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I

PART ONE







  
  
  CHAPTER I

  
  




I, Winnie Amato, have had sex today with my husband, Thomas Amato. We are both signing with our blood this oral document to have a child together. We are committed to bringing life into this world. But our journey to this point all began with Thomas asking me to marry him, and then time jumped so quickly to our appearance at a courthouse in our little town with me wearing a white dress and him wearing his best tux and both of us shaking from the excitement and overstimulation of the moment.

With our “I dos” said and done, our parents demanded in on the action. “Winnie, when will I get to hold my grandbaby?” “Thomas, get to it, boy!” “Winnie, have you been taking any prenatal vitamins?” The nonstop pressure from the family drew me closer to Thomas as I often hid my head in his arms or his neck wherever I could get away from the outside influences telling me that “geriatric pregnancy is upon you” and “good luck having a normal baby once you reach your forties.”

I was nowhere near my forties, being in my early thirties still meant I had time. At least, I thought I had time. Until one day, Thomas came home from work and clasped my hands between his own.

“Thomas, dear, you’ve already done this, remember?” I smiled, stroking his silver fox hair.

“I want to have a baby.”

“With me?” I stammered.

He paused, trying to keep his face straight. “No, with your sister. Of course, with you! Will you try with me?”

My eyes grew large, like lychees ready to pop out of their shells. “Already? I thought the plan was to build up our finances a bit more over the next few years…”

“Well, my buddy told me at work that there never really is a perfect time to have a child. So, let’s do it!” And with that quite literal statement, Thomas whisked me off my feet to the bedroom.

After having a romp, I said: “You know I can’t conceive until I get off my birth control pill, right?”

“Right, right, I knew that,” he said as his face turned red. “Let’s go make something to eat. I’m starving after all that playing with you.” He offered me his firm hands and hoisted me up off the bed.

* * *

The day after Thomas’s “second proposal,” I ended up sitting vulnerably on my ob-gyn’s medical table, attempting to wrap myself tighter in the kimono-like patient gown that was much too large for me. My breasts were completely lost in the sea of scratchy blue, and it depressed me terribly.

Sitting under the fluorescent lights and curious about why I had a lump in my throat already, the doctor finally knocked.

“Come in,” I said.

“Hi, I’m Dr. Penelope Sapienti. Nice to meet you, Winnie. I’ll be your primary doctor throughout your pregnancy. Congrats! Are you ready?”

“Are you ready?” stuck deeply, and I forgot to breathe. There was no way I was ready. How could I? All I could say was: “As ready as I can, I suppose. My husband said there was no perfect moment, and he seems ready. I thought we would build up our finances more, but he’s in charge of most of that, anyway.”

Dr. Sapienti just smiled and nodded. She had probably had every single patient who walked into her office feel the same way before, so nothing much surprised her. At least I was not crying. I hate crying in front of other people. I never wanted to look like the stereotypical woman who was hysterical about every change in her life.

“Well,” said Dr. Sapienti, “your husband’s not wrong. There is never a perfect time, and your reaction is not uncommon. But, at least, you both want to have a child, right?”

“Yes,” I said, “absolutely.”

I had signed my name in blood on the dotted line.

I spent the next two hours in that horrendously lit room, with the breezy gown serving as my only shield from more invasive probings. Dr. Sapienti got to know me really well that day. She knew what the inside of my vagina was like, what my breasts felt like, how my medications were going, and where my head was with all this. She advised me of the risks of certain pills and supplements, took a look at my family history, immunization history, contraception methods, any sexually transmitted infections, and current lifestyle habits. I had to stop taking my birth control for two weeks before actively trying to conceive. The doctor recommended wearing condoms until after those two weeks had passed.

I snorted. “My husband would rather not touch me for two weeks than wear a condom.”

Dr. Sapienti just shook her head, hiding her crooked smile.

I had to start taking vitamin D and omega-3 fatty acids on top of the prenatal vitamins. I suddenly became a living science experiment. By the end of that prenatal checkup, I understood what it meant to be a vessel, and perhaps I was closer to what being a woman really meant.

