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      When I first started gathering stories for the flagship book in the Cup of Comfort series, my objective had been simple: to do a good job. In my mind, that meant compiling a cohesive collection of engaging stories that would lift readers' spirits and bring hope to their hearts. I believed then, as I do now, that sharing our personal stories benefits not only the listener, but also the storyteller. I knew the job would be challenging and hoped it would be rewarding. What I didn't realize was just how challenging it would be, and how much hard work by so many other people it would require. Nor could I have imagined how rewarding this experience would be, how much healing and joy it would bring to me personally.

      In fact, at the time A Cup of Comfort was launched, for the first time in my life, I felt utterly hopeless and joyless, and nothing seemed to comfort me. My son, the youngest of my three children, had been suffering from a debilitating brain injury for almost five years. Recovery had become increasingly less likely; survival was iffy. So I did what I had to do: I did everything I could to help my son, and I got up every morning and went to work.

      But then a remarkable thing happened. My work — thanks to the countless good people who sent in stories that have so touched and inspired me, and thanks to the amazing staff at Adams Media whose incredible support makes it all possible, and thanks to the readers who've embraced these wonderful books — helped me to heal, and to feel joy again, and to celebrate life's blessings.
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        “I love you the more in that I believe you have liked me for my own sake and nothing else.”
      

      ~ John Keats

      I have two daughters, one granddaughter (so far), two sisters, and one (only one) mother. My mom is the only child of an essentially only child. Among all those mother-daughter combinations, no two relationships are alike. Some are complex, sometimes difficult; others are simpler, easier, and usually enjoyable. None are superficial. All are deep and enduring, forged soul to soul with abiding love.

      Although our relationships with our fathers and sons are equally significant to us, there is something unique, almost magical, about the mother-daughter connections in my family. When one of my daughters calls unexpectedly, I know which one it is before I pick up the phone, and I know at the sound of her “Hi, Mom” whether she's calling with good news, for comfort, or just to touch base. The same thing happens when my mom calls me, and in reverse when I call her or my daughters. (This mother-daughter telepathy kind of spooks the male members of our family.)

      Regardless of where we are in our respective lives, the mothers and daughters in my family stay connected and try, at least, to stay tuned in to one another. We have an impact on and have left an imprint on one another's lives. And while things between us aren't always warm and fuzzy, we are — contrary to the popular belief about mother-daughter relationships — close friends who applaud one another's accomplishments, lean on each other, and have loads of fun together.

      We are not alone.

      If you'll excuse me while I put on my journalist's hat, research has shown that, contrary to all the negative jibe and jokes about the supposedly sorry state of mother-daughter relationships, 70 to 90 percent (depending on the study) of adult women report having positive, flourishing relationships with their mothers and daughters. Many middle-aged women cite their mothers and daughters as their “best friends.” Apparently, most of us have to make it over what my grandmother called “fool's hill,” the adolescent and young adult years when you're trying to simultaneously pull away from and prove yourself to your mother, before we can put down our guards and really let our moms into our hearts. There are, of course, fractured and dysfunctional mother-daughter relationships that require more than maturity and time to repair or reconcile.

      The amazing thing is, the bond between mothers and daughters nearly always remains intact through thick and thin, despite differences and disagreements and distance, and over time. Their consistent love and devotion to one another is even more amazing. What other relationship is that resilient and unconditional? And what could be more comforting than to know that from the moment you are born to your mother and from the moment you give birth to your daughter you are loved by someone with whom you share a sacred link that is carried, like DNA, from mother to daughter, generation after generation?

      When I was growing up and misbehaved, my mother would often say that though she didn't like what I'd done, she always loved me. I used the same line on my daughters, who would either cry from hurt feelings over Mommy being “mad” at them, or pout and tell me I was a “mean mommy” — that is, until they were about twelve, after which they would sass that it was impossible to love someone and hate what they did at the same time. On my last visit to my older daughter's home, I overheard her reprimanding her six-year-old daughter in the next room, saying that she loved her, but didn't like it at all when she screamed at her big brother. My granddaughter gasped, ran into the living room, threw herself in my lap, and with tears in her eyes said, “Mommy's mad at me, Grammie Nut! She's meeeaan!” I smoothed her hair away from her chipmunk cheeks, dabbed her tears away with her butterfly hankie, kissed her forehead, and said, “Ah, sweetie, I know. That's because she had a mean mommy who loves her very much, too.”

