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ONE

 


Everyone at the dinner party laughed and
teased one another like happy people do, and I listened keenly, if
indirectly, delighted by the celebration and the extended family’s
vocal, almost-musical contentment. Raucous bark or quiet giggle,
each individual echoed the holiday gathering’s warmth and
friendship, and those carefree sounds invaded my spirit like the
beating of live drums or sunshine after rain. I desperately wanted
to be part of Emily’s family. Desperately, because a heartbreaking,
physical connection to these people enveloped me more completely
with every passing second. Heartbreaking, because I quickly
understood Emily wanted no such thing.

This night of my impolite awakening was
Christmas Eve. Twenty-one people had been invited for dinner at the
Soria’s—Mama and Papi to Emily—and the acceptance rate had been
one-hundred percent. There were aunts, uncles and cousins aplenty,
sure, but Mama had grown up in the neighborhood and many of her
friends’ holiday parties would be held the next day, on Christmas,
not Christmas Eve. So tonight, besides the family, six old friends
had also chosen to share the evening with Mama and Papi.

We dined at a fifteen-foot-long,
flattened-oval table with a card-table annex that extended the
party from the Soria’s dining room into their small parlor,
blocking direct travel between the two rooms. Guests traveled
around through the kitchen. The dining surface needed two red
tablecloths, one embroidered with green holly branches, the other
with forest-green ribbons. They almost matched. The
Christmas-pattern china featured bright toys, boxed presents and
decorated Christmas trees. Red-glass water goblets matched the
color of the tablecloths, and white candles ringed by pine cones
acted as centerpieces.

As her dinner table suggested, Mama Soria
loved Christmas, and her seventy-five-year-old, two-bedroom framed
house was decorated like a Manhattan department store. A string of
colored electric lights had replaced the dining room chandelier,
and another set of lights hung above the kitchen stove. Three
separate Christmas trees had been garnished with ornaments, the
biggest with us in the dining area, another seven-foot tree in the
living room, and a third, slightly shorter one in the den where she
and Papi watched television. Wreaths and ornaments carpeted every
mantel, bookcase and table. Angels, Santa Clauses or toy soldiers
protected the open corners of her floors.

Everyone had been eating five minutes or so
when Emily groaned and grabbed her tummy. Her salad fork clattered
against the china. I felt no surprise that Emily showed everyone
her pain. What amazed me, she’d waited so long. See, I knew what
bothered her. And how much the pain hurt.

“Are you all right?” Papi said. The
professional auto mechanic sat two chairs away and hadn’t
whispered, so at least half of the dinner table’s warm, happy
chatter died. A sense of concern clouded the air like fog. Family
and friends waited for Emily’s answer—waited to hear if the night’s
celebration might be over, I suppose.

“My stomach hurts,” Emily said. “I
think it’s my appendix.”

Mama reached for her seventeen-year-old
daughter’s hand and squeezed it. Papi stretched around Mama to palm
his daughter’s forehead. “You do not have a fever.”

“Maybe you should lie down,” Mama
said.

“Go to the emergency room,”
Abuelita said.

Abuelita was the family nickname for Mama’s
Italian-born mother, Angelina Pescara, and a name for Italian
grandmothers everywhere. She’d survived this harsh world for
eighty-nine years, stood five-foot-two in heels, and still lived by
herself in a condo. A real sparkler in dangling earrings and
bunches of silver bracelets, Abuelita owned enough costume jewelry
to stock a mall.

Emily excused herself and went into the TV
room to stretch out on the old sofa where Papi monitored Major
League Baseball. She tried to rest, relaxing her muscles and mind,
visualizing a handsome young man named Billy, flooding me with
images and stories about her teenage crush—and apparently my
father. Her romantic meditation techniques couldn’t work on her
pain, of course, and when Emily returned to the dinner table
minutes later, in tears, announcing the need for a hospital
emergency room visit, a bite of shrimp halted inches from
Abuelita’s fire-engine red lips.

“I told you,” she said.

 


 


Emily cried all the way to Riverside General’s
emergency room. The pain bore in and frightened her, or the
realization of what was about to happen bubbled up from her
subconscious. On some level, she must have known, and her sadness
about that undeniable truth cut me as well. Though I was both
astounded and excited by the gigabits of information Emily had been
feeding me, the incredible knowledge and memories I gained each
passing second, what should have been a happy day was
not.

Though her voice remained calm, Mama gripped
the car’s steering wheel with white knuckles. “Where exactly does
it hurt, Emily? Where’s the pain?”

