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I want to thank everyone who has been there with me through all the dark moments in my life. I wouldn’t have made it without you in my life. Thank you!





For my children and grandchildren
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Anna stood next to the crib as she watched her three children sleep in their beds. The youngest was almost one and still slept in the crib, which was nestled closest to the door. Austyne was three, and Lacy was four. 

“Anna, aren’t you coming to bed?” Mark whispered as he casually entered the room. His cologne lingered after showering hours before. The soft musk was tolerable now.

“In a minute.”

Mark wrapped his arms around her as they stood between the crib and the doorway, watching the sleeping children. 

Anna was in such awe of them that she couldn’t pull herself away. “It’s so amazing how far we’ve come. Look at what we did, Mark. They are an extension of us, our love.”

“And they’re beautiful. Is that why you’re not sleeping?”

“I couldn’t sleep.” Anna walked over to Lacy’s bed next to the window and pushed the top blanket up to cover her firstborn. Anna kissed her forehead and turned to face Austyne, their only son. Brushing his hair gently away from his face, she kissed Austyne’s cheek, then straightened her back and rejoined Mark by the crib. Making sure Grace was comfortable, she followed Mark out of the bedroom and quietly closed the door. Mark started toward their bedroom, but Anna didn’t follow him. She turned on her heel and looked at him. “I’m going to watch some TV. You go to bed.”

“All right. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Okay.” They kissed, and Anna walked to the living room while Mark continued on to the bedroom, closing the door behind him. Anna silently picked up scattered toys, searched for the remote, and collapsed into the overstuffed chair. She turned on the TV, returned the remote to the table, and lost herself in dreaming.

It hadn’t been that long ago since she met Mark and fell in love with him. He swept her off her feet—a love story she read about and wanted for herself. When it happened, she knew Mark was the one. She remembered her family saying he wasn’t right for her and that she shouldn’t be with Mark. She loved him, and that was enough for her, so she ignored their comments and actions toward him.

As more memories flooded her mind, she turned her attention to the family album sitting on the old, cracked coffee table. She opened the first page and visited the memories the pictures brought her. She smiled with each wedding photo and all the pictures of her children’s births. As she glanced over at the pictures taken at her mother’s house, Anna pierced her lips, recalling the sad memories of the time.

Anna remembered the day they moved in with her parents. Linda, her mother, sat at the round dinner table drinking a diet soda—something she always drank. “Anna, if you’re going to be living here, you will pay for your food. I’ll shop to ensure the babies have what they need.”

“I’m their mother; I know what they need. Besides, Austyne still drinks breast milk.”

“Not while you’re taking the medication. He will need formula.”

“All right, Mother.” Anna knew from a young age not to argue with her mother.

The memory shifted as she remembered her weekly visit to the women’s group in her church and smiled. She sat in a comfortable chair around the table as the women discussed one of the Books of the Bible. She hadn’t spoken a word during their discussion during this particular meeting, which wasn’t her normal attribute to their weekly meetings. During their break, Anna quietly got up, and helped herself to a cappuccino package and added hot water to the mixture. 

“Oh, that’s my favorite flavor,” Mrs Berns said as she picked up a package and gave it a little shake. “Have you had a cappuccino before?”

“No. I hate coffee, so I thought I’d give this a try,” Anna whispered as she kept her face lowered.

“Tell me what’s been bothering you, Anna.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.” Anna took her cup to the table where she’d been sitting and took a sip. It was hot and delicious. 

Mrs Berns shook her head and abandoned her drink. She joined Anna at the table. “You would never be a burden in the House of the Lord. Tell me, what’s bothering you, child?”

Anna wanted to cry out. She was tired of being called a child. She knew what Mrs Berns meant, so she bit her lip. “I’ve been dealing with postpartum depression on top of the depression I already have. The medication isn’t working, and I feel like I’m going nuts.”

“I understand, sweetheart. We’ve all been there,” Mrs Berns said.

“That’s right. Anytime I have Satan in my face, I demand him to leave and lean towards the Lord,” Stacey Adams said as she sat down.

“What do you mean?” Anna asked. She was confused. Things like depression didn’t come from the devil—did they?

As the Wednesday night women’s meeting turned into something new, Anna listened to the women with all her heart. Whenever Anna had a bad thought, she turned toward God and demanded that Satan leave her sight at once. To her surprise, the thoughts came less often. She stopped seeing the doctor, stopped the medication for postpartum depression, and continued forcing the devil out of her head. The thoughts went away, and she was feeling much better.

