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BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR.


These words are always with me. I guess because I have found so much truth in them.


As I sit here in the pretty paper gown at the OB-GYN, I know that truth once again, fresh. I wished it. It’s hard to accept that I thought something, hoped it, and got it.


If only I were focused on the positive. Is there any positive?


The words just hang there in my head—stuck in front of me, taunting me, saying, “See? It’s your fault!”


I hope I have a miscarriage.


Awful, right?


Fuck, I’m awful. But the fight that came right before it is also lingering around, waiting for me to enjoying a rehashing of it too. I am happy to oblige. What the hell, I’m already cold and exposed. Why not add more angst to the mix of self-flagellation? It’s a skill I have excelled at over the years—and become quite adept at, I might add.


I can see myself, leaving (escaping?) last night, as I was heading out to the movies with my friend Gin. I offhandedly remarked that my stomach, my just-found-out-I-was-pregnant-last-week-but-was-excited-and-trying-for-it stomach, was hurting.


“If I didn’t know better,” I said, “I’d think I was going to start my period.”


Pete dove right in. “This can’t be like last time. You need to really watch your weight this pregnancy.”


I was aghast. I think my jaw might have actually dropped. Sure, I got past 180, but I’m tall, nearly 5’9”. And I lost it all and weighed less than before now. Is being a size 6 or a size 8 the end of the world? Fuck you.


I can’t even remember what I said next, exactly, but it was something like (I’m paraphrasing here), “Stuff it.” Or maybe I thought that. I would have enjoyed calling him a motherfucker. I would have enjoyed a lot right then. But I figured the sooner I left, the better.


OK. So, I think I remember—I should remember better, since it was yesterday, but when I get heated I get fuzzy—saying something in my own defense, like, “I think I’ll be just fine, and I don’t need you telling me that.” I recall trying to make it sound delicate, but my tone betrayed my attempt.


Isn’t it funny how a situation occurs and then it blurs? I would probably make a terrible detective or crime scene investigator because details always escape me later. This was no exception. I’ll attribute it to a mix of anger and annoyance.


I then began making my way across the staid, straight-laid saltillo tile, just wanting to make a break from this person and this conversation. All the while, my stomach was still cramping. I wanted to go sit at the Drafthouse, have a burger or fried pickles or something else comforting, and not feel guilty about it. Let my fat ass be.


“You know,” he spouted with a finger pointed my direction, lockstep behind me, “I can’t ever say anything to you about your weight.”


He didn’t used to be like this. It used to be fun and sweet and easy. Now it’s pointy and accusatory and weird. It makes me want to run away. I want to see my friend and have someone be nice to me, someone to have fun with.


“That’s right. You can’t. I don’t like it.” I opened the garage door, glancing at the hopeful dogs, ears perked, listening for their favorite word: “Out.” I shake my head at them and move toward my getaway car, this vehicle of mine just waiting to whisk me away from this annoyance, this person who won’t leave me alone right now.


“Well, why can’t I? You and I need to be able to talk about this, Veronica!” The finger was wagging and pointing at the same time—a skill he has worked on and perfected over the years. He always likes to point. If you haven’t ever been pointed at a lot, you should really try it. It makes it quite a challenge to keep your head on straight and not completely lose your cool. “You need to think about this, and we have to be able to talk about it!”


“No, we don’t!” I detected a childlike tone in my voice as I said that. Sometimes I am so glad that fights are not recorded, because we would probably all be so horrified by how we sounded that we would never open our mouths again.


Luckily, I made it to the car. I was in and I clammed up. I hated him right then. I had the thought as he walked back in.


I hope I have a miscarriage. I thought it at that moment.


I went to the bathroom after the movie was over and saw that I had started bleeding.
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Now, the one saving grace in this is that the cramps began before I had the thought. Thank God. Or Goddess. Whoever. Just thanks for that morsel. That makes me think that maybe I didn’t cause it myself. Maybe my body knew before I did. Maybe some force out there knew before I did. I wanted to have this baby—I did. But as the situation sunk in, I began to question my motives.


I wanted to have another child because I was afraid Annelise might die. Then, I’d have a backup kid. As if she’s replaceable.


I wanted to have another child because everyone expected me to. By everyone, I mean the entirety of our families and the whole of the suburbia in which we lived.


I wanted to have another child because thirty-five was looming on the horizon, hanging there, begging to light upon me, with all its advanced maternal age requirements and worries. (Seriously. It’s called terribly, advanced maternal age. I guess we should be thankful it’s not “geriatric.”)


I wanted to have another child because then our kid would have a sibling. I had one, and it’s more fun that way, right? Or is it?


