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Praise for All Time Is Now

“How does a family cope when a much-wanted child is
diagnosed with multiple handicaps? ‘Hang on for the ride of a
lifetime,’ writes Katie Letcher Lyle. And that is precisely the
adventure on which she takes her readers. In her new book
All Time Is Now, she tells two stories,
that of her now-grown daughter Jennie and that of the rest of her
family. It’s a tale of miracles: learning to accept Jennie’s
retardation and cerebral palsy, then reaching out to understand,
and finally triumphing over the kind of adversity no family wants
to face. Jennie will always be five years old, she 11 always live
in the present moment, and she’s happy.”

—Janet Lembke, author of The Quality of Life:
Living Well. Dying Well

“All Time Is Now is compassionate, candid and
wise. Katie Letcher Lyle has written a book for every
parent.”

— Donald McCaig, author of Jacob s Ladder:
A Story of Virginia During the War

“...In the hands of Katie Lyle All time Is
Now, the story of a family learning to live with a child with
multiple challenges, is uplifting, inspirational, even funny. With
refreshing honesty, the author gently guides us through the first
27 years of Jennie’s life. Along the journey we follow Lyle’s own
transformational evolution. This is one wise, beautiful woman
sharing a remarkable story with grace and dignity.”

— Darlene R. Miller, PhD, Director of
Programs, The Monroe Institute






 


 



Digital Edition — January 2011

“Rainbow on His Shirt” was first published in
Paul Auster’s 2000 National Public Radio story collection, I
Thought My Father was God, entitled “Rainbow.” “Girl Scout
Cookie Rep in Perpetuity” was first published as a “My Turn” column
in Newsweek, March 7, 1988. Both have been slightly
modified.

 


 


 



This book is lovingly dedicated to my children,

Cochran and Jennie,

both of whom did, and do, their jobs superbly.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

Once upon a time, there was a perfect
family: one father, one mother, one perfect son. Then,
twenty-eight years ago, we had an “imperfect” child. This book is
about how our “perfect” family adapted to living with and caring
for our “imperfect child” —but more than that, it is about how
Jennie has graced our lives, shown us we didn’t know beans about
“perfect.” Jennie has taught us all so much about what it means to
be human, and about the magic that is all around us every second,
and about the power of choice that each one of us has.

Doctors — at least two — told us she would
never be toilet-trained, that she would never walk, that she would
probably be non-verbal. When she was two, a third doctor suggested
we begin then to train her for a life in a wheelchair, as walking
would be “too difficult” for her. Good old Jennie outwitted them
all.

Personally, she has taught me what perhaps
every gardener knows, but I did not: that from the mulch pile, in
the beginning so unattractive, so smelly, so ugly, — arises the
most beautiful vegetables and flowers. It’s a metaphor for the
transformation that having Jennie brought to our lives. What I
thought was the greatest tragedy possible has turned out to be the
best thing that ever happened to me.

Thirty years have passed since the event, the
birth of Jennie, which prompted this book. Sources agree that more
and more handicapped children are born every year. Perhaps our
planet is irreversibly poisoned. Perhaps there is something we do
that is causing genetic oddities. Certainly there are lots more
labels than there were thirty years ago. The Center for
Disease Control in Atlanta says that about 10,000 babies a year
develop Cerebral Palsy.

Every source I’ve read says something
different. One book says 12 of every 100 children are born with a
handicap significant enough to be noticed, named, and treated.
Another source says that 1 in 100 children today is born with a
“serious disability.” At either rate, that’s a huge number.
According to the March of Dimes, just under three children in a
thousand have Cerebral Palsy, — which is what Jennie has, and two
out of three of those will be mentally impaired — as Jennie is.
Autism has exploded since its identification shortly after World
War II from one case in sixteen thousand births to one case in
about 150 births. We can only speculate why.

It is my hope that this book can give
parents, nurses, and physicians a few hints, perhaps some hope that
wasn’t there before. I hope that reading my account can help you
reframe yours.