“My stomach.”

Her whining voice sliced my gut. She acted so
miserable.

“High up or down low?”

“Both.”

“Did you eat anything unusual last
night or this morning?”

“Just drive, okay Mom? Let’s make
sure we get there.”

“I’m driving perfectly
fine.”

The bright red lights of Riverside General’s
emergency pull-in area beckoned from less than two miles away, so
Mama’s car arrived quickly into the crimson glow. Except for the
truck-size, electric EMERGENCY sign, the hospital was old, cold and
scary, a complex of chipped cement and cracked brick buildings
stuffed with a century of disease.

Inside the ER, windowless walls had been
painted olive green, but antiseptics, floor wax and dark pigment
couldn’t mask the savage, underlying scent of body fluids and
decay. Sickness and pain loitered in the air.

Emily and I perched near a suffering old man
in a suit coat and ragged blue jeans several sizes too large while
Mama approached the admissions counter, pulling insurance cards,
identification and credit cards from her purse, anticipating one of
the two nurses enjoying a conversation ten feet away would come to
greet her. Neither appeared to notice her presence, and seconds
ticked by. A minute. Another nurse pushed an occupied stretcher
through the waiting room. The horizontal, moaning patient seemed a
stark warning to those awaiting treatment.

The old man’s whimpering unsettled both Emily
and me, and I wished someone would help him. His distress grated on
my skin like a carpenter’s file, I wanted so much to ease the
torment for him. I decided to try, concentrating on the terrible
anguish I heard, trying to soothe him with my thoughts. Crazy idea,
I knew, but after a few minutes passed, he seemed to quiet a
little. Positive vibes can never hurt.

In perfect juxtaposition to the man’s
returning calm, Mama geared up for an outburst. After four minutes
of being ignored, she rapped the counter with her knuckles, then
spoke to the nurse with sharp but quiet words. Emily and I couldn’t
hear. The reception nurse was taller and heavier than Mama, and by
pushing her nose within an inch of Mama’s, she appeared anything
but intimidated. She raised her voice, too, as we heard exactly
what she said to Mama next, the nurse pointing while she
spoke:

“Go sit by your dish.”

Mama’s face darkened. “My daughter’s appendix
is bursting and you make a joke? Dr. Raymond is a personal friend
of this family. My husband plays softball with him. If this goes
badly with my daughter because you—”

Emily picked that instant to vomit, a quick
spill onto the emergency room floor. Mostly white wine, the mess
also contained chunks of something I couldn’t identify. Shrimp or
clams? Funny I’d forgotten which, since for the first few minutes
of my awareness that night, I believed I was Emily, or
rather I’d believed we were the same person. Sure there was her and
there was me, but there was nothing else, so I thought we were one.
Over the past hour or so, I’d been force-fed her thoughts, her
memories, her moods, likes and dislikes. And then earlier tonight
at that incredible, galvanizing Christmas Eve dinner, I came alive
with personal, private desires. I’d become aware of Emily’s
connection to the joy and fulfillment in that magnificent, loving
family, and I wanted that love and security, too.

I understood mine was in jeopardy.

I’m not sure if Emily upchucking her
pre-dinner snacks was the catalyst. Maybe Mama’s mention of
hospital Chief of Staff Dr. Raymond pulled the trigger. Whichever
or whatever, that tough-talking, big-shouldered nurse asked a nurse
with glasses to telephone a janitor, then emerged from behind her
fortress. She snagged a stethoscope on the way out and marched
directly to Emily.

“What are you doing?” Mama
said.

The nurse kneeled beside Emily and placed the
listening end of her stethoscope against Emily’s chest. “I’m
attending to your daughter. Hush and let me listen.”

The chrome stethoscope moved onto Emily’s
abdomen and lingered.

“Your daughter doesn’t have
appendicitis,” the nurse said.

“What’s the matter with
her?”

“Nothing’s the matter, I don’t
believe. But there are two heartbeats.”

“What?” Mama said.

“She’s going to be a
mother.”

Mama gasped. “She’s pregnant?”

The nurse stood. “Not pregnant. In labor.
About to deliver her child. When did your water break,
honey?”

Emily screamed “no,’ the word wailing down a
hallway and echoing back. Her face contorted, squeezing tears from
her eyes.

“What?” Mama said.

That night, I think what was her
favorite word.

The nurse shrugged and headed back to her
fort. “Let’s find out if there’s a bed in delivery.”

Mama leaned over a sobbing Emily. “How could
you not know you were pregnant? How is that possible?”

