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A baby was never part of Tiff’s plans. Especially not a sick baby in a NICU, struggling for life on a ventilator.

As days in the hospital turn to weeks, Tiff grows more and more convinced that God is punishing her for turning her back on him so many years ago. Or is it possible he's working in the midst of her daughter's bleak prognosis to draw Tiff back to himself once more?
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“... to comfort all who mourn,

and provide for those who grieve in Zion—

to bestow on them a crown of beauty

instead of ashes,

the oil of joy

instead of mourning,

and a garment of praise

instead of a spirit of despair.”

Isaiah 61:2-3
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CHAPTER 1
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I’d rather be just about anywhere else, but Jake wanted to come this morning, and I’m sick of arguing with him. Don’t have the energy to fight. I hardly do these days. It’s a blessing, I’m sure, or else I would have said some nasty things by now. Not the kind of things you apologize for in the morning when you wake up and your mascara’s caked onto your face and your eye sockets are so puffy and black you’d frighten a raccoon. I’m talking about the really bad things. The things that destroy couples, even ones who haven’t gone through half of what we have. 

Four hundred and fifteen points. I added it up once. I found this quiz online, and it’s supposed to tell how much stress you’ve gone through in the past twelve months. Getting married, that’s a hundred points right there. Pregnancy racks up another sixty, which is half of what you get when you add a roommate, and in the past year I went from living by myself to sharing a trailer with two adults and a newborn. Fifty points for moving? Yeah, does living in a hospital room count?

There was even a category for serious illness in the family, which added on another eighty tallies. As if getting married is more stressful. Of course, serious illness could mean anything from measles to cancer. Whatever psychologist or clickbait-hungry web designer invented the quiz, what would they know?

But at least one of the categories made me laugh. Problems with the in-laws. Yup, I earned each and every one of those twenty-five points, thank you very much. Maybe I shouldn’t complain. Jake’s mom is with Natalie right now, or else there’s no way he and I would be out anywhere. I didn’t want to come here, but at least now I don’t have to deal with Patricia. She’s the kind of mother-in-law who would intimidate the bride of Frankenstein. She means well. Have you ever noticed how many horrible people there are in this world who go around meaning well? And she’s a nurse, or at least she used to be, so Natalie’s safe. Physically, I mean. Still, nice as it is to get a break from Jake’s mom, I’ll feel guilty and jittery until we head back. 

I still don’t know why Jake dragged us here. Neither of us thought to dress up or anything. That’s the first thing I noticed. Small country church in Orchard Grove Middle-of-Nowhere, Washington, and I’m sitting here in maternity pants. Jake’s not looking much better in that old Seahawks jersey. I look around and count two other men without ties on. 

Just two.

Oh, well. If people want to stare, that’s their problem. I can only imagine what they’re thinking about us, like that pinched-nose woman in the front row sitting straight as a rail. Reminds me of one of my foster moms, a single woman in her sixties, never married. Which was a good thing, at least. There wasn’t a single ounce of kindness in those sharp-as-tack bones of hers. Out of all my foster moms, I seem to recall liking the plump ones best. Not the really fat ones like that Trudy lady or whatever her name was who sat on the couch stuffing her face with junk food all day. Man, I hated those soaps she used to watch. I was so glad to be out of that house. Was she the one right before Sandy, or was that earlier? I couldn’t keep them all straight even if I wanted to.

I wonder why I’m thinking of them now, these foster families that creep into my memory like a squid with all those disgusting, grasping tentacles. Sandy’s the only one I still talk to. The only one who was ever like a mom to me. She’d be all puppy-dog excited to know that Jake forced us both to church today. She’s like that. So preachy all the time. No, preachy’s not the right word for it. Preachers like that Bishop Cameron Hopewell or whatever his name is on TV who bangs his fist on platforms and shouts about hell, money, and sex, most often in that order. Men like him always wear toupees, too. Did you ever notice that? Like Donald Trump all gung-ho for the Lord.

Sandy’s not like them. She’s a Jesus freak, for sure. She’ll get preaching on the resurrection or salvation or the Holy Ghost like nothing else. But there’s something kind about the way she does it. Like she doesn’t want your money and isn’t about to hand you an immediate ticket to hell if you sneak a boy through the upstairs window and mess around a little bit because he says Don’t you want to? so many times you have to give in every once in a while or else he’ll find it somewhere else. Sandy was upset when it happened, but not in the angry way like those TV guys would have been. I didn’t get the sense she was mad, more like she felt sorry for me.

I hate it when people feel sorry for me. Maybe that’s why these past few months have been my own personal Hades. It’s like walking into what you think is an empty apartment only to find everyone you know has shown up for a surprise pity party, and you’re the star attraction.

I hear it all the time online. I can’t believe you’re going through this. You must be so strong. Hugs and kisses, XOXO, all that junk online that nobody really means. I hate it, but the funny thing is that if enough time goes by and I don’t get at least a message or a comment asking how I’m doing, I start to wonder if everyone in cyberland’s forgotten about me, and I throw up a picture of Natalie in all her medical gear because I know that’s bound to get a response.