We never kept track of our expenses when
Jennie was an infant (though we both worked, and had Blue Cross
Medical Insurance).

In 2006, the average annual cost of caring
for a child with Cerebral Palsy in Oshkosh, Wisconsin, is $52,560 a
year. Jennie’s tuition at the Stewart Home School in Kentucky where
she lives is around $36,000 to $40,000.

All of these “different” children are
different from each other, as of course all individuals are.
Disabilities are baffling, and require the utmost energy,
attention, and special kinds of teaching — which, as I certainly
know, can be at times overwhelming. (Let’s face it: parenthood can
be at times overwhelming!) It’s probably helpful to recall
Al-anon’s famous injunction that allows those of us living with
alcoholics to continue to do so with sanity: we take things One
day at a time. We try to accept what we cannot change, change
whatever we can, and understand the difference between those two
things. We try to live serenely.

I add here that I have never known a child
with Cerebral Palsy, or one with Down Syndrome, who was not blessed
with exquisite sweetness.

In recent years, a concern has emerged for an
aging handicapped population, and information on how to best care
for them is scarce because the handicapped are living longer, along
with the rest of us, and that is a new phenomenon, just as
Alzheimer’s is a relatively new disease that affects normal people
because we are all living longer. Education for handicapped
youngsters has a long way to go. Education for the parents of
handicapped children has an even longer way to go. I have lived the
story in this book, and come out stronger on the other side. Jennie
is a happy and useful person, having taken on herself the task of
befriending two blind students at her school. I never taught her to
do that, but I hope her childhood taught her that helping other
people is the best way to help ourselves.

Searching for up-to-date information on
cerebral palsy today on the Internet, every website I checked
begins with information inviting you to sue if your child is born
with this disability. Sue anyone you can, including the doctor who
delivered and the hospital where the baby was delivered! I was
really shocked. I visited many websites, and all of them
emphasize getting “lifetime support,” or “victim’s rights.” The
very first thing on the websites is “Find Cerebral Palsy Attorneys
and Lawyers.”

Obviously, today’s thinking is that most
cases of cerebral palsy are caused by difficult deliveries, which
deprived the infant brain of oxygen at a crucial time, and that
someone is responsible, and that whoever that someone is,
should assume a lifetime obligation. That was not the thinking
thirty years ago. I saw in a flash why doctors today can ill-afford
the soaring insurance, and why it’s soaring, and why so many
obstetricians have opted out of the field.

Further advice on those websites is sensible
for any divergence from the norm: discover it early, and intervene.
That advice is sound. Parents and physicians and specially-trained
caregivers are a child’s best allies. Protect the child with
excellent nutrition and plenty of rest, stimulation, and attention.
Connect with other parents with disabled children. Pretty much the
last thing mentioned on websites is that you can connect with the
United Cerebral Palsy Association. In our state there is only one
branch, for Washington DC and Northern Virginia. That would be of
minor use to those of us who live 300 miles to the south and
west.

As I recall vividly, there are terrifying
moments when you can’t conceive of a future that isn’t bleak. If
the child remains at home, cared for by his parents, he will likely
eventually be left orphaned, and then what? Nationally, fourteen
percent of adult handicapped children still live at home with a
parent or other family member. I would advise strongly trying to
find a placement for your child at about the normal time for
leaving home, eighteen or so. The underlying thinking is to achieve
as much normality for your child’s life as possible. It is
fortunate that care of the disabled is a burgeoning field; many
wonderful young people are training as physical therapists, speech
therapists, reading specialists, and many other areas related to
working with “special” babies, students, and adults. I have known
many of them, and they will be your best allies.

But the message of this small book is that
there can be a full life ahead for a child with even fairly serious
disabilities. You are not alone. You are not the only one who has
ever had a challenged child. And even if you have not got unlimited
resources, there is a lot you can do to assure your child the best
possible chance for a good life. Perhaps some day you will be able
to say what I absolutely can tell anyone today: having a
handicapped child may be the most wonderful thing that ever happens
to you. If this seems unlikely to you now, or impossible, read
on. This is my story, and Jennie’s, and we hope you like it.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

The story I’ve chosen to begin with is one
that is typical of Jennie’s life.