Emily gasped for breath. “Do I look
pregnant?”

Mama shook her head. “Not really. Not even
overweight. Although that blouse is loose. But you didn’t notice
you stopped having periods?”

“I did have periods. Two
this summer.”

“Emily, there’s no way.”

Emily bellowed. Her body shook. “I did.
Two. I’ve always been spotty.”

“There’s no way.”

Mama and Emily’s words dynamited my world.
They’d talked about me as if I were a terrible or frightening
thing, something they didn’t want. How could I be bad? Why wouldn’t
Emily want a new baby girl? A smart and happy baby girl. I
understood I didn’t know everything about being a person yet. Heck,
I was still in in the process of being born. Also, I recognized
Emily to be childish in many ways. Too young to be a good mother.
Self-absorbed. Still, her crying about my birth made me feel
awful—like trash. Lonely and afraid. I knew by then she’d been
hiding me, pretending I didn’t exist, but why wouldn’t Emily love
me when I showed up? Her own daughter? I wanted to be part of the
Soria family, attend happy dinners like the one earlier that night.
But Emily and Mama made me think and feel I might get
dumped.

“Who’s the father?” Mama
asked.

By this time Emily and I rode a stretcher
headed for the hospital maternity ward and an unoccupied delivery
room. Like a pitcher’s best fastball, I was moving more ways than
one.

Mama scurried to keep up. “Come on.
Who?”

Her voice told me she cared what might happen.
Both to her daughter and to me.

“Billy,” Emily said. “Billy Wallace
is the father.”

“Not that musician, the druggie who
left school?”

 


 



 


 


TWO

 


Talking to Emily and Mama in the delivery
suite, a nurse used the term cryptic pregnancy. That made me
worry my current arrival had something to do with death. Bodies in
vaults. Was someone going to die? Mama must have thought the same
thing because she came out and asked questions, made the nurse
explain: Both English words crypt and cryptic came
from the Greek kruptos, meaning hidden, which made a bunch
of sense to me. Nobody had entertained the idea I might be
inside Emily for nine months.

Now that’s hidden.

Turned out that particular delivery nurse knew
all kinds of statistics, like one in every four-hundred pregnant
women don’t discover there’s a baby growing inside them until the
child is twenty weeks old—the cutoff in determining if your
pregnancy is cryptic or not. But the medical-school enrolled nurse
said only a handful of pregnant women are like Emily; that is, they
go to the hospital with pain and get the surprise of their life by
delivering a child. Using Emily’s least-favorite math term,
decimals, the number would be 0.0004 percent of all U.S. births.
About fifteen hundred surprise babies a year.

But the nurse said Emily was even more special
by having displayed almost no symptoms. Most cryptically pregnant
women don’t show much because they’re heavy, have health problems,
or carry an odd-ball gene. Stress can be a factor and so can
denial, the nurse explained. The emotional combination, which I’m
pretty sure was true in Emily’s case, allowed some bigger-boned
women to not look pregnant; that is, the expanding uterus
can partially hide itself beneath the lowest rib.

Emily remained in disbelief as they wheeled us
into a delivery room. The lights were soft and didn’t glare in her
eyes. The walls had been painted three different pastel colors. A
giant fan stood guard over one end of the delivery table, a robotic
monitor. Plenty of blinking electronics surrounded us, but most of
the connections awaited me, the baby. A soft chair occupied one
corner for my non-present daddy.

In fact, Emily had no theory where my daddy
lived.

New nurses collected us from the people who’d
wheeled us inside. The new team wore blue robes and blue paper
hats, white masks over their noses and mouths. Emily’s mind spun,
dizzy from all the medical stuff. And she still clung to the hope I
wasn’t really there. Maybe the emergency room nurse and the doctor
backup both had been mistaken. You’d think the truth would have
sunken in by then, especially when the one nurse talked about the
major dilation of Emily’s cervix.

I’m not sure how big ten centimeters is, but
Emily’s passageway into life was definitely not large enough to
suit me. In fact, everything had been pushing on me for hours. I
felt like toothpaste emerging from a tube. Painfully and slowly,
like an inch per hour. And after the agony of compression, the
waiting world reminded me of that Eskimo bath torture where you
steam your pores wide open in the sweat lodge, then run outside and
jump in freezing water. The contrast was absolute, like good and
evil.