The incubator picture from the first day, it went totally viral. Got something like a hundred and fifty shares. Now, the most I can hope for is maybe five or ten likes. I guess after four months of the same type of sick-baby photos, you get a little bored. God knows I would.

Jake is squirming next to me, and I feel somewhat smug since he was the one who made such a big deal about us coming to church in the first place. I think he’s trying to make a deal with God, which sounds funny when you think about it, but we do it all the time.

God, if you make him notice me, I’ll tell the world how grateful I am. Hashtag blessed.

God, if you get that anesthesiologist to give me my epidural before the next contraction, I swear I’ll never use your name in vain again.

God, if you keep my baby girl from dying, I’ll be a better person, invite you into my heart a dozen times over, just name your price.

Yeah, I know all about making bargains with heaven. And I know Jake feels guilty. We both do. Like maybe if we hadn’t hooked up, if we’d kept ourselves pure like those youth pastors and TV folks told us to, God wouldn’t be punishing us right now. That’s what some idiot said to me online at least. It wasn’t the first day, but pretty shortly after that, not even the end of the first week. Can you believe it? He’s not someone I know well. Went to Sandy’s church out in Boston. Man, I’m so glad to be away from the East Coast, away from people like Tom McMahon.

So picture this. Natalie was on a ventilator, and my foster mom posted a picture asking everybody to pray, and “Elder Tom” shoved in. He’s not an elder anymore, by the way. Doesn’t even go to St. Margaret’s. He and Sandy’s husband got into a major fight a few years back and parted ways. Last I heard, “Elder Tom” has started up a new church of his own. God only knows what sadist would go there. I mean, what kind of human being, let alone a pastor, would make a reference to David and Bathsheba under a picture of a dying baby with tubes shoved down her throat?

Sandy deleted the comment right away, probably hopes I never saw it in the first place, but I did. I’ll never tell her, because she’s done so much for me, like coming up to sit with me during Natalie’s surgery, but I wish she had told Elder Tom to take his smug, judgmental attitude and rot in the underworld. I mean, deleting that post is one thing, but it doesn’t really get to the heart of the issue. Which is that Tom McMahon thinks my baby deserves to die. 

That’s what the David and Bathsheba reference meant. I had to look it up. I don’t have all those Bible stories memorized anymore, but all it took was a quick Google search. David committed adultery. Nobody says if Bathsheba was willing or not, because let’s face it, all those men who wrote the Bible wouldn’t have thought to ask about a little detail like that, would they? Anyway, the goodie-two-shoes king sinned, and God punished him by killing their child.

For God so loved the world, right? 

Can I get an amen?
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I know I’m probably breaking two or three of the Ten Commandments right now, but I can’t help checking the time on my phone every thirty seconds. It’s not that I hate church. I’m not that kind of person. I know some people believe that Christians are all self-righteous hypocrites, but I could never say that. Not after living with Sandy. I sometimes go months without thinking about my past, about the anonymous foster parents that gel together in my memory like giant, faceless blobs. But it’s different with her. It’s hard to say where I’d be if Sandy hadn’t taken me in. Probably so strung out on drugs my teeth would have fallen out and my hair gone frizzy like in those posters warning kids against meth. I’m proud to say I haven’t touched the stuff. In fact, I could count on one hand all the times I’ve taken anything harder than speed. I’m sure that if it weren’t for Sandy, I’d be way more screwed up than I already am, and that’s saying a lot.

The funny thing is, Sandy and I went years without talking. She didn’t even know I was pregnant. We never had a falling out or anything. It’s just that after I finished high school, I packed up and left the East Coast faster than a hooker at a truck stop. 

I never looked back. Which is a good thing. I remember before I got pregnant with Natalie, I was at an interview trying to land a job at this assisted living home. After I left the convenience store, I really needed the money. I’d already been out of work for three weeks, and my bank account was overdrawn by day five. My landlord told me to apply for unemployment, but I knew if I did, I’d have to explain what happened at the convenience store, which I wasn’t ready to do. Not yet. Maybe not ever. So I was at the assisted living place, Winter Grove, and I was talking to this shaggy-bearded director, and he asked about my greatest strength. Just to keep me on my toes, I’m sure. All the blog posts I read in preparation told me he’d want to know about my weaknesses.

So I couldn’t figure out what answer he was looking for. In school, I was always pretty good at English and grammar. I have a vague memory of winning a spelling bee back in second or third grade. But seriously? If all I’ve got to do is take old people to the toilet and back, why would this Tom-Hanks-in-Castaway lookalike care how well I did in English class?

I thought about telling him something sappy about relationships or whatnot, how I’m just full of compassion and love helping people, especially the frail and infirm who can’t even raise their spoons to their mouths without dribbling applesauce down their chins. But I wasn’t sure I could get through an answer like that without gagging. I couldn’t tell him the truth, though. Couldn’t tell him that my biggest strength was making sure I never got stepped on. Ever. A childhood in foster care teaches you like nothing else to fend for yourself. But I knew this director wasn’t looking for an employee like that. He was staring at me, his brows knit together like he knew as well as I did this interview was a waste of our time, and I was about to stand up and leave when it hit me.

