mean as hell to the kids. My only brother was eight years younger and lived in a commune with my mother’s crazy shrink. Mary’s brothers and sister were all older, and they’d gone as far from home as they could get. Big sister was in Florida, getting divorced. Brother Ted was in Oregon, contemplating law school. Paul had joined the navy and headed for the Philippines on a submarine. Danny had gone the farthest. I was shocked and saddened when he froze to death in the winter of 1976, camped out alone in the woods.

		While I was establishing myself in the music business, Little Bear enrolled at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst. If she was going to stay in school, that seemed like the most practical choice. It was right in town, and she’d grown up prowling the campus, so she knew her way around. The school assigned her to a dorm, but after her first year she moved to an apartment about ten miles north, in Sunderland. There were two roommates in the apartment already—fellow science fiction aficionados. One was into insects, and the other was a jolly nearsighted gnome whose entire world revolved around comic book artwork, imaginary creatures, superheroes, and a sometime girlfriend.

		The most charitable word I could use to describe the apartment structure itself would be deteriorated. An abandoned Volkswagen sat on four flat tires in the front yard. Inside, the halls were lined with rotten, peeling plasterboard, and the thin walls were insulated with vast stacks of paperback books. When I moved in after we got back together, the place went from crowded to untenable. The sink was already overflowing with dirty dishes, and the shelves in the bathroom sagged from the load. There was no room for my stuff, and when I used their towels and soaps, they complained. After a month, Little Bear and I rented a house of our own in South Hadley and worked harder to pay for it.

		By that time I had parlayed my love of music and electronics into something pretty substantial. I’d left the local music scene for New York City and an engineering gig with Britannia Row Audio, the sound company Pink Floyd had formed a few years before. The Floyd owned a vast array of sound equipment, and when they weren’t touring they rented it out to other touring bands. They had a big studio on 45th Road in Long Island City that was filled with gear they’d shipped from England. My job was to keep it all running and build whatever esoteric devices we could think up to keep our sound systems the best in the world. It was a heady job for a twenty-one-year-old geek, for sure. I’d drive there and work a few days, then bring home with me whatever I couldn’t finish.

		Little Bear was floundering at UMass, and she seized the chance to jump into electronics. We made a good team; I designed the circuits and she assembled them. In addition to being my girlfriend, she became a technician and a partner in the stuff we created.

		Our first musical collaboration was for the Canadian supergroup April Wine. We spent a few weeks with them crisscrossing eastern Canada as we patched together a reliable sound system for their First Glance tour. That was followed by a whirlwind of shows back in America as we set up sound systems for the Kinks, Roxy Music, Phoebe Snow, Rick James, Dan Hill, Talking Heads, and Blondie. The next year I got hired by KISS, where we made Ace Frehley’s signature fire-breathing, rocket-firing, and disco-lighted guitars. It was a good life, but unpredictable. We’d be busy and flush with cash one month, and idle and destitute two months later. It seemed like everyone in the music business lived hand to mouth, and I wanted more than that.

		I thought I’d find it in a regular job, and I was incredibly lucky to find one for which I was truly the perfect candidate, at toy and game maker Milton Bradley, just half an hour’s drive away in East Longmeadow, Massachusetts. My experience designing sound systems for musicians landed me a role creating special effects for their newest electronic games. I became a staff engineer, a pretend executive commuting from the suburbs. It looked like easy work: I had designed circuits on napkins when I worked for bands; Milton Bradley was offering a lab, reference books, and even state-of-the-art computers. All I had to do was look the part.

		The superficial change from grungy rock and roller to corporate drone was virtually instantaneous. I trimmed my hair a full six inches, bought a new Oxxford suit, and reported for work at the required hour. But though my appearance was dramatically altered, I was exactly the same person I’d been before. So was Little Bear. A few months earlier, we’d been freaks in an overcrowded apartment in a college town. Now I was supposed to be a responsible executive, building a family in the suburbs of Springfield. It was only fifteen miles by road, but it was light-years away from anything I had known before. The transformation looked successful to me, but there must have been chinks in my armor. I knew that because the older redneck engineers called me a hippie freak.

		A few years passed as we practiced looking like a nice, middle-class suburban couple. It worked. The rednecks stopped calling me names. I drifted away from music, and did my best to be the young executive my managers wanted me to be. Pretending made me miserable, but I had to do it—I wanted to be accepted by polite society. I wanted a job where I felt safe and secure. It was a means to an end: I saw families all around me, and I knew I eventually wanted one of my own.

		Little Bear found a job as a technician at a local electronics firm and pondered her own future. After a lot of thought and discussion she decided to become an anthropologist, specializing in colonial New England. The following fall she returned to college. She was determined that at least one of us was going to get a legitimate education. She had flunked out the first time, but the second time around she was earning top marks.

