WAITING TO INHALE

“What can we do but keep on breathing in and out, modest and willing, and in our places?”--Mary Oliver
“We need to teach you to breathe.”

When I was 12 years old, I learned to play the tuba. After struggling for a year with the cornet—screwing up my face, pursing my lips, and producing a tone akin to a child holding their nose and speaking through their nasal cavity—I was granted a small mercy by Mrs. Williams, my 7th grade band teacher. We sat through my weekly private lesson in a small, nearly soundproof practice room near her office in the band department. I butchered a scale with my tiny cornet, and she looked at me through those thick glasses that magnified her big brown eyes to the size of wall clocks and asked, “Have you ever considered playing the tuba?”

Cornet had been a good place to start for the awkward kid whose glasses branded him “the smart one.” A good match: something small that when played well exhibits more than you would have thought possible. So I traded in the instrument I could grip in one hand for the mighty brass behemoth—suspended upside down on a stand at the back of the band room—that could be used as a battering ram.  My first few stabs at learning my new instrument were almost as painful as the violent-death-of-a-swan sounds I made with the cornet.  Just playing a few simple scales left me lightheaded and tipsy, prompting Mrs. Williams’ observation that I needed to learn to breathe.

This was absurd. Learn to breathe? I’d been breathing longer than I’d been thinking. You learn a word in fifth grade science—autonomic—that explains how your body breathes without you having to commit any effort. That’s the way it’s supposed to work. You don’t learn to breathe.  It’s something that just….is.

But while you don’t need to learn how to breathe as a simple matter of survival, of day to day existence, it’s imperative to learn the special way of breathing required of playing a tuba.  This was something that hadn’t come up during my tenure as the last chair player in the trumpet section (and maybe that explains a lot). A trumpet player can take in a deep breath and use it to get through a long run of measures because, let’s face it, it’s a small instrument.  That same breath, thrown into the twisting innards of a tuba, won’t last nearly as long (given, of course, that things like volume, tone, and duration are comparable).

So first came learning to breathe. Tubas require massive volumes of air to be snatched into the lungs and forced out in a second. Novice tuba players take in several short, sharp breaths in succession, leading to the lightheaded sensation. This can give the appearance of hyperventilation because, frankly, that’s what it is.  The biggest misconception about hyperventilating, or rapid breathing in the case of playing the tuba, is that the brain is getting too much oxygen, a condition known as oxygen toxicity or hyperoxia.  In fact, the lightheadedness that can plague a tuba player is the result of a drop in the carbon dioxide concentration in the blood.  In the course of a normal breath, oxygen enters the lungs where it is processed—harvested for the red blood cells—and exchanged for carbon dioxide which leaves upon exhale.  When breathing accelerates, the process disrupts and the CO2 leaves sooner than anticipated.  Even though it’s oxygen upon which we thrive, CO2 remains a part of that delicate balance and the hastened expulsion results in feeling faint.

The thing to remember about breathing is that it’s a conduit, a means to an end. It takes place solely to launch your body into a series of complex processes designed to keep you alive. One must tread softly when altering that which comes naturally or one will pass out, drop one’s tuba, and pay much money for repairs.

“It’s not going to happen overnight,” Mrs. Williams assured me, the first time I swayed from too much air. “It’ll take lots of practice. If you breathe every other measure, you’ll keep getting lightheaded. You need to fill your lungs in a second and then direct the air so you use it sparingly.” 

Part of my initial confusion came simply from the new mouthpiece. The mouthpiece for a cornet has a thumbnail’s width, requiring the player to coerce their lips into a pinprick point. A cornet is less about the amount of air and more about being able to focus and control it.  The tuba mouthpiece is an inch and a half across, big enough to fit both lips inside (being, in fact, the point). Blowing, the lips flap around inside like a recently landed fish.  I loved this new freedom. No more scrunching up the face, pinching in the cheeks.  The mouthpieces alone told me that even though I thought I was a cornet player and everyone else thought I was a cornet player, I was really a tuba player. 