“I’m really good at moving forward,” I told him. He still looked kind of bored, so I tried to explain. “I never look back.”

And I still feel that way, for the most part at least. That’s why I went so long without thinking about Sandy. Why I never tracked her down online or sent her a pregnancy announcement. As good as she was to me, she belonged to my past, the past that I walked away from as soon as I finished high school. I didn’t even wait for the ceremony. Sandy mailed me my diploma a week or two after graduation. She called me a couple times once I moved, but then I stopped making payments on my cell phone, and a few years went by where we didn’t talk at all.

Natalie changed all that, of course. Just like she changed everything else. I hope I don’t sound like an ingrate or anything. I never said all the changes were bad. Like marrying Jake. A hundred stress points right there, and the online quiz doesn’t know if we have a happy marriage or not. A hundred points whether you’re married to a hen-pecked mama’s boy or an abusive drunk who cracks two of your ribs then dumps you off at the ER before he goes out to party with his bar-hopping buddies.

The pastor’s droning on, it’s something about King David, and I remember enough from the Bible to know that he wasn’t really the poster-boy for righteous living. I pull out my phone, swipe the screen, and check the time again, wondering when the sermon is ever going to end.
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CHAPTER 3
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The pastor’s young. Not fresh-out-of-college young, but pretty close to it. Mid-twenties is my best guess. He’s got darker skin. Maybe Hispanic. Or Native American. It’s hard to tell. I wonder if he has kids. I know he’s got a wife. I spotted her less than two minutes after I sat down. I didn’t see her talk to him or anything, so I couldn’t tell you how I knew who she was. Maybe the way no one else is sitting next to her except for that white-haired granny lady in the atrocious blouse. Or the way she kind of leaned forward when the pastor stepped up to the podium, or whatever that tall thing up front is called. And he just seems like the kind of man a mouse like her would go for. Strong. Confident, maybe even a little cocky if pastors are allowed a hint of arrogance. And she’s this shy little thing sitting in the third row. I hate it when women slouch, by the way. It makes them look so weak. She’s got these frail shoulders with this thin lilac sweater wrapped around them. Christmas is in a week and a half, and she’s dressed for spring.

Part of me feels sorry for her, truth be told. She’s not even my age, hardly out of her teens by the looks of her. I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have kids. I can’t be positive, though. She might have a baby she drops off in the nursery or something, but she seems like the type of mom that would keep her brood close by. One on the hip, one in a front pack, and a third in the oven. 

That kind of mom. 

Which means she doesn’t have kids. Not yet. I’m sure she will soon. Those razor-straight hips will broaden out, and that flat chest will miraculously fill with milk. She could afford to gain a good ten pounds, pregnant or not. I wonder what the pastor thinks of her. Skinny’s all the rage, but that doesn’t mean men have stopped appreciating curves.

I stare down at the front panel of my maternity pants. I don’t have to wear them anymore. I could fit into a few of my pre-pregnancy clothes by now. God knows I’ve been trying hard to lose that last fifteen pounds. With Jake’s mom moving in and taking over the cooking, it’s a wonder I’m not anorexic-skinny. That woman cooks the same way she doles out affection — sparingly. I thought hospitality was a big stinking deal in Asian cultures. But every night when I reach for a second helping of whatever stew or casserole she’s constructed, I feel her iron gaze of disapproval. I should be used to it by now. I’ve seen it every day since she barged into our home.

I think deep down she’s probably like “Elder” Tom McMahon, probably secretly convinced that what happened to Natalie is my fault. Of course, Patricia isn’t religious, so she doesn’t have misogynistic Bible stories to back her up, but she’s spent the past year telling her son he could do better than me. 

Every once in a while, I wonder what would happen if I just leave. Patricia is so stoked at the chance to play house in my kitchen. Change the bandages on my baby. I can’t even pump breast milk anymore without giving Natalie colic, so she’s on a totally synthetic diet. Straight up amino acids poured directly into her feeding pump. 

The family would be just as well off without me. Maybe even better. Patricia’s the one with all the medical experience, and she and Jake never fight.

Ever. 

Maybe I sound like a martyr, but isn’t church the place to be honest with yourself? Jake doesn’t need me. He’s got Mama there to do all the cooking, all the cleaning, and to do it better than I ever would. Patricia made that clear the day she pulled fuzzy leftovers out of the fridge, narrowed her almond eyes. I swear that woman’s fifty-five if she’s a day, but her complexion is nicer than mine will ever be. But she gave me such a snotty look when she tossed the moldy Tupperwares into the trash, so disapproving. As if she’d forgotten I’d been in the hospital for months. As if she thought I had nothing better to do once we brought Natalie home than clean out the grody food left in my fridge.

I know Patricia wants me gone. She never says so, but those glares make it perfectly clear. I don’t even have to be looking at her to sense the hot disapproval boring into me, right between my shoulder blades.