It didn’t feel like it was that long ago when she sat around that table with the women. Now she had three children, and things were better in her life, and she was more content than ever. Her eyes became heavy, and the photo album slid off her lap. When she woke up, Mark was standing over her, smiling.
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Grace was seven months old when they moved into the new two-bedroom house. Mark had a great job that could cover the rent, plus anything they needed. “There’s no need for you to work, Anna. If you want to work, I’m more than happy to encourage it, but I think you should stay home with the kids.”

“I agree with you. I’ve been raised that the mother should stay home and be with the children until they’re old enough to fend for themselves.”

“You know I was raised that way, too... I should be home before dinner, as usual. Okay?”

“All right. We’ll be busy playing games and having fun with the toys if they don’t fight over them. Have fun at work,” Anna said. 

To be honest, Anna just wanted to spend time with the children. She wanted to be close with them and have a healthy bond with her children. She watched Mark walk out the front door as Grace cried, demanding attention. She turned to deal with her as Lacy ran into the living room. She was holding her brother’s truck between her hands. A minute later, Austyne was screaming and chasing after her, grabbing and pulling for his truck. The longer the day went, the louder the children got. Before Anna knew it, lunchtime came and went. She lost track of time and almost forgot to feed the children, which wasn’t something she normally did. She cried as she scurried to the kitchen to fix something for them to eat.

The phone rang. “Hello?”

“Anna, what are you doing?” her mother asked.

“Nothing, why?”

“I want to see the kids. Can you bring them over?”

“I’m in the middle of feeding the children. Can you wait until later?”

“At one in the afternoon? They should’ve been fed already, Anna. What have you been doing? You aren’t neglecting them, are you? Have you been having those bad thoughts again?”

“No, nothing like that, Mother. We’ve been busy playing and having fun.” Anna looked around and saw Grace crawling on the floor and Austyne digging in the trash can. She didn’t see Lacy. “Mother, I have to go.” She hung up the phone and picked up Austyne before he could eat anything. “Lacy, where are you?” Panic snuck in as she feared the worst. She scooped up Grace in the other hand and started running through the rooms, searching for her oldest. Austyne laughed. “Lacy!” If her heart had beat any faster, it would have jumped out of her chest. She looked under every piece of furniture she could see with space beneath it. She looked behind the chairs and sofa. No Lacy. “Lacy, this isn’t funny. Answer me, honey. Where are you?”

A soft giggle shot out of the bathroom. Anna rushed in and saw her toddler putting toys in the toilet, and she laughed about it. Relief washed over Anna. She couldn’t believe how fast Lacy was. She was not prepared for this. She slid to the floor and held all three of her children in her arms as she cried.

After the kids ate and were put down for their naps, Anna fell into her chair and drifted off to sleep. She was exhausted. It was a typical day, but the scare put her over the edge. She thought back to when she was pregnant with Lacy. All the books she read and videos she watched didn’t tell her how to respond to the children getting into things. She knew it would happen, but wasn’t as ready as she thought she would be. 

The thought stayed with her as she slept, and the dream played out her worst nightmare. When she woke up to screaming, Anna thought for sure her dream had come true. She rushed to the bedroom. When Grace was found safe in her crib, Anna burst into tears. “You’re okay.” She picked her up and coddled her. “I thought I lost you for a minute there.” She looked over at Lacy and Austyne, who were still sleeping. She quietly carried Grace out of the room and changed her diaper. Grace went back to sleep.

For the remainder of the nap, Anna straightened the house and thought about dinner. She knew her hands would be full when it was time to prepare the meal. She wished there was someone to help her as she changed diapers and tried to prepare for the meal. After dinner, the children went to bed, and Anna was free to relax. She watched a little TV as Mark finished his third helping. “I thought you were finished eating.”

“I was, but this is good, Anna. You outdid yourself this time.”

“Thank you. It was hard, but once the kids calmed down and played with their toys, I was able to get things finished. Can we afford a nanny?”

“I don’t know. Why are you asking about one now?” Mark asked.

Anna went into her day with the children. Her emotions got the best of her, and the tears came. “You know how much I love them, Mark; I just need a little help. I can’t do this on my own every day. I’m terrified something will happen, and I don’t want to lose them.”

“I know how you feel. Do you want to call your mother? She’s been wanting to see the kids more.”

“I don’t know.” Anna looked down as her hands shook. She didn’t want to resort to asking her mother for help, but the way she was feeling, she had to do something. Anna gave in and called her mother.

“How would you like to babysit the children for a few hours a day? You’d be able to spend time with them like you wanted.” Anna asked over the phone.