Upon coming home, I told Thomas all about his sperm and how it can live inside of me for up to five days. I taught him about basal body temperature. I mentioned his reluctance to wear a condom while I was waiting for the birth control to stop regulating my cycle. I made him nauseous just thinking about “fertile periods” and paying close attention to my “cervical mucus changes.”

“Hey, you wanted this,” I said.

“Yeah, I want a baby, not to know about how to make one,” he said, his handsome face all squished and sickly.

“Too bad,” I said. “You signed up for the whole deal. It is signed in your blood.”

“What did I sign with my own blood?” asked Thomas.

“You signed the oral contract to conceive this morning. I imagine we signed with our own blood to make it really stick.”

“I love how macabre you are, Winnie. I really do.” Thomas patted me on the leg as he got up from the couch with a grunt and walked off to find a good place to panic about his decision.

In fact, there was a lot of panicking going on between the two of us. We had not even truly tried for a baby yet and already our heads were dancing, not with sugar plum fairies at night, but with the cries and fears and expectations put on us by others. I dreamed about labor and how sweaty and exhausted I would be caught up in the painful contractions. Yet, we clung to each other for comfort.

At night, when I was awake tossing and turning, I would frequently wrap my arms tight around his body and hide my head in his back. We were two spoons in a drawer, linked together, each trying to lower the other’s flighty heart. By the morning, I would stir my tea with a spoon filled with the love and warmth garnered from last night.

Life went on as usual for the next month. The two weeks after stopping birth control have passed, and the sex was as frequent as when we first met each other. My period came back with a vengeance after not being on the pill anymore and I spent the first two days trying to avoid passing out from the pain. I remembered those days back in high school when I slumped over my desk in health class from the pain and awoke seconds later to find that the teacher had not even noticed my absence. My classmates thought I was just picking up my pencil from the floor. Or the time when I was waiting for the pain relievers to kick in when I was young and found my only comfort on the bathroom floor. I stretched my entire naked body out on the cold tiles, especially my head, and waited there in my own sweat, pleading with the pain to stop. My mother used to say, “Oh, honey, you’re becoming a little woman,” but she neglected to tell me how much getting a period would stink.

Thankfully, I learned to take my pain pills early and take the week easy. My husband never understood the transformation I went through every month. Women were a strange species to him, all wired by this miraculous ability to give birth. The period served as a constant reminder of what we were made to do—make babies. Initially, babies were the furthest thing from my mind as a tomboy child. Later on, I wanted a career and a life of luxury and not walking down fluorescent aisles in drugstores looking for baby diapers or stuck in hospitals waiting to deliver again. I shivered at the thought, even as a young adult. I even saw other people’s children as competition until I was much too old to admit it. Other children were my competitors for cuteness and ability and talent. That is, until I met a man who spoke about wanting children with such kindheartedness, and I had been completely isolated from children myself for years at a time. With that kind of space and longing needing to be filled, I began dreaming of such crazy things as children. Did I want one? Two? What would I name a child? By my family members? By my fictional heroes? There were too many questions floating around in my head that came out in bits and pieces as I grew closer to Thomas.

When Thomas clasped my hands, I knew I was committing myself in blood to marrying him and having his children. I had always longed for the stability I had never had as a child. My desires were deep for a forever home in a town where everyone knew us and I was not a lost face among a crowd. My community would watch me grow and my family branch out from the home that kept them all together.

So on this particular morning, I noticed my breasts were tender. Being paranoid that there were malignant lumps in there, I started obsessively poking around in front of the kitchen sink, oblivious as to who was around and lurking.

“Dear, should I make my breakfast later?” Thomas said as he watched me squeezing my own breasts in a panic.

“Oh, no. Sorry. My breasts are sore, that’s all. I was just checking for lumps.”

Thomas lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t it more likely that you are just PMSing?”

