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1. Now
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- Nichole -

September 18th, 2019 - Brisbane, Australia

All I ever wanted was a family to love. A family of my own. Children. A husband. Love. It’s all I ever wanted.

I struggle to get ahold of myself on the drive to the police station. It isn’t easy. Tears keep running down my cheeks and my nose is dripping. I know I look a sight.

But all I can think of is what if Jhon dies? What if his brain is swelling and bruising as we speak? Or he’s hurt so bad that he isn’t Jhon anymore? He was so still on the gurney. His face gray, bloodless. The EMTs walked, no spare seconds for small talk, their entire focus on Jhon’s care. The ambulance roared away, sirens screaming, lights flashing.

I fear so much. I fear being alone and fear Jhon passing from this life, from our lives.

Will our unborn child ever meet his father? This man who may have paid the ultimate price, his life, to be a father to our children, and a husband to me.

Elizabeth. They wouldn’t let me talk to her. Not that it would have helped. This is just what she was hoping for, after all. A group of paramedics checked her over. One watched me, her eyes slitting, jaw set in anger. And then they had placed Elizabeth in the back of a police car, wrapped her in a blanket, and gave her a stuffed bear. They don’t know what she has done. They don’t know who she is and what she is capable of. No one does. Only Jhon and me - we are the only ones who have seen it, who know her for what she really is. Everyone else, well, they’re all dead or long gone.

I hit her so hard. Seeing her fall limp to the carpet keeps replaying in my mind’s eye.

I hadn’t had a choice, but that didn’t make it any easier, seeing her lying there, limp on the floor as I dragged Jhon out of the bedroom and down the hall. No time to worry about the trail of blood. He needed help now, not after I had secured her inside of her room with lock and key. As if I even could, with the house in flames. All I could do was stop her and get to Jhon. Save Jhon. Save the father of my baby.

Jhon was right. God, he was so right. He said it was too big a secret to keep, that something like this would come out. And of course they will think the worst. I can’t even blame them for that. It looks terrible. The locks on the door, bars on her windows, the ketamine in the fridge, and her unconscious on the floor. She looked perfect, lying there, her red curls framing her face. Ignore the blood on her nightgown and hands.

What could I have expected?

I breathe in and out. I concentrate on self-calming. As the car turns, slows at lights, and speeds up - I remember my therapist’s words. Breathe in through your nose and deep into your belly. Feel your stomach rise. Purse your lips and exhale through your mouth.

I do this for what feels like forever. We are miles and miles from the police station. This was intentional, but now, in the thick of it, it all feels like a mistake. Jhon could die. Might already be dead. All because of me. All because I couldn’t have a normal pregnancy. My deficiency. My shortcoming.

The breathing does the trick. At least for now. My tears have dried on my cheeks. Only their salty tracks betray the fact that they were ever there. I want to wash my face; it feels... crusty, and my skin is taut. There’s blood on my nightgown. Is it mine? No, Jhon’s.

The baby’s head presses hard against my cervix and he is quiet right now. Earlier, he was kicking in tandem with the rise and fall of the sirens as the ambulance carrying his father raced away.

I can’t help but wonder if our son will be a musician. He has a good sense of rhythm.

I push that from my mind. Thoughts of the future are a bad idea, a walk down a path that creates more questions than answers, more fear than solace. What will happen to me? Will they blame this all on me? I feel the voices rise inside my head. They question, they accuse, they warn. I’m no different from her, no different at all. And I’m terrified they will see it, that they won’t believe the truth.

What is the truth? We riddle truth with lies. I’m living proof of that. And perhaps, perhaps, she was right. I think about that often. It wakes me up at night, heart pounding, throat tight, remembering, while wishing I could forget. But I don’t. I can’t.

During the day, it’s easier. Life is full of distractions, of work, of its challenges. But at night, when the world is quiet, when darkness descends, the voices start. The memories flood back. And in my dreams, I’m right back there, with her, helpless.

My former therapist knows a lot about it, but she doesn’t know everything. Some of it is, well, unbelievable. Impossible. And I know better than to mention it. The complete story is far too unbelievable. No one could look at all of it, the entire picture, and walk away thinking I was sane.

I often wonder if I’m sane.

The only time it feels okay - or that all is right and well with the world - is when I’m sculpting. The clay, cool, thick, turning warm and slick beneath my hands. Everything else drops away. The world stops. I forget to eat. Eventually, my legs tap out a rhythm that breaks through my focus enough to tell me I need to pee. That’s what sculpting is, a frantic dash to rinse the clay from my hands in time as I try not to pee down my leg. All that I am, with my fingers in the clay, is the operator. The voices guide me, help me, or berate me depending on my progress. I feel as if I have purpose. And isn’t that what we all want? Some kind of purpose?

I wonder if it was the same for her. Maybe it was. Perhaps she and I are more alike than I wish.

The night is chilly, dark, and it is raining. Typical winter weather for Brisbane and not so different from living in Seattle. I have steel handcuffs on my wrists. The police officer who put them on my wrists tightened them an extra click. He did it on purpose. I could feel the anger rolling off him. It felt hot. If I were a painter, I would have painted his outline in reddish-orange, maybe even a dark purple. He thinks he understands what he sees. That I hurt her on purpose, and that I was the one who hurt Jhon. He thinks he sees the whole picture. It is a perfect little package, wrapped up neatly with a bloody bow. I can see it in his hard eyes, the flinty glances in the rearview mirror as he looks back. He thinks he knows what happened, but he doesn’t. No one does. Only Jhon, and me, and Elizabeth.