		As we both got more settled, the notion of fatherhood appealed to me more and more. It seemed like the right thing to do sometime in the future. But the operative word remained future. I always wanted a kid, just not then. At twenty-one, my excuse was simple and socially acceptable: I wasn’t married. That excuse evaporated when we tied the knot after three years of living together, at the age of twenty-five.

		Even then, I still wasn’t ready to rush into parenthood. I felt like I was just getting started at working life, and I didn’t have any safety net. There was always the risk of getting laid off or even fired. After all, jobs in electronics were far from stable. My job at Milton Bradley had only lasted two and a half years. By the time we got married, I was with a company called Simplex Time Recorder in Gardner. The new job paid more but came with even more pressure to conform, and a three-hour round-trip commute. When I took the job, I thought I’d made a smart move, with a 50 percent increase in pay and a fancy new title. Once I got there, I realized I’d traded the laid-back atmosphere of a fast-growing toy company for a management grind in a stodgy old factory. I’d gone from an airy cubicle and lab in a brand-new building to a windowless work space filled with ancient furniture on the fourth floor of an old New England mill. As I trudged past security and climbed the stairs to my office, I could feel the rumble of machinery from the factory floors below.

		It was a world totally alien to anything I had known. My grandfather Jack had the best advice for the situation. “Son,” he said, “just keep your mouth shut, look serious, and watch close.” Jack was glad I’d left the music world behind, but I wasn’t so sure this corporate job was really a step up. In my new workplace, the factory boss was king, and music and sound effects were something to be discussed after hours, if at all.

		There was no way I was ready for a kid during the first year I worked at Simplex. “We’re the world leader in time clocks and fire alarms,” my new boss said, beaming. I just winced. Compared to Milton Bradley, the Simplex factory felt like a blacksmith shop. For the first year, all my energy was directed toward fitting in and making a success of myself in The Big Corporation. The second year, I went into debt to purchase the trappings of executive life, so I still couldn’t afford a kid. I did have a closetful of (to me) shockingly expensive suits, and after learning that the factory boss kept a baseball bat behind his desk, I’d gotten myself a more cultured head cracker: a spiffy walking stick with a heavy brass knob on top. But everyone around me had kids, and none of my possessions would play with me in the sandbox. Still, I held off. I don’t remember what the third year’s excuse was, but that fall I got laid off, and I surely could not consider having a kid while collecting $199 a week in unemployment and drowning in debt. Fine clothes weren’t much help to me then either.

		When I’d worked in music I’d had plenty of experience with feast and famine. I assumed I’d left that behind with my so-called executive job. Boy, was I wrong! All it took was someone a bit higher up the corporate food chain to nod his head, and I was on the street. What am I going to do now? I wondered. Whatever it was, I knew I had to act fast. Otherwise I’d go broke and lose everything.

		Luckily, I had a backup skill: automobile repair. I’d actually supported myself for a short time by fixing cars, and I still tinkered with them even while working for the electronics firms. It was a fun weekend activity that made money too. Not only that, my efforts allowed me to drive neat old cars. My colleagues had always admired my vintage Mercedes, BMW, and Porsche chariots as they parked their practical but boring Camrys and Tauruses in the company parking lot. As I pondered my newly unemployed status my thoughts kept circling back to the thousand dollars I could make selling a ten-year-old Benz. That cash would double my unemployment income for five whole weeks. What if I could do that regularly?

		Till then, I had been buying old, tired cars and fixing them up because I liked to tinker, but I decided to treat car sales as a job, not as a hobby. Looking at the car dealers around me, I concluded I should be buying newer and nicer merchandise. I sifted through the listings in the Boston Auto Trader and settled on a five-year-old Mercedes 300SD.

		It was a big leap, buying a car like that. For one thing, it cost a lot more than any of the old beaters I’d purchased before. It was a full decade newer than my last Mercedes, top of the line and much more sophisticated.

		To my surprise it was easier to get that car ready for sale than any of the old junks I’d been messing with before, and once I’d cleaned it up, it sold right away. I bought another as fast as I could, and another after that. My new business was off and running.

		Just then, I found a new job. That was a big relief, but it meant I had to push my fledgling business into the background just as I was getting it moving. I was back on the treadmill, commuting three hours each day to a management job at Candela, a big laser manufacturer in suburban Boston. Once again, I was an electronics executive, or so my employers believed. This time, though, I had a backstop—an income stream of my own. The car business was turning into a profitable little sideline with the potential to be a whole lot more.