      Oh, that all the misunderstandings and mistakes and mysteries between mothers and daughters were so easily resolved. The important thing to remember is, most can be resolved — even if the resolution comes only from accepting one another, as is, warts and tantrums and “mean mommy” and all. The rewards of a loving mother-daughter relationship are well worth any effort it might require, and they far outweigh and outlast any “troubles” that may arise.

      Surely, the unique relationship shared by mothers and daughters is one of life's most fascinating and profound blessings. In A Cup of Comfort for Mothers & Daughters, you'll find a rich and varied collection of inspiring and uplifting true stories that celebrate this very special bond. My wish for you, dear reader, is that these slice-of-life tales inspire you to cherish and enjoy even more, and to heal and strengthen, if need be, your relationship with your mother and, if you are so fortunate, your daughter(s).

      — Colleen Sell
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      I flung aside the covers and bolted upright, wide-eyed. “Wake up!” I shook Mike's shoulder gently, then harder. “We overslept!”

      I raced to the girls' room, frantic and smelling of morning breath, pulled the two older ones out of the bunk bed and led them to the bathroom with their eyes closed. Trusting that they could walk through the morning routine in their sleep, I pulled open drawers and laid out their clothes, while the baby slept on in her crib. Then I sped down the hall, pulling open the bathroom door in transit. “Your clothes are on the bed! Dress fast; we're really late!”

      “Can we have pancakes today, Mommy?”

      “No! Daddy will butter some toast for you to take out the door. Hurry!”

      I threw on a pair of yellow slacks and a matching T-shirt. Dress at the school where I taught was casual. Permanent press, great! No time for ironing. No time for a shower, either. I ran a brush through my hair and while I dashed on a little makeup, I listened to the girls in the next room.

      “I hate these overalls.”

      “Me, too. I wish Mom didn't know how to sew.”

      “Me, too. I wanna wear a pretty dress.”

      “I wanna wear my orange T-shirt with the sparkles and my jeans with the silver studs.”

      “Can you reach my pink dress?”

      “Sure. Will you pull out my T-shirt? It's under your bed.”

      Ordinarily I would have intervened and ensured they wore appropriate and clean clothing, but under the circumstances I decided to prioritize and let it go. Five minutes later we convened at the front door. Mike handed out lunch boxes and toast to go, and we were off and running!

      Sasha looked up at me as we left our building. “You look pretty, Mommy. I like yellow.”

      “Let's walk a little faster,” I replied. What a sight we were — the harried, wild-eyed mom with a book bag slung over one shoulder, herding two tousled little girls who had forgotten to brush their hair but were dressed to kill, one in sequins and studs, the other in ruffles. We navigated a long city block with commendable speed, darting around slower pedestrians and speaking as little as possible except for an occasional “hurry up.” Amazingly, we were only a few minutes behind schedule. If we kept up a brisk pace, I thought, I'd be able to drop them at their elementary school in ten minutes and sprint to my own school in time to clock in at 8:30 — with a little luck.

      It didn't happen. As we approached the first intersection, the light changed and we had to stop. Now, if you've ever been in New York, you know that nobody actually waits for the pedestrian walk signal before crossing. Savvy pedestrians watch the opposite traffic signal and step off the curb when it turns yellow, look both ways, and start walking when it turns red. The pedestrian walk sign comes on when you're about halfway across. I stepped off the curb, looked left and right, and jumped back as a bus beat the light. Though I'd given myself plenty of room and was in no danger of losing my life or incurring bodily harm, I hadn't seen the mud puddle.

      “Oh, no!” So much for the split-second timing that had gotten us out the door almost on time. I stared down at my slacks, splattered with dark mud spots from waist to cuffs, doing lightning calculations of how many minutes it would take to dash back home and change, weighing that against the pros and cons of just going to work as I was.

      Suddenly, Sasha's head disappeared from my peripheral vision. I whirled around to see her sitting on the sidewalk, opening her lunch box, and I blew up. “You know we're running late, and you saw what just happened, and all you can think of is you want a snack! What's the matter with you?”

      Her bottom lip quivered. Great, I thought. On top of everything else, she was going to start crying right here on the street.