And she’s always there. I mean always. I’m already four months postpartum. It’s high time Jake and I had the chance to enjoy a little alone time in the bedroom, but we can’t because that woman never leaves. Man, I wish she were the religious one so she’d go to church once a week and at least give us a few hours’ privacy.

I should be grateful for Patricia and everything she’s done. Jake reminds me of that all the time. Patricia does too, come to think of it. Of course, she never comes right out and says so. That woman has mastered the art of the haiku insult. So understated but with that bitter twist at the end.

Kind of like her cooking, now that I mention it.

“Tiff,” she’ll say, “were you sick often as a child?” As if Natalie’s problems could get passed down from your genes. Because nothing like this has ever happened on the Matsumoto side of the family, she points out every few days. Then she wants to know if my mom had any issues delivering any of her babies. As if she’s forgotten that I’m a foster brat. As if Jake hadn’t already told her that my mother was a crackhead and hooker who abandoned me in a high-school bathroom stall and who I’m sure is rotting away right now. Whether in jail or the grave is anybody’s guess.

Patricia knows all this, and she still asks. It’s always when she’s doing something with Natalie, too. Those physical therapy stretches that are supposedly going to keep my daughter’s muscles from decaying from lack of use. Rubbing her cheeks in a vain attempt to wake up damaged nerves in hopes that she might one day learn to smile. Changing the bandages around her G-tube site, still tender from surgery. I can tell Natalie hurts, because she scrunches her face up in such a gut-wrenching way that even someone as cold as Patricia should feel sorry for her. But Patricia had training as a nurse, as she tells me at least a dozen times a day, and she’s used to this kind of work, which means she doesn’t have an ounce of empathy left for my little girl. A whirlwind of efficiency. That’s what Patricia is. Or maybe a monsoon.

Natalie’s making some progress, though. The pastor’s talking about thanking God during hard times, and I know I’ve got plenty of reasons to be grateful. I mean, she wasn’t supposed to make it out of the NICU at all. The hospital social worker even scheduled a meeting for us to talk with this lanky man in a drab suit about funeral arrangements when the time comes.

That’s why I don’t need a pastor to remind me to count my blessings. Because in spite of all we’ve gone through, Natalie is a blessing. She’s a blessing, I would remind myself back in Seattle when I woke up at five in the morning to pump a couple ounces of breastmilk and make it to the NICU by the time the night nurses went off duty. She’s a blessing, I told myself when the neurologist showed us the hemorrhages on the scans. Who would have thought there’s an actual difference between brain-dead and vegetative? You learn something new every day, right?

I’m staring at my fingernails, trying to remember the last time I had them done. I wasn’t in the third trimester yet. Funny, isn’t it, that when the doctors put me on bed rest, all they worried about was whether or not Natalie’s lungs were developed enough to breathe outside of the womb. They gave me tons of fluids and set up nurses who looked like Olympic rugby players to guarantee I never got out of bed. Everyone was shocked that I didn’t go into labor until thirty-six and a half weeks. I was so sick of hospitals by then. Which is ironic if you think about it now. I was so ready for Natalie to come out, ready to take her home. 

Man, what a fool I was.

I glance from my grubby fingernails to Jake. It’s still so hard to think of him as my husband. We haven’t even bought rings yet. He’s fidgeting more than usual. I can tell he’s bored with the sermon. Which I guess is a good thing, since it means he probably won’t haul us here next week, trying to appease God just by showing up. As if we could trick him into thinking of us as devoted believers.

I’m staring at the pastor now, distracted by the way the purple stripes on his tie clash against the maroon base of his shirt. But he finally invites the congregation to bow their heads in prayer, the sign that it’s almost over. I should get home, go check on Natalie. This is the longest I’ve been away from her since we came home from Seattle. But part of me wants to ask Jake to stop somewhere for lunch. Of course, he’ll be thinking about his mother, who by now has a dish of something or other browning in the oven.

I ask him all the time how long Patricia will stick around, but he never gives a definite answer. I swear that woman treats us like we’re a couple of twelve-year-olds. I’m sure she’s convinced that if she were to leave now, Natalie would starve to death by sunset. As if Patricia is the only one in the family who knows how to dump a bottle of formula into a feeding bag.

The pastor says amen, and I realize I forgot to bow my head. It’s just as well. There’s no fooling God. He already knows how pathetic of a Christian I really am.
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CHAPTER 4


[image: image]




“Greet one another on the way out,” the pastor calls to us, and I’m glad Jake and I are in the back row. No time for overzealous church ladies to make meaningless chitchat or impose their uninvited hugs on either of us. I clutch my phone, wondering if we should call Patricia to let her know we’re on our way. If we don’t, she’ll politely complain that she had no way to know when lunch should be ready. If we do, she’ll pitch a very understated fit about how we shouldn’t expect her to rearrange her schedule to cook for us, because don’t we know she has a sick grandchild to look after?

Trust me, Patricia. We know.