I almost hate that name. Elizabeth.

Now, Isabel, Lizzie, those names still fill my heart with such love. Even Elsa. I can live with Elsa. But Elizabeth?

My face is a map of my emotions. I know it must be, as I feel the officer staring at me in the rearview. I look up and he holds my eyes for a second before glancing away. What does he think he sees? Anger? Contempt? Hatred?

Elizabeth. She stared at me from the police vehicle twenty feet away. There in the gloom, for just a fraction of a second, a tiny smile appeared on her face. No one else saw it. Only me. She’s so damned smart like that. Too smart for me. Too smart for Jhon. We were fools to think this would work. That we could make it another winter with her. She’s grown smarter, harder, more slippery, and so very dangerous.

I don’t blame him. This angry officer, his back rigid, his hands clenched on the wheel as he takes a turn hard and I slide across the slick plastic seat. If it makes him feel better to do it, to cause me this extra bit of pain for the drive from here to the station, so be it. They don’t know what I know. I keep repeating that to myself. It helps remind me I once would have reacted the same way.

It would serve no purpose to argue, to explain. I know better now. In some ways, I wish I didn’t.

They won’t understand. But somehow, somehow, I must try to explain it all. Or, at least the parts that aren’t too crazy. Somehow, I have to convince them I’m not a danger to Jhon or Elizabeth.

That will be hardest. Convincing them I love my child. Because I do. I love her. That might seem strange, and these police would be quick to point their fingers and tell me how my love is twisted, and wrong, but they don’t understand. I can’t make them understand either. I will tell them the story of it all and hope to God that they listen to me. That they believe. Everything we have done has been to protect her, to love her, and to provide a safe environment for her. Somehow, I have to make them believe that. Hell, I need them to believe me.

The rain keeps falling, hard, not soft. The rain in Seattle is far gentler, but here, on the outskirts of Brisbane, it feels like an attack. It pours down, swift and heavy. There is a sharpness to it. A thousand needles hitting all at once.

And there have been so many attacks in recent days that I don’t react as I once did. When they pull me out of the vehicle, I’m soaked. The rain is cold and my fingers and toes are already ice-cold, stiff. The officer does not try to shield me from the rain, despite the obvious baby bump. He’s angry, so angry. If you want to piss off an officer, hurt a child. I want to tell him that if there had been any other way to stop her, I would have done it. But there was so much blood, and I panicked. After I hit her, she fell so still I was sure she was dead. Instantly I thought of Isabel, Lizzie, and Elsa. That I would never see them again. And I love them. Even as I fear Elizabeth. I can’t help but love her in some small way, too. I see the others in her. And even if she is dangerous, they are not.

The portico on the side of the police station is empty. The officer parks fifty feet away on purpose. He’s soaked too, but his anger rises. It looks like steam at the moment. Maybe the rain will cool him. I shiver, my body aching and stiffening until I feel as if I am waddling about on two frozen logs for legs. My baby shifts, kicking into my bladder, which is full, as usual, given my pregnant state.

An officer at the side entrance stands under the portico and yells at the officer holding my arm. “Searles, get her in here, for fuck’s sake. We don’t need the DHA up our ass. This is going by the book. Now get her in here. The room is waiting.”

The officer holding me growls, his teeth set on edge. His beefy hand tightens on my arm, and he pulls me towards the building. I’ll be sporting bruises tomorrow, without a doubt. I can’t help thinking that they would pair well with the older bruises on my back and shoulders. The rain pelts us, running in rivulets down my front, my legs, and puddles into my shoes as we escape it under the portico and they hustle me inside.

“I need to use the facilities,” I tell the two other men waiting inside, trying not to let my teeth chatter. One of them, a short, heavy, balding man, stares at me with open contempt. The other, younger, in his mid-thirties, nods and points toward the desk where there is a young female officer.

“She’ll take you.”

They remove the cuffs but hold onto my arm, the arresting officer bruising it further in his iron grip as he walks me towards the restroom, the young woman matching our steps. She takes over from there. First, she holds open the door for me, then enters the bathroom, stopping just inside of the door. She watches as I use the toilet. There is a trail of water that drips from the door to the toilet and a puddle is forming at my feet. At least it is warm inside of the precinct. Outside it is bitterly cold. How cold, I don’t know. I hadn’t been down under long enough to move from Fahrenheit to Celsius. I’m hopeless at the conversions.

I shiver uncontrollably. I’d done my best to control it outside in the rain, but now, in here, I feel safer. Foolish, I know. As if hiding it was my way of toughing it out or something. I just hated how the first police officer looked at me. I hated the thought of him seeing any weakness. After all, I survived her. And I survived losing my first two babies. I’d fought to keep this little baby boy alive inside of me. I wasn’t weak, I was strong.

“I’ll get you a change of clothes,” the woman says. “Get you out of those wet ones.” Her uniform has a name tag, but from my angle I can’t read anything more than the first few letters, HENN... She sticks her head out of the door and speaks to someone out in the hallway. A few seconds later, a knock on the door and a hand shoves a green prisoner’s uniform through.