		My thirtieth birthday came and went, another milestone. The older I got, the more I was torn by a combination of fear and anticipation. My focus was still on attaining financial security, but I knew the clock was ticking, and I didn’t want to end up with a toddler at the age of fifty. And it seemed like all my coworkers had kids. Not only that, their children were five, six, even ten years old. I realized I had missed the boat in terms of timing. Everyone else must have faced the same threats and worries as me, but somehow they had found the time or courage, or perhaps the babies “just happened.”

		And then there was Little Bear. Throughout the ups and downs of married life, she expressed a steady and increasing desire to become a mother. So I felt pressure everywhere I turned, from within and without. The closer I got to taking the plunge, the more scared I became. Would I get a good kid? Could I be a good dad? Could I afford to raise a child?

		I tried to break down the situation and evaluate it logically, as I am wont to do. When you look at kid acquisition from the outside, the hidden joys of parenthood may escape you. I strongly suspected there would be a good and fun side to raising a child, but I could not be sure. At the same time, there was no avoiding the stories my colleagues told of private school costs, uninsured doctor visits, and even more esoteric expenses like toddler yoga.

		Then there was the risk of birth defects. I figured the odds were high that my kid would be all right, but what if he wasn’t? What if he was born with brain damage, a bad heart, or three arms? One-in-a-thousand odds sound long and safe in a casino, where all you can lose is the cash in your pocket. In the kid lottery, a thousand-to-one long shot might condemn me to something I could not even conceive of, beyond the vague suspicion that life could become really hard for a very long time. I wondered whether that was a legitimate worry or an irrational one.

		And of course there was the memory of my own bad childhood. No one could deny the reality and ugliness of that. No one who knew, at least, because I kept that shameful secret carefully hidden. Could I be a good dad despite the example of my own father? I tried to break that down logically too, and when I did, it always came down to the influence of liquor. My dad drank, and when he got drunk, he turned mean. I didn’t drink. Still, I could not be sure that I would not be mean too. Perhaps meanness was inherited. That’s what my grandmother said.

		“Them Robison boys all have a mean streak, they surely do,” she’d say. I was never certain if that applied to me, or just the generations before. If it was true, it was scary.

		All those fears kept me firmly committed to later, whenever Little Bear and I talked about having a baby. Yet we were getting older; I knew something had to happen soon, if it was going to happen at all. Sure enough, it did. In the summer of 1989, I resigned from my electronics job to focus on my fledgling automobile company. A few weeks later, Little Bear found out she was pregnant. She had gotten pregnant a few times before, but each time, the pregnancy ended just as soon as it began. That made me wonder if this one would last, but as the weeks passed, it became clear that it would.

		Little Bear went to work preparing a nest. We decided the baby could live in the rear bedroom, which I’d been using for an office. We moved my desk and papers to the basement and she began decorating the room for our kid. The traditional white walls vanished, to be replaced with train wallpaper. Magazines and books on parenting appeared. I even read some of them.

		I was both terrified and excited. The idea of being a dad sounded really fun. The notion of running my own business was pretty attractive too. At the same time, I wasn’t sure I could do it all. I had to get my company moving, and fast. There would soon be a tyke to pay for.
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		I’d always loved cars, and I was now testing the notion that I could turn that love into a living. A few weeks before, I’d been an engineering manager at a high-tech laser manufacturer. Now I was a one-man show. I was the buyer, the mechanic, and the salesman, traveling New England, buying high-end cars, fixing them up, and selling them to anyone I could. My former colleagues thought I was crazy, but I just couldn’t handle the corporate life anymore.

		If you’d asked me at the time, that’s all I could have said by way of explanation. Today, I realize that my autism made the complex social dynamics of a corporate workplace nearly impossible to navigate. People were forever saying one thing and meaning another and expecting me to follow subtle social cues that I did not even know existed. I’d been a star engineer, but I was a failure as an executive, because I was blind to what I needed to see. In retrospect, starting my own small business was probably the smartest thing I could have done.

		My new business needed a name, and I wanted something clever. The problem was, carmakers trademarked their brands, so I couldn’t call myself John Robison, Mercedes Magician or John, Lord of Land Rovers. When I looked at dealerships, which set the standard for respectability in the car business, I saw that many were named after their owners, like Bob Baker Motors. After careful consideration, I decided to do the same and my company became J E Robison Service. Armed with a brand of my own, I told everyone who would listen that my company was the best place in all of New England to buy or repair a used Mercedes, Jaguar, or Land Rover. I hadn’t started with much, but I was determined to make the words true. After hearing me talk, my first clients may have been a little shocked to find me operating out of the garage behind our little South Hadley home.