I’m ready to leave, but Jake hasn’t moved. Neither has anyone else, I realize. Nobody except that old lady sitting next to the pastor’s wife. She’s standing up now, leaning forward, asking the preacher something. What does she think this is? A question and answer session? Who ever heard of a church service going past noon? We’ve got places to go. Diapers to change. Casseroles to choke down.

I’m about to nudge Jake, but the pastor’s holding out the wireless mic. Not a good sign. “Real quick before we dismiss,” he begins. I know better than to trust a preacher who begins any sentence with real quick. “Grandma Lucy has asked for the opportunity to close us in prayer today. Grandma Lucy.” He hands her the mic, and I roll my eyes. This lady is way too white to be the pastor’s grandma, which means she must be related to his wife. What kind of sap calls an in-law Grandma? There’s no way you’d catch me acting that familiar with Patricia. I can barely claim her as my mother-in-law without wanting to puke.

Grandma Lucy is a petite little thing, not quite as wispy as the pastor’s wife, but now that she’s standing I can detect a hint of similarity. She’s wearing this gaudy blouse, salmon-colored, the kind of nylon that’s got that old-school sheen to it. The collar alone is the same size as some of the cuter tees I used to wear before I got pregnant. There’s something familiar about her, but I can’t place exactly what.

All right, I think to myself. Let the old lady pray, and then we’re out of here. I’ve already decided it would be stupid to ask Jake out for lunch. Not only would it start World War III with Patricia, I don’t even want to be with him. I mean, I know he’s trying to be a better person and everything. We both are after what we went through. But come on. Church was two hours if you count the drive. We could have gone to the movies. We could have walked the mall. We could have thrown in some Christmas shopping, at least if we had any money to spend. It’s our first time alone together in months, and he wastes it all on a boring sermon.

Sometimes I wonder if this is the same man I met at the convenience store. Could he have changed that much in a year? Things were so carefree back then. Carefree if you don’t count everything that led up to me quitting my job, at least. But good came from that too, I suppose, just like the pastor was talking about. It was when I was dead broke and unemployed and had no chance to make rent that Jake showed up. 

We’d hung around each other a couple times before. Every so often it worked out where I relieved him at shift change, and he’d stick around for a little while afterward. Especially at night. Cracked a few jokes about making sure I didn’t let any creeps into the store. It was kind of touching really, the way he wanted to keep me safe.

Too bad it didn’t work. But that’s another irony for you. If I hadn’t been working alone that night, I wouldn’t have been forced to quit my job. And that’s what got me so broke I had to move in with Jake when he asked. I didn’t have any other options. It makes me sound desperate when I put it that way, but that’s not how it was. Jake was fun. Cute. Sort of quiet in an endearing way. I liked him.

If it weren’t for the attack, I might have never ended up with Jake. Or maybe we’d still be a couple, but we would have taken things slower. Wouldn’t have so much baggage now.

You can never know for sure, can you?

I find myself wondering what the pastor would think, what he’d say if he knew the half of it. Why did you let someone in after closing? I can almost hear the disapproval in his voice. He’d probably want to know what I was wearing that night too. Well, it was summer. I was hot. The store didn’t have any AC, and the air from the fan never reached behind the register.

Did you drink with him? That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? Because obviously, if I drank with a dimpled stranger in the store that I was supposed to have locked up fifteen minutes earlier, that automatically means I was asking for it. Right?

I couldn’t work there afterward. I didn’t even give my two weeks. Didn’t try to go back. Sent Roberto a text, and that was it. I didn’t think I’d see Jake again. But then he popped up, right when I needed him.

He doesn’t even know about the attack. I mean, he knows, but we’ve never talked about it. When he asked me why I quit, I just told him some guy had been bothering me and Roberto wouldn’t let me switch my shift to days. Jake didn’t press for any more information than that, and I didn’t offer it. I honestly didn’t expect the two of us to get serious at all. I wasn’t looking for anything long-term. From everything I understood, he wasn’t either.

And then Natalie came. Man, I was so sick at the beginning. Even before I missed my period, I knew it either had to be pregnancy or the flu. I lost so much weight. I wish I could go back to that size now. Fit into that little backless tee.

Just a fling. A few weeks, a month or two at most. That’s all either of us expected. But Natalie changed all that, just like she changed everything else. Some pee on a stick, a teary-eyed conversation at two o’clock in the morning, his promise that I could do whatever I wanted and he’d support me all the way.

It’s funny. I thought he’d want to get rid of her. That’s what I would do if I were him. Even with the positive test, neither of us expected to stay a couple for the long haul. Jake was young. Working a nine-dollar-an-hour job. But there he was, telling me I could do whatever I thought was best. We didn’t talk about money, not early on, but I knew I’d get child support out of him if I asked.

And then it came out that I couldn’t make rent, so he suggested I move in with him. I was sick from the beginning, puking all the time. And Jake was there to make me some peppermint tea, pass me the paper towels so I could clean up after myself.

Man, he’s changed so much. Now I can’t even get him to clean up after himself when he leaks all over the toilet seat.