A prisoner. I am a prisoner. The voices rise, a cacophony of panic ricocheting through my head.

They’re going to lock you up, Nichole.

Throw away the key.

Jhon’s dead. Or brain-damaged or worse.

All because of you, Nichole. All because you had to have your way. You just had to be a mom.

As if you could do any better.

As if you ever could be a mom.

I want to reach inside my skull and pull out the voices, one by one. I want to scream at them to be silent, to be still.

Instead, I thank the woman. Hennessey, A. - that’s what her name tag reads. Did A stand for Amber? Angela? Or Astrid, a favorite of mine since I binged all five seasons of Fringe on Netflix as I lay there in bed trying to keep my baby alive. If our baby had been a girl, I would have insisted on Astrid.

As I fumble with my sodden shirt and skirt, I imagine reaching in with razor-sharp fingernails, rifling through the gray folds of my brain, and pulling each trash-talking loop of brain-flesh out with cold precision.

The color of the prisoner uniform isn’t ugly. Dark green is one of my favorite colors, but the fabric is rough, abrasive. My skin chafes, first from the wet and the cold, and now, from the tough, canvas-like material.

Hennessey sucks in a breath as I stand there in my bra and panties and slip on the pants. My back is to her, so I’m guessing the bruises have ripened to a lovely purple-black by now. What must she think? That my husband had beaten me, that was for sure. How many times did she see it in her line of work? Beaten, cowed women - terrified, shaking, maybe even soaked to the bone like I was. But to think my husband beat me. Gentle, kind Jhon? Not likely. Not if she spent a handful of minutes in his presence. He might get crabby, even snappy if woken too early, but never, ever would he have even dreamed of violence towards me. Not a chance.

I pull the shirt over my head, wincing as it passes over bruised flesh. I pull the end of my ponytail out of the collar and walk over to the sink. If I could just squeeze out the water, the sodden mess would dry easier. Hennessey stops me. “Sorry, but the detective needs those as evidence, Ma’am.”

“Of course.” My voice is raspy, no doubt from screaming. No actual surprise there. I hand her the sodden, dripping clothes. And she slips them into a clear plastic evidence bag with blue latex-gloved hands.

Two by two, hands of blue. The line from River Tam in the show Firefly echoes in my mind. A small puddle of pink water is already forming in the bag. An image of Jhon on the floor, lying so still, his breaths shallow and ragged, and the blood from dozens of stab wounds hits me then. So much blood.

“I’ll take you into the interview room now. This way, please.” Hennessey’s voice seems kinder. The bruises have changed her mind about what this is. She thinks she understands. Thinks it’s Jhon. She isn’t right, though. None of them are. They hadn’t seen what I had seen. And even if they had, they would have explained it away.

I walk with her, no handcuffs on my wrists. There aren’t many here, not at night. Or was it morning? Yes, early morning. The few that are there, stare. Their faces are tight, eyes flinty, full of anger and distrust. I’m sure I do myself no favors by staring back at them, meeting their eyes. Now I am branded as something else, something far worse.

Mothers are expected to be soft, kind. Mothers are not dangerous, except when in protection of their young. And mothers, the good ones, don’t beat their children or try to kill their husbands. To these men, I am a monster. Will that change when Hennessey speaks to them? Maybe. But they still wouldn’t understand.

She removes my cuffs in the interrogation room and leaves me, saying that the detective will arrive soon. I can see from the hooks on the seat and the table bolted to the floor that handcuffing a prisoner is the norm. And from the raised voice in the hall from my arresting officer, I assume she is catching hell for taking them off of me.

I stare at my wrists. The tight handcuffs have chafed them and they are red and swollen from the ride in the back of the cruiser.

There is no clock in the room. No way for me to tell time. I should be tired. The past few months have been nothing but constant exhaustion, no matter how much I slept, but not now. Not in this moment when everything is dependent on whoever they send through the door. I need for them to understand, for them to believe me, for them to see how hard I tried. How hard Jhon tried.

In my head, the seconds turn to minutes and then hours. Days, even. The voices tell me how worthless I am. That I have been a fool. That I will spend the rest of my life in a place like this. Metal walls, rivets, and cameras watching my every move. This is what I have to look forward to. My child will be born in a place like this, and they will rip him from my hands. He will grow up wondering what he had done to deserve such a terrible mother.

I try breathing. Tears fall, and I rock, hands on my belly, trailing gentle fingers along until I identify his tiny butt pressing outward, his head positioned at my cervix.

We had been so close. So close to spring and Isabel’s return. To meeting our son.

Had it all been for nothing?

No one will believe me.

My eyes are closed when the door opens. I fear opening them, expecting nothing but hostility and hate. I wasn’t expecting to see a familiar face. Not at all.

Vincent Gallagher stands there staring at me, a note in his hand, his back to the camera and two-way glass. I focus on the scribbled note in his hand. Then back up at his face. His eyes warn me even as the tone in his voice sounds indifferent.

“Good evening, Mrs. Staunton, I’m Detective Gallagher.”

I nod.