		There were some unexpected benefits from going out on my own. While I worked the corporate job, my asthma had become almost uncontrollable. It had gotten so bad that I was using up a one-month albuterol inhaler every seven days, and the drug was making me jumpy, shaky, and tense. My inhaler wasn’t enough anymore—I’d made four or five trips to the emergency room over the past few years. The last time, I couldn’t even walk, and Little Bear had to roll me in from the car with a wheelchair.

		My doctor looked at me like a disobedient child and said, “You have chronic asthma. You have to stay on the regular medicine and take the steroids when you feel worse. It’s not going away.” He was wrong. When I removed the stress of a job I hated and stopped trying to be someone I wasn’t, my asthma receded. The inhaler I had in my pocket that final day at work lasted a month, and the next one lasted three months. I was on the road to recovery. I knew I’d need the energy, because that kid was looking more real every day. Little Bear had expanded, and her doctor said the baby was coming along fine.

		As she got bigger, I worked harder. I didn’t know how much time a baby would take, and I didn’t know how much money a baby would cost. Plenty of both, I thought. So I was buying as many cars as I could find and selling upward of twenty a month. Unfortunately, simply selling cars wasn’t enough. I had to do it profitably. That was proving a lot harder than I had expected. Our bank account was dwindling despite my best efforts.

		The problem was, the economy had taken a nosedive in the fall of 1989, just as I was going out on my own. Lots of businesses were hurting, but I hadn’t really noticed the decline because I was new on the scene. With the economy in free fall, the changes became painfully obvious as cars I bought for ten grand sold a few months later for seven.

		I was just about busted, and I hadn’t even completed my first year in business. I was on the edge of panic. With the baby’s arrival getting closer every day, I didn’t know what to do. When I complained to Little Bear, she just told me what a hard time she was having with the pregnancy. Things had started smoothly enough, but the longer the pregnancy went on, the sicker she became. Finally, the doctors decided she had stomach ulcers. When I heard that, I got scared that she wasn’t really pregnant at all! Maybe there was something else growing in there—cancer or worse. The stress I thought I’d left behind returned with a vengeance. Nothing was going right.

		I think the thing that frightened me the most about Little Bear’s illness was that it didn’t end. What did that mean? Having read a lot of history, I knew moms could die having babies, and being sick surely increased the odds of death. Not only would I lose my mate, I would be left to care for a kid and a new business all by myself. There was no way I could do that. The mere thought was terrifying.

		When I’d worked at Milton Bradley, one of the other engineers had developed a stomach ulcer. He learned he was sick when he threw up blood all over the bathroom at work and was rushed to the hospital. The guy almost died. I was terrified the same thing might happen to Little Bear and I wondered what that might portend for the baby.

		I tried to tell myself everything would be okay, but she didn’t get better. That meant I stayed anxious. Gradually, my fears evolved. Instead of worrying that she would die, I became afraid her sick, lethargic state would become her permanent way of being. That would be even worse, in a way. I was doing my best to be a good husband and a good pre-dad, but I didn’t know what to do. I’d never been involved with a pregnancy or a new baby before and couldn’t tell if her situation was exceptional. Nothing I read mentioned any association between pregnancy and ulcers, and the doctors were no help.

		“Sometimes these things happen,” they said, as if those words would reassure me. Sometimes moms die in childbirth, was all I could think in reply, so I just kept quiet. It was clear that they had no hard facts to share, just opinion and vague hope.

		Some guys might have asked their friends, but I didn’t have many friends, and I was too insecure to ask anyway. I wasn’t comfortable talking to my parents, and my little brother was barely full grown and living in Chicago, which was no help at all. In the end, I kept my fears to myself. The more my wife complained, the more worried I got. Every new problem made me more afraid the healthy baby I was hoping for would never arrive. If she was “broken,” as I thought of it, and the kid was growing inside her, I was afraid he would be broken too.

		Little Bear saw the situation very differently. She was convinced that her pregnancy was the hardest one a mother had ever endured, but she found it bearable because she believed it would result in the world’s most wonderful baby. She thought I was an ungrateful SOB for not believing and not being more considerate. Now I realize she just wanted me to be supportive and reassuring, but back then I was so terrified that there was nothing I could do for her.

		That put me in a terrible fix. Little Bear wanted me to acknowledge her sickness, but the more I conceded she was having a difficult time, the more scared I got for her and the baby.

		The most constructive thing I could do was work to ensure we had some financial security no matter what happened. Unfortunately, with every passing week, I was sliding closer to insolvency, borrowing from one credit card to pay another.

		Then, just when I thought I was finished, salvation appeared in the most unlikely form. I sold a blue Mercedes convertible to an old fellow with a foreign accent. We got to talking, and he made me a proposition.

		“This is a good business you have here. All you need is working capital. I can put up some money,” he said, “and you can expand your car buying. We’ll split what we make fifty-fifty. You do the work, and I’ll provide the cash. What do you think?”