And it didn’t happen overnight. I gave up my lunch hours to squirrel myself away in a practice room, testing my limits and training my body to respond to a new way of breathing.  I practiced weekends, the repetition coercing my lungs into accepting something other than the autonomy they’d enjoyed my entire life.  

The results, as Mrs. Williams predicted, came over time.  The heavy, unfocused sound I’d first produced gave way to a polished, piercing tone, full-bodied and precise. I had developed the power to fill my lungs to capacity in under a second and parse that air out over a page of music.  I reached a point where I could glance at a piece of music and instantly understand where the trouble spots would be—sustained notes or complex runs—and I marked a small apostrophe in those spaces where I knew I could sneak a breath.  Knowing when to breathe became as important as knowing how. 

Effort—the kind born of learning and interpreting—exited, replaced by effortless effort. I had discovered breathing plus.  I still relied on my lungs to do what they always did but we’d achieved an understanding, my respiratory system and I—when I chose to exercise control over the process, we would go, together, beyond what was possible by simply being.

I played tuba through junior and senior high school but once I graduated, I never picked up a tuba again.  I like to think that if I had to pick up a tuba again today, my lungs would act instinctually. Cellular memory would take over and they’d know exactly how to respond to the need for more air in a short amount of time. You don’t forget things like that. You can’t.

*     *     *

“We need to teach you to breathe.”

When I was 18, I trained to be an actor. High school theatre infected my blood, driving me to learn more. It took the shy, geeky guy who knew nowhere else to belong, and never quite understood why, and gave him a place to be astonishing. I was told I had natural talent. I couldn’t see how standing onstage and acting goofy was “talent” but I didn’t argue.  I went to college with only one possible major in mind. Theatre.

Acting, it turned out, was more than getting up on stage and reciting lines, especially at the start. The first class I took was called Voice and Movement and what happened there looked nothing like acting.  Everything about this class is preparatory, giving beginners a firm foundation upon which all else springs. I learned to study and mimic motion. One assignment involved locating a fairly common movement in every day life—the turning of a wheel, the opening of a door—and interpreting it through a bodily movement. It’s not as easy as it sounds. Not being what you are never is. Rehearsal fixes that.

I trained my voice—now called an instrument—as well.  To an outsider, the vocal warm-up regimen often gives the appearance of apoplexy. You start with a slow rumbling noise that rises slowly in pitch and volume, like the ascension of an airplane, until your throat pitches back and forth and climaxes in a piercing, a melodic screech. I exercised my embouchure by saying: O-RE-O COO-KIE or “Around and about the old oaken boat, the godless shepherd smote his pet goat.” All the while, I had no idea how this would make me a better actor but I did it because I had to.  Acting may be about choices but training to be an actor is unencumbered by them.

The next class I took taught me to sing like an actor. It was here, for the second time in my life, I was informed that my rendition of a natural function was inadequate. We each came to class with a theatre song we wanted to workshop as an audition piece. We each got one individual lesson with the professor who gave us feedback that we would use to shape and form our song for the rest of the semester. When I finished “Stars” from Les Miserables, Susan Rush, the professional actress-turned-professor, smiled at me and said, “We need to teach you to breathe.”

What else is new?

“You’re not supporting your voice,” she effused with a gesture where she clawed at the air around her. “We’ll retrain you, teach you to use your diaphragm.”

Retraining. Like I’d been doing it wrong. So in class, I worked on supporting my voice. Susan was impressed with how quickly I could take in air, filling my lungs to capacity. But this was no longer about forcing it out through pursed lips into a small, silver mouthpiece. Now I was the mouthpiece. Singing meant dropping my jaw and regulating the air in a whole new manner.  Breathing became more complicated once again.