I hated when he reminded me of the more logical options. “Yes, it could be. My period is supposed to come in the next week.” Fool that I was, I did not even think that by the time next week would roll around I would not get my period and the breast soreness was actually the very first sign of my pregnancy.

I continued in a state of panic as I experienced all the symptoms: tender breasts, fatigue, spotting, nausea with vomiting, urinating every five minutes, cravings and aversions to foods, headaches, dizziness, mood swings, and increased body temperature. After acknowledging and accepting that my period was not coming, I sighed a sigh of relief that there would be no cramps in my near future, but then I went out to buy a pregnancy test…actually six of them. I needed to make sure that I could allow myself the time to get excited over having done the deed. And since I had to urinate so frequently, I had no problem taking the test over and over again in a short period.

A very faint plus sign appeared next to the control line. There it was six times over. Proof that my HCG levels were up and there was a new set of orders going on inside me. My body felt like hormones hijacked it, and this was the reason. There were feelings and sensations I had never felt before. It was like finding alien life inside my body or discovering a new world I had never known about before. I shook with the thrill of it all.

I laid all six sticks out on the bathroom counter and rushed out to get Thomas and show him what I had done.

“Thomas, Thomas! I deserve a sticker on the fridge for this. Come look!” I clung to his arm and dragged him to the bathroom with such renewed force and energy that he already had an inkling of what he might find hiding in the bathroom.

“Oh, honey, six pregnancy sticks, really?”

I gave him a slap on the arm and pointed manically at the sticks and their foreshadowing pluses.

Thomas’s eyes grew as he saw the plus signs on each stick. “Well, I think that means we did it,” he chuckled, nervously scratching his head. “I have to go now. I’ll see you for dinner?”

I nodded and gave Thomas a hard squeeze. I knew he had been selling his old comics and other childhood toys because he was worried about having another mouth to feed so soon. He was so sweet.

My thoughts then gravitated to where I would have this baby. Would it be at home, in a hospital, some kind of birth center, off the side of the road? My mother had had me in a hospital with all the bells and whistles. I remember seeing pictures of her with tubes seemingly coming out of every orifice. Only our ancestors gave birth at home and bloodied their own marriage beds. A hospital seemed like the safest and most modern way to have a baby. Yes, hospital it is.

Pushing myself up off the bathroom counter, I gathered my pregnancy tests up in my hands and stuck them in a box. It was too soon for me to just let go of those plus signs. In case I needed a reminder that this was actually happening in real life, then I needed at least six confirmations of it.

With the sticks put away, I headed to the kitchen to prepare myself lunch and started prepping for dinner. Since leaving teaching, in preparation for being a stay-at-home mother for the next few years, I have been focusing my efforts on eating healthily. And of course, if I am in charge of the food prep, then my husband also has to eat what I consume. We are focusing on a good, strong sperm count…at least that is the only way I can convince him to eat his vegetables.

Lately, I have come up with brilliant ways to mix the greens in smoothies or sautés that hide the bunny-friendly consistency of the leaves; neither of us even notices how many greens we are consuming in a day. I usually start mornings out with some sort of yogurt topped with fruit and granola, lunch is leftovers, and dinner is some sort of protein, vegetable, and grain. My baby will turn into Popeye before it even appears in this world.

The doctor had already scared me away from eating any sort of raw seafood, so I had to be content with having my sushi days in the past. My husband did not like “sea bugs” anyway. Salmon was also off the list for fear of mercury hurting my baby. There were many other things the duennas of the Internet told me to shy away from as well, like organ meat and raw sprouts. Again, I was learning at a rapid pace what it meant to be a vessel.

After lunch, I dusted the furniture and odds and ends that littered the house. Thomas had a bad habit of stripping off one piece of clothing after work at a time and leaving it where he took it off himself. In the kitchen, there lie his pants, in the dining room, a sock, and in the living room, another sock. In the parlor, I would find his work shirt or a tie, swinging softly over the back of the sofa. His attire was only a restriction to him and home meant comfort, which made me feel good. I wanted a home that was cozy and warm for my babies to grow up in. Their development would consume me entirely. That is why I found it difficult to imagine maintaining a job while taking care of babies who grew so quickly. They needed every second of attention they could get in order to grow up brilliant and strong.

