

“Ms. Atwell writes with clarity and contemplation through the triumphs and tragedies of raising someone with special needs. At times funny and always candid, Loving Lindsey is a book every woman should enjoy reading, no matter where they fall on its relationship spectrum.”


—KATHLEEN CREMONESI, author of Love in the Elephant Tent: How Running Away with the Circus Brought me Home and 2016 Gold Medal Independent Publisher Awards for Coming of Age/Family Legacy


“Told with astonishing honesty and candor, this is a story about the courage and bravery of daily life in a family bringing a ‘forever child’ into adulthood. It’s a story about real love in real life.”


—CORINNE TIPPETT, author of Just a Couple of Chickens and When No One Else Would Fly


“Linda Atwell is a master storyteller, and does a phenomenal job of sharing the love and grievances that come with raising her daughter. The moments and years of joy and frustration every family feels are especially touching as she navigates life with her sweet, defiant girl. Loving Lindsey is an exquisitely told account of a mother’s protection, pride, frustration, and is, ultimately, a story about never giving up. I highly recommend Loving Lindsey to every parent.”


—KRISTI RIEGER CAMPBELL, speaker, author, advocate, and Finding Ninee creator


“Atwell shines a light on the complicated issues involved in loving and living with someone with special needs. Whether you are a family member of someone with intellectual disabilities or just looking in from the outside, you will be moved.” 


—TERESA SULLIVAN, author of Mikey and Me: Life with My Exceptional Sister


“The reader gets to see this family in a world we don’t usually get to share—raising a teenage daughter compounded by the difficulties of developmental disability. Told with clear-eyed empathy for her daughter and the other members of her family, Atwell’s memoir is unflinchingly honest, allowing us to drop midstream into this remarkable family’s life.”


—DIANA Y. PAUL, author of Things Unsaid


“This harrowing journey—a page-turner that’s every parent’s nightmare—will stay with you long after you have put down the book. Highly recommended.”


—BARBARA DONSKY, award-winning author of Veronica’s Grave: A Daughter’s Memoir (Canadian version: Missing Mother)


“Linda Atwell is a beacon of light in her book about the richness of raising a daughter with special needs. Lindsey’s stories are woven into the midst of Atwell’s own very full life, and she truly tells it like it is. She shares her experiences through the lenses of love, humor, and the human condition.”


—DIANA DOLAN MATTICK, special education teacher and learning specialist


“As the parent of a child with disabilities, I often wonder and worry about what the future holds for my son. Atwell’s tender, funny, real, and at times heart-wrenching memoir about her daughter—who as an adult woman still sleeps with a Cabbage Patch doll yet holds a job, gets a place of her own and falls in love, as doomed as it may be—portrays the self-sufficiency and experiences that I want my son to someday enjoy. Loving Lindsey shows that it is entirely possible to have intellectual disability and also have a good life.”


—ELLEN SEIDMAN, author of the award-winning blog Love That Max


“Atwell’s strong relationship with Lindsey, her special needs adult daughter, carries her (and us) through heartbreaking times that include fear, frustration, and disappointment that are always tempered by unwavering love and a determination to equip her daughter with skills for an independent life. A riveting narrative of mother-daughter struggles and rewards.”


—MATILDA BUTLER, memoir coach and award-winning author of Rosie’s Daughters: The “First Woman To” Generation Tells Its Story


“Loving Lindsey  is a mom’s heartbreakingly honest account of letting go of her daughter, Lindsey. The heroes of this book are Atwell’s fierce and imperfect love for her daughter and Lindsey’s determination to be as independent as possible. Loving Lindsey offers parents of children with special needs a glimpse of the challenges their children will face in adulthood and food for thought about how to prepare and navigate them.”


—JOLENE PHILO, author of A Different Dream for My Child and Does My Child Have PTSD?


“Atwell’s evocative descriptions provide added depth to the characters, particularly Lindsey, whose voice emanates from the pages. A brutally honest, affecting memoir of family resilience.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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For John,
I am a better person because of you. Thanks for believing in me, especially during the moments I found it difficult to believe in myself.
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And for all the strong women in my world, but particularly Betty, Nora, and Lindsey.




When my kids were growing up, I didn’t know there was a manuscript in our future. I didn’t walk around with a recorder, taping every conversation or logging every outfit worn. I’ve recreated stories to the best of my memory. Although all incidents in this manuscript are real and did occur, some may have taken place in a different order. For various reasons, some names have been changed.
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It was 113 degrees on the last day of June 1999. My husband and I strolled the five blocks toward the Hard Rock Café, holding hands sticky from the heat. We passed a Vegas nightclub. “Billie Jean” blasted into the street as a Michael Jackson impersonator moonwalked on the concrete, enticing us to come in, have a drink, relax. I paused for a moment to watch.


“Let’s go. I’m hungry,” John said, pulling me through an intersection with a green light. Late the night before, under the sheets at the Rio, he and I had both admitted that the music, the flashing lights, even the shrieks on Las Vegas Boulevard—everything in this city—although exciting, temporary diversions from our small-town life, paled in comparison with raising our two kids. Especially our nineteen-year-old daughter, Lindsey.


Technically, she was John’s stepdaughter. When I was eighteen, my sister introduced me to her eighth-grade teacher. As soon as I met John, I knew I wanted to marry him. But, as many love stories go, we were too young to get too serious. At least, that’s what John said when he broke off our relationship. Yet my heart refused to forget that middle-school teacher.


The next guy I dated wasn’t right for me. I knew this long before I walked down the aisle, but I married Marty anyway. Two years later, Lindsey was born, and we divorced soon after her first birthday.


John and I started going out again. My belief that he was the man I should’ve been with all along was quickly reconfirmed. We wed and had a son we named Michael. I was pleased to see my new husband treat the kids as if they were both biologically his—despite Lindsey’s being a challenging toddler, child, and eventually teen, because of her essential tremors and developmental delays. For years we tried to figure out why. Heck, we were still trying to figure out our daughter, but one of the first clues that something more might be amiss was her inability to relate to kids her own age. And they didn’t relate to her, either. Although it was hard to admit this, it was more difficult to deny when the incident occurred right in front of me.