One bitter winter night when Cochran was
about thirteen, and Jennie six, I took them after supper to the
local ice cream parlor, one of the few places in our town, I
suppose, where college students and Lexington residents manage to
coexist peacefully, even cordially. I didn’t realize that it was
fraternity initiation week at the college until out of the icy
night there appeared in the doorway a boy revolting to any normal
bystander’s vision, shivering, clad in nothing but maroon bathing
trunks and a filthy white T-shirt. Bright arcs of mustard and
catsup were squirted across his shirt front, his hair was sprinkled
with chopped onions, and something like syrup or molasses had been
poured over his head to drizzle horribly down into his face and
drip from his earlobes. Standing in the doorway, puffing haze with
every breath, this sorry sight announced apologetically to the
eight or ten tables of customers and the two women behind the
counter that he had to find a girl to take back to his fraternity
to dance with for five minutes, and wouldn’t
someone,—please,...?

Every female in the place reacted: stared
aghast, squirmed uncomfortably, giggled, looked away, or ignored
him, and the waitresses in their white uniforms fell over
themselves saying more or less in unison that they certainly
couldn’t leave the store unattended!

The miserable fellow began to cruise from
table to table, with no success. No one wanted to meet his eye.
Faces expressed disbelieving disgust.

Finally, he got to us. “Ma’am?” he begged me,
eyes pleading. I could hardly bear to be in his vicinity. But
suddenly, as I sat paralyzed, a thought hit me. I leaned down and
said to Jennie, “Would you like to go to a fraternity party? It’s a
dance...”

Jennie’s green eyes lit up. “Yeah!” she said,
grinning up at him. Ignoring Cochran’s appalled glare, I said to
the boy, “This is Jennie. You’ll have to hold her hand and walk
slow, or carry her. She’s retarded, and has cerebral palsy.”

Trapped animal. “But, ma’am—” he began to
protest. “I’ll get her dirty—I mean—” and he spread his arms to
indicate what I had perhaps not noticed about his appearance.

“It’s okay,” I said. “She’s washable. So are
her clothes.”

His eyes darted frantically around, but he
was not going to get another chance tonight to make it out of his
dismal state and into the fraternity of his dreams, and he knew it.
So I stuffed Jennie into her hooded jacket, and he hoisted her on
to one hip, mashing her against his clotted and garish chest. I
shuddered, and the boy carried her off into the darkness.

Now I had to contend with Cochran. Always
Jennie’s fiercest protector, he was stopped from stopping me only
by his larger-than-life sense of propriety. His blue eyes were huge
and terrible over his Oreo sundae. “Mother!” he whispered, the name
he called me only when angry, “You didn’t even get his name! You
don’t even know what fraternity he was going to. Do you know
what they do at fraternities? What if he doesn’t bring her
back?”

“Oh, don’t worry,” I said, with a lying
cheerfulness as my irresponsibility rolled over me like a flood.
“He’ll bring her back...” I said, attempting insouciance. But my
heart failed. Cochran was right. I was irresponsible. Of
course, I belatedly saw, I had no idea what they did at
fraternities these days, as it had been more than a quarter of a
century since my honeysuckle days as townie sweetheart of Kappa
Sigma. Jennie is one of God’s innocents, a child who once described
a stranger as “a friend I don’t know yet,” who had never ever
complained of anyone’s being mean to her. Anyone could take
advantage. Oh, God, why didn’t I ever think? I sat watching my Tab
float subside into a polluted ocean of foam. Like any writer, I
immediately saw it as a metaphor for my careless life, and my mind
did its worst, conjuring up the headlines: Local Child Kidnapped,
Sex Maniac Poses as College Student...

