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My brother’s asthma attacks would come in the night, while I was sleeping, 

and I’d awaken to my mother helping Paul out of bed and into his clothes as 

he coughed and rasped and wheezed, his lungs straining for air, starving for 

oxygen.  

“Where’s your inhaler?” she whispered, trying to avoid waking everyone 

else. “Use your inhaler.” 

Paul responded in between breaths, his voice hoarse. “I did.”  

One night I sat up in bed to let my mother know I was awake. I was mildly 

concerned for Paul, though he was sick so much of the time that I had grown 

used to seeing him like this. I’d grown complacent at his condition and that’s 

because I couldn’t appreciate what it felt like to not be able to breathe.  

“Use it again,” she said. Then, to me: “I’m taking your brother to the 

hospital. You go back to sleep.” 

“I can’t sleep,” I said. 

Scoof, scoof, came the sounds of Paul’s inhaler. He took a deep breath, his 

lungs rattling, straining from the effort. And then silence as he held his breath 

for five seconds, ten, and not much more. He exhaled and began gasping for 

air as if he’d just jogged a couple miles, even though, with his asthma, this was 
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something he couldn’t do.   

“If you’re coming with us, hurry up,” my mother said. 

I cared nothing for hospitals, but I was awake, and curious. So I got out of 

bed and dressed, then followed my brother through the house, careful to not 

wake my father and baby brother. We walked out to the car. Paul and I got 

into the back seat and my mother pulled out of the driveway. We zipped 

through the neighborhood, rolling the stop signs and surging through 

intersections with barely a sideways glance. Porch lights glowed like votive 

candles, illuminating empty yards, the slumbering silhouettes of parked cars. 

Everything was quiet and still. Except for Paul’s labored breathing. Except for 

the car’s racing engine. 

I could hear the carburetor sucking air when my mother pressed the 

accelerator, and it seemed to me all that good oxygen was being wasted on an 

automobile.  

Paul was silent. He seemed consumed with the task of breathing, which to 

me was baffling. Sitting beside him in the back seat, watching his slumping 

silhouette rocking slowly back and forth, as if this gentle motion might help 

him take in more oxygen, I wondered how the function of breathing could be 

so easy and effortless for me, and yet so laborious for him. It wasn’t fair. Paul 

hadn’t done anything wrong and yet he spent so much of his life struggling to 

breathe, struggling to do something that I took for granted. It’s easy to take it 

for granted.   

He coughed and this interrupted his respiratory rhythm, which intensified 

the struggle and which heralded a convulsing, coughing fit that seemed to 

prolong the drive to the hospital, that seemed to impede our efforts to get 

there. 

I closed my eyes and prayed. I prayed for Paul to be able to breathe. I 
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prayed that I could help him. 

“Roll your window down, Honey,” my mother said from the driver’s seat. 

Then, to me: “Help your brother roll his window down. He needs air.” 

The open window amplified the sounds of the racing engine, the rushing 

air. I could feel the car accelerate, hear the whoosh of the exhaust as we 

barreled through the empty streets, barely slowing for the flashing red lights at 

intersections. At one point the street lights around us seemed to intensify, 

pulsate, and finally blur into one continuous stream of bright yellow light 

illuminating the car seats, my brother’s jeans, his shoes, and his pale, skinny 

hand pushing against his knee to support the weight of his slumping body. I 

wondered for a moment if I was dreaming. Then I heard a police siren. 

“No!” my mother said. “I don’t have time for this!” 

“Just take a deep breath, Mom,” I said, repeating the advice she often gave 

me.  

Paul looked at me through his thick glasses. “Wish I could,” he said 

between breaths.  

I almost burst out laughing even though I was simultaneously frustrated 

and saddened for Paul. For an eleven-year-old kid, he could be quite witty and 

humorous, even in the most somber of circumstances. Maybe it was his way of 

saying he was going to be all right, or letting us know asthma might have his 

lungs, but not his spirit.  

I turned and looked through the back window at the flashing red and blue 

lights behind us.  

My mother cranked the window down. “My son can’t breathe!” she 

shouted. “He’s having an asthma attack. We’re headed to the hospital.” 

The officer shined a light into the back seat. Paul sat hunched over, his 

bony shoulders visible beneath his T-shirt, his back rising and falling, his 
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breathing shallow and raspy. 

“Ma’am, I’ll give you an escort,” the officer said. “Follow me.” 

We raced through the empty streets even faster than before, the officer’s 

flashing lights leading the way, leading us left and right and onward to the 

hospital, to steroids and breathing treatments for my brother, and a steady 

respiratory rate, a breath of air for which he needn’t struggle, or even think 

about. Until the next asthma attack. 

 

Years later, as an adult, Paul would overcome his asthma. He grew big and tall, 

like me, and sometimes it was hard to believe he had ever struggled to breathe. 

He even wanted to follow me into the Marine Corps. In his letters, he told me 

he planned on joining in the fall, after he finished high school. But I talked him 

out of it, remembering his skinny profile slumped over in the back seat of my 

mother’s car, rocking back and forth, his breathing raspy and rough as he 

fought for air.  

I told him about the gas chamber, about them closing the door and locking 

us in there, and the drill instructors yelling at us to remove our gas masks—

those awkward rubber masks they had issued us, which no one cared for, 

cumbersome and ugly as they were—and lift our arms high above our heads, 

and trying to hold my breath, feeling the CS gas burning my face and neck, my 

eyes, flaming hot, rough and scratchy, and stinging, like someone had sprayed 

me with hairspray and then lit a match, and finally expelling the air from my 

lungs and gasping for more, but feeling, tasting, CS gas as my eyes blurred, as 

my nose drained, and the drill instructors with gas masks over their faces 

yelling at us to keep our hands up and telling us not to run for the door but to 

stand fast and breathe, breathe, suck in the gas, the burning gas, and coughing, 

choking, fighting for air, waiting, wondering if I would pass out, wondering if I 
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would die, and then finally, finally, hearing the order to don and clear our gas 

masks and feeling the strap on my head as I pulled that wonderful device over 

my face. 

I inhaled sharply, desperately. The thick rubber sucked up against my 

cheeks and jawbone, creating a seal against the gas. My eyes were still flooded 

and blurry, my nose a snotty mess. My neck and hands burned, as before. But 

now I could breathe. I could breathe!   

Then there was daylight, glorious daylight, as they opened the door. We 

marched out into the cool air and ripped off our masks. Several of the recruits, 

as if intoxicated by the fresh air, and staggering around with hands on their 

hips, flung their masks to the ground. But I clung to mine. I took one deep 

breath and then another. As I reveled in the clean air, in the oxygen, in life, my 

mind went back to childhood, to my brother and his asthma attacks, to 

watching Paul struggle to breathe that night as we raced through the streets 

under police escort on the way to the hospital. 

I still wasn’t sure I knew exactly how Paul felt all those years before, but I 

had a pretty good idea. 

Back at the barracks that evening, while the other recruits were cleaning 

weapons or writing letters, I rinsed and cleaned my gas mask, careful to keep 

the filters dry. Then, using a soft T-shirt, I polished the eyepieces until they 

were clear and bright. I carefully folded the mask and returned it to its case. 

Sitting on the edge of my bunk, I held it a moment, studying it, feeling the heft 

of its reassurance inside the smooth canvas case.  

Rather than hanging it on the corner post of my bunk with my other web 

gear, I walked over to my footlocker, lifted the lid, and placed it in the top tray, 

beside my Bible and letters from home. 