      Big brown eyes looked up at me and brimmed over. “I was just getting you a napkin so you could clean your pants.”

      My frustrations melted along with my heart as I knelt down to hug her. Suni put a comforting hand on my shoulder. Droves of commuters skirted around us, a little island in the rush-hour hustle, and when the light turned red again, we were still in a huddle.

      “Mom … I have an idea.” Suni usually did. Her ideas matched her favorite clothes — neon with lots of glitter. “Let's not go to school. Let's all call up and say we have a cold. Actually, I think I do, a little.” She coughed. “And Sheila can stay home from the babysitter's … and Daddy can make us all pancakes.”

      “Blueberry!” That was Sasha's idea of heaven on earth.

      “And then we could spread a blanket on the floor and play Chutes and Ladders.” Suni was on a roll, and she knew it.

      My priorities took a new turn, for the better, I think. What would I actually lose if I took a day off? And how much more would I gain? We threw our half-eaten cold toast in a trashcan and ran laughing hand in hand back to our building, conspirators in a grand plot. The blueberry pancakes were the best we'd ever had, and we played Chutes and Ladders until everybody won at least once.

      The mud spots came out in the wash. Most bad things do; life is like that. I'm happy to say that, after being mentored by a sweet little girl sitting on the sidewalk getting a napkin out of her lunch box, my priorities remained firm: Punctuality is important, but not as important as your family.

      One of my girls called me the other day. Married just one year, she and her husband had called in sick and spent the day together. They didn't play Chutes and Ladders, but from the sound of her voice, I gathered that whatever they'd done, they'd both won! She's going to be a good mother.

      — Nancy Massand
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      I watch her back her new truck out of the driveway. The pickup is too large, too expensive. She'd refused to consider a practical compact car that gets good gas mileage and is easy to park. It's because of me, I think. She bought it to spite me.

      She'd dropped out of college, and I'd made her come home. All summer long she'd been an unstable cloud of gasoline fumes, looking for a match to set her off. We'd fought about her job, about leaving school, about her boyfriend and her future. She'd cried a lot and rebuffed all my attempts to comfort her.

      “I'm twenty, almost,” she'd told me so often my teeth ached. “I am an adult!”

      Each time I silently replied, No, you are not. You still watch cartoons, and expect me to do your laundry, and ask me to pick up toothpaste for you when I go to the grocery store.

      Now she is gone, off to be an adult far away from me. I'm glad she's gone. She's impossible and cranky and difficult to get along with. I am sick of fighting, tired of her tantrums.

      Her father is angry. He watches television and will not speak. He helped her with the down payment on the truck and got her a good deal. He slipped her cash before she left. I want to say, If only you hadn't helped her buy the truck, she would still be here. It's a lie.

      “I am never coming back,” she told me. “I'm a grown-up now. I want to live.”

      What had she been doing for twenty years? Existing in suspended animation?

      The cat is upset by the suitcases and boxes and unspoken recriminations. She's hiding. For a moment I fear she's sneaked into the truck, gone off with my daughter on an adventure from which I am forbidden.

      She left a mess. Her bathroom is an embarrassment of damp towels, out-of-date cosmetics, hair in the sink, and nearly empty shampoo bottles. Ha! Some grown-up! She can't even pick up after herself. I'll show her. She doesn't want to live with me, doesn't want to be my baby girl anymore, fine. I can be even stinkier than she is.

      I bring a box of big black garbage bags upstairs. Eye shadow, face cream, glitter nail polish, and astringent — into the trash. I dump drawers and sweep shelves clear of gels, mousse, body wash, and perfume. I refuse to consider what might be useful, what can be saved. Everything goes. I scrub the tub and sink clean of her. When I am finished, it is as sterile and impersonal as a motel bathroom.

      In her bedroom I find mismatched socks under her bed and frayed panties on the closet floor. Desk drawers are filled with school papers, filed by year and subject. I catch myself reading through poems and essays, admiring high scores on tests and reading her name, printed or typed neatly in the upper right-hand corner of each paper. I pack the desk contents into a box. Six months, I think. I will give her six months to collect her belongings, and then I will throw it all away. That is fair. Grown-ups pay for storage.