Good thing Mama’s there to do it for him.
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[image: image]




So Grandma Lucy’s done praying, but she’s still got the mic, and now she’s droning on about the day of salvation. I can tell she’s super spiritual because she’s using all the right phrases, the kinds of things Sandy and her women’s Bible study ladies used to gab about. Redemption and sanctification and glorify this and magnify that. Some people really need to get over themselves, know what I mean? I’ve been staring at the time on my phone now for seven minutes straight, and Jake hasn’t made an attempt to move. Seven stinking minutes, but it feels like an eternity. And after an eighty-six-hour long labor, I know what an eternity feels like.

I’d already been in the hospital on bed rest for four weeks. I was so stoked when I finally went into labor. I couldn’t get her out fast enough. Deliver the baby, wrap her up in a blanket or two, and finally go home. Home, where you can watch whatever shows you want instead of giving yourself carpal tunnel clicking the hospital’s stupid remote looking for something decent. To binge-watch a whole season of CSI in one sitting, no commercial breaks. No interruptions from well-meaning nurses jabbing their fingers inside to check your cervix and see if you’re dilated.

I knew it wouldn’t be easy with a newborn. I wasn’t that naïve. But Jake and I had been getting along ok. It helps that I wasn’t so hormonal toward the end of the pregnancy. I was actually looking forward to being a mom. I mean, you already know about the woman who brought me into the world. It’s not like the bar was set uber high.

So I was going to push out my baby, and I was finally going to leave that stinking hospital. Breathe the fresh air again. Urinate without having to measure it down to the cc. Man, I was ready to go home. Jake was too. I mean, he stopped by the hospital every day, but there’s just not that much to do there. I mean, what do you even talk about? 

“How was your day?” 

What would I have to say? “I peed out 400 cc’s this morning.”

Looking back, I can see that our relationship was getting a little strained during that time. Whose wouldn’t be? I just figured we’d get home, we’d have our daughter to take care of together, and life would go back to normal. Or maybe even better than normal, because all that extra time on bed rest got me thinking. Imagining. Planning. I was never much of a reader, but the hospital had this crazy huge stack of pregnancy magazines to flip through. I swear there must have been a whole decade’s worth or more, a long enough span that the newer ones started contradicting the older. The Baby’s First Step cover might have an article that tells you to nurse your baby right before bed so she’ll sleep through the night and won’t wake up hungry, but then when you get to the Taking Time for Mama issue, it’s all about training her to go to sleep on a slightly empty stomach so she doesn’t have to feel full to get rest. 

I wasn’t looking forward to breastfeeding if we’re going to be totally honest. I’d read enough about sore nipples and mastitis to realize it would be uncomfortable at best. I figured I’d try it out for a few weeks, see how it went. But it’s not like I had this romanticized notion of smashing my baby against my boob and falling in love and nursing her until she started kindergarten. I guess I was curious, though. Wondered what it would feel like.

Natalie’s sixteen weeks old, and I still don’t know what it feels like to nurse a baby. I’m positive it’s more comfortable than a breast pump or else the human race would have died out before we ever evolved past living in caves. I hated pumping, but at least it was something I could do. Something that only I could do is a better way to say it. I swear her grandmother jinxed her or something, because the whole time Natalie was in the hospital, she handled my breast milk just fine. Then we took her home, and within twenty-four hours, Patricia showed up on our doorstep, suitcases in hand. Four days later, Natalie was so uncomfortable the pediatrician told us to take her off breast milk completely. Natalie takes this predigested formula now, nothing but nutrients and amino acids with this sickening sweet vanilla scent. You know what it smells like? Those disgusting diet drinks I used to take in junior high. The thing about formula is that anyone can prepare it. You don’t even have to mix in water. Just open the bottle, measure out the right amount, and dump it into the feeding pump.

Jake couldn’t understand why I was so upset after that appointment with Dr. Bell. He knew how sick I was of pumping. Who wants to feel like a dairy cow five times a day? So in his mind, getting premade formula and having Medicaid pay for all of it was great news.

Only it wasn’t. I don’t think it would have been half as bad if it weren’t for his mom and her smug smile. “Maybe something you’re taking doesn’t agree with her,” she’d suggest, and that’s just how she’d say it too. Something you’re taking. Which I’m sure in Patricia’s lingo meant drugs. Which I wasn’t on, by the way, not during the pregnancy or now.

I think Patricia was secretly thrilled about it all, really. Because now there isn’t a single thing I can do for my child that she can’t do better. She has her nurse’s training to thank, even though that woman hasn’t worked an actual nursing job since Bush was president. The first Bush, I mean, not the second.