On the morning Lindsey started fourth grade, a neighbor girl volunteered to walk to school with my daughter. The moment I opened the door, I could see Carla had agreed to do this only because her mother had insisted on it. Carla’s eyes surveyed my girl from head to toe, widening when she spied my ten-year-old shoving a tremoring arm through the strap of her pink backpack with a Hello Kitty decal. Carla wore a brown leather backpack, similar to one I’d pointed out at Mervyn’s that Lindsey had rejected without hesitation. The neighbor girl’s lips scarcely moved when she asked me if her classmate was ready. A few seconds later, the girls walked out onto our driveway and down Eureka Avenue. Carla walked faster and faster, pulling several strides ahead of my girl. She doesn’t want to be seen with her! Tears stung my eyes. Why is it so hard for Lindsey to make friends? I closed the door so I wouldn’t have to see.


For Lindsey, relationships outside our extended family were few. Yet she craved attention. Lots of attention. And although we tried to give her as much as she needed, it was never enough. At times her demands were draining. Over the years, we sought counseling to learn better ways of dealing with her special needs.


“You can’t be good parents if you aren’t good partners,” the counselor told us. “You need to plan ‘couple time’ so you can reconnect. You’ll come home stronger, be better prepared to deal with Lindsey’s next challenge.”


His advice seemed wise. And well timed. Three weeks earlier, Lindsey had graduated from Silverton High, an achievement we hadn’t been sure would ever happen. When she was a gradeschooler, my husband and I both dreamed she would someday receive her high school diploma with the rest of her classmates. As she aged, it was obvious her delays were greater than we originally wanted to believe. When graduation day finally arrived, instead of a diploma, Lindsey received a certificate of attendance. She’d worked so hard for that victory, and her face radiated nothing but pride. The moment my daughter’s feet touched the stage, tears flooded my eyes. Our family cheered and screamed and shouted until Lindsey had completely crossed the platform and exited the end staircase.


Ever since John and I had arrived in Vegas, we’d felt like newlyweds. We stayed up late, slept in, and ate whenever we wanted. In the back of our minds, we understood that as soon as we returned home, our world would change. For ten years I’d owned Country Neighbors, a home-decor business that I’d recently sold. I’d taken time off but was now ready to go back to work. A few days after we’d get back into town, I’d start a new job as a claims adjustor for Farmers Insurance. But that June night, as we strolled down Las Vegas Boulevard toward the restaurant, John and I were feeling the mental high of Lindsey’s graduation day and my final hours of unemployed bliss.


As we stepped through the doors and into the Hard Rock’s air-conditioned lobby, goose bumps appeared on my bare arms. I squeezed John’s hand and said, “I want to call home. Check in. There shouldn’t be any drama to report.”


“You sure?” he asked.


I nodded, fumbling through my purse for my cell phone. What could possibly go wrong in only a few days? The smirk on John’s face caused me to hesitate. Our sixteen-year-old son was staying at a friend’s house, so we didn’t have to worry about him, but Lindsey was always a different case. During her senior year, we had spent every extra minute, along with every extra dollar we could spare, converting a barn-shaped building behind our house into the cutest little two-story cottage any kid could ever want.


Twenty-two steps from our back deck was a French door that opened into a sitting area, dining room, and kitchen. I visualized the blue-and-yellow Tweety Bird cookie jar sitting on Lindsey’s kitchen counter and the denim futon and white wicker chair in her living area. Up the stairs was a loft with a dainty floral design I’d stenciled in pastels on the walls of her bedroom and en suite bathroom. Lindsey had handpicked all the furnishings. We wanted our daughter to try living independently from us and figured there was no better place to attempt this feat than steps away from our back door.


The day after graduation, Lindsey had moved into the cottage. Things had gone remarkably well so far. Still, we had asked my mom to sleep in our guest room and keep tabs on our daughter while we were out of town. Just in case.


A blond Hard Rock hostess approached us.


“You go and get a seat,” I said, shooing my husband in her direction. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”


John followed the hostess to a nearby booth, leaving me in the lobby to dial Lindsey’s number. The phone rang. I turned away from the other girls at the hostess stand.


“Hello.” Gasp. “Mom? Isthatyou?” Lindsey yelled into the phone. She gasped again. Sometimes when my daughter talked too fast she couldn’t breathe in air quickly enough, and for a moment she sounded as if she were choking. “I-don’t-wannaruin-your-vacation.” Gasp. “But-you’re-gonna-be-mad-at-me.”


Oh, dear. Now what? My shoulders tensed. I reminded myself that everything is a crisis to Lindsey. She often used similar lines when she called to tell me she’d forgotten her school lunch, that she couldn’t find an overdue library book, or that she hadn’t turned in her homework as promised. None of these issues irritated me nearly as much as Lindsey’s saying, “You’re gonna be mad at me.”


I sighed, picturing my daughter standing in the cottage, wearing bright pink shorts and a pink Hello Kitty T-shirt, her thick, dark hair pushed away from her face by a hot-pink headband. She’s probably making something out of nothing. Like always.


“Now, why would I be mad, Linds?” I said, keeping my tone even and cool. I didn’t want the conversation escalating, and if I stayed calm, Lindsey often followed my lead.


Her voice changed to light and airy. “I went to the park today.”


“You’re allowed to go there,” I said, recalling the many times I’d watched Lindsey amble along the sidewalks of our small Oregon town. She walked everywhere in Silverton, and Coolidge-McClaine Park was safe. I took a deep breath, hoping Lindsey would hurry her explanation. I wanted to get back to my husband and order dinner.


“Gabe was there,” she said, sounding smug. “And we were swinging on the swings.”