Refrigerated air chilled my wet skin and
gravity pulled directly on my organs for the first time. My senses
flipped as I flopped—tugged and pushed out head-first into a pair
of rubber gloves. The new, heavier weight of my body made me
certain the human hands would drop me. I wanted to cry but there
was no air in my lungs. And later, after people poked me and stuck
things in my nose and mouth, and I could breathe on my own and
could have cried if I’d wanted, I didn’t because the complaints
would have done me no good. This was my new world and I might as
well get used to it. Whatever would happen would happen. Nothing
could change my discomfort, or Emily’s. A whole world filled with
cold air instead of warm fluid probably meant irritation for the
rest of my life. Maybe that’s what life was really about—trying to
reclaim the safety and comfort you previously enjoyed inside a
womb.

While I dealt with my new experiences, Emily’s
physical pain eased. Since my birth began, I’d been able to monitor
her senses through our mutually connective umbilical cord. Even her
feelings. Her fear of motherhood, for instance, had hummed through
our connection like an electrical broadcast. Even after being
detached and on my own I could feel those frightened vibrations.
Emily’s fear of raising me—her panic at being a mother—lived in the
air like an advancing lightning storm. I reminded myself how young
she was, how scared. But I could only see her distress over my
birth as rejection. Her alarm was impossible not to take
personally.

If Emily didn’t want to be my mother, what did
that predict for my future? I’d never attend another one of those
happy Christmas Eve dinners, and that was crapola. You don’t have
to be around long to understand the world is a frightening place,
that life includes situations you have no control over, that
anything can happen. Everybody needs friends and a
family.

Questions rolled around in my head like scared
settlers circling their covered wagons. What if Emily didn’t take
me home? Who would adopt me? Where would I go? Were nice families
still adopting babies in this bad economy? I didn’t want to be
thrown out into a chilly, windy world all alone.

After a while, they let Mama inside Emily’s
delivery room, and Hope walked inside with her. Emily had barely
glanced at me, only confusion and fear on her face. She’d refused
to hold me beside her in bed and the nurses glanced knowingly at
one another. All my fears seemed to have come true—until Mama
walked in and looked at me. A warm light bounced back and forth
between us and a connection stirred and wired itself inside me.
Anyone could tell Mama stared at a thing she loved. Me. Something
special.

The nurses saw. They let Mama hold
me.

I used my gaze and my toothless smile to give
back Mama all the love I could feel coming from her, as if love
traveled on the light waves between peoples’ eyes. Like a steady
flashbulb I spilled my love, hot and bright, and I realized there
existed inside me untapped mines of the stuff. Plenty of love. I
must have inherited a big heart from this lady holding me, Mama, my
grandmother.

Clutching me in her arms, Mama stared at
Emily. “You have a responsibility to this child.”

Both nurses glanced away, perhaps embarrassed
by hearing what they’d wanted to say. But from the hospital bed,
Emily rolled her brown eyes in a circle. Her lips mouthed the word
responsibility in exaggerated fashion. Sarcastic and mean.
She’d acted like a twelve-year-old. Mimicking her own
mother.

“You created this life,” Mama said.
“This little girl is counting on you.”

Was I? By then, I sort of expected Emily to
ditch me. Her feelings about me seemed clear. Denying my existence.
Crying over my birth. Refusing to hold me. The only thing she could
have added to make me suffer worse? Maybe squeezing me into a ball
and tossing me into the green trash can like the Name Form one of
the nurses had given her.

Mama pleaded and begged for more than an hour,
but Emily wouldn’t hold me or agree to fill out new papers with a
name for me. Eventually, Emily pulled the bedcovers over her head
and pretended to sing to herself. Mama had gone outside twice to
call Papi, tell her husband what had been going on at the hospital,
but at four o’clock in the morning, Mama gave up and said she had
to go home.

As soon as Mama left, the nurses tried again
to entice Emily to hold me, talking about how good I smelled, how
smart and happy a baby I was, but Emily said she was too tired and
needed sleep. They pressed her on a name for the baby, too, but
Emily was still refusing as I drifted off to sleep.

At some point the nurses wrapped me in warm
dry blankets, placed me in a three-foot long plastic box and
wheeled me to a room full of other newborn babies. I couldn’t see
anyone when I woke up again, and I cried I felt so alone. Unwanted.
I guess at some point almost everyone judges themselves unloved.
It’s part of being human, I have a hunch. Sure seems a common theme
in literature. But for me, the moment I woke up alone in the baby
tank…well, that one topped all heartbreak scales and charts I could
ever imagine. Emily didn’t want to hold or even look at me. Neither
my mother or my father—the people who created me—had any interest
in caring for me. What circumstances could be worse for a newborn
baby, an immobile blob of needy flesh, totally dependent on others
for survival?