“That would be good, but you know I’m busy. Having the children would be great, but you’re not working, Anna. I’d put aside my busy schedule if you were working. What’s going on? You said the thoughts weren’t coming back. What’s changed?”

“Nothing’s changed. Those thoughts are gone, and they’re going to stay gone. I just need a little help during the day—that’s all.” She hated saying it aloud. She looked at Mark as she heard her mother talking to her father.

“Your dad thinks it’s better if the five of you just moved back in with us. I’ll help you.”

Anna looked at Mark. She told him what Linda told her. He agreed that it would be better. It was going to be a bumpy ride again, and Anna was afraid of what would happen next. She didn’t want to lose her mind in the process, so she took the risk—for her children.
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Anna promised herself that this would be the last time she lived with her parents, and she knew she had to get stronger if she wanted to be a better mother. She swore she’d be better than her mother and that meant spending more time with all her children—and she did. 

Lacy loved going in and out through the back door into the large yard. Anna was always nervous that she would fall. As she prepared a bottle for Grace, Lacy screamed. Anna turned, saw her daughter fall down the steps, and dropped the bottle as she ran toward the door. 

Linda never moved so fast. She pushed Anna out of the way and was the first to reach Lacy. “Grandma got you, Lacy. Let me kiss your boo-boo and make everything okay.” She turned and glared at Anna. “Where were you, Anna? Get me that towel and call the doctor!”

“I was right there. If you hadn’t pushed me out of the way, I would have stopped her from falling further down the steps,” Anna blurted out.

Linda ignored Anna as she consoled Lacy, singing to her to stop her from crying. “Call the doctor!”

“I am!” Anna yelled back. “Hello?” Anna stumbled over her words as she tried to explain what happened to Lacy. It took three attempts to get the words right. As she ended the call, she turned toward Lacy and her mother. “I’ll take her now.”

“Don’t you dare! I’ve got her. What did the doctor say?”

“He said to bring her in if the bleeding doesn’t stop. I need to look at her and see if anything else is wrong.”

“I got her.” Linda pulled her away.

Grace cried. Anna picked up the bottle and checked on it. It was okay, so she rushed out of the room to make sure Grace was okay. She was in the playpen. She picked up Grace and fed her the formula. “How is she?” Anna yelled across the room to the kitchen, where Linda and Lacy were.

“She chipped her tooth, but she’s okay.” There was a pause. “What are you doing?”

“I’m feeding Grace.”

“You should feed her the food I bought her, Anna. Why are you giving her the bottle?”

“Because she needs both. I’m her mother, not you!” Anna didn’t mean to let it slip.

Linda chewed Anna out. It was normal, but some things Linda said made Anna more upset. “I am her mother, second time removed, and I am your mother, so if I say something, you listen.”

“I’m a grown adult, Mother, and can make my own decisions for my children.”

“No, you can’t, Anna. This is my house, and you will do what you’re told.” Linda said something to Lacy that Anna couldn’t hear. “Get the food and feed Grace!”

Anna was ready to take the kids and walk out the door, but she stopped herself. Mark was at work, so she wouldn’t be able to handle all three children on her own. Her mother would stand in her way anyway. It was an endless battle that she had no chance of winning. Anna gave in and stormed into the kitchen with Grace in her arms. She tossed the bottle in the sink, grabbed a jar out of the cupboard, and did her best to open it with the baby on her hip. Her hands shook, so she dropped the jar. The glass broke as it hit the floor.

“Clean that up!”

Anna was on the verge of crying but she held it in. Mark opened the door and entered the house. “Hey, I’m home!”

“Great, can you come in here and help me?” Anna yelled back. Her voice quivered.

“What’s going on?” He rushed to the kitchen.

Linda sat at the table as she held Lacy. A bloody towel was on the table next to them. Lacy wasn’t crying anymore. 

“Is Lacy okay?”

“Yes, no thanks to her mother.” She glared at Anna again.

Anna didn’t reply to her mother’s remark. “Can you take the baby? I’m trying to get her food ready, and I broke one of the jars.”

“Yeah. Come here, little angel,” Mark said as he held his arms up.

“Da-da,” Grace said with a smile.

“Where’s Austyne?”

Anna looked around. He wasn’t in the kitchen. “I don’t know,” she said as she panicked. She lost track of him with everything that was going on.

“Austyne?” Mark yelled out. “Little buddy, where are you?”

“Daddy!” he yelled out from the bathroom. 