“You’ve seen Gabe at the park before.” I glanced at the clock. Gabe and Lindsey had met years before, when they had both played on the Challengers softball team for developmentally disabled youth. We’d talked with his parents at the games. Later, Gabe and Lindsey had attended special education classes together at Silverton High. Gabe had Dubowitz syndrome, a rare genetic disorder that caused a normal-size body with a small, narrow head. His reasoning skills were better than Lindsey’s, and he’d passed the Oregon driver’s license test. After Lindsey saw Gabe’s sienna Oldsmobile, she told us, “I’ve always wanted a man with wheels.” But, as far as we knew, they were casual friends. We were aware that Gabe struggled with emotional issues, ones that resulted in controlling his temper, but we’d never witnessed any outbursts. “He’s gettin’ counseling,” Lindsey had told us once. “To work on it. Just like I have to.”


Lindsey gasped again, bringing me back to the moment.


“I asked Gabe if he wanted to keep swinging,” she said. “But he said no.” I glanced in John’s direction, half listening to my daughter. “So I asked him if he wanted to go for a ride in his car. But he said no. So I asked him if he wanted to have sex. And he said yes.”


Immediately, the temperature inside the Hard Rock lobby hit 120 degrees. I wiped the sweat from my forehead, squeezing my eyes tight, shaking my head, wishing her words would go away.


“What?” I gripped the phone with all my might as I stepped away from the group waiting for seats. Did I hear correctly? She went from swinging to sex in less than sixty seconds and didn’t even get dinner first?


“You had sex?” I steadied my voice, wondering why I hadn’t seen this coming. She’d been boy crazy ever since I could remember. There was an instance when two playground bullies spit on Lindsey and called her “retarded” and “Little Miss Shaky Hands.” Scott von Weller stepped in to protect his classmate. After that day, every time my girl heard his name, she smiled widely, saying, “Scott von Weller told those girls to leave me alone” and, “Scott von Weller’s really nice.” When we passed by him at parent-teacher conferences, it was the first time I’d heard Lindsey use a seductive tone. “Hi, Scott von Weller,” she cooed, her baby blues ogling. Scott waved, then hurried toward the exit. He looked so uncomfortable with Lindsey’s overt attention, I blushed. I talked to her about toning it down a bit, but she told me, “You don’t know what you’re talkin’ ’bout, Mom!”


As Lindsey aged, she morphed from a geeky preteen into a beautiful young lady. She’d never had a boyfriend, but that didn’t stop her insatiable curiosity about boy-girl relationships. Whenever she asked us a question, John or I answered honestly. In my head, Lindsey seemed innocent, but that didn’t stop me from worrying that someone might try to take advantage of her. Finally, I bought Peter Mayle’s illustrated book, Where Did I Come From?. It explained the facts of life better than I could, and we read it together. Lindsey seemed satisfied with the explanation, but for several months after, I’d occasionally come upon her looking at the pictures and giggling. It had been a couple years since I’d seen it in her room. We’d probably given the book to Goodwill.


“Yes, I did,” Lindsey said. “I had sex.”


“You are right. I am mad.” What if Gabe didn’t use protection? What if she got pregnant? What if she had a baby? I’d come across an article about children conceived by parents with mental challenges. The author said their child could be born mentally healthy, yet the child was prone to environmental disabilities due to the parents’ circumstances, even more so if they tried to raise the baby without help. Could a child of Lindsey’s be born typical?


“Did you really have sex?” I closed my eyes, wishing for a different answer, hoping this was just a ploy to get attention while we were in Vegas.


“Well, Gabe took me to his house,” she said. “But either he was too big or I was too small, but it didn’t work so well.”


Too big . . . too small . . . didn’t work so well. Maybe it didn’t work at all.


“We’ve talked about sex, and you agreed to wait till you were married,” I said, exasperated. My sister had given Lindsey a promise ring on her sixteenth birthday. “You promised Aunt Kandi and God that you’d wait. Remember?” Although our immediate family didn’t practice a religion, Lindsey had decided to join a local church and had been baptized.


“You know, Mom,” Lindsey said, “I don’t ’member so well. Stuff you say just goes out one ear and through the other.”


“Well, remember this, young lady. You. Are. In. Big. Trouble! We’ll talk about this when we get home. You are never going to the park ever again. You hear me? You’re grounded.” I didn’t give my daughter time to respond before I pressed end so hard I thought the phone might break.


I trudged through the café toward my tanned, gray-haired husband. He’s so handsome, I thought, staring at his long, strong profile. I adored that face. And those ocean-blue eyes. The red T-shirt he’d pulled on that morning made his irises appear bluer than usual. The seat back supported John’s slender frame as he studied Hard Rock’s food choices. His expression was so content, I almost turned and ran out the lobby doors.


“What’s wrong?” John lifted his brow and peered over the top of his menu. I turned my head side to side, avoiding my husband’s gaze. Nervousness gripped my throat; my jaw tightened with tension.


“Nothing that we can deal with here,” I finally said. “Besides, I don’t want to spoil your weekend.” The sting of tears came to my eyes.


“You have to tell me.” He closed the menu and set it on the table.


John was right. I choked on a breath. “Lindsey had sex with Gabe,” I said, blinking hard to keep the tears at bay.


“Shit.” John’s face curdled, his leg jiggled under the table. “What if she’s pregnant? What are we going to do?”


“I’ll call my mom later and tell her Lindsey is grounded for the rest of her life.”


But we both knew Lindsey would not be grounded for the rest of her life. And neither of us had expected our daughter to stay celibate forever. But we’d hoped she would date someone for several months—or years—before she considered a sexual relationship. We’d certainly hoped she would talk with us before her first time so we could’ve prepared her more. Heck, so we could’ve prepared ourselves more.


Dinner plates and glasses and utensils clattered as a busboy cleared and wiped a table nearby. The hostess sat families all around us. They chatted; they laughed. My shoulders sagged. That would be us, I thought, if I hadn’t called home.