		And if that wasn’t enough, he had more to offer.

		“I have an extra garage at my construction company in Springfield. You need room to expand. Why don’t you move out of your backyard and set up in the city? That’s where all the customers are.” What he said was true. I knew I could only go so far working from home.

		Feeling it might be too good to be true, but hopeful anyway, I moved my business to Springfield in the winter of 1989. The baby was due in April, so I had to work fast. I used the last of my money to buy a hydraulic lift so I could work under cars without lying on my back. I drove all over the area putting flyers on cars, advertising my new business. Anywhere I saw a Mercedes, BMW, or other high-end car, I left my little ad. After that, I crossed my fingers and prayed.

		Meanwhile, I kept driving to the big dealerships near Boston, looking for cars I could buy. That was getting harder and harder to do. When I had started out, it seemed like easy money. I’d buy a car for ten thousand dollars and sell it a few days later for ten five. The profits weren’t huge, but they were steady. If only that had lasted. When the economy tanked, every car in my inventory collapsed in value. I broke even on a few but lost thousands on most. Demand had dried up.

		My new partner was expecting the bankroll he put into cars to grow. It didn’t. It was shrinking at an alarming rate. Like a fellow with a gambling addiction, I doubled my bets by buying even more cars. I thought I’d bought them so cheap I couldn’t lose, but I was wrong. My partner’s money evaporated as quickly as my own. That’s when he turned nasty. Actually, nasty is too nice a word. He became downright dangerous.

		I mentioned my situation to someone at work, and he said, “Don’t you know? Your new landlord’s family is in the rackets. You don’t want to mess with them.” I asked what that meant and got a five-minute description of the Mafia in New England. They were not people to cross. I felt sick.

		The money he had invested in cars was not really an investment at all. It was a loan, one I had to pay back even though it was all lost. I had no choice but to find a way out of the mess. It was simple, I told myself. I just had to make a lot of money and pay my partner back. And I had to do it with the added complication of baby preparation, and soon, baby management. That hadn’t turned out too well so far, but tomorrow was a new day.
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		While I was losing my shirt in the car business, Little Bear was working on the house. She had a million things to do to make room for a baby. There was a crib to acquire, furniture to set up, and diapers and blankets to stockpile. She did most of those things herself, but there was one important task we did together: thinking of a name for our soon-to-be baby.

		We didn’t know if we would have a boy or a girl, so we decided to be prepared with names for either. I was shocked and mildly amused to find that there was actually a thriving industry selling guides to baby naming. I did everything on my own, so the idea that we’d buy a baby name in a bookstore seemed vaguely ridiculous to me. Yet there the books sat, prominently displayed in the parenting section. I looked at a few of those published suggestions, but they weren’t for me. I sensed that the best names were not in books at all.

		For example, if we ended up with a girl, I favored naming her Thugwena, because I knew a girl named Thugwena would be tough and not hassled by bullies. Thugwena is a strong, forceful name. Germanic, even. Lillian or Anne had nothing on Thugwena. In fact, if they were to meet Thugwena in a dark alley one night far in the future, they would surely turn and run.

		Little Bear didn’t like that idea much at all. “That sounds like a truck driver’s name,” she said. I wondered what was wrong with truck drivers. She preferred a name from our family tree, like Mary, Alice, or Carolyn. I thought those choices were too common. But most of all, I thought we should have a boy, and to encourage that, I concentrated on male names. After all, I was a man, and I assumed my kid would be a little version of me. I never even considered that Little Bear might feel exactly the same way and expect a little girl. I decided to proceed with positive thinking and plan for the arrival of a son.

		As everyone knows, the male version of Thugwena is Thugwald, but Little Bear rejected that fine manly name out of hand just as quickly. She also rejected Butch, Spike, Godfrey, and Bertrand. Fine country monikers like Zeke or Juke were unacceptable to her too. I wanted a strong, self-reliant sort of name, like Zeus or Thor, but she didn’t like those either. It seemed like we couldn’t agree on anything.

		She even rejected my functional choices. He would outgrow Baby pretty fast, but Kid seemed perfectly suitable, and admirably descriptive, to me. She wouldn’t even consider it. “What about Boy?” I suggested. “You can’t name a kid Boy,” she said without ever telling me why.

		From my perspective, refined names like Ascot, Geoffrey, or Clive were nonstarters. Luckily, Little Bear didn’t have any more enthusiasm for those names than me. We thought about John or Ed, our own fathers’ names, but we both rejected them. Our rocky childhoods were a little too clear in memory for either of us to honor our fathers in that way. And neither of us liked Wyman, my maternal grandfather’s name.