I wondered how many of us in Sweet Things
could describe him to the police. I thought he was maybe five-nine,
and I recalled that his hair was maybe sort of a brownish blond...
or a blondish brown. He was probably between about, oh, sixteen and
twenty-five —though he could be one of those baby-faced adults.
“They’ll be right back,” I assured Cochran, my voice failing me. He
merely glared balefully.

Incredibly soon, of course, they were. The
boy, looking already less miserable, plopped Jennie down quickly,
thanking me with a truncated jerky bow, and once again disappeared
into the night, leaving only his unique perfume and a few bits of
diced onion in my float. “Jennie!” I exclaimed in delirious relief.
“Did you have a good time?” all the time darting You see, I was
right! glances at Cochran.

“Yeah!” she said. “We danced, and they had
loud music, and it was Great! And Mama—Cochran! Did you notice?
He had a rainbow on his shirt!”

 


 


 



Chapter 3

Royster and I had begun marriage with only a
big black cat, a few pans for cooking and plates to eat off, and my
dowry of nearly fifty full books of S&H Green Stamps that I’d
saved for years, and eventually turned in for a blender, a picnic
hamper, a lot of other stuff. We both had jobs we liked a lot:
Royster was museum curator and archivist at the George C. Marshall
Foundation at VMI in Lexington, and I taught American literature
and English composition at Southern Seminary Junior College six
miles away in Buena Vista. Wedded at 29 and 24, we wanted children,
and felt some sense of urgency. In the eight years that followed,
we acquired several other cats, and the yellow labrador retriever
D, or Dee.

But, month after month, year after year,
there were no babies. We endured a fertility workup at the
University of Virginia, we’d considered adoption through three
different agencies, we’d considered becoming foster parents. Easy
to consider, but, if you are cautious sorts, a lot harder to do.
We’d even seriously considered one possible private adoption.
Nothing had worked out. Later, when the private adoption was
recalled, we were relieved that we hadn’t taken the baby, a boy,
only to have it snatched back eight months later by its birth
mother.

In our first adoption agency interview, when
asked, I told them of course I’d spank a child if it
misbehaved; that cooked my red wagon right there, as we say in the
mountains. They weren’t giving any children to child-beaters.

Royster on the way home asked me, “Why didn’t
you tell them what you know they wanted to hear?” — but I, even in
the interest of a good life for an unwanted child, could not begin
a process as important as this one with a lie: oh, I’d never
spank a child.

At the second agency I expressed an
unwillingness to stop teaching if they gave us a child; that was it
for that agency, who were looking, back in the sixties, for
stay-at-home mothers. And all the adoption agencies, rather
condescending, I thought, and choosy, wanted families that went to
church. Again, honesty prevented me from saying I did.

So when Cochran came along all on his own,
after discouraging words from the God-doctors and cold shoulders
from the adoption agencies, we felt as lucky as the recipients of
an unexpected fortune left us by an eccentric relative. When he
turned out to be a boy, we were as thrilled as a Chinese family,
who always wish for a Number-One Son.

No child had ever been more beautiful or more
loved. Cochran was welcome everywhere because of his unusual
maturity. He never went through horrible phases or tippled Clorox;
he was friendly and got along with his peers. The worst thing I
recall his doing was eating the catfood. He loved catfood, and
headed right for it when he began to scoot. He was born in January,
and I spent the entire following summer fishing the star-shaped
nuggets out of his mouth. He was fond of those hard-shelled brown
bugs that get in the house in summer, too — I think he liked the
crunch they made. I retrieved a good many of them, too.

Royster spanked Cochran once — when he ran
right out into the street in front of our house without looking.
His gentle father whacked him, not his child-beating mother.

A playschool teacher worried that Cochran
would not color inside the lines; she didn’t understand my delight
at that. A kindergarten teacher told us he was neither a follower
nor a leader, but the most independent child she had ever seen.
That too, expressed with concern by a teacher, delighted me. I
think independence is a terrific trait. Cochran certainly has
it.