The server took our orders. John and I sat silent for several minutes. I repeatedly twisted and untwisted a long strand of hair around a finger. John pulled at one of his gray eyebrows. His leg jiggled wildly. I placed my hand on his knee, and it stopped.


The waiter delivered my grilled chicken salad with the dressing on the side, and John’s bacon burger with fries. We picked at our meals quietly. John squirted ketchup on his plate.


“Do you think it’s possible she got pregnant?” my husband finally said. “Could she have contracted a sexually transmitted disease? Nine months from now, will we be raising a grandkid?”


I poked a piece of lettuce with my fork. Wonderful dinner conversation, I thought, instantly jealous of the other patrons in the restaurant. I wanted grandkids. Just not yet.


“Do you remember when I talked to Lindsey about starting her period?” I said, changing the subject. I set my fork on my plate and took a drink of Diet Pepsi. John nodded, a thin smile forming on his face.


Lindsey was eleven, closing in on twelve, when she paraded through our living room. Tiny breasts budded beneath her T-shirt. I whispered to John, “Do you think she’s starting to develop?” Since he was a teacher in a middle school, I figured he was more of an expert than I was. I didn’t want to broach the topic too soon, but I wasn’t into avoidance, either.


John nodded. “You should talk to her,” he said, encouraging me. “She needs to learn the facts from you, before she hears them from someone else.”


Before I had “the talk,” I planned to find out exactly what Lindsey already knew. I wandered into her room. She was dressing her Cabbage Patch Kid in a new outfit. The rest of her dolls and stuffed animals were lined up in a neat row on her bed. Her actions didn’t indicate menstruation was around the corner. She had the appearance of a child. Yet what if she started her period and didn’t understand anything? I’d feel terrible.


I inhaled deeply and let the air out slowly. In the lightest, happiest tone I could muster, I asked, “Do you know anything about having your period?”


“Yes.” Lindsey grinned like a four-year-old who had just earned a gold star. “Yes, I do. I know all about periods.”


This was going to be easier than I’d thought. I clapped my hands together. “That’s great! Tell me.”


Lindsey’s eyes darted right, then left, as she searched for the exact words. “At the end of every complete sentence, you put a period.”


Yikes! We definitely were not on the same page. We weren’t even in the same book. Giggles rose inside me, as if sparkling fizz was fighting to escape an uncorked bottle of bubbly. I forced myself to keep them contained.


“Lindsey. You are right, there is a period at the end of every complete sentence,” I said, racing from her bedroom, choking on the chuckles.


Sitting in our booth in Vegas, we laughed at her innocent answer, momentarily forgetting about the recent “I had sex” declaration.


“And we still find that funny, even after all these years,” I said, feeling naive. I’d gone back a few days later and explained menstruation. I was relieved when, at thirteen, Lindsey was uncharacteristically calm on the day she started her period. She invited me into the bathroom to check her panties. We got out a Kotex pad, I showed her how to attach it, and that was that. She handled it by herself from that point forward.


John pulled a pickle slice off his burger and tossed it onto his plate. “I never expected Lindsey to say ‘complete sentence,’” he said, his voice deep and husky. “She must have repeated her lesson exactly as she learned it in school.” I nodded because I had thought the same thing. John’s face turned deadpan. “We’ll get through this, Linda,” he said, reaching over and squeezing my hand.


After a bit more discussion, John and I realized our anger, our frustration, wasn’t only because Lindsey had had intercourse. We also worried she might consider engaging in casual sex with multiple partners.


“Could we get Lindsey on the pill?” I said.


“Would she remember to take it every single day?” John said, scratching his chin.


She already took medication for tremors and seizures. Adding another prescription to her regimen couldn’t possibly have a positive effect on our daughter. And even though it was unlikely, Lindsey could have contracted a venereal disease. But the most important question for us was, did she want a baby?


John and I wanted to go home right then, but our flight didn’t leave until the next day. We contemplated changing our tickets but knew we’d get home only a few hours earlier.


“I’ll call my mom.” I pulled out my cell phone and headed back to the lobby. John walked to the bathroom.


“What’d she say?” he asked when I hung up.


“She feels responsible,” I said. “But I reassured her this is no one’s fault. We let Lindsey go to the park all the time. I told Mom this could’ve happened on our watch, too.”


When we left the Hard Rock Café, the sky had turned dark. The strip was lit up like a Christmas tree with too much tinsel. Young girls sauntered by, dressed in skimpy leather outfits and fishnet stockings. Nirvana’s “Dive” boomed from a nightclub. The bass vibrated my legs, my body. I reached up and covered my ears to prevent some of the clamor from entering my head. Someone had puked on the sidewalk. A wave of stuffy, putrid heat hit us in the face. John and I sulked back to the Rio Hotel and waited for the minutes to crawl by.
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The next morning, we packed up hours before we were scheduled to leave, took a taxi to McCarran Airport, and waited at the gate for our Portland flight. John and I rehashed how to handle the situation once we arrived home. I wanted to call Gabe’s parents. John didn’t think I should.


“What would you say?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” I said, recognizing it would be an awkward, uncomfortable conversation, but I thought it was a discussion that needed to take place. “He has special needs, too. His parents should know they’re having sex.”


On the hour drive from Portland to Silverton, I told John I’d decided to call. My husband frowned. When we pulled into our carport, John grabbed the bags and put them in our bedroom, then dashed outside to mow the lawn. He didn’t want any part in confronting Gabe’s parents.


As soon as the back door closed, I located the Posts’ number in the telephone book. When Mrs. Post picked up, I identified myself as Lindsey’s mother.


“I remember you. From the Challengers team,” she said. “Call me Susanna.”


“Well, Susanna,” I said, pausing, “I don’t know any other way to say this, but Lindsey and Gabe had sex.”


“Oh, dear,” she said. “As far as we know, he’s only had sex one other time. When he told us, we talked about the importance of using condoms. I hope he used one this time.”


“Us too,” I said. “I think our families should meet. I think we need to discuss this together, in front of the kids. We don’t want any unplanned pregnancies.”