Anna and Mark rushed to the bathroom. Toilet paper was all over the floor, and Austyne was buried in it. Anna tried not to laugh, but it was what she needed to get the stress down. She burst into laughter and picked him up.

“What’s he doing?” Linda asked.

“Don’t worry about it. I got him,” Anna said as she picked him up. She quickly picked up the toilet paper with the other hand and stuffed it into the trashcan before Linda could see the mess. She handed Austyne to Mark and cleaned up the baby food. She scurried to the cupboard, pulled another jar down, and prepared it to feed Grace. As she fed her, Mark took over caring for Lacy.

He called the dentist and made an appointment for Lacy while Anna cleaned everything up including Grace. Austyne and Lacy were taking a nap by then. As Anna straightened up the living room, Linda had a few things to say. “Anna, you’re in my way. I can’t watch the TV with you there. Move!”

“Would you rather I wait to clean the living room?” Anna asked as she held the diaper in her hand.

“No, get it done!”

Anna hurried to the kitchen and tossed out the diaper. She paused for a second as she listened to Mark’s conversation with the doctor. She smiled and walked past him. She quietly checked on the two sleeping ones and returned to the living room. Anna picked up the toys and put them away. She was quick as she walked by the TV. She put Grace in the baby swing and turned it on without the music. Grace loved the swing and often pointed at it when she wanted in it.

“Before you finish cleaning up, get me a soda out of the fridge.”

“Okay.”

“Grab one from the back. I just put those in so the ones in the front aren’t cold yet.”

“All right.”

“Anna, are you all right?” Mark asked as he hung up the phone.

Anna looked at her mother.

“You don’t need to say a word. I’m off tomorrow; you want to do something?”

“We’ll have to take the kids.”

“Let me talk to your mother. Maybe she’ll watch them.”

“Fat chance in Hell. I need to get her a drink, and I’m not finished straightening things up.”

“All right.”

Anna rushed to the fridge, grabbed the diet soda for her mother, and hurried to the living room as Lacy ran out of the bedroom. She giggled as she sprinted past Anna. Austyne was still sleeping, so Anna followed Lacy to the living room. She jumped on Mark, and Anna handed the soda to her mother.

“Did you get this from the back?”

“Yes.”

“It doesn’t feel very cold.”

“I got it from the back.”

Linda looked at Anna sideways.

“If you don’t want it, I can put it back.”

“No, I’ll drink it.”

Anna finally sat down after putting everything away and watched Mark play with Lacy. The two were growling at each other. Anna smiled and let out a strange growl that grabbed Lacy’s attention. Lacy laughed and growled back. She leaped off the sofa and rushed to Anna. She growled again and ran back to Mark. Anna took that as an invitation and slid out of the chair. She crawled over the sofa and growled quietly. The growling match woke up Austyne. He cried until Anna reached him.

“Hey, buddy,” Anna said as she picked him up. “Did you make poopy?” Anna checked the back of the diaper and carried him to the living room, where she always changed the children’s diapers. She set him down and reached for a clean diaper. Austyne twisted around and tried to get up. “No, you need to stay here.”

“No.”

“Austyne, don’t say no. You need a diaper, kiddo.”

“No.”

“Yes.” She straightened him up and laid him back down. She held him down with an elbow and reached for the wipes. She took off the dirty diaper, cleaned him up, and put on the clean one. She slid on his pants and put him back on his feet. “Now you can go play.”

“No.” Austyne ran to the toy box and pulled out a truck, his favorite toy. The truck had three buttons on the top; each button made a different sound. Austyne sat down and pressed all the buttons repeatedly. It was all he did.

“Take those kids outside so I can watch this,” Linda said.

Anna took a deep breath. “Would you like to go outside?”

Austyne picked up his truck and tried to stand up with the truck in his hand. He dropped to the floor. Anna helped him up and handed him the truck. Mark and Lacy got off the sofa and were already half way through the house. Anna joined them, with Austyne right behind her.

Mark opened the back door. Lacy stood there and watched the steps. She wouldn’t budge. 

“Here, take him. I’ll get her.” Anna knelt next to Lacy. “Do those steps scare you, Lacy?”

Lacy nodded.

“Can I show you something?”

Lacy nodded again.

Anna stepped outside and sat down on the top step. As Lacy stood inside the doorway, she watched Anna. Anna smacked the steps. “Bad steps.” She smacked the steps again. Lacy giggled.

“Would you like to come outside now?”

Lacy shook her head.

“Okay. Would you like to smack the steps for hurting you?”

Lacy nodded. She stepped forward and knelt. She hit the concrete steps and repeated the words Anna had spoken. 
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