“Mama!” Cochran would say, pointing at a
white wad on the floor of my car. “That’s not Kleenex —that’s
Dirtynex!” He delighted us with his word play: “You can go in the
living room but you can’t go in the dining room!” he’d chirp.

“How come?” I’d ask.

“`Cause in the living room you live,
but in the dining room you die!”

Naturally Cochran qualified for the
Gifted and Talented Program when he entered public school. I
decided to volunteer to teach the program — which had been for some
time mandated but not funded, and therefore, was nonexistent until
somebody demanded it — to make certain it offered opportunities for
the bright kids to exercise creativity. So when Cochran and his
buddies were in primary school, I taught them creative writing
several times, one year some elementary Latin to better understand
the Latin words that underlie about thirty percent of English
words, and then a year or so later I set the youngsters to finding
out where the street names in Lexington came from, starting with
their own streets. The editor of our local paper indulgently agreed
to publish our findings with all the kids’ names. The class was
thrilled.

Once when we were having steak, I asked
Cochran absently if he wanted is rare or medium or well-done.

“What’s that mean?” he asked.

“Well —it means do you want your meat to be
red or pink or gray?”

He considered. “Blue!” he said. It cracked
him up.

Once in Norfolk, with three other kids in the
car, Cochran piped up and said, “Mama, what’s a crotch?”

Trying not to wreck the car, and aware of the
sudden silence where there had been lively chatter, I carefully
explained that crotch was a kind of rude word for your private
parts. I explained carefully to the whole carful of kids what the
right words were, and cautioned them on the salubrious use
of slang. Thinking I’d done that rather well, I then asked,
“Why do you ask?”

“Oh,” he said, “it’s in that song about
Lucille. You know, where it says, `You pick a fine time to leave
me, Lucille, with four hungry children and a crotch in the field.”
I vowed then and there to henceforth ask first.

Royster often said with satisfaction that his
greatest dream had been to raise a son. As I approached forty,
Royster and I occasionally talked seriously about the Future. I
knew that my grandfather had been born when his mother was 44; we
knew

Royster’s sister was born when his mother was
38; — stories of late pregnancies abounded in both our families. In
those days (in contrast to the present) popular magazines were
warning the public that it wasn’t really a good idea for any woman
over 35 to have a child: too much possibility of Downs, a soaring
rate of maternal and infant mortality, and increased risk of
spina bifida, an unclosed spinal column that can cause all manner
of mayhem, including incontinence, even paralysis.

Thus, as time went on, I wavered between
being nervous about a second pregnancy and the near-certainty that
it wasn’t going to happen again — although we had never stopped
hoping for more children. We were so lucky in our son, though, that
we often reminded each other to be grateful for what we had.

Medical wisdom has changed radically in the
last three decades. Nowadays women think nothing of having children
at forty or even forty-five, so the medical profession must have
overcome the difficulties of “elderly births.” One of my friends
had her first children, twins, at forty-seven, just a couple of
years ago.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

I had sailed through my first pregnancy with
the old-fashioned doctor referring to me as the “oldest
primigravida” (that’s first-time mother) on his record, but
I felt young at thirty-four. I had been highly confident
that I could do it again this time. I was lucky to be vibrantly
healthy, and I guarded my health, and that of my family, as
carefully as I could. I am lucky to have been raised by a mother
who valued vitamins way before they got to be fashionable. She made
us eat whole wheat bread instead of Merita. Though I didn’t like it
much at the time, her idea of a good dessert was half a grapefruit,
with maybe a smidgen of brown sugar. Grapefruits when I was a child
were white and sour, not the sweet red-fleshed ones we have today.
I learned to eat fruits and vegetables every day, sweets only
occasionally.