I cried worrying what would happen to me.
Where would I end up? Who would take care of me? Why didn’t I even
have a name? I guess because of Christmas, the nurses sometimes
called the boys Noel and us girls Noelle, which one of them did to
me, but I hadn’t seen Emily write anything on that second paper
form.

Inside the hospital’s glass baby tank, most of
the other babies cried and fussed, too. Two boys screamed like
banshees, the noise sharp. So sad and miserable. I couldn’t see how
screaming accomplished much. I figured such tantrums might make the
nurses nervous or angry. When I cried, I cried quietly.

Lonely hours passed, and the glass baby box
grew darker. Little green lights glowed here and there, but the
place became as black as a movie theater. Maybe the nurses needed
an hour or two of sleep. Hours earlier I had existed as part of
something much bigger—a family celebrating an annual holiday. We
weren’t by ourselves, not individual entities. We were a team, a
tribe, a collection of souls helping each other on the same
journey, celebrating our closeness in a troubling, difficult world.
And then a tiny slice of time later, there I was, all alone and
frightened in the dark. No one but silhouetted strangers in
uniform.

I told myself not to be angry at Emily. More
than anything, I believed Emily was in shock that she’d delivered a
baby. Scared, worried, embarrassed, thinking about herself mostly,
for sure. But shocked would be the biggest thing. How the
crapola—one of Emily’s favorite words—did I happen? Only shock
explained why she could be so mean when Emily was not a mean
person. The opposite. She possessed rare intelligence and earned
all A grades in school without working too hard. She had a shot
this year at the Senior Honor Society, Los Renombrados. But
she hadn’t known she was pregnant, and she hadn’t seen a doctor
after her periods had gotten super spotty, then disappeared. Was
she stupid or stubborn?

I knew her well enough to know Emily seriously
feared raising me, so maybe her own self-preservation had turned up
the dial on denial. She’d almost panicked being wheeled into
delivery, imagining being my mother. She plainly hadn’t wanted the
job. She didn’t want to nurse a baby, change dirty pants—even
disposable paper ones—or teach a child anything about life. Those
ideas terrified her. How could she ever be as good a parent as
Mama?

In that same way, her feelings about raising
babies echoed her mixed feelings toward independence. At seventeen,
part of Emily wanted to be on her own, living her own life, not the
life her parents managed for her. At the same time, like many
seventeen-year-olds, Emily had become well aware of her
shortcomings in the prepared-adult department. She changed her mind
a lot and tended to get over-emotional. She cried at night
sometimes without knowing why. How could she be a smart grown-up,
capable of taking care of her own life, if she kept making giant
mistakes about herself and her feelings? How could she be an adult
if she wasn’t smart and wise like her mother? Emily worried about
living a life on her own, away from the safety of Mama’s
wisdom.

When I thought about her, I felt sorry for
Emily, not angry.

 


 


Daylight streamed in the hospital windows,
warming my spirits. Only darkness had existed while being born:
Never before had I personally witnessed the startling difference
between night and day. My mother had passed me libraries of
information during birth, including much about sunsets and sunrise,
mentions from the movies she’d seen and the books she’d read. But
until that first morning in the hospital, I’d only imagined the sun
through Emily’s head.

Spilling out last night into the hospital
lights had been a bombshell surprise. Seeing the different shapes
of people and things with my own eyes. But somehow this first
sunrise was an even bigger event, perhaps a kind of spiritual
awakening. Where would we humans be without the warmth and
illumination of sunlight?

The new natural warmth gave me hope again, and
I couldn’t help but wonder if the Egyptians, Aztecs and a hundred
other ancient peoples had chosen the perfect representation of God
when they worshipped the sun. With our star’s toasty sunshine on my
face, I could dream again Emily would change her mind about giving
me away. My skin tingled.

The renewed optimism didn’t last
long.

One of the boy newborns screamed, and another
one quickly joined in. That got the nurses busy changing all our
pants, and as she strapped up my bottom again in clean paper, the
nurse said, “Can you believe this Soria girl’s mother didn’t ask
about her all night? A baby like this?”

Crapola. That warm sunny feeling slipped away.
In fact, I cried. Emily had convinced herself for nine months she
wasn’t really pregnant. She was only seventeen and had no husband.
My birth was going to be a big hassle, a real problem with her
social life. She’d tell Mama today to have me adopted. I knew what
was in her mind.
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