The vacuuming took ages, and by the time I had finished sucking up all the tiny spiders and their new webs, my back ached. I lay down and my breasts ached. I was sore all over, and my head swam with visions of a baby waddling around and hitting its head on the pointy coffee table ends. I saw blood spurting out of my own child’s head and I nearly vomited. I clasped my hands over my eyes until I felt prepared to open them once more, to take in the fact that nothing was there and that nothing had happened. There was no baby; there was no fall; there was no blood. But the spiky ends were still there, and I felt a powerful urge to throw the entire table out the window, but I knew Thomas was attached to that ugly piece of furniture, so I went out to the store and bought four tennis balls.

I carved a hole into each tennis ball and stuck each one onto the end of the baby-killing spikes. “Phew!” I said, “Now, I can relax.” I put the vacuum back in the closet, raised my feet up on the couch, and slid my hands behind my head, planning on just fitting in a little nap. Two hours passed without any awareness. Dinner needed to be on the table by five, so I shot up off the couch, leaned back a bit after the rush of blood seemed to slow down, and went to fetch my apron.

Dinner tonight was two palmfuls of broccoli, one palm-sized piece of chicken for each of us, and a fist of rice for each. The meal was small and rather disappointing, but neither of us felt weighed down afterward by the food choice. The smoothies for dessert helped bring our energy back up for the evening until bedtime.

* * *

Thomas and I did not want to tell family members anything until we got past the first trimester, which was going to be at thirteen weeks. I was afraid of losing the baby since I had watched many other women talk about how much suffering they went through after having announced it and then lost it. My sense of attachment had not truly grown yet. I still felt more like a science experiment at this point than a mother. I felt like keeping quiet about it was best.

That evening, lying in bed, I thought about all the foods I could not eat for the next nine months: hot dogs, feta, liver…none of those really sounded appealing, anyway. I quickly put my hand over my mouth to avoid vomiting. My temperature spiked, and I began sweating through my nightgown, without an end in sight. Peeking over to see which way my husband was sleeping, I ever so carefully extracted myself from the bed.

I had spent many nights like this, surrounded by various people in my life, always thinking that with this person, I would be different. But nothing changed; I was always the same Winnie, poor, weak, panicky, worrywart Winnie. Inside, my chest beat harder than a drum while the sweat chilled me as it splashed onto the bathroom floor. Alone in the bathroom was my only respite, where I could truly be alone with my thoughts. Years ago, I discovered what kind of anxiety I had—generalized anxiety disorder. The doctor placed the stamp on my head while still suggesting that labels did not mean I was trapped in this anxious corner forever, but on nights like this, when my life was on repeat, I felt like the monster would never leave.

It became apparent to me in my adulthood that fear was really the worst thing that a human being can experience because even the pain after an accident could distract you from the hole that kept getting bigger every time you gave in to the Fear. My mother had experienced this kind of black hole of fear and she still had children, so I slapped myself with my own hand to hold it together and not be so weak as I lay there on the bathroom floor shivering, not from cold but from pure fear—the kind of fear that makes you feel like you will explode from both sides of your body, like you were being squeezed through a tube to death, and once on the other side, you would never be the same person you were beforehand. It was always: This is the last time; this time will break me; this time I will snap and never escape the Fear, the big, black, ominous Fear.

After a few hours of curling over my growing baby, I had emptied out my guts and shook out the demons. My baby hairs stuck to my forehead as if I had already completed my future labor. How was I going to manage the pain and fear of pushing out this baby for real? In a hospital where everyone would watch me give in to the Fear? Thoughts like these whirled in my mind and made me spiral further down, forcing me physically to the ground to make sure it was still there, and I was still here.