Capacity was still a big factor, just as it had been with the tuba.  But now it required a more precise understanding of what was going on every time I drew breath. Lung volume is typically divided into four components: tidal volume, inspiratory volume, expiratory volume, and residual volume. Tidal volume is the amount of air that moves in and out of the lungs in a normal breath (around 500 milliliters).  Inspiratory volume is the maximum amount of air that can be inhaled in excess of the normal tidal volume (and, conversely, the expiratory volume is that maximum amount above the tidal volume that can be exhaled).  Some air will remain in the lungs even after exhalation—this is the residual volume.  For adult males, the total lung capacity is around 5800 ml. This served me well whenever I locked lips with my tuba and let loose with a feral torrent of air.  In singing though, raw, untamed expulsions meant nothing without the diaphragm.

The diaphragm is a shelf muscle that extends along the underside of the ribcage. As we breathe, it is this muscle that allows us to control air intake and expulsion.  Like any muscle, it needs to be exercised in order to keep it strong and to develop the kind of control needed to sing.  It is, of course, possible to live life with a normally developed diaphragm, one without the benefit of concentrated use and exercise, but singing and directed breathing cannot happen without training.

Susan demonstrated the diaphragm’s role by asking me to take in a deep breath and when I did, she placed her hand just above my stomach and shoved. The air howitzered from my lungs and I crumpled over.  This was a small woman, surely only a quarter of my hefty girth, and she’d just done me in. She smiled. “If you could control your diaphragm, I wouldn’t be able to do that.”

I began strengthening my diaphragm.  I learned to support a breath not by pushing with my lungs but my letting the diaphragm do the work, thrusting upward and outward, leaving me to focus on finding the correct pitch.  It got so that I associated singing with tightening my stomach and allowing an invisible hand inside me to press underneath my lungs.

The effect was liberating. My tone became more whole, more full. Combining my newfound diaphragm control with my ability to intake and store great volumes of air, I  was an ideal singer. Not a great singer but I could hit and hold a pitch longer than most.  When later lessons taught us how to sing as a group—which involved matching pitch with those around us—the new dilemma came not in how to breathe but when. 

Susan rolled her eyes. “Yes, we all love to hold the long note,” she warned our class, jabbing at that other natural process of every actor—ego. “But you can’t hold that note forever. You need to start stagger breathing.”

Tuba players and singers alike know the phrase ‘stagger breathing.’ Essentially, while you and all the other tenors are holding that deathless, long note, you find a moment while someone else is holding it to sneak a quick breath so the note sustains and no one notices that one voice dropped out for a moment. My tuba training made me the best stagger breather by default.  I waited for all other tenors to take their breaths, all the while proudly belting said long note, and then allowed a nanosecond to engorge 5800 milliliters of air, getting me ready for the next page of music.

This was how I came to understand breathing as both an autonomic and a learned process. One requires no thought and means you live, the other requires disciplined practice and means you don’t waste living. But in the end, they’re both still breathing, a singular dichotomy, the latter building off the foundation of the former. It wouldn’t be until much later in life that I would recognize how this link between the natural and the learned touched every aspect of my life. 

Because, ultimately, breathing is to stagger breathing what being gay is to coming out.

*     *     *

“I need you to know. I’m gay.”

When I was 30, I came out.

Sort of.

The route I took toward figuring out my sexuality personified the very best and worst situations that you hear about when people face this issue.  Looking around, seeing heterosexuality everywhere and figuring that had to be the norm. Hearing all the gay jokes and understanding that there was something wrong with being this way. Searching my feelings, mining memories for anything to indicate that what I felt was not natural. And I failed.  Feelings are raw and primal, identity and perceptions—those are distilled.  Coming to this realization grants liberty and insight.   And as self-comprehension dawned, that there really is no other explanation, I felt a novice in my own body, learning emotions that I thought I’d long ago mastered. Understanding and controlling these feelings happened in secret. For thirty years, my sexual orientation lay victim to a thousand sub-rosa discussions with my heart, a muscle in desperate need of exercise. 

Things change. As they always do. Plans—such as denying desire, finding a woman, having a family, and mimicking the masses—become self-parodies and distort through a lens you alone can see.  Things change when you meet someone, just as afraid and alone, who gets you to thinking there are other ways to be, other ways to focus your energies, direct your attentions.  These people summon feeling without warning and threaten everything you want to believe. It’s a sweet threat and surrender is not only inevitable but enthusiastic.