More tears come. They blur his handsome face, a face I have kissed more than once. My best friend and my first steady boyfriend. My first lover. What the hell was he doing here in Australia? I haven’t seen him in, what, ten years? Not since the day I told him it was over. The day before I left for Seattle, never to return. I’d left him behind in Kansas City. My life in the Midwest over, buried. So much pain, loss.

The years have passed and Vincent is even more handsome than I remember. Mature now. No longer the boyish, youthful face I remember. My mind flashes on lazy Sunday afternoons in the backyard of Andy and Hannah’s house, Vincent and me and half a dozen others swimming in the pool and soaking up the sun. Stolen moments at theater rehearsals and soft kisses. Our last day together and the hurt on his face when I said I was leaving. I had wondered about him over the years. Imagined him dating, starting a family, going to the police academy. So many memories. He’d been a friend first, the only one in a new school and new neighborhood. We’d grown up together. Next-door neighbors. Friends through elementary and middle school. Lovers by our junior year at Northeast High School. And here he is. Here we both are. Thousands of miles from our childhood homes in Kansas City. In a different country, half a world away from our childhood home.

He sits down. His body is graceful, lean, his dark hair cut short now, so different from the ponytail he had sported through senior year.

“Mrs. Staunton, I understand that there was a fire at your residence and that your husband and your daughter,” he starts as he looks down at the opposite side of the note, “Elizabeth, both injured. I’d like to talk to you about tonight and the events that led up to the fire and the injuries that your husband and daughter have suffered.”

I swallow hard. Of all the people in the world to be interrogating me, Vincent Gallagher is the one man, aside from my husband, who knows me, truly knows me. If I had any chance to avoid spending the next decade of my life in prison, it depended on convincing him I wasn’t crazy, that I hadn’t tried to murder my child and my husband and set our house on fire. The note in his hand, now crumpled and shoved into his pants pocket, changes everything. He is taking a chance. A dreadful, yet miraculous chance on me. In mere seconds, my fear has turned to hope. I will tell him the truth. All of it. Vincent, my childhood sweetheart, is my only chance at saving my family. But even he doesn’t know everything about my past. To understand it all, I need to tell him everything.

I steady my breathing, dry my tears, and speak. “I met Jhon in Seattle while volunteering at a soup kitchen. We married the year after graduation.”

Vincent opens his mouth, but I hold up a finger. The nail on it is short, ragged. I have chewed it down to the quick.

“Please. I’ll tell you everything. Maybe you’ll believe me, maybe you won’t, but you have to let me tell it to you from the beginning. Please.”

I don’t know if it is the look on my face or our shared past, but he closes his mouth and gives a nod.

“It all began on December 21st, 2013, the day I gave birth to my daughter.”

Incident/Case #: 18-02521

Classification: Assault/Arson

Date: 2018-20-09

Location: Rush Creek, Raaen Road

Victim (s): Staunton, Jhon and Elizabeth

Suspect: Staunton, Nichole

Evidence ID#: 18-02521-005 (page out of handwritten journal)

––––––––
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A LITTLE GIRL. J SEEMS excited. Although not as excited as he was when he talked about us having a boy in the house. I suppose I should be too. Instead, I just feel as if I’m on the edge, not scared, but as if something terrible is coming.

I know, I know, the voices aren’t helping. One minute they are warning me that this baby, this child, could be my undoing. Other times, they are silent. Ominously so. Such a simple question I have asked from the universe: Am I meant to be a mother? The voices always have something to say, a string to pull, a button to push, and yet, at this moment?

They say nothing.

- N -
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2. Before
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- Nichole -

December 21st, 2013 - Seattle, Washington

Jhon’s feet disappeared into the crawlspace of our rented home. He was crabby, and I already wished I had said nothing about the noise I heard. The fluffs of insulation rained down from the opening in the ceiling. The tufts of spun glass looked like cotton candy. I groaned. My vacuum was on the fritz and with it being right before Christmas, I dreaded going out at all. I’d have to get it up with a broom and dustpan and hope I missed nothing and not find it later with my big, swollen feet.

Some creature, most likely a raccoon, seemed to be up there. It walked around in the crawlspace above my head, no matter where I went in the house. And of course, it only happened in the early morning, when I was the only one awake to hear it. Jhon was not a morning person, not at all. Especially not now, when he was working sixty, sometimes eighty-hour weeks for an understaffed non-profit. He slept soundly, too, especially back then. Like a rock. When we had lived in California for a year, he slept through an earthquake that shook the dishes off the rack and broke three plates on the Moroccan tile floor. He didn’t so much as crack an eyelid. So it wasn’t any surprise that the creature climbing up the inside of the wall before dawn didn’t wake him. For me, however, it was a different story. I woke up wondering if it was tearing a hole in the walls. The strangest part was hearing the creak of the floors as it followed me from room to room in the attic above my head.

Raccoons are curious creatures. My adoptive parents fed a troop of raccoons every evening on their back porch. But with our baby coming anytime, the last thing we needed was some wild creature loose inside the home we were renting from Jhon’s boss. And I knew for certain that the boss’s wife would not want a raccoon in her attic. I shook Jhon awake with difficulty and as soon as he stopped grumbling, he heard it as well. A few minutes later, he’d pulled the ladder out of the back shed and shoved the lid aside, disappearing into the crawlspace. All I could think about was the tiny glass slivers Jhon would get.