      Her books stymie me. Dr. Seuss, Sweet Valley High, R. L. Stine, Baby-sitters Club, Shakespeare, The Odyssey and The Iliad, romance novels, historical novels, and textbooks. A lifetime of reading; each book beloved. I want to be heartless, to stuff them in paper sacks for the used bookstore. I love books as much as she does. I cram them onto a single bookshelf to deal with later.

      I will turn her room into a crafts room. Or create the fancy guest room I've always wanted. But not for her benefit. When grown-up life proves too hard and she comes crawling back, she can stay in the basement or sleep on the couch.

      My ruthlessness returns with a vengeance. Dresses, sweaters, leggings, and shoes she hasn't worn since seventh grade are crammed into garbage bags.

      Her thoughtlessness appalls me. Did I raise her to be like this? To treat what she owns — what I paid for — as so much trash? No, she left this mess to thumb her nose at me, as payback for treating her like the child she is.

      “Fa la la, Mom, I am off to conquer the world, off to bigger and better things. Do be a dear and take care of this piffle.”

      I am a plague of locusts emptying the closet. Two piles grow to clumsy heights: one for Goodwill, the other trash.

      There are more shoes, stuffed animals large and small, knickknacks, felt pennants, posters, hair bands, and pink foam rollers. The job grows larger the longer I am at it. How can one girl collect so much in only twenty years?

      It's obvious she doesn't care about me, her father, our home, or anything we've provided. We are the flotsam and jetsam, the detritus of childhood.

      I stuff garbage bags until the plastic strains. I haul them down the stairs two bags at a time. Donations to Goodwill go into the trunk of my car; trash goes to the curb. Sweat and sore shoulders fuel my irritation. My husband has left the house, perhaps to avoid the same fight I wish to avoid.

      She left the bed rumpled, the comforter on the floor, the sheets in a tangle. I strip off the comforter, blanket, sheets, mattress pad, and pillows. Once she starts feeding quarters into Laundromat machines, she'll appreciate the years of clean clothes I've provided for free.

      I turn the mattress. A large manila envelope is marked “DO NOT THROW AWAY.” I open it. More papers. I dump the contents onto the floor. There are old photographs, letters, greeting cards, and notes filled with sappy sentiments, bad puns, and silly nicknames. There are comics clipped from newspapers and book reviews. Every single item had passed from my hand to hers.

      “DO NOT THROW AWAY.”

      Darned kid knows me too well.

      I read over a lifetime of inside jokes and shared sentiments. Maybe the pickup wasn't such a bad idea, after all. Maybe it helps her to feel less small in a big world. Maybe, too, the awful summer wasn't for my benefit, but for hers. It's easier to leave when she's convinced she is too angry to stay.

      I retrieve garbage bags from the car and the curb. Clothes and shoes go back into the closet. I remake the bed and pile it with stuffed animals. The cat slinks into the room and looks around with suspicious eyes. Finally she makes a place for herself between a Christmas bear and an Easter bunny.

      My husband comes home and calls up the stairs.

      “Just straightening up,” I tell him. “Can you find some boxes for her stuff?”

      He brings up cartons from the basement. “She left a mess,” he says.

      “I don't mind,” I reply.

      “She's not coming back,” he says. His anger is gone, and now he's sad.

      My little baby, my dependent child, isn't coming back. Someday my daughter, the woman, will return for a visit. Mementos of childhood will await her. So will I.

      — Jaye W. Manus
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      After thirty years, I am finally beginning to appreciate the mother you have been to me. Although Jana is only ten months old, I feel I have learned more about you in the short time since her birth than in all my years of growing up and breaking away.

      As I go about my new life of caring for Jana, I constantly wonder, how on earth did you do it? You, who raised not one, not two, but six children. I'm still feeling shock waves from the change and upheaval one child has made in my life, and I know that what I have experienced so far is only a glimpse, the barest hint, of all you went through raising us.

      “You learn to sacrifice when you have children,” was one of your stock phrases when I was growing up. To you, sacrifice was a necessary virtue, an accepted part of parenthood. But I didn't go for that. I considered sacrifice not only unnecessary, but unfashionable and downright unappealing as well.

      Well, Mom, what can I say? I'm learning.