“Of course not,” she said, and agreed to come over the following evening.
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John and I greeted Gabe and his parents at the door. Lindsey sat on the tartan love seat in our living room and fidgeted. It had been years since the kids had played softball together, and we politely exchanged bits of superficial chitchat until Gabe lost patience with everyone. He sauntered past Lindsey, wearing loose gray sweats and a matching pullover, and called dibs on a green wingback chair. His parents followed close behind and sat on the second love seat, across the room. They held hands, looking as if this were the worst possible way to spend a summer evening.


I stared at Mrs. Post’s gray hair. I didn’t remember her locks being so long. Now they hung to the middle of her back and, I swear, looked like silk. My hand darted up and smoothed my frizzy brown mane, wishing it responded the same way as Susanna’s.


The July evening was hot for Oregon, yet both of Gabe’s parents wore jeans, and Gabe’s dad had on a long-sleeved Western shirt with pearl snaps on the two front pockets. Mrs. Post’s azure cotton top had cap sleeves. The blue matched her eyes. The same clear blue as Gabe’s. Like the sky on a sunny day.


I offered sodas, iced tea, water. When no one accepted, I peered around the living room. Everyone sat stiffly in his or her place. Mrs. Post tossed her head again. I pulled an oak chair from the kitchen to sit near Lindsey. John sat on the love seat next to her, crossing his legs and arms, looking surprisingly more relaxed than the rest of us.


“Do we need to plan a wedding?” I asked, forcing my lips into a smile.


Lindsey’s blueberry eyes widened. Gabe’s face turned pasty white. He rolled his eyes. “No way! I don’t want to marry her.” He shook his head and crossed his arms.


“I don’t wanna marry him, either,” Lindsey said, brushing a piece of lint off her lime-green shorts. Her long, bronze legs were fit but not hairless. She tried shaving, but sporadic patches of dark hairs sprouted on her calves and knees and thighs.


“Then why are you doing married stuff if you don’t want to get married?” Isn’t that what a mother should say in a situation like this? Although John and I had encouraged our children to abstain from premarital sex, at least until they were older, neither he nor I had done so at Lindsey’s age. I glanced around our full living room. A group discussion of my daughter’s sex life was not something I’d ever anticipated.


Mrs. Post broke the silence. “Did you use a condom, son?” All eyes shifted to Gabe. His hands lay clasped together in his lap. He stared at them.


Please say yes.


Gabe’s features seemed small against the strong side supports of the green wingback. “We talked about this after the last time,” Mrs. Post said, tracing the gold lines in the sofa fabric. “Do you remember how to use one?” Gabe lowered his head and stared at his hands.


The teacher in John came out. He quickly stood, thrust a balled fist in the air, and enthusiastically demonstrated—as if he were teaching a history lesson in his junior high classroom—the proper position for putting on protection. He used no banana, cucumber, or any other visual aid, just an index finger that fell limp.


“In this position, Gabe, you can’t put on a condom,” John said. He straightened his finger. “When it’s up like this, you put one on.” He moved his extended digit up, down, up, down. His demonstration was meant to be serious, but his finger looked ridiculous stiffening and relaxing. I chewed on the inside of my lip to keep from laughing, then glanced at the Posts. They sat still, mouths gaping, eyes fixated on my husband’s index finger. Gabe’s blue irises followed the up-and-down movements, but he remained poker-faced.


“Dad, this is em-bar-ass-ing.” Lindsey covered her eyes with her hands.


“Well, do you want a baby?” John said.


“No,” she said.


“Gabe, do you want one?”


“No way!” Gabe raised his arms, crossed them over the front of his gray sweatshirt in a protective ninja stance.


“Then you need to be responsible,” John lectured.


Gabe dropped his hands and frowned. Lindsey hid her face.


“There’s no reason to bring an unwanted child into the world,” Mrs. Post said.


“It’s best to wait until you’re married,” Mr. Post added.


“But if you can’t wait, you need to use birth control.” I looked at Lindsey, then at Gabe. Part of me wanted to lock Lindsey in her cottage, or buy a chastity belt—the Renaissance device my dad had teasingly threatened to use on my sisters and me when we were teenagers. But neither of those notions was realistic. Besides, how could we stop these two kids? They could sneak around like typical teenagers. The Posts couldn’t police Gabe every second of the day, nor could we constantly guard Lindsey.


“Do you two plan to have more sex?” John said.


Lindsey looked at Gabe. Gabe stared at Lindsey.


“Do we have to decide right now?” Gabe said, his head bent toward his lap.


“No,” all the parents answered at the same time, causing uncomfortable laughter.


“Okay,” Gabe said, standing. “I get it.”


But did he? Did Lindsey?


Everyone else stood, too, and Gabe bolted toward the front door.


“Bye, Gabe.” Lindsey’s voice sounded sultry. She opened and closed her hand, waving good-bye. He ran out the door, mumbling something like “adios.” His parents followed, thanking us, saying we’d speak again soon.


John disappeared into our family room and turned on the TV, giving me a chance to talk to Lindsey privately.


“Do you ever want a baby?” I asked my daughter. Ever since Vegas, I’d been thinking about this question. My heart and head knew she couldn’t handle additional responsibility. It would add too much stress to her life.


My girl sat down and tilted her head.


“I dream of having a baby,” she said. “But I don’t think I’d wake up at night.” Her eyes darted upward, searching for more words. “I could love a baby.” Gasp. “But I don’t think I could change diapers. I shake too much. I might poke the baby. What if I dropped it? That would hurt.”


“Well, there are ways to permanently prevent pregnancy. One option is a tubal ligation. Do you know what that is?” Mixed emotions surged through me. I remembered having my tubes tied after Michael was born. Two kids, a boy and a girl. Exactly what I wanted. So having the procedure was an easy decision. At least I thought so initially. The doctor performed the operation the morning after our son was born. When the anesthesia wore off, I worried it had been too soon, that maybe we weren’t finished having children. And the first time we made love, I wondered how John would feel, if it would be different because of the inability to conceive, and I cried afterward. John held me in his arms, assuring me nothing had changed, that he was thrilled with two kids.