It did not prepare me for the sudden explosion of sound and fury as Jhon came face to face with the raccoon.

What had I been thinking? A swath of loose fiberglass rained down as Jhon’s feet reappeared, the rest of him following. The deep growls and snarls the raccoon was giving off got my heart hammering. He slid out of the attic crawlspace, fiberglass sticking to his pajamas, catching in his hair, and he almost missed the top step of the ladder in his panic.

“Christ!” he sputtered, wild-eyed, fiberglass falling all around us as the raccoon rampaged through the crawlspace above. “I thought you said the raccoons at your parents’ house were nice! That one looked like he was going to rip my throat out!”

I picked at the pieces of insulation. Jhon looked like someone caught in a demented carnival experience that had included a pink cotton candy explosion. Above us, the raccoon rustled up to the edge and peered down at us. When our gazes connected, it growled again and backed into the shadows.

I couldn’t help laughing. It started with shaking, my shoulders and mouth twitching as I picked the pieces of insulation off of Jhon, the ones in his hair, and down his back. He glared at me as I stifled my giggles, snorting. Every so often the raccoon would move back to the opening, as if hoping we had left, and peer at him with its beady black eyes before retreating with a growl.

“Christ,” Jhon growled, and above them the raccoon growled in return. I dissolved into laughter then, laughing so hard my belly hurt. Jhon joined in, even as he picked at the insulation that was clinging to his pajamas.

I ran my hand over my now enormous belly, surprised the baby hadn’t moved. She was often more active in the mornings. At over eight months, I was counting the days until our due date. I was also counting the days until Christmas, just four days away.

“I think we need to find a wildlife specialist or something,” Jhon said, peering at the opening in the ceiling. “Maybe I should call Jacob?”

Jacob was both a mentor and boss for Jhon, and also our landlord. When he and his wife flew out of the country to head up the new Peruvian office of ULSC (Using Loans for Social Change), we had been struggling with finding a place to stay. Our lease had been up in our one-bedroom apartment, and prices in the housing market had begun to rise, making our search for a place big enough to house us and our soon-to-be-born newborn, difficult. Jacob had known he would be away for at least six months, and then another month, maybe two, in Australia, working with the Aborigine population. He had offered us his house at half the rate we had been paying for our one-bedroom apartment and we had jumped at it.

“No, we can handle it. He’s given us free rein of this place at a steal, Jhon. I’ll look up who to call.” I peered up at the hole in the ceiling. A growl came, as if on cue. “Yeah, I’ll go do that now.”

As I turned away, a sharp pain knifed its way through me. I’d had a few Braxton-Hicks contractions, but this was nothing like that. This was something far different, more painful. I sucked in a breath just as another one tore through me.

“Oh.” I reached for the banister, digging my fingers into the wood.

“Is it the baby?” Jhon was at my side, his arm curving around me, steadying me as I wobbled in place.

Another stabbing pain, then another, and another. Was this labor? Was I in labor? All the books I had read had described labor as being like painful menstrual cramps. I was wondering if perhaps they had understated things, when I felt dampness on my legs.

“Oh, wow, I think my water just broke,” I wheezed in between the agonizing stabbing pains.

Jhon, who didn’t have a giant watermelon in his belly and could see my feet, turned a shade of gray as he looked down at the floor.

“I’m calling 9-1-1.”

“It’s just my waters breaking,” I gasped.

“No, no it isn’t.” He picked me up then and from his arms I could see a small puddle of bright-red blood spreading across the fine oak wood stairs. That was when I screamed.

The pain was overwhelming. I felt the tears coursing down my cheeks long before I realized I was crying. There was something terribly wrong.

Fifteen minutes later, my screams and the siren of the ambulance rose and fell together and felt just as urgent. In all of my life, I had never felt such agony. The paramedic’s face was professional, but I could see the urgency in his eyes. His lips were moving, but all I could hear were the voices banging about in my head.

Your baby is going to die and so are you.

This is the way it should be. You don’t deserve to live.

Jhon wasn’t inside of the ambulance, but I knew he was following behind. He had looked furious when they said he couldn’t ride with me, and I knew it had to be fear. Jhon never got angry. He grabbed my hand and told me he would meet us there. I shivered, the terror running through me. Tears blurred my view of his face as they loaded me into the ambulance and closed the doors.

I tried to breathe through the agony. I tried to ignore the voices. As I did, their cacophony rushed in.

Something’s wrong and it’s all your fault. You are going to die. You can’t even grow a baby. What kind of a woman are you? You can’t be a mother. You can’t even carry a baby to term properly.

They went on and on. Endless.

The first paramedic raised my feet, stuffing a cushion under them, and I could see the splashes of bright-red blood on my legs. The paramedic near my head was keeping up a steady stream of information as he radioed ahead to the hospital.

“Incoming OB patient, age 24 years, with placental abruption. BP is eight-seven over 42 and pulse is at 149. We’re starting an 18 gauge and will need two units of Type O at the ready. Administering O2. We’re going to need the OB on call to meet at ER. ETA five minutes.”