      Lately, I've begun to look on motherhood as an initiation into “real life.” I don't think I realized until Jana's birth that the life I'd led previously — relatively free, easy, and affluent — is not the life led by most people — past or present. By becoming a mother, I seem to have acquired automatic membership into a universal club made up of uncertainties and vulnerabilities, limitations and difficulties, and sometimes, unsolvable problems. Of course, the club has its benefits, too.

      When Jana wakes from her afternoon nap and, so happy to see me, gives me her radiant full-face smile, I smile back and feel on my own face the smile you used to give me when I woke up in the morning. Or, when Jana does something particularly cute, I'll glance up at Gary, and in the look we exchange I see the one I remember crossing between you and Dad at opposite ends of the dinner table. It was a look full of feelings I never knew until now.

      When I hold Jana close to me and look down to see my hand tight across her chest, or when I tuck a blanket around her while she sleeps and touch the skin of her cheek, I see your hands (those hardworking hands with their smooth oval nails, steady and capable and caring) doing the same things. Then I feel as if some of the love and security you gave to me through those hands is now in mine, as I pass that love on to Jana.

      The other day Jana fell asleep against my arm. I must have spent fifteen or twenty minutes staring at her, marveling at the wheat color of her hair, the suppleness of her skin, her perfect tiny red mouth, moving now and then in sleep. What a rush I felt, of love and wonder, of care and luck, and more. I suddenly remembered something I saw on your face last summer, when I was home on a visit shortly after Jana's birth.

      We were sitting on the glider swing in the backyard. It was a lovely morning, cool there in the shade, and the air was full of fragrance from your rose garden. I was holding Jana, who seemed to enjoy the gentle movement of the swing.

      But I wasn't enjoying anything just then. I'd had a rough night. Jana was six weeks old and had been up every few hours. I, fretful and nervous as only a new mother can be, had been having trouble falling back to sleep between her feedings. I was cranky and tired, and not feeling cheerful about this motherhood business at all.

      Sitting on the glider, we talked — or rather, I talked, letting loose my load of anxiety and frustrations on you. And out of the blue, you reached over to touch my hair.

      “It's so pretty,” you said, an odd expression on your face. “The way the sun is hitting it just now … I never noticed you had so many red highlights before.”

      A little embarrassed, preoccupied with other thoughts and problems, I shrugged off your comment. I don't know what I said, something short and dismissive, no doubt, as I waved away the compliment. But your words affected me. It had been a long time since someone had seen something truly beautiful in me, and I was pleased.

      It has taken me this long to realize that the look you gave me that day is the same look I give her almost daily. And it makes me wonder: Is it possible that you still see the miracle in me that I see in Jana? Does the magic continue even when your children are grown and gone and parents themselves? Will I look at Jana in thirty years and still feel the same rush of love for her that I do now?

      It almost hurts to think of that kind of love. It's too vulnerable, too fragile. I know well the barriers that spring up between parents and their children over the years, the frictions, the misunderstandings, the daily conflicts and struggles, the inevitable pulling away and final break for independence. I ache to think that someday Jana will grow up and wave away my tentative words of love as I did yours.

      What happens to that first, strong rush of love? Is it lost somewhere along the way, buried beneath the routine practicalities of caring for a growing child? Or is it there all along, unvoiced and unexpressed, until, perhaps, a new child is born and a mother reaches out to touch her daughter's hair?

      That, it seems to me, is the real miracle: the way a mother's love is rediscovered, repeated, passed on again and again — as it has been handed down in our lives from you to me, from me to Jana, and from Jana, perhaps, to her own children. It is a gift in itself.

      I guess what I've been meaning to say all along is, thanks, Mom.

      — Christine Goold
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      It was an ordinary day. Steam rose from my coffee cup, clasped in my hand as I went through the house, marking the calendar on the refrigerator, tidying, and cleaning. I started to gather up the kids' dirty clothes and then tossed them back onto the floor. Teach them responsibility, I thought, as I wandered aimlessly back through the house, searching for my misplaced cup.

      The pealing phone lured me from my chores, a welcome reprieve from dirty underwear, runaway socks, crumbs, and crumpled paper stashed behind and under dusty furniture.

      “Hello.”

      “Mama?”

      My oldest daughter's voice struck me, transmitting both joy and pain as I clinched the receiver.

      “Honey, how are you?”

      “Fine.”

      The cautious greetings, rigid as a lance piercing the flesh, followed by painful silence exposed the immeasurable void between mother and daughter.