As I waited for Lindsey’s answer to my question, I studied my nineteen-year-old’s face. She looked so young. My chest tightened, and it was hard to breathe.


“No. I don’t know anything ’bout that.” Lindsey squirmed, then picked at a torn cuticle.


“Do you remember talking about periods?”


Lindsey lost interest in the cuticle, nodded, leaned forward, and waited.


“How about eggs and fallopian tubes?”


“I ’member that from health class,” Lindsey said. “But I can’t say ‘flop-on tubes.’”


“Fa-lope-e-an.” I isolated each sound in the word.


“Flop-on.”


“No, Lindsey, but how you say the word isn’t important,” I said, trying to be patient. She probably already felt bombarded with information, but there was more to cover. I reviewed eggs, sperm, and fertilization, then explained how a tubal ligation worked. “Since the egg can’t be fertilized, you can’t get pregnant.”


“I could have sex and not get pregnant?” Lindsey’s voice changed to excited.


“Well, there’s no guarantee, but the chances are greatly reduced,” I said.


Lindsey’s eyes darted to the side. I assumed she was thinking about all the sex she could have. “You’d need to talk to the doctor, though,” I said. Her head and arms tremored. “And . . .” I paused, knowing my next offer might seal this proposal. “If you decide to have the operation, we’ll bring you lots of presents and flowers.”


“I’d get presents and flowers?” Lindsey smiled widely. A few years earlier, she had started asking for presents and flowers for every birthday or special occasion, so I knew these were the items she desired most. Lindsey’s tone and face turned serious. “I don’t know if I want my flop-on tubes tied.”


“You don’t need to decide right now. This is an important decision. You should think about it. Dad and I love you no matter what.” I slipped an arm around one of Lindsey’s slim shoulders and patted her back. “There are good reasons to choose a tubal,” I said. “But there are consequences, too. It’s permanent. You can’t change your mind. Once you have one, you shouldn’t plan to have children.”


Lindsey sat expressionless. “I’m going to the cottage,” she said, standing. She shuffled her feet as she left the room. I watched my forever-child, the one old enough to have the desires of a young woman, walk the short path between our house and hers.


I sat in the living room for a long time, wondering, What will she decide?
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In July, one week after our visit with Gabe and his parents, Lindsey appeared in our kitchen while I was rinsing a handful of spoons and forks and loading them into the dishwasher.


“If I have that flop-on operation, will you still bring me presents and flowers?”


I sucked in air, holding my breath for a moment, before releasing it more loudly than I’d planned. Lindsey probably thought her question had annoyed me, but that wasn’t the case. I’d been thinking about the Clearblue pregnancy test she’d taken two days before. Based upon the description she’d given of her sexual encounter with Gabe, “Either he was too big or I was too small, but it didn’t work so well,” John and I didn’t think she could possibly be pregnant. And we were right. When it turned negative, Lindsey clapped her hands. But what if the stick had turned blue?


I turned off the water and regarded my daughter. Khaki shorts and a pink cotton, button-down flowered shirt. The shirt needed ironing, but, other than that, Lindsey had done a good job coordinating her outfit. Her anklets were scrunched, not folded over once, like she’d been taught. Half up, half down, the right sock partially disappeared into her Nike tennis shoe. Her body wasn’t trembling much, and her eyes were more focused than usual.


“Yes, we will bring you presents and flowers,” I said, feeling exhausted and sad and pleased all at the same time. “Have you decided?” I asked, a bit afraid to hear the answer. Either choice was heartbreaking. I tried to keep my face blank.


“Yes,” she said. “When can I do it?” Her voice sounded eager, like she’d have the operation that minute if I said, “Let’s go.” I wondered if her Barbie bag was already packed, but there was no suitcase in sight.


I wanted Lindsey to have the operation for the right reasons. Not because of presents and flowers or because she thought it would make her dad or me happy. When I asked her why, she repeated all her previous reasons.


“Babies are a lot of work,” she said with conviction.


My worry relaxed some.


“Besides, I’m already a mom,” Lindsey said. “I don’t need a baby of my own.”


What?


“I ’dopted Kayla, from Children International,” she clarified, after seeing my confused expression. “’Member?”


I had forgotten. Lindsey had just turned sixteen when she saw a commercial on television about children in faraway lands who needed sponsorships. I wasn’t keen on the idea at first, thinking she’d commit to the program for a while, then lose interest. And I wasn’t sure if the majority of money went to the children or toward hefty program-director salaries, but Lindsey wouldn’t give up.


For several weeks she begged, “Mom, I wanna sponsor a child. I wrote their toll-free number on this.” Lindsey dug a crumpled piece of paper from her jeans pocket and showed me. “I’ve carried it around so I won’t lose it.” The handwriting was poor. I sometimes struggled to read my daughter’s words, but Lindsey had no trouble deciphering the cryptic message. I asked how she planned to pay for this child.


“I’ll use part of my allowance,” she said. “It only costs twelve dollars a month.” It surprised me that my teenager would want to devote a portion of her pocket money to a youngster in the Philippines. My heart melted.


During the first week of every month, Lindsey walked to Safeway and purchased a money order, mailing it to the Children International Headquarters. In exchange for twelve dollars, she received a school photo of a smiling seven-year-old girl with straight black hair, intense, dark brown eyes, and skin the color of light brown sugar. Two times a year, Lindsey also received a letter and a more recent photo in the mail. The little girl’s handwriting was childlike but precise—nothing like Lindsey’s trembling scrawls. I peered over my daughter’s shoulder as Lindsey read Kayla’s words aloud. Her sponsor child lived with her sister and mother and dad in a small village. Math, reading, and geography were her favorite subjects.


My mouth turned into a smile. I guess Lindsey does already have a daughter.


“Mom. Are you listening to me?” Lindsey waved both arms in the air, trying to get my attention.


