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•N O N F I C T I O N

Life Inside
C A R O L I N E  S U T TO N

 This morning my daughter asked me what it feels like when a baby 
kicks in utero. She’s pregnant, and progress reports online forecast some tan-
gible action in the coming week. Is it like a cramp? she asked. No, nothing like 
that. It will be far more gentle, discrete, and clandestine than the circumstantial 
evidence of new life to date: vomiting, mind-sucking fatigue, vulnerability, and 
fear. No, I thought later, that small push feels the way the nub of a crocus looks, 
pushing through just thawed earth patched with wet oak leaves from the previ-
ous fall. A round feeling, like the mound of a tunneling mole, vulnerable and 
undeniable. You will know, I told her.
 I can’t help but follow the life of my future granddaughter in a way I never 
did with my own children, when I simply watched an expanding belly in the 
mirror and tired of the rotation of three wearable items of clothing. Ease of 
viewing in-vitro images online aside, I find myself astounded at the creation 
of kidneys and fingertips, bones in her ears, rapid-fire heartbeat, emergence of 
taste buds and eyebrows and eyelashes in a fetus that weighs three ounces at 
this point and my daughter not visibly pregnant. It’s all underground.
 I remember the nudge of a tiny fist or foot months before the insistent kicks 
when the baby was getting ready to exit. Why did she choose this moment? I 
would wonder. Was she asleep, dreaming, waking? Was movement instinctual 
or reflexive, did the world jar her suddenly? As my daughter reads about a 
synagogue shooting one day, night club slaughter the next, about starvation 
in Yemen and incendiary vitriol from every political mouth, as she drags her-
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self to work, fretting about what her boss will say when she learns about the 
pregnancy, I tell her she is only sending anxiety surges to her child. She should 
sing to her. She has that power, also hidden, dormant as a milkweed seed under 
meadow grass turned stiff with frost. She smiles, yes, okay, Mom.
 Milkweed flowers are as complex as an orchid, but I never connected sensi-
tive petals to the barnacled pods that burst open in November, nor realized 
those parched gray pods were preceded by pinkish blooms. Today on a hillside 
overlooking the Hudson, I found a cluster of naked gray stalks with elf ear pods 
split open in eighteen-mile-an hour winds coming off the river. White fluff still 
clung to the rims, though flecks broke off here and there, spun in an updraft 
and settled on a hillock of toppled meadow grass, leaving a precious cargo of 
two or three seeds to sift through the spears and settle in the dirt. I picked up a 
cottony wisp, soft as a newborn’s hair. Then, with only momentary guilt, I broke 
off two brittle spears, brought them home, and set them in a jar on my kitchen 
table. They looked sort of self-conscious there, as if setting the tone in a high-
end furniture shop in Soho where lights dangle from a cathedral ceiling and 
batik pillows complement the sofas. Four seeds have come along, denied their 
parachute ride over the meadow, but before the first frost, I’ll plant them. That’s 
the sudden plan, though I have low expectations of any germination from seeds. 
How could they possibly sprout all alone and so small? I usually buy trays of 
impatiens and vinca and salvia that someone else with expertise I don’t have 
grew to a safe, visible height of a few inches. Nurturing has its limits.
 Milkweed is not a weed but native and non-invasive. Several species are 
endangered. I’d like to see globular bursts of pink like so many blossoming 
fireworks in the backyard. But maybe my daughter’s child will pluck a leaf, 
which contains a toxic white sap that could irritate her eyes or raise a rash on 
her pure, new skin. Or maybe I’ll nurture a cotillion of monarch butterflies 
who lay eggs only on milkweed leaves because that’s all the young caterpillars 
will eat. They tolerate low amounts of the glycoside poisons, but their bodies 
absorb the bitter taste and retain it through the pupa stage and into the emerg-
ing butterfly so that many potential predators look elsewhere, warned by the 
bright orange wings. Milkweed thus offers food and protection, dual parental 
roles in one, though safety isn’t foolproof. Most of the toxins lie in the skin of 
the butterfly’s abdomen, so black-backed orioles unzip the cuticle with their 
sharp beaks, discard it, and devour the juicy interior. Black-headed grosbeaks 
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have a higher tolerance for poisons and leave nothing behind. Just as parental 
influences wane as a child grows, the protective potency of toxins may wear off 
after a few weeks, leaving the butterfly more palatable, more vulnerable. Where 
monarchs winter in Mexico, huge flocks of grosbeaks often descend in the 
morning and again in the afternoon, leaving the ground littered with wings like 
so many rusty November leaves.
 As I look at my daughter’s glowing face and divine the hillock under her 
shirt, I wonder what will threaten her child a decade from now or three when 
I may be here to witness it or not. I wonder about the morality of artificial 
intelligence, about hopping in a car with a ghost at the wheel, about the om-
nipresence of eyes on every step she will take, about her questions when truth 
has become not relative but unstable and anachronistic, about the task that lies 
ahead for my daughter, still my little one, who calls me to untangle a crisis of 
betrayal or to tell me about her latest sonogram of a damaged fallopian tube or 
to ask if she should thaw a slice of bread before popping it in the toaster or if 
the yogurt that she left out last night is safe to eat.

•
 In the later months of pregnancy, I remember glancing at my enormous 
belly and seeing the taut skin suddenly jolt. Not long to wait. Right there was 
an insistent elbow or foot. Even so, the birth of my first child, a boy, was slow 
and hazardous. The umbilical cord became wrapped around his neck and oxy-
gen levels dropped; he ingested meconium; his first bed was not me but an 
incubator, his first sustenance antibiotics dripping through a tube. Why didn’t 
I panic during that delivery? Why did I blindly keep going, assured that I just 
had to deliver him, that all would be fine for how could it not be? This was life, 
it was time. But of course, this is not always so, might not have been so, is not 
always so even for the lovely monarchs with their toxin-empowered skin.
 I think about my daughter creating tiny fingernails and functioning lungs 
and nostrils, about the click of months and growth to come, and I think of a 
black and yellow striped caterpillar curling up in a chrysalis to grow. In 240 
hours it will split open its silky shroud and unfurl elegant wings, russet streaked 
and framed in black, of which there had been no hint before. Perhaps because 
the metamorphosis is so extraordinary, it has become a cliché, a threadbare 
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symbol of transformation, of ethereal beauty arising from a lowly thing. Such 
cause for hope.
 Yet, when the butterfly struggles out of its pupa, for three long hours its 
wings are wet and as utterly useless as a newborn’s hands. During that time a 
yellow jacket or paper wasp can attack and devour the butterfly, toxins and all, 
before the wings ever open fully, before the butterfly feels the jittery tilt of first 
flight.