That’s what makes me think about leaving sometimes. I know it’s the deadbeat thing to do, but given my family history, would you have expected me to stick around this long? If Natalie needed me, that would be different. Can you believe I waited sixteen days in the NICU just to see her open her eyes? And you know what? She didn’t even notice me. I was no different to her than any of the nurses in their colorful scrubs. When Jake holds her, I swear something clicks in that injured little brain of hers. She seems comfortable. Even tried to scratch his chin once. When I hold her, she’s completely oblivious. Even Patricia claims Natalie smiled at her. I’m sure she’s lying, because my child doesn’t smile. At anyone. But that doesn’t change the fact that my baby doesn’t even know I’m alive. I hate to say it because it sounds so stinking cruel, but I’m not sure she knows much of anything. Sometimes when Patricia’s busy in the kitchen, I hold Natalie while she’s getting her tube feeding, and I watch. Waiting for something to happen. Even when she’s got her eyes open, she never looks at me. Never. Looks. At. Me. And then she gets fussy, so I put her back on her little wedge, and she finishes her feeding in peace and quiet. What kind of baby doesn’t even want to be held?

I had such high hopes for myself as a mom. I had it all figured out. I was going to stay at home for the first year or so. Maybe take in an extra kid or two for babysitting. I was going to give Natalie everything I never got at that age — a home, a sense of belonging, affection.

I remember laying around on bed rest, flipping through those mommy magazines and daydreaming about story time. That’s the one thing the articles always agreed about, even the older ones. Read to your kids from the day they’re born. I had the picture squared away in my brain. Me on the couch, with Natalie nestled up against me. In my imagination, we always read Dr. Seuss because honestly, I didn’t know any other kids books, but I was going to learn. I’d get a library card. Check out books there. And we’d cuddle and read, and it would do wonders for her development. Wonders for our relationship. That was the plan.

And now look what I’ve got. A kid who doesn’t even recognize me. A kid who can’t make eye contact. A kid who won’t even live to see her first birthday.
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Natalie came home from Seattle and got put on an apnea monitor. Makes this horrible, piercing siren noise whenever it can’t detect her breathing. Usually it’s false alarms. It hardly wakes me up anymore, especially now that Patricia has moved the air mattress into the nursery. She says it’s because I need to catch up on my sleep, but by the tone in her voice, I know what she means is I’m a lazy, no good baby mommy that her son had the unfortunate opportunity to knock up.

I’m going to talk to Dr. Bell about it this week, actually. Not Patricia, of course — the apnea monitor. Jake and I already signed one of those DNR forms that says we don’t want heroic measures, you know, when the kid needs CPR or something. The neurologist and the pulmonary specialist were all for it, the lung guy in particular. Since Natalie can’t even swallow her saliva, it’s only a matter of time before all the germs in her mouth make their way into her lungs. So if she doesn’t die from choking, it’ll be the pneumonia that does her in. Jake and I both agreed. We didn’t even fight about it. The way the doctor put it, we knew we were doing the right thing. For Natalie, I mean. That was before we left Seattle, before Patricia moved in. She doesn’t know about the DNR, and frankly it’s none of her business. I shouldn’t feel guilty for signing it, shouldn’t feel like I’m just abandoning Natalie because she’s too hard to take care of. That’s not the kind of mom I am. The kind of mom who ditches an unwanted baby in a bathroom trash can.

It’s for the best. I know it is. And whenever I start to doubt myself, I remember what that neurologist said, that even if we prolong her life, the chance of Natalie being anything more than a vegetable is ridiculously low. I appreciate the way he didn’t mince words. Didn’t feed us false hope. Just sat us down and gave it to us straight.

Dr. Bell, the pediatrician here in Orchard Grove, she’s the only one who thinks we should wait, give Natalie more time to develop before making up our minds about the DNR. She’s the one who gave us the apnea monitor, and that’s what I need to talk to her about when we go in to see her Wednesday. Because it’s completely unnecessary if you think about it. Let’s say the monitor goes off, and let’s say it’s a real event, not a false alarm. Then what? We don’t start CPR. That’s the whole point of those forms we signed. We could call the ambulance, but what are they going to do? Stand around singing Kumbaya while they watch her turn blue and then that horrid shade of gray? Think about it for a minute. If your kid’s going to die in the middle of the night, do you want the bells and whistles going off just so you’ll be awake for it? Wouldn’t you rather just get up in the morning after a long night’s rest and find out that ...

Never mind. I wonder how long that granny lady’s going to keep up her Holy Spirit babble. She’s quoting Scripture now, at least I assume it’s Scripture. I don’t know. Maybe she’s just ad-libbing. The pastor’s standing off to the side with this awkward look on his face that makes me want to chuckle. You can tell he doesn’t know quite what to do. If Grandma Lucy weren’t a relative, I’m sure he would have found a way to seize control of the mic by now. That’s just the kind of man he seems to be, the kind who takes charge. Doesn’t waffle.

Not like Jake. I swear, that boy can never make up his mind about anything, especially now that Mama’s around to do all his thinking for him. Even in the NICU, Jake’s whole doctor knows best attitude drove me batty. I mean, picture this. Our baby was only three weeks old and just a few hours out of surgery where they put a tube right into her stomach so they didn’t have to feed her through her nose anymore. And my old foster mom Sandy was there for moral support, flew all the way from Boston to Seattle to be with me. So she and I were having lunch together in the cafeteria while Jake stayed with the baby. And right in the middle of our coffee, he texted and said something like, I think she’s in pain. I mean, he was right there, probably all of two feet away from the nurse, and he was texting me about it.