I wanted to have another child because I thought I was supposed to. I’m a trigger-puller. I’ll just do it. With the infrequent sex we were having at that point in our relationship, somehow my—or his—fertility had pulled it off. It wasn’t about love. There wasn’t a desire in me to create a bigger family with this man I was supposed to love so much. I just thought I’d get it over with.


I think back to a conversation before this happened. Gin was right. She had told me I wasn’t ready. Sometimes a friend sees something in you and you can’t see it, and you won’t listen. I didn’t even understand why someone, even if it was a super-longtime best friend, would say that. Maybe it was our dynamic, Pete and mine; maybe outsiders see things we can’t see when we’re inside a marriage. I know I have felt like I could diagnose other people’s relationships plenty of times. But I didn’t listen, of course. She’s too harsh with me sometimes anyway, and I tend to ignore it. I didn’t listen, and I wouldn’t have listened even if she’s pushed harder. I did want this baby, when it all boils down. It was still my baby.


A knock on the door, and Dr. Nichol is here. Suddenly, the physical pain grabs me hard and won’t let go.
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A LADY ALWAYS MAKES OTHERS FEEL COMFORTABLE.


So now I’m sad.


Luckily the miscarriage business went fairly smoothly. There wasn’t anything weird left hanging around in there. It was early on in the pregnancy, and my body handled everything itself. It hurt, but it wasn’t worse than cramps. As the pain started to subside, so did the memory. I tried not to think about it—that, or the stupid fight.


The days and nights pass sluggishly. I resume normal life, and the sadness fades. Taking care of a toddler, feeding her, feeding myself, watching TV, hanging around with my husband, and making life fairly pleasant for all of us. Pleasant and dull.


I spend my days going through the motions. I go to the grocery store. I play internet Scrabble and answer emails and nap. It’s pretty easy, and I coast. I’m a coaster. I remember what working life was like, when I had my boutique not so long ago, but I know I am now complacent. We rarely have a sitter, so I only manage to get out with Gin or Xander—someone other than Pete—every once in a while.


Fall has set in, my very favorite time of year. Not that the leaves change much in Texas, but it does go from sweltering to just hot. We can occasionally wear boots without sweating and a light sweater here and there. But it’s my favorite time because it always feels like things are changing, like something is blowing in, all mysterious and dark. I love the time change and for it to get darker earlier. It’s reminiscent of childhood in some way for me. There was always something in the air in the fall, the impending arrival of holidays and candy and school, friends and boyfriends and football games and something new. That something stuck with me along the way.


I feel excited to introduce Annelise to all these things. I feel excited about making her excited, or something like that. But she’s still too little. She gets excited about a new ball or a rock on the ground. The impending mystery and beauty of fall isn’t high on her list.


But I can add to the mystery and fun of my own life the simple unfolding of hers and the amazement that will follow as she develops into something and someone that I cannot even imagine.
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Then Halloween arrives.


Of course, our plans revolve around this little suburban world, this bubble we live in. I travel daily in a 1.5-mile radius, so my outlook is limited. While I am aware of this fact, I do little to change it. I suppose that mankind has done the same for thousands of years, and that basic rationalization gets me partway through it. Or maybe not. Perhaps the traveling and wandering nature of my humanity is being suppressed. Whatever the case, I am ignoring it and trying to pay my bills with what little money we have. I’m trying to just live my days and essentially keep my child alive and content and have sex with my husband every so often, even though it’s a total chore to get myself going on that front most of the time. Sad but true.


We plan to head down to a neighboring home for a little get-together, where the kids can play and the parents can show off how their kid is the cutest in whatever costume they have cooked up. There are probably twenty kids on our street alone, all under the age of four. It seems like this is where I am supposed to be, because everyone else is here, so yeah. I do it. The mom thing, the suburban thing, the this-is-what-you’re-supposed-to-be-doing thing.


Sometimes I think that I should get a minivan. But that disturbs me on some level, like then I have really lost some battle, even though I don’t know that there is a battle going on. It is disturbing because I think there’s a stigma attached. I feel as if I have become the cliché minivan-mom and then I am, officially, UNSEXY MOM. I might as well wear a sign. And, I like sexy. At least, I used to. I surely don’t have a problem with moms in general. I liked my own mom, yes; but I have focused on liking sexy for a huge chunk of my life. I think it’s integral to our nature as women. I am not sure what happens once a woman loses her sense of sexiness, but I have slipped over to that side on occasion. It snowballs into a self-esteem nightmare of food and derisive, hurtful, internal chatter. Maybe that’s just me. Maybe a woman can just shut down—just turn it off and go with all the other labels that make up a complete woman—without that one sexy part mixed in there. Take a selfie at the right angle and get some likes on Facebook, and that’ll get you through. For some reason, I suspect that I will find all this out the older I get. But I hope that sexiness is a state of mind. I fucking want to hold onto it, keep it firmly in my grasp, and know that it’s there warming my palm, even if no one ever sees it and no one but me ever knows it’s there.