If only morning’s light could come sooner. The darkness allowed for all the damned thoughts people were not supposed to think about out. A therapist once told me that all people have unwanted thoughts daily, but they never take them seriously, let alone act on them. I could only confirm that it was true when Thomas drove the car. His road rage flared up whenever someone tailgated him on the road, and he would spit out things like, “Don’t roll it over, Grandma!” or “Come closer and see what happens next!” He thought of some awful things, but he drove just like everybody else on the road without one moment of hesitation or divergence from his lane. Every day, Thomas acted rationally and there was no fear there to get in his way. He was in total control of his mind and his actions. In many ways, that is what I love about him: his strength and stability.

I could blame the hormones all I wanted, but I could feel so out of control sometimes, as if in a moment, I could betray myself and the very values I believed in. And that, said my therapist, is where the intrusive thoughts can distress people, people who think of the opposite action and actually worry about acting it out, as if they had no free will of their own, as if their thoughts controlled them. “You become your own worst nightmare,” she said.

The bathroom floor was finally feeling too cold for me to lie on, and I got up to sit on the edge of the bathtub. Staring into the large bowl, I worried about the fact that I could not now halt what I had started, and then the knot in my throat grew larger. I could not, nor did I want to, stop what was happening to me. I wanted to be pregnant, but I was afraid of the laboring and all the sudden changes afterward. I did not know how to deal with any of it. The bathtub only brought to my brain images, like a nonstop film reel playing in my head of Andrea Yates, drowning one child after another after another in her tub. Did they try to fight it? How could they fight against their own mother? The woman who gave them life in the first place? What if I lost control and became such a monster? What if the Fear made me do it?

Choking and gagging were the only responses I could give to such terrifying thoughts, thoughts that I wanted to stop right there and then without such a hard fight. I would never, ever do such a thing to my baby. I have wanted this now for such a long time. I want a cozy home where no tragedy could ever split us all apart. My family would be happy no matter what.








  
  
  CHAPTER II

  
  




My family was growing and there was no way for me to stop it because once the Fear passed over me, I was focused back on how much I wanted and loved this life inside of me. It felt ridiculous to feel such fear one night and then feel invincible the next. As if a switch were in my body that could turn the Fear on and then completely off for the next chunk of time, just long enough for me to get comfy and believe that I would never succumb to the Fear again. Although I should know by now that it comes back around…eventually.

Over the first few weeks of pregnancy, the morning sickness continued to crop up, and my weight was fluctuating because of it. Thankfully, the doctor told me I did not need to worry about gaining more weight until later on in the pregnancy, when the baby would really start growing. I walked for half an hour every day in the fresh sunshine to wash away any remnants of sickness that I had on me. Vitamin D was necessary for my baby’s health, and I did not mind being more diligent about staying outside. My husband escorted me to the gym every morning too. His addiction to weightlifting predated me, and I learned to love his addiction.

Finding gym clothes that would not reveal the bump that at this point just made me look bloated was a chore, a chore that I was not that enthusiastic to follow through with. Taking peeks in the mirror at myself gave me pleasure before, but now, standing there in my husband’s T-shirt made me feel frumpy and not very pretty. Dr. Sapienti told me that the pregnancy weight would mainly go to my “fat stores” and my baby; otherwise, it was all a hodgepodge of weight in my breasts, my uterus, the placenta, various fluids, and blood. I was just a big bag of fluids for this one tiny person.

In order to follow the doctor’s orders of gaining an extra three to four pounds a month after the first trimester, I stocked up on extra yogurt cups and sandwich supplies. I even bought cans of peas, which I hated the thought of before; but now that my whole world was upended, I had a fresh perspective on all things green.

Our medicine cabinet was also overhauled since I could no longer take several of the most common pain relievers or cold medications anymore. All these things that could harm my baby came out of nowhere, like a box a child places over bugs he wants to inspect further. I was his creature of interest now.