My experience with childbirth undoubtedly was
influenced by something I saw and thought about early in my first
pregnancy. I’d gone to visit my friend Joyce house while her
striped cat Fred was having kittens. I thought it would be useful
to watch a birth, any birth. I sat quietly, with Cochran, who kept
repeating what he’d heard, “Mom, you can watch the kittens, but not
very bendingly.” While giving birth, I noticed that Fred breathed
hard and rapidly, seemed focused, and pushed out half a dozen
kittens each in their own little membranes, and by turn licked them
into reluctant half-consciousness. In between her efforts, Fred
rested and purred, her eyes closed peacefully in relaxation.

I watched carefully, and contemplated the
phenomenon of birth. Cochran was the perfect guest, whispering
anything he had to say. And I thought that day, If this hurt, Fred
would howl or hiss, or moan. Fred was purring. I knew if you
closed her tail in the door or stepped on her, you’d get a howling
protest. So why wasn’t she crying if birth was so painful?

I decided at that moment that childbirth
ought not to hurt. It was natural. Why should a natural healthy
event hurt? All those horror tales we hear about the horrors of
childbirth throughout our lives vanished in an instant. (An
afterthought: I volunteer for Hospice, and can say with conviction
that, though the dying process is often painful, that death,
another natural process, does not hurt either.)

I read the popular Grantly Dick-Read book on
Natural Childbirth. Our small-town hospital had never heard of such
a thing, though I visited the maternity ward and expressed my
intention, and left the book with them. They claimed they had never
had a mother make such a bizarre request: I wanted Royster in the
birthing room with me.

Cochran became the first intentional
Natural Childbirth baby born in Lexington. The nurses were like a
flock of annoyed birds: clucking at my request, a man (other than
the doctor, of course) in the delivery room with me; squawking when
Dr. Hunter McClung actually allowed him to be. Throughout, they
puffed their feathers with indignation that I had also invited a
couple of my curious students to watch the birth if they wanted to.
They got ruffled when I, a notable sissy and an ancient
first-time-mother, brought forth an 8 lb. 12 oz. boy after only
three hours or so of grunting labor. I did it without drugs, a
midwife at my side. I sipped a tea I made from raspberry leaves
dried the preceding summer, which supposedly contain framamine,
which supposedly eases labor. The nurses rolled their eyes. I
worked so hard those three hours (labor is perfectly named)
that I made lots of awful-sounding groans, gasps, and other noises,
but in between I assured everyone truthfully that I wasn’t in pain.
It felt more to me like riding a bicycle uphill until you thought
you’d die if you didn’t rest, and still not being able to
rest.1

1I learned years
later that what I did is called “reframing” in psychological
jargon; it’s the same experience, but you have chosen to view it
differently than before. I reframed pain as
labor.

Afterwards, I drank red wine with my husband,
toasting the new family member, our fair-haired boy. Superbaby.
Cochran. As a result of that birth, I thought having a baby was a
breeze, and looked forward eagerly to the second time, a second
child.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

“My children—” How I envied other women that
delicious phrase! How I longed to be able to say it! I’d always
loved the way people said, “My children do this or that,”
or, “I’m going to say goodnight to the children.” It had
taken us nine years to get Cochran. And after Cochran, it took us
seven more years to get to where I could say it. I was thirty-nine
when I conceived for the second time.

In early April 1977, I flew to Washington to
do a program on American country music for the Voice of
America.

The plane circled to land. I don’t get
airsick, but I felt queasy peering out the plane window to get a
load of the cherry blossoms in their full glory that looked like
clouds along the Potomac far below.

They were late taping me because a preacher
I’d never heard of named Jesse Jackson was taping a program before
me, and I could hear his impassioned rhetoric from the room where I
waited.

I am so rarely nauseated that I wondered if
I’d caught an intestinal bug. I’m not nervous before speeches and
public appearances. As they taped me talking about the Appalachian
roots of blue grass music, I was feeling a bit green around the
gills.