So I told him to tell somebody Natalie needed pain meds. I didn’t think anything else about it until later in the evening when I went over to see her myself. She didn’t cry (still doesn’t, actually), but she was obviously uncomfortable. Wouldn’t you be if someone sliced a four-inch hole in your abdomen and stitched a tube to the inside of your stomach?

I told the nurse, “I thought you guys gave her more pain meds,” and she said no, the morphine was giving her problems. Natalie couldn’t keep her oxygen levels up, so she could only have Tylenol. 

Tylenol? I got stronger stuff when I got a tooth pulled.

“Ok,” I said, “how long has it been since her last dose?” And the nurse looked at her chart and told me five hours. I freaked out. After getting Natalie what she needed, I stormed to Jake and demanded to know why in the world he hadn’t gotten our daughter the pain meds like I told him to. He shrugged and said, “The nurse said she could only have it every six hours.”

You know what gets me totally insane with anger? Not the fact that the doctors were so stupid they put a tiny baby on nothing but Tylenol immediately after a major surgery like that. Doctors are imbeciles. They have no idea how to tell if a baby’s in real pain or not, especially with kids like Natalie who don’t cry.

No, what gets me the most — I’m fuming now just thinking about it — is the way Jake let them do their thing, didn’t ask a single question. When I called him out on it, he got this annoying whine in his voice and asked, “Well, what did you expect me to do?”

So I told him exactly what I expected him to do. March to the charge nurse like I did, ask for more effective pain management, and when she didn’t take me seriously, demand to speak to the doctor. Wham bam, fifteen minutes later our baby’s back on morphine. And guess what? Her oxygen levels held just fine.

Six hours my butt. I wonder how Jake would feel if he ever gets himself fixed down there and all he can take afterwards is a single dose of Tylenol every six hours.

The really pathetic part is when we had that big argument, it was exactly a year from our very first date.

Happy anniversary, darling.
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“I hear a voice of one crying in the wilderness,” Grandma Lucy’s saying. I can’t tell now if she’s preaching or praying or quoting Bible verses from memory or what. She’s got one hand raised up toward the sky like she’s the stinking Statue of Liberty. I still haven’t figured out why she looks familiar to me. “Weeping and great mourning,” she continues, and I surprise myself by actually recognizing the reference. You wouldn’t know it to look at me now, but for a few years in Massachusetts, I was really into youth group and church junk like that. 

It’s kind of funny in a way, and also kind of sad, how into that lifestyle I got during those few years I spent with Sandy. I mean, I wasn’t just the sullen foster kid the pastor’s wife dragged to church on Sundays. I couldn’t wait to go. All my friends were at church, not at that preppy white-kid charter school where nobody like me would even dream of trying to fit in. And it wasn’t like Sundays were the only church days. Youth group on Tuesdays. Bible quiz Thursdays. I still remember that youth pastor with his crazy dreadlocks and corny T-shirts. But you know what? He knew about my past and didn’t judge me. Not once. And he made sure I fit in. I think he must have planned it behind my back, because the very first night I showed up at youth group, three different girls asked for my phone number, and two of them texted me a day or two later.

It seems so long ago, that time at Sandy’s church. But I loved everything about it. I was so naïve back then, so stinking starved for love. I would do anything to feel like I belonged. Even stand up at that youth retreat and walk up to the front of the aisle, knees shaking, head dizzy like I’d just downed a can of beer on an empty stomach. And I didn’t just stand there at the altar and pray for forgiveness. I actually knelt. Clasped my hands in front of me and sobbed my heart out to the God who promised to wash away all the mistakes of my past.

Nobody warned me back then about religion, about how you might escape your guilt, but you can’t throw off your DNA no matter how hard you try. And that’s how it worked. I did it all, the spiritual retreats, the abstinence pledges, everything the people at Sandy’s church said I should. I’d forgotten about it until just now, but I even woke up an hour early once a week my whole junior year to attend this before-school Bible study. I was completely sold out. I read this book once, this collection of stories of Christian martyrs, and I remember thinking, I’m going to be just like them when I grow up. I even told Sandy I thought God wanted me to become a missionary.

It’s hard to say what happened. Halfway through my junior year I started sleeping with Lincoln Grant. (I know what you’re thinking, and yes, that was his real name.) He wasn’t my first but the only one I’d been with since I moved in with Sandy, the only one I’d been with since I walked down that aisle in tears, desperate to sell my soul to God like some affection-starved hooker on her knees begging for acceptance.

So I was giving into temptation with Lincoln every so often, but I always felt bad afterward. Always asked God to forgive me. Told him I’d try to be stronger next time. I was still reading the Word nearly every day and working hard on the Bible quiz team, and maybe you’d think that makes me a hypocrite, but I just think it makes me a human. I mean, nobody’s perfect, right? And who’s to say the kid who sneaks someone like Lincoln Grant into her foster family’s bedroom window is any worse than the so-called Christian girls who were so eager to spread the juicy gossip once they found out what we were doing?
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