      “So,” I said, pacing. “Everything okay?”

      “Sure.”

      Again, the exchange of trivialities: it kept me safe from the verbal bashings she'd normally launch, kept alive my smidgen of hope that one day, somehow, we could bridge the distance between us.

      Four years earlier, when my daughter turned thirteen, she had moved in with her dad. Had circumstances been different, had the divorce been more civil, I'd have been more receptive and understanding about my daughter's choice. Instead, my children were caught in a destructive barrage of hostility between their father and me. My daughter became a double agent, playing one parent against the other and manipulating both sides to get her way. She had succeeded.

      She'd felt my guidelines were too restrictive, my understanding lacking. In her rebellious confusion, she saw me as unfeeling and cruel, the cause of her misery. Although she was legally old enough to choose which parent to reside with, I worried that the excessive freedom that awaited her under her father's sole care was a disaster waiting to happen. The more I tried to reason with and reach her, the greater her anger and disgust for me became. Then one day I arrived home from work to find my daughter and her father packing away her life. As they drove away, they took my shattered heart with them in those boxes.

      I called her every day and refused to let her icy words freeze me out. When I'd drop by to see her, her curses would kick me out the door and down the street like a smashed beer can, and still I'd return. My daughter didn't realize the power of her mother's love.

      She began to douse her anguish with alcohol and drugs, while I, helpless to help her, drowned in that knowledge. I sought an attorney but was told there were no legal grounds for removing her from my ex-husband's custody. Feeling defeated and weary, I finally accepted my place as a non-custodial parent; it was the most difficult challenge of my life. I continued to drop by her house and call regularly, to meet with her teachers and principal, and to be as actively involved in her life as I could. She hated me for it.

      “Why can't you mind your own business?” she'd scream.

      Her bitterness seared my heart like alcohol on an open sore, but I loved her too much and was too concerned for her to acquiesce to her demands to “just leave me alone.”

      Four years later, I gripped the phone in my clammy palm at the sound of my seventeen-year-old daughter's voice.

      “So, what are you up to today?” I asked.

      “I just got back from the doctor.”

      I stopped pacing and palmed my neck as if to hold myself together.

      “Doctor?”

      “Yes. The pregnancy test was positive.”

      “Pregnancy test?” I was shocked. “You're pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      I didn't know how to respond; I dared not rebuke or cry. I forced myself to remain calm, to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

      “When are you due?”

      I heard her draw a ragged breath. “May fourteenth.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just queasy.”

      “It will pass after a couple of months.”

      “That's what the nurse said.”

      She paused, and I sensed a slight opening in her armor. I yearned to embrace her like a small child.

      “Are you busy, Mama?”

      “Not really.”

      “I thought I'd drop by.”

      My heart thumped. “Sure, come on over.”

      Our meeting was awkward, but the moment I saw her, my arms instinctively enveloped her in a big hug. As I prepared lunch, she told me that her steady boyfriend was the father. Neither of them was working, and they'd made no plans to get married. I sat down next to her at the counter.

      “What are your plans?”

      “I'm going to have the baby,” she said with no hesitation.

      I looked at her face, so childlike, and tried to imagine her a mother.

      “I'm glad,” I said.

      Her silent gaze brought tears to my eyes. Then, she smiled at me, for the first time in a very long time.

      In the coming weeks, we planned for the baby's arrival. I accompanied her to doctor's appointments, and we shopped for maternity clothes and baby items. Fortunately, her stepfather had continued her health insurance.

      I had known from the start that her boyfriend would participate in the pregnancy, and I tried my best to dawdle in the shadows and not interfere. It was difficult, and taxing, to keep silent. He drank too much and loved to party, but so had my daughter. To condemn him would be to condemn her, and I couldn't risk alienating her when she so desperately needed my support. I had to constantly bite my tongue, especially while footing the bill for a child he wasn't contributing one cent to.

      Would she marry him? The question haunted me, until finally I asked her.

      “No. He's too irresponsible.”

      Early in the pregnancy, my daughter started bleeding. I took her to the emergency room, but the tests revealed everything was fine. However, as weeks went by, the spotting continued. One morning after my daughter had spent the night with me and was soaking in a hot bath, blood suddenly started gushing from her, staining the water deep crimson. She had just entered her sixth month of pregnancy.