I could feel the jerks and twists of the ambulance as it sped around corners, slowing only when necessary for traffic outside. I fought the dizzying pain and a growing wave of exhaustion crept over me, darkness turning my vision into a long, dark tunnel with only a dim, dwindling view of the paramedics and inside of the ambulance. Something was happening to my hearing as well. Where there had been the loud siren, the voices of the paramedics, now it felt as if they wrapped everything in thick padding.

“Nichole... Mrs. Staunton...” The paramedic near my head was speaking, but it was so far away, and I was so tired, so exhausted, so...

Blackness descended, the sounds and light and motion fading. I remember lights moving past overhead, a face above mine, voices. And then nothing.

The steady beep of machinery was my first conscious memory. The sounds of feet and voices moving outside were the second. And the warmth of Jhon’s hand holding mine, the feel of his hair against my fingers.

I opened my eyes to a darkened room. It took me a moment to process it, to realize where I was, to estimate the time of day.

I am in a hospital. It is nighttime. And Jhon is here with me.

I could see a spot of drool escape from his mouth. His hand was curled around mine and his head leaned against my hip. The rest of his body was in a chair by the side of my hospital bed. He couldn’t be sleeping in that position, and yet his steady breathing showed he was.

It was at this moment that the memories came flooding back and I reached with my left hand for my belly, no longer taut and full of a child. The skin was deflated, empty. I winced as my fingers found the incision. They had taken her via Cesarean section. I gasped then, my eyes searching the room for the bassinet and seeing nothing. Was our baby in the NICU?

“Jhon. Jhon, wake up.”

He stirred and raised his head, wincing in pain. One hand went up to his neck. His eyes opened, and I could see dark shadows under them.

“Nichole, oh thank God.” His face crumpled. “I was so scared you wouldn’t make it, that you wouldn’t wake up. I’ve been here, ever since, ever...”

He stood then, wincing again, and pulled me against him. “Oh, Nichole.” The sadness in his voice sent a thick rope of fear running through me. Where was our daughter? Why wasn’t she here in the room with us?

“Jhon, where’s our baby? Is she in the NICU?”

Jhon froze and pulled back. Up close, he looked wretched, and I couldn’t help thinking that I had never seen him look so bad, not even when the news of his mother’s death from a stroke had come in.

Tears welled in his eyes. And he shook his head, dropping his gaze. His shoulders slumped. My gut twisted. I felt the panic rise in me.

“She was stillborn, Nichole. They say she must have died within the previous 24 hours. The um, the umbilical cord got knotted up, stopped delivering nutrients, and...” His voice petered out and he looked up at me with such a look of agony and despair that I felt as if my heart was being torn asunder.

You killed your baby.

“No,” I whispered.

You killed her. What kind of mother kills her baby? What kind of monster kills her baby while it is still inside of her?

“She’s in the NICU. She has to be.”

Jhon shook his head, tears sliding down his cheeks. “They tried. But she was gone. Long gone. They tried anyway, even while the team worked on you.”

His voice faded. I could still see his lips moving, but the voices, God, the voices seemed to get louder and louder, a rushing thunder of them, repeating the words over and over.

You killed your child.

You killed your baby.

You killed her.

You killed her.

I put my hands over my ears, closed my eyes, and tried to blot them out, tried to not hear them anymore. But it didn’t matter. They wouldn’t stop. I began screaming. It sounded like a wounded animal. It brought the nurses, the doctor on call, and the room filled with people.

I kept screaming, if for no other reason than to blot out the voices. They wouldn’t stop, not for a single second. One decisive yank and I had the IV out. Another and I’d ripped the heart rate sensors off of my skin and tried to move my legs off of the bed. I needed to find my baby. If I could just find her and hold her and kiss her. If I could just see her, just once, somehow I would make it better. I’d breathe life into her. She wasn’t dead, she couldn’t be dead.

Jhon had tried to take my hands, to calm me, but I flailed and I fought. This was not the time for quiet, for acceptance, or inaction. The nurses pushed past him, their mouths moved, but I couldn’t tell you what they were saying. It felt like a movie with the sound turned off. Worse, they had substituted the sound with an endless unwavering howl of an animal in distress. Something primal, guttural, wordless.

I felt hands on me, pushing me down into the bed, holding me still, and the flash of a needle before it sank into the meat of my arm. As an icy rush of heaviness surged through me, my scream ended. The voices too. And then I was back to myself. I realized my throat was raw from screaming. That there was a track of blood coursing down my arm where the IV had been. My hospital gown rent to one side, testament to my struggles, an errant milk-swollen nipple showing. They held me there, immobile, until my body relaxed under them, unable to fight the powerful sedatives they had injected into me.

Time slowed. My mouth worked, but my tongue was heavy, my words drawn out.

“I waaannt my baab...”

My eyes slid shut and with them, my consciousness slipped away.

I woke the next morning to find I was in restraints. Jhon was nowhere in sight. My arm was clean, no blood in sight, although where the IV had been, there was now a dollar coin-sized bruise.

This time, I didn’t scream and fight them. I lay there and waited for them to take off the restraints, to bring me water and leave a tray of food that I had no intention of eating. When Jhon arrived, his clothes were clean and his hair was still damp from a shower. Other than that, he looked just as bad as he had the night before. I still felt lethargic, but I suspected they were continuing to drug me. It wasn’t the massive dose they had given me the night before, one that had knocked me out, but it was enough to keep me calm.