		But there was one name we both liked: Jack, my dad’s father’s name. He had died a few years before and he’d meant a whole lot to me. He was always the one person who’d believed in me as a kid, and he’d taught me about many things, including fine clothes and cars. When I was learning to drive, my parents grudgingly let me drive their Chevy Vega. Jack let me drive his Cadillac. He taught me how to work a shotgun and how to operate farm machinery. While everyone else said I was a failure, he was proud of me and said I was special.

		Little Bear knew all that, and she liked Jack too. We’d both been sad when he died. Finally, we had a name we could agree on. We would have a boy, and we would name him Jack. And that was what happened. But I could not leave well enough alone. Before the ink was even dry on the birth certificate, I had renamed our tyke.

		I knew Kid was unacceptable, and Child was no good either because he would outgrow it in short order. Luckily, I had one name in reserve, and it proved perfect: Bear Cub. I called his mom Little Bear in recognition of her shape, disposition, and pugnacity. She was used to that. How could she object when I called her offspring Bear Cub? So that’s what he became. The Bear Cub.

		I took him everywhere and held him up in people’s faces. “Look,” I would exclaim. “Bear Cub!” They would generally nod and smile without any prompting, but if they didn’t, I would repeat myself, louder, until they got the idea. By the time he was one year old, he was known far and wide—or at least in every good restaurant, bookstore, and auto parts wholesaler in western Massachusetts—as Bear Cub. Cubby for short.

		But I’m getting ahead of myself. Before I could take him places and show him off, he had to be born, and that’s what happened next.…
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		Hatching time arrived just before midnight on April 11, 1990. When Little Bear told me it was time, I loaded her into our gray Jaguar sedan and headed for Cooley Dickinson Hospital, half an hour away in Northampton.

		Some people would have doubted the reliability of an old British car at a time like that, but I was confident. How could I be otherwise? I had staked everything on my ability to rebuild and resell vintage British and German motorcars. If I couldn’t trust my handiwork to deliver my own wife to the hospital, where would I be? Walking a newborn baby to the hospital and sending an ambulance to pick up his mom by the roadside, I guess. In any event, the car came through and my ability to deliver my own baby by the roadside was not tested. It was usually a thirty-minute drive, but I made it in twenty, traveling at a briskly illegal but not felonious rate of speed. It was the time of night when solid citizens are all in bed and the bars have not yet closed, filling the road with drunks, and the streets were virtually empty the whole way there.

		I had called the hospital before leaving home, and two nurses were waiting at the emergency-room door when we arrived. “Let’s get you into this chair and off to delivery,” they said. They had the door open and Little Bear in a wheelchair before she could blink. Then they turned and rolled her out of sight, jogging fast. They take this baby stuff seriously, I thought. I stayed behind a few minutes to park the car properly and sign the admission and insurance papers.

		Now that the financial future of the hospital had been secured, another nurse led me to the delivery room. It was past midnight by then. They made me wash up and put on a clean gown. I wondered what would happen. Would there be lots of blood? Would the baby emerge with three arms or two heads? Luckily, I did not have much time to ruminate and worry. Some baby deliveries drag on for hours, but this wasn’t one of them.

		Cubby was born less than twenty minutes later. Unlike me, he came out in the normal way, with no need for scalpels or pliers. When I was born the doctor had grabbed my head with forceps and squashed it hard as he pulled me out. According to my mother, I emerged looking like an early Conehead. Seeing my misshapen skull, she thought I must have brain damage. The doctor told her I’d be fine, but she always thought that was why I ended up kind of different. Nothing like that happened to Cubby. The doctor dangled him by the feet, and he made a little yell of protest. Everyone smiled except for Cubby, though he wasn’t called Cubby yet. He just frowned and made squally noises.

		One of the first things they did was put Cubby onto the scale. Six pounds, six-tenths of an ounce, or half the weight of Small Animal, our pet cat. I’d caught bigger bass when I was fourteen. He was a little bit shorter than my forearm, wet, and red. He was also bald, and roaring steadily. Everyone had smiled at the first howl, and his mom still looked happy, but after a few minutes of steady roar some of the hospital staff looked like they were starting to wonder where the off switch was located.

		They swaddled our newborn son in a blanket and handed him to Little Bear, who admired him for a moment and then passed him to me. Between us, he settled down. I wasn’t sure if the handoff was part of a ritual, but I thought not, because I knew Mom didn’t have any more baby experience than me. Ritual or not, I wanted to be sure the baby I brought home was the same one I was holding that very moment in the delivery room.