The two strangers who had just recorded my
broadcast had invited me to lunch with them at a restaurant before
I flew home. Embarrassed to tell them I wasn’t feeling well, I
ordered a shrimp cocktail and picked at it. The waitress arrived
and placed before me the cup of coffee I’d ordered. I stared at it,
and for the second time in my life, my favorite thing in the world
was repulsive, nauseating, to me. In an instant, it dawned on me
that I must be pregnant again.

All during my first pregnancy, I found the
smell or taste of coffee unbearable. Ordinarily it is near the top
of the list of my favorite things in the world. I was so excited I
told those Voice of America male strangers what I had just
realized. They were a bit embarrassed, but gruffly
congratulatory.

 


 


 



Chapter 6

Several months passed without any unusual
events, except I only wanted white things to eat, bland soft food
like vanilla ice cream and mashed potatoes and soft white bread.
And I was more tired than usual.

By late August, when school started again, I
had gained thirty pounds and felt much more tired than I had during
the first pregnancy, but reasoned that I was seven years older. I
started the new semester, doing the mnemonic tricks I always did to
learn new students’ names quickly.

The first day of classes, I felt exhausted,
and, when I let myself feel it, my stomach hurt —badly — from time
to time. It felt like — well, it actually felt like labor. But it
couldn’t be; I was only six and a half months pregnant.

The pain and tightening proceeded
relentlessly, until I could ignore it no more. I excused my new
class early, trying to be casual, went to my office, and lay down
on the cool floor. After a bit, I felt better. I drove home, and
went to bed early, not interested in dinner.

Later that night that something went awry, to
change forever the course of our lives.

Then suddenly I was in my bathrobe,
running, running down the main hall of the hospital with Royster
behind me telling me not to run. But I couldn’t stop running, I had
to run. My insides were about to fall out. It was a hot August
night. I ran down the hospital hall in my old brown woolly
bathrobe, propelled by fear and intense contractions.

In the hospital, intravenous magnesium
sulfate stopped my irritable uterus, and by the time morning
painted the sky with rosy streaks, everyone had relaxed, and I got
to rest and sleep late. If anyone suspected anything had gone
really wrong, no one told me. Perhaps, they said, I had a bladder
infection; the doctors’ shrugging best guess was that I was only
months away from forty — echoing that old caution that women really
shouldn’t get pregnant at my age.

Once they had calmed my uterus down, and
ascertained that I had no infection, they sent me home, told me it
was fine to go back to school, said that these events weren’t
uncommon, and assured me this was unlikely to happen a second
time.

But a few days later it happened again —
right in the middle of my third meeting with the same
classful of new students. I was now acutely embarrassed. What would
these students think of this American Literature teacher, already
so grotesquely swollen around the middle regions, who kept
clutching her stomach, groaning aloud, then letting them go after
only fifteen minutes of class? I might be warping the future lives
of an entire room full of future mothers for whom I so wanted to be
the perfect role model! With the changing attitudes about the roles
of women that emerged in the sixties and seventies, I wanted
strongly to let my students know by example that a woman could have
a career and also a family. And here I was letting down myself, my
students, my college, women everywhere!

Back in the hospital, a nurse, feeling my
stomach, murmured that I seemed to be in labor. Numb with terror, I
was strapped up to futuristic machines that monitored me and the
baby and pumped more drugs into my veins to stop whatever was
happening. Someone said doubtfully during that long night, “Well,
these late pregnancies...” I might have been thirty-nine, but in my
heart I’ve never progressed much beyond say, seventeen.

That time I stayed two nights in the
hospital. They still couldn’t figure out what was wrong, but they
told me this time that I stood to lose this baby, and that my only
hope to keep her (I’d had amniocentesis at six months, four weeks
before any of this) was to stay in bed from then on. The amnio had
been without any warning signals, no Downs, no spinabifida, so I
was only worried about an early arrival. That time in the hospital,
I faced that it wasn’t just a fluke. I fought panic, feared losing
my job, as we were an untenured faculty, and lay in bed, cradling
the little girl in my uterus, crooning to her, and begging her
please to wait, to grow, to stay asleep a while longer.
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