“Yes. Now I remember.” I closed the dishwasher door, recalling the day Lindsey asked to frame all of Kayla’s photos so she could display them in her cottage. “You’ve been very responsible. I’m proud of you.” I studied my daughter’s pure blueberry eyes, admiring her dark, thick lashes. “Are you sure? About the tubal?”


“Yes, I am.” Her voice didn’t falter.


“Then you’ll need to talk to Dr. Sanford. You can make the appointment yourself.”


“I get to go by myself?”


Lindsey had never scheduled her own doctor’s appointments before. I wondered if I should call and decided no. She was making an important decision, and she needed to be responsible for it. And since she lived alone in the cottage, now was the time for her to start doing more things on her own.


I wrote Dr. Sanford’s number on a Post-it and handed her the yellow paper, explaining he’d ask her questions and discuss the pros and cons of this decision.


“Like we did,” I said. “If he agrees, he can call and schedule a time.” I examined Lindsey’s face for any indication she felt pressured to go through with this. “I want to make sure there are no other conflicts. Dad and I want to be at the hospital.”


“Really? I can do everything myself?”


“You’re nineteen. If you’re old enough to decide to have a tubal, you’re old enough to visit Dr. Sanford on your own.” My voiced cracked. My mind said this was right. My heart wasn’t so sure. I cleared my throat and explained she needed to give him permission to talk with me. “You’re an adult,” I said, wondering exactly what that meant in Lindsey’s situation. “So he’ll want to make sure you understand this is permanent.” I reached over and gently brushed a wayward curl out of my daughter’s face. “And that this is truly your decision.”


Lindsey crossed her arms. “It’s my idea. You can’t make me do it.”


When she dialed the Silverton Family Clinic’s number, I hovered, listening.


“This is Lindsey Atwell. I want to make an appointment with Dr. Sanford. I want my flop-on tubes tied.”


“Fallopian,” I whispered. “It’s called a tubal ligation.”


Lindsey’s eyes darted in my direction, irritation all over her face. “I mean tubal li-ga-shon.” She turned her body away from me, bent over the kitchen counter, and wrote something on a piece of paper.


Four days later, I watched the back of my daughter’s brunette head, curls bobbing, as she marched, arms swinging with purpose, out our driveway and down Eureka Avenue. The doctor’s office was eight blocks away, an easy trek for Lindsey.


“I love you,” I yelled.


She turned and waved. “Love you, too, Mom.”


Waiting at home was torture. I sat in the wingback chair, staring out the living room window at nothing. This tubal meant my daughter would never feel a baby grow inside her; she’d never hold a child of her own in her arms, nor would she pass on those slender legs, her movie-star eyelashes. I hugged my chest and rocked back and forth. My gut ached. But she also wouldn’t pass on any of her disabilities to a child, either.


John arrived home from teaching and walked in the back door. I jumped up. “If she goes through with this, she’ll never be able to have kids.” I peered into his steady blue eyes.


“Linda. We’ve gone over this. A million times. You know Lindsey can’t handle having a kid. We’d have to raise it. Is that what you want?” He set his red grade book and a stack of student papers on the kitchen counter.


I shook my head. Raising a grandchild would change our lives dramatically, and Lindsey’s challenges had already changed our lives dramatically. John and I were looking forward to a little freedom in the future decades of our married life. As much as I longed to have grandchildren someday—way off in the future—I didn’t want the responsibility of raising them. I didn’t want to make such a sacrifice if we could prevent it.


“No,” I finally said. “But do you think she’s too young to make such a drastic decision?”


“No, I don’t. Lindsey’s boy crazy. I think it’s better now, before she gets pregnant and we have to deal with a bigger issue.”


“But what if she regrets it?”


“We’ll deal with that then.”


“But what if she meets someone who wants kids?”


“Linda. She still couldn’t handle it. Lindsey can take care of herself, but she doesn’t have the ability to care for another human being. Especially a baby.”


I nodded. “But what if we don’t ever get grandkids?”


“Michael might want kids. He might give us grandchildren.


You shouldn’t rule that out. But if we don’t, we don’t. It won’t be the end of the world.” John leaned down and kissed my lips.


Dr. Sanford called before Lindsey returned home.


“She says you’re comfortable with this decision,” he said. “Is that correct?”


“Well, I wish she could handle a baby, but that’s not likely,” I said. My legs felt as if they might collapse under the weight of my body. “So, well, yes. John and I have talked about this, and”—my voice quavered—“we think it’s best.”


“I know she has disabilities, but she also gave valid reasons for not wanting kids. In Oregon, the pendulum has swung toward extreme liberal thinking in this area. Some special-interest groups do not like doctors performing sterilizations on mentally challenged individuals—”


“What?” I interrupted. “Are you saying someone might try to stop Lindsey?”


“Like I said, the pendulum swings both ways. Right now, the current opinion is that every person has the right to procreate. I’m just saying, if this got out, someone might oppose the operation.”


I was speechless. Was a special-interest group willing to take on the responsibility of raising her child when Lindsey couldn’t? I was incredulous that someone who had not walked in our daughter’s shoes could meddle with her decision.


“Based upon my conversation with Lindsey, I’m comfortable performing the procedure,” Dr. Sanford said. “She asked me to work out a time with you.” Papers shuffled in the background. I grabbed a calendar. “Silverton Hospital has availability a week from Friday.”
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On the morning my daughter’s tubes were tied, John and I sat in the Silverton Hospital waiting room and waited. My emotions teeter-tottered. I felt enormous sorrow for my daughter. The joy of carrying, delivering, and raising a child of her own would never happen for her. Yet I also felt raw and selfish. My heart grieved the loss of all the potential grandbabies who would never be a part of our lives. I didn’t know their perfect little names, but I already missed their perfect baby powder–smelling bodies.


In the end, realism won out. Lindsey had made a wise decision, and when the operation was over, I was relieved. My daughter was okay, and pregnancy was one less thing we’d have to worry about.