I found out that I had been unconscious for two days after the delivery. I had hemorrhaged, and it had taken almost four pints of blood to save my life. At one point, they had to resuscitate me when I flatlined. Jhon would later tell me he held our daughter for a few moments. By the time I woke up, the autopsy was complete and our little girl had been cremated.

“She was beautiful, Nichole,” Jhon said, his voice breaking, “so tiny and perfect.”

Later, far later, when my body had healed enough for me to go home, even if my heart had not, the doctor told us we would be better off “considering other options.” I tried to wrap my head around the words, tried to find a positive in them, but the voices had other ideas.

You can’t even make it nine months without killing your child.

Jhon wants a family. Guess how long he’s going to stick around if you can’t give it to him?

Mother was right. Everything you touch dies. You can see that now, can’t you?

They woke me up at night, haunting my dreams until I jumped out of bed, sheets flying, a scream on my lips.

I had carried my daughter for eight months, only to lose her. But I wasn’t a mother. I wasn’t... anything.
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I dreamed of death last night and pulled the Death card this morning. Everyone, everyone was dead. Everyone except for me.

Alone again. Just like before.

I sat at the dining room table. It was Thanksgiving, but no one had cooked anything. The turkey sat on a large serving plate, feathers still on it, uncooked, dead eyes staring at me. J sat in his customary seat, and I in mine. I remember thinking it was inappropriate for him to be dead and still here in the house.

I wasn’t pregnant either, not really. Although my belly was round and full. I put a hand on it and knew, absolutely knew, that there was no life inside.

I was hungry for Thanksgiving dinner. Instead of eating, I just sat there and waited for the scene to change. But it never did.

- N -
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3. Living With It
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- Nichole -

October 29th, 2014 - Seattle, Washington

“Come on.” Jhon’s voice was calm, but I could hear the frustration buried beneath. It had been building for months. A slow burn. It was a painful departure from the first days of our grief, when nothing helped except to hold each other and cry. But we had split in our paths. Jhon had held our baby for a moment, whereas I had carried her in my body, feeling every kick, every flutter. She had been alive inside of me. And there she had died, in the one place she should have been safe.

Jhon wanted to move on, but I didn’t. I just wanted to close my eyes and wait for death to take me. At the most basic level, I had failed, and our child had died inside of me.

“Nichole, you promised you would do this.” He paced back and forth in the living room. He didn’t have far to walk, just a few steps in each direction. The space was tiny, far too tiny for me to have a place to sculpt. But that didn’t really matter. I hadn’t touched clay in nearly a year now. The muse was gone, vanished into the earth along with our baby girl.

I felt hung over, drained of energy. Why couldn’t Jhon see that?

“Can we just go next week?”

He scrubbed his hand over his face. “No, no, we can’t. You promised you would go, Nichole. You promised me.”

He sounded like a little boy asking for a trip to the park or a candy store. And I resented the hell out of him for it. Why couldn’t he understand I didn’t want to go out? That I felt like I couldn’t go out?

I didn’t want to sit with a bunch of miserable, grieving people and tell them my story. I didn’t want to share my grief. It was mine, and mine alone. Mine to keep close, and wallow in if I felt like it. I had spent almost nine months growing a child inside of me, only to lose her.

As if he were reading my thoughts, Jhon said quietly, “It wasn’t just you who lost a child, you know.”

The wound was still raw. It didn’t matter that nearly ten months had passed. Every day, week, and month was time I was supposed to have spent holding our baby. Our baby.

Our baby.

Every day after returning from the hospital empty-handed, I had looked in the other book, the one I never got to use or chart progress in. I kept it in the drawer of my nightstand. When my fingers moved over the words, “Within the next week, your baby should turn over for the first time,” I had cried. The same had happened when I read about the milestones for smiling, sitting, and crawling.

The book had disappeared shortly after that. I looked for it everywhere. But it was gone. And I knew Jhon had taken it, tossed it out with the garbage. I hated him for it, even though I knew what I was doing to myself was nothing better than torture. Reading about the little girl she would have been, could have been, if my body hadn’t failed in its duties - it was a cruelty. But that didn’t mean that I didn’t want it back. It was something to hold on to. Especially now. When everything else, including my marriage, felt unmoored.

Jhon waited, and the moments stretched out. Empty. Lonely. Begging to be filled with something, anything.

“My hair looks like shit.” I sniffed my underarm and winced at the sour smell. When was the last time I had used deodorant? Or taken a shower? “Tell me I have enough time for a quick shower.”

I ignored the look of relief in his eyes, in his voice. “Yes, but only if you get in there now.”

An hour later, sitting in the flimsy plastic and metal chairs among a handful of people in a large semi-circle, I struggled to ignore the voices. My hair was still damp in places, and there was a snarled knot of hair near my scalp. I’d struggled with it the entire drive over before finally giving up in the parking lot.

I fought to sit still, to not run from this place and escape to our car. Jhon must have sensed it. He glued himself to my side, his hand in mine. I hated hearing the stories, the sadness. There was a mousy woman with more white than brown in her hair who talked about losing her only child to leukemia. Another couple were trying to figure out if their marriage was worth saving after a string of miscarriages and stillbirths. There were more, far too many more. Their voices blended together, their stories were the same, and I hated every one of them.