		The truth was, I had a fear of baby swapping. Like most people, I had read news stories of baby exchanges (usually, but not always, accidental) with some sense of amusement. But now that I faced the possibility of a personal swap experience I did not find it funny at all. Prior to hatching time, I had studied the layout and operation of the standard baby spaces in hospitals. Armed with that knowledge, I’d made a plan.

		The first and most important step was to get a positive ID on him. A nurse had slipped a name bracelet around his arm, but I knew that could be pulled off and swapped as fast as she’d put it on. I wanted something more personal and I was ready. When the doctor handed me our new hatchling, I quickly but discreetly wiped off his foot and tagged him with a Sharpie permanent marker. He was now the only baby anywhere with a little black triangle on his foot: a delta, the Greek symbol that signifies uncertainty and change. Whatever else he did, he would certainly bring us that.

		With his ID assured, I smiled and handed him to his mom. We were safe. Even if other people carried him away for testing or evaluation, we could be sure of getting the same baby back.

		The doctors and nurses looked at me a bit funny, but I didn’t care. I had not inspected the baby-holding facility at Cooley Dickinson Hospital before that night; for all I knew it was just a big open pen, like the Sunderland fish hatchery. There was no way you’d tell one fish from another without a slime-proof marker. I had looked at the other kids in the ward, and none of them were solidly tagged. Did baby swaps happen often? For all I knew, depraved nurses shuffled babies for entertainment. That was something I might do if I was a bored maternity nurse late at night. Once when I was a teenager, a group of us did that with cars, swapping identical-looking red Toyotas and watching the confusion as their owners tried to figure out how their cars had mutated overnight. (We took advantage of the fact that the key to Doug’s dad’s Toyota fit a number of other vehicles.)

		I have never trusted authority. To me, the idea the hospital would keep track of him was just ridiculous.

		I was surprised to discover that few people shared my point of view. Some of them actually questioned my actions. “You wrote on your baby?” Their tone of voice suggested they could not believe I would mark my kid, but why not? At work I marked my tools to keep them from getting stolen. All I could figure was, those people had never looked at a sea of babies basking under baby warmers and tried to pick out the one that was theirs. Also, the nurses had given Little Bear some awfully powerful painkillers, and if Cubby was taken away and mixed in with other newborns, I doubted that she could recognize him either. The fact is, identifying a baby can be a lot more difficult than identifying someone older. I knew that intuitively. Babies don’t have many distinguishing marks; they are too young for scars and tattoos. Furthermore, they change fast. You can look at two newborns, one bald and the other speckled, and their hair might grow in to look exactly the same a week later. Given all that, marking a brand-new kid seemed like a no-brainer.

		It is possible that I have a particular difficulty in recognizing people I have just met. Neurologist Oliver Sacks has that problem; he’s written about it in The Mind’s Eye and other books. My poor recognition capacity might have made me unusually fearful about identifying my own kid. Then again, maybe I am just wiser and more cautious than most. After all, the onus of baby recognition was entirely on me. There was no way the baby would know me from Adam, and even if he did, he couldn’t say so.

		As it turned out, the markings were not really needed, because no one tried to take Cubby away from us. Mom held him tight as they rolled her to a room where they could rest. After that, she retained possession of him until they were both released the following day. I had him in my sight all the way home, and within a week, when my mark wore off, I had gotten sufficiently familiar with him that I felt confident that I could recognize him anywhere. Thanks to my Sharpie, I have no regrets, and a strong sense of confidence in Cubby’s origins.
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		After our baby was born, I followed Little Bear to her room and sat with them as long as I could. Finally I had to go to sleep. I wished there was a place I could lie down too, but there wasn’t. I headed home to bed, excited and scared at the same time. I was thrilled at the thought of a new baby, but worried about my ability to be a good dad and the possibility that Cubby might be damaged or nonfunctional, or even that he wouldn’t survive.

		My brother and my parents told me my fears were ridiculous and that Cubby would be just fine. I heard their words, but I was convinced they were just saying them to make me feel better. They were not in the room, looking at Cubby. Even if they had been, they had no knowledge of medicine or statistics, the two things that might have offered solid comfort to a logical guy like me.

		I knew the odds of an ordinary, viable infant were in my favor, but I couldn’t help being worried. Psychologists call that thought pattern catastrophizing: imagining disaster at every turn of events. Today I know that’s an Aspergian trait. However, I didn’t know about Asperger’s back then; I just knew my new baby was one more thing to be worried about.

		A few of my male friends offered advice based on their own experience as parents. “We all worry we won’t be good dads. All we can do is do our best.” That was a practical acknowledgment that I could accept.

		The broken-baby fears were less easily allayed. My newborn baby didn’t talk, and I had no test data. In the electronics world, we called that flying blind, and sometimes our creations blew up when we did it. Yet I saw no alternative. One encouraging sign was visible in his mom: Her ulcers went away once he was born. As she got healthier, I felt better about Cubby’s chances.