When the grogginess from the general anesthesia wore off, Lindsey sat in a metal hospital bed, her head supported by pillows and a soft mattress angled at forty-five degrees.


“Look, Mom. The bed moves!” Lindsey held a remote control in her hand and pressed a button. Her legs lifted toward the ceiling and stopped. She pressed another button, and her legs slowly returned to their prone position. “Can I get a bed like this at home?”


“No,” John said, walking through the door. He carried a bouquet of three helium-filled, Hello Kitty balloons attached to a vase filled with pink, white, and purple flowers. “So enjoy it while you can.” He grinned and handed Lindsey an envelope.


She opened the card with her shaking hands. “I love Hello Kitty! Thanks, Dad! Thanks, Mom!”


“I’ll put these over here on the shelf,” John said, setting the bouquet next to a card from Aunt Kandi.


Grandma, Grandpa, and Michael walked into Lindsey’s room, carrying more flowers, more helium balloons, and a stuffed Hello Kitty doll. “There’s our girl,” Grandpa’s voice boomed.


“Grandpa!” Lindsey’s arms reached out to give him a hug.


“How are you feeling?” Grandma stroked one of my daughter’s blanket-covered legs, then leaned in for a kiss.


“Great! I love all my presents and flowers,” she said.


Michael slapped his sister a high five. Smack!


“That was a good one!” Lindsey’s eyes sparkled. For a moment, I thought I saw a young girl who might be able to mother a child someday. My hand went to my chest; I turned toward the shelf and pretended to rearrange one of the impeccably placed roses in the vase.


“You did the right thing, Lindsey,” Grandpa said.


“You’re very brave,” Grandma said.


I turned around and faced my daughter. “Yes. You are very brave. We’re all proud of you.”


The next morning, John packed the flowers and gifts and Lindsey’s pink Barbie suitcase into the car. I walked by my daughter’s side as the nurse wheeled her down the hall. As the hospital doors opened automatically, Lindsey turned to me and said, “It didn’t even hurt that much, Mom.”


I reached over to squeeze her hand, truly hoping this decision wouldn’t hurt my girl in any other way, either.
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The weeks after Lindsey’s tubal ligation ticked off the calendar without any new drama. We assumed she would continue seeing Gabe, but he never got around to asking her out on a “real” date. By the time she turned twenty, Lindsey quit talking about him. As far as we knew, there weren’t any arguments between them, probably because they had never been in an actual relationship. We hoped Lindsey had given up on men for a while, but even though Gabe had turned into ancient history for our daughter, we soon learned men in general were not. A month after her birthday, Lindsey came home from her Goodwill job in a whirl of excitement.


“I got a new job!” she said, slamming the back door and racing toward the kitchen. I stopped wrapping newsprint around a canister lid and reached out to brush a damp strand of hair from my girl’s sweaty face. She swatted at my hand. “I can do it after Goodwill!”


Although she was standing right in front of me, Lindsey used a voice that could be heard down the hall and into our family room.


“Inside voice, please,” I said, putting my finger to my mouth. Lindsey shook her head and scowled, but her voice quieted. “You already have a great job, Linds. Won’t two be too much?” I studied the kitchen clock and the five freshly labeled cardboard boxes sitting in front of me: kitchen misc., kitchen linens, dinnerware, downstairs bath, master bedroom. The scent of Sharpie ink lingered in the air.


Our life was changing again. Seven days prior, John and I had returned home from a Caribbean cruise to accept an offer on our house. Now that Lindsey had made huge strides in her independence by living alone in the cottage for the past year, and Michael would be leaving for college in another year, my husband and I had decided to build a house. I wrapped a pottery canister in newsprint and placed the item in the kitchen misc. box.


I eyed the perpetual mess. I hadn’t been sure how the kids would feel about being uprooted from the only home they had ever known. When John and I told them we were moving, Michael said, “As long as I have my own room, I don’t care where we live.” Lindsey clapped her hands spastically, jumping up and down, saying, “Now, I can move into a real ’partment.”


For several months, Lindsey had begged to move downtown. I couldn’t understand her eagerness to live elsewhere. The cottage was so cute, even Michael talked about living there someday. “Maybe after I graduate from college,” he had suggested. We told Lindsey she could move when the house sold, thinking that would be months away, but the quick sale accelerated our plans.


Now I worried about whether my daughter was ready for such a major change. John and I could live to be one hundred, or we might die tomorrow and Lindsey would need to fend for herself. More likely, we’d live to an average old age, but if something dire happened, I wanted to be certain she could take care of herself. With our supervision and guidance, Lindsey took her medications as scheduled, bathed daily, and came into our house every week to do her laundry. If she no longer lived twenty-two steps from our back door and had to take her dirty clothes to a Laundromat, would she continue to wear clean outfits? Would she spend her entire food budget within days of receiving it, run out of food, and go hungry until her next payday? Would she walk to the pharmacy and refill her prescriptions and take her medications on time? Because our house had sold so quickly, we were going to find out the answers to those questions sooner, rather than later.


“No, Mom, two jobs won’t be too much,” Lindsey said, bringing me back to the moment. “I really want to do this.” I studied my daughter’s bright eyes as she struggled to use her inside voice. “Emmett’s so nice. He says Goodwill’s my first pri-or-i-ty.” I tilted my head, listening, pleased my girl had used this word correctly, even if it took breaking it into syllables. Lindsey stood in the kitchen, waiting.


“Where is this place?”


“The take ’n’ bake company, Mom—Sophia’s Pizza-ree-a.


Emmett owns it. He says I can work a few hours a night.” She gasped. “After I get off at Goodwill.”


I vaguely recalled the business, a minor space in an old strip mall. The place had changed hands in recent months, but it didn’t matter. For our pizza purchases, we were loyal Home Place fans. John and I had been going there ever since our first date, back when Lindsey was a toddler. We’d never tried Sophia’s, nor did I know anything about this Emmett guy who owned it.
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