On this Halloween, I certainly don’t go the slutty route, as many a young woman is apt to do. But I do try to at least incorporate a microbe of sexiness to my outfit of all black (slimming!) with cat ears on my head. Original, eh? And, of course, Annelise looks the cutest in her little ladybug outfit. All the other mothers will fawn over her as I show her off like a doll. Not really. But I think she’s comfortable, and she really does look sweet as she barely toddles along.


I fielded the daily and incessant questions from Pete: Are you sure you should wait to bathe her? Is she going to bed late? Is that a good idea? Are those the right shoes for that outfit? Can she wear that without being itchy? Did you bring her something to drink? What should I wear? Good god. For someone so uninvolved, he sure wants answers all the time.


The air swirls down the cul-de-sac, into the house, swinging open wide the beveled glass front door. We block the dogs from getting past us and hauling ass down the driveway and into suburban oblivion. Dusk has fallen, and Annie is up late (most parents around here work). She’s fed but happy, and she’s ready to shove chocolate in her mouth, sporting what I think are the right little black, sparkly, most ladybug-esque shoes.


We head down eight houses to Kathy and Mark’s, for food and general Halloween small talk. Pete has already not cooperated with me, and I had to manage to get everything done myself while he last-minute got the yard trimmed and then had to shower, which takes way too long. I am annoyed because the yard could have been done hours ago. Lack of advance planning is a thorn in my side. Yes, people will walk by our yard, but does it really matter?


But I “whatever” that right out of me. Whatever, let’s just go, and see if I fuck you tonight, because the likelihood of that is shrinking by the second unless you actually help put the baby to bed without being asked and let me rest, because it’s not like you work that much anyway, and maybe I do have some anger issues I am suppressing, but all is fine right now, or it damn well looks like it is as we stroll the sidewalk of our perfect happy neighborhood.


Decorations abound, and children are beginning to go trick-or-treating. Several neighbors are already out remarking on how cute Annie looks. I gladly accept the praise and take credit in a surprised-as-Taylor-Swift “Who me? Thank you, thank you!” kind of way. We decide to go ahead and let Annie trick-or-treat some before going to our friends’ house. We take a video of her starting to walk up to a door, but she seems confused and nervous. Pete pipes up. “Make sure she holds her bucket.”


I’m like, what? So, I say, “What?”


“She needs to hold her candy bucket.”


Um, this child can barely walk. He has his camera out, and I figure he wants her on video walking up to her first house, jack-o-lantern bucket in hand. I wonder if I’m in the shot. I wonder if I look fat. I wore black for a reason, but sometimes, it’s sneaky.


My focus shifts to the little ladybug before me. “Sweetie, here’s your bucket, hold on to it so you can get your goodies!”


She takes it in her hand and promptly drops it.


I pick it back up and put it in her hand.


She gets a good grasp on it this time and seems confident. She takes one step, trips on nothing, and falls face forward, bucket flailing flat out in front of her. She starts to cry.


So, of course, I want her to stand up and keep going. I think Pete is rolling the vid right now too, beer in the other hand. But Annie seems nervous again and senses that something is expected of her. She has an audience. She continues to cry but it begins to dwindle down to a low whimper. She wants me to pick her up. It’s late for her little baby body. I pick her up, pick the bucket up, and head for the front door so she can ring the bell.


“Put her down so she can walk up with her bucket.”


Seriously? I sigh an annoyed sigh, making sure that it’s just loud enough that Pete can hear it, with just enough tiredness in it to drive home my point. A sigh can say a thousand words.


She starts to cry again as I hand her the bucket.


“Well, now you’ve picked her up once so that’s what she wants.”


“Why does it matter?” Two sets of parents and three kids are getting closer to us from the street, ready to hit this house. Of course, we know the families.


I feel pressure. Pressure to look the part. We have one of the biggest houses on this street, thanks to some money my parents contributed, and in the little ’hood we’re in, I always feel some pressure to set some kind of happy family example. That’s probably twisted in lots of ways. A good example—the best example—would be a family that’s real, warts and all. No dark underbelly lurking around. Plus, I hate to make others feel uncomfortable. My mother once told me long ago that a true lady is someone who always makes others feel comfortable and welcome. But even before she said that, my dislike of conflict and my desire to avoid it led me squarely in that direction. Keep everyone happy. Be sweet. I fail miserably sometimes. But trying counts, right?


