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THE DAY IT ALL CAME TOGETHER 


March can be cold in Texas. I hadn’t expected that. A transplanted Yankee, by way of a slight if forgivable detour through Virginia, I viewed Texas with the same avidity I did a pit viper. In my imagination, Texas was a land of endless deserts. Rattlesnakes curled up on the porch, and armadillos wandered the streets. My move to San Antonio, courtesy of the Air Force to which I owed my time if not my soul, might as well have been a one-way shot to the moon.


It was in that alien landscape of cacti, fire ants, scorpions, armadillos, rattlesnakes, and a purposeful, somewhat lunatic roadrunner that traversed our cul-de-sac every afternoon at three without fail, that I became pregnant with our first child. We hadn’t exactly been trying, but we hadn’t exactly been careful either. We had sidled up to parenthood gradually, practicing first on three cats and a golden retriever. The baby was conceived during a playoff game between the Washington Redskins and the Chicago Bears, somewhere in the third quarter, around the twentieth yard line of the Bears. The Redskins went on to win the Super Bowl that year, a prelude of things to come, and after our initial astonished exchange (“Are you sure?”“Of course, I’m sure. Look, the stick is blue!”), we accepted that the pregnancy just was, like morning coffee or taxes.


But I was not excited. I was a professional. I had a career. Ergo, pregnancy was a temporary way station on the road to something called motherhood, a hazy concept blurred at the margins by images of June and Ward, and Archie and Edith. After a wretched first trimester, when one sympathetic obstetrician observed that if men had to endure the raging hormonal imbalances pregnant women did, they would end up gasping on the floor like beached fish, I had adopted a somewhat detached attitude. There was nothing I could do about the alien invader whose presence reshaped my body before my eyes. She—for I knew “it” was a “she” by the sixteenth week—was a nameless entity that squiggled and kicked and rolled and had a knack for getting up when I most wanted to sleep.


Predictably, my parents were thrilled. My in-laws gushed. I received countless, indulgent smiles as I waddled back and forth, though men stopped whistling. (That was discouraging. Of course, wandering around in an Air Force maternity uniform wasn’t helpful. The uniform was like a light blue parachute: a pull of the ripcord at the start of each month, and a new panel billowed out.) Total strangers approached me in the supermarket and patted my belly, as if I was their private Buddha. Yet despite my pediatrician-husband’s assurances that I would soon “glow,” I wasn’t in the least bit incandescent. I didn’t place my hands protectively across my abdomen the way women did in the movies. I didn’t coo, and I didn’t knit booties. There was one bad moment, in my fourth month, when I had an almost irresistible urge to buy a sewing machine. I paced the floor in front of a row of Singers and gnawed my nails. I think I finally wandered over to the living room section of the store, found a sleeper sofa on sale, and lay down, waiting for that feeling to go away. It did.


I remember, too, that my mother assured me that the anonymous lump in my stomach would develop her own little personality. I was not convinced, and to prove who was in charge here, I resisted picking a name.


One thing I did religiously was exercise. No puffy ankles for me, no hundred-pound weight gain. I swam incessantly. The one thing I did enjoy about Texas, besides breakfast fajitas, was the fact that I could swim outdoors year-round. There was a pool on the training side of the base, and I would swim a mile every day, without fail. As with naming the baby, I refused to buy a maternity suit and give in to what my aunt euphemistically called “my condition.” My black Speedo stretched very nicely, thanks, and I think after his initial double take, the lifeguard got used to seeing the equivalent of a big, black water beetle.


Most of all, I wanted to prove that pregnancy was no obstacle. So one cold March afternoon—cold being a relative term in Texas—I pulled up to the pool, lugged my stuff into the locker room, and stuffed myself into my suit.


There was no one else insane enough to be at the pool except the lifeguard who had trudged out to his seat and huddled, miserable in a gray sweatshirt and beach towel. I wandered up to the edge of the pool and dipped my toe in. The water was like ice. I pulled my toe out. I caught the lifeguard looking hopeful.


Wrong-o, I thought. Just watch me.


I crossed to the steps, and gingerly let myself down into the water. The water wasn’t just like ice; it was ice. Any sane person would have leapt from the water, called it a day and had a mug of hot chocolate.


Not me. Gritting my teeth, I persevered, and it was when the water hit the bottom of my belly that the baby reacted. Suddenly, my belly levitated. I was stunned. To be absolutely sure, I backed up the steps. The water receded, and my belly sagged. I counted to ten then got in again up to mid-abdomen. Now my belly didn’t just rise; it lurched, and there was an odd, scrambling movement. It was as if the baby was trying to climb into my throat—anywhere it was warm. Then she kicked me, hard.
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