Brandon, the sweet, caring guy with whom I’d been talking on the internet, first got me to say it. Out loud. With my own voice.  We talked on the phone and he said, “Say it. Right here. Now.” 

And I did. “Brandon…I’m gay.”

“Good for you.”

Still the words came at a cost, as they would the next few times they emerged from my lips. Saying them made me dizzy, giddy. Almost as if I was trying to do too much, too fast. Conquering this proved more difficult than the actual revelation.  But saying the words to someone who already knew this was a feeble accomplishment at best.  And as our relationship burgeoned and we knew that there was more in store for us, I understood we couldn’t move foreword until I stopped settling for just being.

That meant telling people. Of course, there’s fear.  Of rejection. Of humiliation. Of  hatred. Of disappointment. Of a thousand horrible, gut wrenching nightmares taking form and haunting your days as well.  But there’s a moment when you have to stop doing things unconsciously and make a decision to direct your life.  There’s a moment when you’ve stayed the course for far too long, demonstrating your staying power, letting everyone else around you have their shot, and then it’s time to renew yourself.  And this moment comes out of desperation and bravery and love.

 I knew the moment had arrived; what I didn’t know was how to do it.

My friend Gwen, it was no secret, had a crush on me.  Had even offered to leave her husband and children if it meant we could be together.  I talked her out of this and, in doing so, did the one dishonorable thing by not explaining exactly why we couldn’t be together.  To rectify that, a month later, she became the first person to learn the truth.   I began circuitously, small talk innate to any discussion as I gathered the courage to actually say the words. They came and even knowing that both syllables—I’m gay—were cutting into her, I relished guiltily in the sovereignty they granted. Hurt and healing achieving critical mass in a fleeting second. Gwen went home and cried. I’m sure she prayed it was something I was saying to make her feel as though she wasn’t undesirable. But time passed and she accepted it.

Brandon and I grew stronger. More people had to know. Next came Mark, my best friend.  At this point, I’d known Mark over half my life. He was the older brother I never had. Caring and non-judging. Mark didn’t bat an eye. He smiled and said he was glad I trusted him. Jim was next.  We went for a walk.  I told a long, convoluted story that recapped my pathetic lovelife (a story he knew well) and ended with my revelation.  He took a deep breath and said he wasn’t surprised and it didn’t matter to him.

There are several books on coming out. I should have read them before I tried this myself. I’d always heard that you never do it on a holiday because, depending on the reaction, it could stigmatize the day forever.  But in deciding to start telling people who I was, I had no lessons or examples to learn from. I had only my knowledge of each person I wanted to tell, a vague guess as to how they might respond. 

Coming out is not an event with a designated start and finish as some are led to believe; it is a skill that requires practice and development and it becomes refined to the point where you don’t even know you’re doing it. I found the more people who knew, the stronger I felt, like re-invigorating an atrophied muscle and retraining it to work for me again. 

By the time I got around to sitting my parents down (on Halloween—does that constitute a holiday?), I had learned the words. They were almost rote. I had developed a method, honed from discussions with half a dozen people before.

Something you should know…

I‘ve known for a few years….

I didn’t mean to hide it….

I’m still me.

Even with the practice, the repetition, even knowing that my parents had professed unconditional love, I went into that discussion with a glacier in my chest. There are some things you can’t prepare for enough but you can only hope that all you’ve done to bring you to that point will get you through it. You hope to be unscathed. You prepare to be scathed.

Mom cried, only a little, but not from anger or sadness. She cried to think I had lived in fear. “I guess I’ve always known,” was all she could or needed to say.  Dad was an empty canvas, impossible to read. No anger or sadness. Just empty. Acceptance came in time.

As much as I want to say it got easier because I told my parents, I know it didn’t. It got easier because I had done it enough now that each occurrence made me more assured, a master at my trade. Pam and her husband, who stood by me through high school and the adventure of adulthood that followed, learned next. They were happy for me. Happy: something for which you can’t practice. I continued tracking down all the people that I wanted to tell personally—I had a list. I sat them down and looked them in the eye, and I told them I was gay.  And then I stopped telling. It wasn’t important anymore. I just was.