Small tunnels of light from flashlights in kid hands continue toward us. Annie cries some more. I pick her up.


“Well, V,” he says in a subdued, controlled anger voice that edges on condescending, “I was trying to get the first house she walked up to on video for us.” He is speaking so slowly that it’s almost offensive, and the tone is what you might hear someone using with a person who just got their order wrong. It was a tone of perceived incompetence, as if I didn’t know the plan. Annie is silent now.


“Yeah, I know. But I’ll just help her along, and we can get that, right?”


His turn to sigh. I think about how this is so stupid, that we are both so silently fuming about such a silly thing. But that’s how I roll, how I fight. Or rather, how I don’t fight. I keep it in, keep it in; I don’t want to go there. I am a terrible fighter. I can only think of the things I want to say about two days too late.


His sigh says anger. It is terse enough to say to me, “Oh, how difficult it is to deal with stupidity.” It is long enough to let me know that he’s exasperated. And it’s loud enough to let me know that I was completely supposed to hear it, to catch every inflection and meaning.


The other parents are right upon us. I say hi to everybody and thanks for remarking how cute Annie is. Pete puts it right on. All on. He’s so happy, he thinks everyone is the cutest. I am sure that my girlfriends, Bonnie and Meg, think that I am so lucky, that he’s so gregarious and fun, and we are having a great time, and aren’t we the picture of what life should be. Or maybe they see straight through us and that we are big fakers.


“Are they home?” Joe, another dad in the mix, asks about the house we’re camped in front of.


“Annie dropped her bucket, so we haven’t gone yet.” I nod while explaining. “A small bucket incident!”


Everyone chuckles and says how that’s OK to little Annelise. Even though what I said wasn’t funny, they play along, since I was attempting to sound light and fun.


“Oh, well now I can get everybody going up together!” exclaims my husband, the master transformer. Fine. I’ll file that in my “whatever” folder. I carry Annie toward the door. She says, “Down,” so I put her down. I hold her hand and try the bucket in her other, and she takes it. I glance back at Pete, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s just looking smugly at his phone and his video.


She does great and even tries to say “Trick or treat?” with all the other kids, which we had worked on this morning. We get candy from the neighbors—the only ones I don’t really know. They are some retired couple (not my idea of a great retirement, surrounded by children in suburbia—I am instantly suspicious), but maybe they’re there for resale value. We wrap up house number one when I say to Pete, “See? She ended up doing great! That didn’t even matter.”


“No, V,” he says, using his slow, controlled, annoyed, having to deal with an idiot voice, but low enough so it’s obviously meant for me and me alone. “You think it didn’t matter.”


Other people can hear us.


“Oh my god.” I stretch that out long enough with a baleful expression that lets him know that these little tiffs are exhausting. In case he didn’t get it, I go ahead and spit it out, letting it ring quietly loud and clear. I walk away as I utter, “You’re exhausting me.”


I putter away toward another house and start talking to Bonnie. She’s cool.


“How’s work going?”


“Oh, pretty good,” she says with a sigh as her three-year-old, Liam, runs ahead and out into the street. “I have papers to grade this weekend and the UT faculty is running a special lecture series on the economy, so a lot of the professors are going to that since it’s coming up. But other than that, I’m just managing, you know.”


I nod along. “Oh, that’s cool.” I’m hiding the fact that I am totally jealous. She’s a University of Texas law professor. Sometimes I wonder why she lives in a suburb like Circle C, all planned development and all. She’s got two kids, a law degree, and a prestigious career at a fantastic law school. Why don’t they live somewhere way cooler than this? Or, wait—is this cool to some people?


We make small talk as we stroll and look after the kids. Luckily, Pete is doing the same. I am glad because then he won’t try to tell me what to do. I open a package of gummy Life Savers for Annie. She is thrilled.


“Should she be eating that?” Pete has come up behind me, surprising me with a question.


“Why not?”


“Well, I don’t know, just cause she’s little and I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”


I sigh. Lots of sighing. I stop and turn to him. “You know, Pete, either take it away from her or trust me. Seriously. I am not trying to harm our daughter.” People are walking away from us. I can tell they are pretending not to listen.


“Look, I know you’re not. I just want to make sure that it’s OK, that we make sure not to give her stuff she can’t handle.”