      My mother drove my other children to school while I rushed my oldest daughter to the hospital. Panic clutched my heart, and my emotions ricocheted in every direction, until I saw my daughter's frightened face, and the strength of motherly love claimed command.

      An ambulance transported her to the university hospital, ninety miles away. I called her boyfriend and sped behind the red flashing lights down the interstate, praying through tears.

      For four days, my daughter would bleed and the medical staff would inhibit it. I stayed with her from 7:00 in the morning until 10:00 or 11:00 at night, and lodged a few blocks away, so that her boyfriend could sleep on the couch next to her bed.

      On the fifth day, he went out for a while, and my daughter and I enjoyed some private time together. At nightfall, when her boyfriend returned, I didn't mention the stench of alcohol on his breath or his glassy eyes. Later, after he'd passed out on the couch, my daughter suddenly started to bleed profusely, soaking her pajamas and the bed. I frantically buzzed the nurse. As my daughter, draped in bloody towels, was wheeled into the frosty labor room, I sprinted behind, heels clicking on the glossy tile.

      Her face looked ashen beneath the intense lights of the labor room, and her eyes shimmered with terror. I clasped her hand, praying silently that her premature baby, my first grandchild, would survive. With every contraction, she'd squeeze my hand. After several hard contractions and no sign of her inebriated boyfriend, she screamed and cried, “Keep him out of here!”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she said, her outraged eyes bloodshot from weeping, her face wincing with pain.

      I wiped her sweaty brow and whispered encouraging words into her ear. Her pain intensified, and she arched her back with laborious whimpers.

      “Breathe, honey, breathe. Like this,” I inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly.

      She mimicked me, and hand in hand, head to head, our pants merged into one vital breath.

      Suddenly, she howled, “I need something for pain now!”

      The nurse stood, ignoring the pleas, and scanned the chart.

      “Is she deaf?” my daughter bellowed.

      “I'll check with the doctor,” the nurse said and scooted out the door.

      “I can't take this,” my daughter pleaded, as severe pain curled her into a fetal position.

      I stormed out, returning with a nurse, shot in hand.

      “This will ease it a little,” the nurse said. She immediately departed, no smiles, no good-byes.

      “What'd you do?” my daughter asked.

      “I held a scalpel to her throat,” I kidded.

      Laughter tumbled from her lips like a soothing waterfall, and then another pain wracked her. Her scream vaulted off the dull beige walls, bringing the nurse back to check her.

      “Let's get her to delivery,” the nurse announced.

      I froze.

      “Do you want to come?” the nurse asked me.

      Tingles scuttled up my backbone. “Yes.”

      “Get dressed in these, and hurry.”

      I quickly donned the blue scrubs and was whisked to the delivery room, where my daughter's legs were already hiked into cold, sterile air. I took her hand in mine, which she continued to crush with each labor pain.

      “Push!” the doctor coached.

      My exhausted daughter heaved, her grunts punctuating the rawness of the room.

      “Harder!”

      A grimace scrunched her face as she shoved with all her might, still gripping my hand like a vise.

      “I see his head,” the doctor said.

      My daughter's eyes locked on mine. I nodded, holding her gaze, still holding her hand.

      “Here he comes,” the doctor said.

      My attention switched, and I watched my grandson emerge, as beautiful as his mommy. His tiny body was coated in bloody placenta. He never stirred, not even a quiver.

      “I'm sorry,” was all the doctor could say. “I'm so sorry.”

      My daughter and I crumpled into each other's arms, united in unbearable grief. She cuddled her stillborn infant, my dead grandson, and uttered a wrenching good-bye. Her sobs engulfed the cries of healthy babies doors away.

      She rode home with her boyfriend. I drove to my home alone, allowing my grief to surface in the solitude. I wailed for my lifeless grandson and wept for my daughter's difficult life. Yet, I felt grateful for the precious, though heartrending, moments I'd shared with my little girl.

      One day after the kids had left for school, as I sat in the silence and stillness, sipping coffee and reading my devotional, the phone rang.

      “Mama?” I smiled at the sound of my oldest daughter's voice. “I thought I'd stop by.”

      “Come on over.”

      I looked out the kitchen window into the cloudless sky. It was going to be a glorious day.

      — Richelle Putnam
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