Often by the time Thomas and I arrived home from the gym, I needed a nap. So I would eat breakfast and go lay down for about twenty minutes afterward, shutting my heavy eyes as if I had not slept for days. The time would fly by on my alarm clock, and the buzzing was the only thing I became aware of, as a long pool of drool had formed down the edge of the couch cushion. When nap time was over, I started working on the laundry, which involved me practicing how to walk, bend down, and lift the basket, especially before I got too big to see my own feet.

I had to halt in place, slowly lower myself down using my legs, lift the basket onto my upright knee, and stand up with a straight back, using my leg muscles again to lift myself up with the basket close to my body. It was a strange dance that took much longer and more out of my quads than before. I had to train myself not to lean over too far to one side and maintain my balance on the way up as well as on the way down.

I was learning about my body all over again. Things were becoming looser and more limber. My insides were all adjusting for what they knew was coming, but I did not. My body had been hardwired to behave in the union of sperm and egg, and I had to place all of my trust in this process—what a thrilling and completely terrifying experience!

In the kitchen that night, I was baking some potatoes while Thomas prepared the steaks. He was quiet tonight, and we chatted a bit about how work was going. Over the past few weeks, I had noticed how many of his things he had sold. He was raking up every dollar he could find. I watched him pick up lost change on the street. “Anything over a penny,” he said, “was fair game.” I wanted to calm his anxiety over having enough for his family.

“I’m grateful for what we already have, Thomas. Do you know that? We already have two extra rooms for two children. That’s more than I had as a child. I shared a room with my sibling, and I only had my own room here and there whenever we moved. And that’s another thing. We are not going anywhere. We are here in this house that’s paid off, and you have your job, and I am home to help with the baby and other household duties. We are in a very good position to have this baby, Thomas,” I said, putting down the seasonings and placing my hand on his masculine cheek. “I think you are already an amazing provider.”

Thomas smirked and rolled his eyes. “You’re just saying that, Winnie. You must have seen the dwindling pile of boxes from the attic. Yes, I am selling things. No, I have no fear. Yes, we are in a good position. I just…want to make it better. You know me, I need to be extra-extra secure to feel at ease. I don’t want to be just an average, so-so provider. I am the man of this house. I am responsible for this family’s well-being.”

Thomas’s hardheadedness and strength only made me tingle and overflow with love for him. He was perfect.

* * *

With dinner being served, the evening officially began, and it meant another night of darkness in which I had to battle my fears and questions teeming in my already overwhelmed head: What if I fall? Do I still need to get my annual shots? What can I do to prevent or help get through a cold? What can I do about this acne? Can I stand next to the microwave? Is my cell phone dangerous to my baby? Am I able to travel if I want to? Are my household sprays okay to use? What about my teeth, hair, skin, and nails? What is going to happen to me?

The next time I was in Dr. Sapienti’s office for a bleeding scare, which, thankfully, everything was still functioning normally, I had written down all these questions, and she answered them all calmly and so knowledgeably. The amount she seemed to cram into her head astounded me.

She said that the baby was generally protected pretty well against my clumsiness. That I still should get a seasonal flu vaccine, but some other shots are not safe, like the chickenpox shot. For a cold, she recommended the usual: fluids, rest, and acetaminophen was okay to use. My acne was normal, and I just needed to wash my face more and stop touching it. The data was inconclusive about radiofrequency energy, but she told me I probably don’t need to worry. I am allowed to travel but probably not in the last month of pregnancy. My household sprays were not shown to cause any damage to developing fetuses either, but she did say that vinegar and baking soda would not be a bad idea. My skin will break out, my hair will stay in longer and look thicker, my nails will also become longer and thicker, and my teeth could be more prone to tooth decay, looseness, and gum problems.

“I even have a little tip to take care of your teeth after you vomit,” said Dr. Sapienti. “Just mix together in a bowl one teaspoon of baking soda into one cup of water and gurgle that around in your mouth right after you throw up. It will neutralize the gastric acid that gets on your teeth, which can cause more decay.”

“Gee, what a fun fact. Thanks,” I said, beginning to feel sick just from having to hear about vomiting.

“No problem. One of the best aspects of my job is grossing people out,” laughed the doctor.