Oh, the tedium. Always the questions. “Believe it or not, Pete, I do actually think about things before I do them.” My hands go up in surrender. “I am not just doing … whatever … and oblivious … to facts, or to Annie.” Maybe I’m the bitch. Maybe I am just a big ol’ bitch all the time. But I get really tired of being questioned by him. It’s like he doesn’t want to trust me. “Just stop asking me questions all the time.” I kind of can’t believe that I just blurted that out.


He gives his incredulous laugh of disbelief. He should copyright that. He’s perfected it. “Don’t you think I am just trying to know what’s best for Annie?”


“That’s another question.” I know I am just being belligerent, but I don’t care. The other couples and kids have moved on to the next house and are ringing the doorbell. They know we’re having words. Tense words. Annie is still involved with her candy, and that’s good, because I feel really bad when she hears us argue. But she seems oblivious. I hope she really is. I worry about that. This can’t be good for her.


That thought makes me soften. Quickly, I add, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that to come out all bitchy.” My gaze falls to Annie. “I know you do. It just seems like you don’t trust me when you are constantly questioning every decision I make.”


But I have already lit this fire, and it can’t be put out that easily. Pete turns it around on me and pulls out the old pointer-finger with it. “You know, V,” he’s in my face now, close enough that I can smell the beer on his breath and see the glint in his eyes, “I don’t trust you. Not all the time with her.”


My shoulders slump and I look at my feet. I see the sweet blades of grass peeping over the lawn and onto the curb. I wish I were a blade of grass. I wish I were anywhere but here. Some of our other friends from across the street, Dave and Kim and their two-year-old daughter Laura, start to approach us.


“Why not?” I hear the sadness in my voice. When Annelise was only a few months old, and I was trying to adjust to the demands of motherhood and breastfeeding and an incessantly demanding little life-force that commandeered every aspect of our lives (or so it seemed), I confessed to Pete that sometimes I just felt like throwing the baby across the room. He was horrified.


I didn’t mean that I actually ever would, I tried to explain, but just that I felt it. I had told my sister-in-law the same thing, and she had understood. Of course, she’s a mom. All she said was, compassionately, “Sure you feel that! But you don’t do it.”


I thought Pete would understand. He proceeded to go on and tell me how I had changed, and he pointed at me. I went and sat in the closet. Great solution, I know. I might as well have curled into the fetal position and hidden in a hole.


But now, more neighbors, more fun! Dave, Kim, and Laura are walking up, and they are close. Our girls barely acknowledge each other. But Pete keeps up an appearance. His entire demeanor shifts.


“Hi!” he states largely. “Oh my gosh! Laura, you look sooooooo beauuuuutiful!” Laura is dressed up as a bumblebee with a wand. Fine. That was the end of that discussion. I’ll play along. I perk right up. Ever the lady.
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We make it to the party, and it’s fun enough. Talking to Bonnie is a breath of fresh air in a world of conversations revolving around sippy cups, kids’ illnesses, and, the favorite, “guess what new cute thing (insert child’s name) did!” I overhear Pete talking about his deer hunting trip set for the next day, the start of hunting season. I’ll get a break from football and hunting and, well, him for the rest of the weekend.


I have had two glasses of wine and all looks better in the world—or, shall I clarify, in my world. Things do usually look better through cabernet-colored glasses. Annie is getting tired. She’s starting to fuss now and then, between things I shove in front of her to eat and little toys she finds scattered about that hold her interest. I pick her up and go find Pete in a conversation about, I am sure, something very manly or very Republican (is there a difference?) that he is involved in with a couple of other guys.


“Hey.”


“Hey.”


“Sorry to interrupt, guys.” I give my sweetest smile, the demure version. “I’m gonna take little one here on home. It’s time.”


“Oh, she needs to go?”


“Yeah.” I then give the universal hand wave that says, “no problem.” “But you can totally stay. I’ll get her to bed. I’ll just see you in a little bit.”


Pete starts to stand up. “No, I’ll come, too.” The other guys are looking at us.


“No, seriously, babe, stay! I’ll take her home, and you can stay and have fun.” I meant every word. I think I sound convincing. If the situation were reversed, I’d be cool with that.


Pete looks at me and nods and speaks slowly. He raises his eyebrows and says, “No, I’m going to come with you.”


Please don’t. “Oh, OK. I just wanted to let you know it was OK to stay if you wanted.”


“Just let me say goodbye.”


“OK. I’ve already told everybody bye, so I’ll just start walking and you meet up with me.” By this point, I have made it to about five paces from the front door. Annie is so tired she’s ticking, ready to go off, and she still needs a bath. I can see the chocolate embedded in her fingernails and the crumbs under her red and black ladybug collar.
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