The metaphor you hear most often—“a weight being lifted off my chest”—can never totally convey the transformation that happens with this step, this decision, this choice. It’s nearly impossible to recognize the moment you stop being gay and start being.

Once the people I cared for knew, I simply lived my life.  Anyone who asked if I had a girlfriend was told, “No, but I have a boyfriend.” After a while, I even stopped wondering if they thought I was saying that to flaunt my sexuality.  After a while, I found that what is learned can also be automatic. 

After a while, I returned to living on tidal volume.

*     *     *

“We need to teach you to breathe.”

When I was 34, I began studying yoga. Brandon and I had gone our separate ways—something else you can’t practice. To heal from the loss, I launched into a health kick that brought me down from nearly 300 pounds to a more reasonable 190. Always exploring new ways to exercise: biking, running, lifting weights.  Feeling stronger with every new adventure, I knew that to get past my current plateau I had to find something new to add to my workout.  I’d heard good things about yoga improving flexibility, toning the muscles. And, honestly, I’d never see an obese yogi.

Enter Tom. Beautiful. Intelligent. Kind.  Tom showed me how he’d benefited from nearly a lifetime of yoga. He stayed healthy, he wore a strong, lean physique. Starting yoga was taxing and frustrating, of course, as I watched Tom drop into each pose without effort. I would fume when I couldn’t manage what seemed to be a simple stretch but Tom, infinitely patient, said, “You can’t do it today and you might not do it tomorrow. Give it time. And practice.” I had no choice but to believe him.

And yes, learning to breathe was key to yoga.  “Breathe through the nose,” Tom instructed in hushed, reverent tones. A regular breath is preferred but slow breathing is permitted. Every action requires one breath. Breathe in as the arms float up above the head. At the top of the movement, once the lungs are full of air, exhale and swan dive forward to touch the toes. Inhale as the hands lie flat on the floor and the feet step back into plank.  Exhale down into a push-up position, inhale into upward dog. Keep an eye on your form.  The muscles will ache in the beginning as they grow accustomed to the stretch. Be aware of your breathing. 

I am aware that it’s been a long time since I’ve felt faint.

What I’ve come to appreciate even more, though, is the other highly touted facet of yoga: meditation. Breathing, slipping smoothly from pose to pose—both merely rote without the central tenet of meditation. Ridding one’s thoughts of stress, focusing on a single moment that refuses to stay anchored.  This has proven to be the greatest challenge yet. Breathing, natural and learned, is still a physiological process, easier to tame and direct than something as esoteric as the mind. Thinking is the brain’s natural state. Not thinking—or, more accurately, focused thinking—is met with resistance. The brain wants the freedom to sashay down whatever avenue of random thought takes its whim.  Meditation gently corrals this—choice taking command, teaching me yet again.

In yoga, I’ve found the ultimate synthesis in the autonomic and learned. It is here I’ve come to understand that neither can be taken for granted. And the very wise among us appreciate that while autonomic just is, it is the learned that lends the former context and meaning and propels it past something needed for survival.  It urges us to leap beyond the natural and explore, knowing that we’ll come back to what simply is, eventually. Until the next time we find there’s something we thought we could live with as being “just natural” and decide we want to push it just a little bit more.

The routine starts out weekly and becomes daily. The mouth remains shut, sometimes the eyes join the mouth. I can feel my chest rise and fall in rhythm with every pose. Warrior One. Downward Dog.  Reverse Triangle. The mind empties. New becomes old, learned becomes mastered.  Tom is there at my side, guiding me. His touch, as he corrects my posture, seizes my breath and we both smile. Our arms mirror one another in their grace and sometimes I sneak a look at him, wondering what else we might discover about testing the limits of the natural. But right now, it’s about a sun salutation. Together, we look for the tipping point where yoga garners no more thought and just is, as natural as any beat of the heart, blink, or breath.
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