I itched to leave. I wished they would shut up. Each miserable story reminded me that the world was full of loss and heartbreak. And yet, it felt as if I were having to share it with others when all I wanted was to be left alone. Why couldn’t I hold it close? I had earned my misery; I had carried our child inside of me and not even known she was gone. For two whole days! The doors breathed in another couple, both of them spattered with the rain that had begun seconds after we entered the building.

The nervous young man who I thought had been leading the meeting perked up. “Kate! You made it!”

Kate and the man by her side looked as if they had stepped out of a Calvin Klein ad. Kate had brown hair that fell halfway down her back. Her face, her eyes, gave off a sense of innocence and wholesomeness. My mouth dropped open. This was the facilitator? She looked like she was barely out of her teens!

“Sorry, Leon, the rain came in from the west and there was a fender bender on the highway.” Her eyes landed on me, and she smiled warmly. “I see we have some new faces. Welcome!”

I’m sure she would have said my name if I hadn’t slipped my coat off. I had plastered the adhesive name tag onto one lapel and then took it off, folding it and draping it over the back of my seat.

I nodded, not bothering to smile, and mumbled my name. Jhon, however, wasn’t letting me off that easy.

“I’m Jhon Staunton, and this is my wife, Nichole. We lost our unborn child last December, right before Christmas. It was a stillbirth.”

The way he said it felt so casual, so dismissive, and anger flared through me.

“She.”

Jhon half turned towards me. “Hm?”

“Our child wasn’t an it - she was a girl.”

Jhon’s pale cheeks bloomed with two crimson spots. He pulled his hand away, hurt and embarrassed. It was a shitty thing for me to do. I realized that much immediately. I know he hadn’t meant it like that and I’d deliberately misinterpreted it, and probably embarrassed him too.

Kate had looked from him to me and back again before saying, “Welcome, Jhon, Nichole. I’m glad you are here.”

The rest of the meeting felt like some kind of fucked-up AA meeting. Or at least one you would see in the movies. Some people shared, others didn’t, and Kate, who had to be older than she appeared, handled it all with aplomb. Her words smacked of the mental health field and I wondered about her background. She barely looked old enough to be driving, and yet she was running this meeting and saying words and phrases that professionals used.

I couldn’t help but head straight for her during the break. I still had a chip on my shoulder, and Jhon moved to the opposite side of the room, which told me all I needed to know about how he felt. My husband was good at controlling his feelings, far better than me. When he needed space, he took it, and he wouldn’t say anything until he had time to analyze it.

I was so focused on finding out more about Kate that I nearly ran right into her as she walked out of the bathroom.

“So what’s your story, anyway?” I blurted, smooth as ever. “You don’t look old enough to be out past curfew, but you sound like a therapist.”

Kate smiled then and gave a small, rueful laugh. Several others standing within earshot turned and stared. “Believe me, I get that a lot.” I waited, eyes narrowed, and she said, “I’m twenty-three, and I actually entered college when I was sixteen. It was part of my school’s advanced classwork for the gifted and I basically had no friends at that point, so I blew through college and earned my Ph. D. by the time I was twenty.” She smiled warmly at the man she had come in with when he walked up and handed her a bottle of water. “I met Rob that last year of school and, well, the hospital had a position open that included running this class and I specialized in Family Counseling with a focus on loss and the grieving process and here I am.”

Twenty-three. A year younger than me. What did she know of loss? What did she know about anything other than what she had learned in books and college?

“So you help people get over their loss?” I might have bared my teeth as I asked it. I didn’t want to get over losing my baby. All I had was an urn buried in the ground with her ashes. A damned plaque with her tiny footprints. I wanted my baby in my arms. Nothing else, and certainly no empty platitudes, helped right now.

Her eyes were direct, her voice compassionate. “No, Nichole, I don’t believe we get over loss. I help people live with loss. It isn’t up to me to tell you to get over it, or to move past it. We each grieve differently. I’m just here to help anyone who needs tips on living with the loss they have experienced.”

Her voice was soft and her eyes were so kind that I felt like punching her. I struggled with this for a moment and then, finally, having no words to say, I nodded and walked away.

Each week it was the same struggle, the same discussion with Jhon.

“Nichole, please, group is in an hour.”

To which I invariably answered, “I don’t want to go.”

Sometimes I would win, and sometimes Jhon would. I hated stepping outside, though. I hated talking about our pain, our loss. It was something that felt personal. Pain shared didn’t feel like a burden lifted. It just felt like a miasma of grief had settled into my bones. I wasn’t me anymore. I was someone else, something else. A woman who had lost her child before she could even become a mother. I was bereft and alone. Jhon’s presence didn’t help; it only reminded me that my body had failed us, failed him. And that I was less. Less than he deserved, less than our innocent child had deserved. I couldn’t get past it. Hell, I didn’t want to get past it.

Get past it.

The words infuriated me. I hated the very idea of them. As if our child, our tiny baby, was something to get past. She had been beautiful in the photo, despite the waxy gray skin and the stillness that screamed death, not sleep. They had let Jhon hold her, just for a few moments, after her birth. I had pored over
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