		Other people acted horrified when I expressed doubt that Cubby would remain alive and functional. Why? When someone goes to the hospital with a heart attack people wonder exactly the same thing, and they say the odds improve with every day of survival. I figured the same was true for a baby. Being born was surely as big a deal as having a heart attack, so every day a baby lived meant the odds for long-term survival increased. What was horrible about that? Other people’s attitudes seemed strange to me.

		Then there was my basic insecurity—my inability to believe that he was really with us to stay. To combat those feelings, I began telling people about my new baby boy right away. For some reason, the act of describing Cubby to others made him seem less ethereal and more real to me.

		Little Bear carried him around with her much of the time when he was new. He slept on top of her or next to her on the bed. Sometimes I would place him on the bed next to me and we’d both fall asleep. I was always afraid I’d roll over and suffocate him, but that never happened. Still, we knew he needed a place of his own. We didn’t have much money, so we lined a nice yellow laundry hamper with a soft blanket and he was in hog heaven.

		One of the problems with babies is that they howl, at high volume and at inopportune times. If some of the accounts I’ve read are to be believed, an energetic baby can make sleep for the parents just about impossible. Cubby wasn’t all that bad, but he sure had his moments. Most of the time, Little Bear would soothe him with nursing or rocking. When her techniques failed to work, I resorted to my own secret baby-management measures.

		First I picked him up, bounced him a bit, and trotted him around the house. That often worked, but his mom always watched me and said, “Be careful with him. His little brain is fragile.” He didn’t seem all that fragile to me, but I was cautious anyway. He still had a soft spot on his head, and there was no telling how mushy the brains inside might be.

		I wondered about things like that a lot. I didn’t want to make any mistakes with this dadhood thing. I knew some new dads had prior experience raising gerbils, hamsters, or snakes, and others had read lots of books or gone to classes. I hadn’t been able to do much at all, and now that he was here, I had to work twelve hours a day to keep my new business alive to support him. I tried remembering what my little brother had been like, but that was many years ago and it didn’t do much good now. So I just did the best I could.

		Cubby would cling to me pretty well if I gave him a chance, but the rest of him was floppy. His head was the floppiest part of all. It seemed pretty big relative to the rest of him, and he usually had trouble holding it steady. When we rode in the car, it would bob around like those springy toys they sell, as we went over bumps or around corners. I could never tell if he was too little to hold himself steady or if he just let it roll because he liked the motion. I was that way myself at times. Bobbing and rocking has always been a comfort, and people used to say I looked like a bobblehead. Maybe he was the same.

		I suggested that to Little Bear, but she dismissed it out of hand. “He hasn’t developed the muscles in his neck,” she said. I wondered where she got that particular idea, since she didn’t have any more parenting experience than me. I realized she must have been reading baby how-to manuals while I was away at work.

		When bouncing Cubby around the house failed to settle him down, we moved to plan B: We went for a ride. That always worked. Cubby went right to sleep in the car. That made him a good traveler most of the time, and it inspired me to take him places. Wherever we went, he found new things to look at and interesting objects to stuff in his mouth.

		The older he got, the farther we ranged. It was good for Cubby to see the world, I reasoned. He was going to have to learn his way around one day, and I figured he might as well start now. I told him the names of streets and described the interesting places we passed. Even though he didn’t answer, I knew he was paying attention. He sat there in his car seat, chewing placidly and watching the world go by.

		I knew how important reading was, so I started showing Cubby words as soon as he was able to sit up in the seat. The words we saw were on billboards, on vehicles, and in the windows of gas stations. Anytime I saw a glowing sign with simple language I read it to my son. “Trucks,” I would say, as I pointed to the sign leading to the truck parking area at the local diner. In that way, he

		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			For Little Bear, Cubby’s mom

			I may be the one who wrote this book, but Cubby’s mom deserves credit for much of the hard work of kid raising, especially when he was small.

			I worked to support our fledgling family, took Cubby on many fun adventures, and taught him useful skills. Meanwhile, Little Bear nursed him, changed his diapers, carried him to the doctor, and escorted him to school. She was the one who was there for all those firsts in his life: walking, talking, and peeing on a parent. Later, when he floundered in school, it was Little Bear who grabbed hold of the school system, shook hard, and made them accommodate our kid.

			Lest you think I was the only one who did fun things, she also took him to Mexico, won awards with him at science fiction conventions, introduced him to fireworks and rockets, and served as a leader for his Cub Scout troop.

			Even though we have not been married to each other for many years, her achievement in raising our son is not to be minimized. To the extent that he is a prizewinning specimen, she is in large part responsible.
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