At least I left the office chuckling and not sobbing. Everything was going smoothly, considering I still battled the Fear back nearly every evening. On those few beautiful nights when I sleep all the way through, I feel wholly refreshed by the morning and everything feels right. My baby is growing and I am doing everything I can to help and support its growth.

Heading back home, I walked by an older woman holding her presumed grandchild’s hand crossing the street. The older woman’s back humped over, drawing her head down near the boy’s. Both of them looked as if nothing in this world touched them and their ability to get to their destination. I wondered where they were headed. Maybe it was to the park, or were they on their way back home from the library? Did his mother and father work during the day while granny took care of the child? I thought about how my plan allowed me to stay at home with my child. I was so grateful to have that ability since babies grow up so quickly and the most crucial years of those being very few. The most they may ever learn in such a short period begins when they are born and ends when they turn five. Once schooling starts, they are already cooked, in my opinion, to succeed or struggle throughout their education and subsequent career and life.

Being a parent was one of the most significant responsibilities a person could accept, and I was feeling the gravity of it as I watched the little, stooped lady with her grandson. He hopped about with as much joy as the old lady showed in her smile at him. It was his exuberance for life that made the old lady young once more.

She hobbled with his hand in hers—his hands were covered in baby fat while hers were shrunken and hardened over with age. Yet, both the young and the old walked together without speed, simply enjoying the present moment. I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath of the sun’s rays, and finally exhaled out all of life’s worries. I focused on my baby, imagining what it could possibly look like now and anticipating with bated breath for the day when I would be able to feel its kicks in my belly.

An overwhelming excitement took the wind out of my lungs, and I had to sit down on my walk home. I found a nice boulder to sit on that was still warm from the sun. Sitting down, watching the mixed pair seize life in the now made me ache for Thomas…sometimes it was difficult to know that he was not at home, and I was alone. A baby would be my companion until it grew too old to comfort its mother. Maybe I would get a cat someday to keep me company on the days when Thomas worked late. He was the man of the family, but I desired him to be with me on this boulder to see this single moment out of a day where a boy and his granny crossed the street and walked together hand in hand. Desiring to share this feeling of stillness and contentment with my husband suddenly made tears well up in my eyes, decorating my new maternity dress.

Someday, I would walk with my child just as those two were and bask in the sun without a worry or a care. My child would become my sun, and as long as my baby was shining, then nothing could touch me.

With a smile and a slight nodding curtsy, I left the boulder and the two lone travelers for the comfort of my cooler house since I felt that my baby had had enough sun for one day. I slipped off my shoes as I entered the kitchen from the mudroom. The kitchen is where I spent most of my day and today was no exception.

Chopping up the onions and listening to the radio’s old-time stories, deep male voices carrying the weight of the story on their tongues, falling into it without realizing there was a dance to cooking, I moved around the kitchen as if in a trance. My feet were bare and grounded on the cool tiles, an apron tied tightly around my growing waist, and the hairs that loosened themselves from my hair tie’s embrace fell gracefully upon my face as I worked. The sizzling onions bubbled up in the pan as I seared the meat on top of them. They squished down under the weight of the meat, caramelizing with the passage of time. Delicious-smelling fumes filled the entire house, and that is when my adorable Thomas walked in the door.

He always mimicked the “Honey, I’m home!” scene with me, in rebellion to the world outside that was telling us not to have a nuclear family lifestyle. Well, I enjoyed it and, thankfully, I still had the freedom to choose to live this way.

“Dinner will be done in five minutes, dear. Now, go wash up!” I twirled the dish towel around and gave him a good beating with it as he laughed his mischievous laugh up the stairs to the master bedroom.

“All right, all right already! I’ll go change my pants. I know that is all you’re interested in anyway, the state of my family jewels.”

“Oh! You are so bad, Thomas,” I laughed, continuing my dance around the kitchen, allowing my muscle memory to take me to the utensils and timers and stovetops required to create this meal for my family. No one would ever starve in this household.

Thomas made his way to the television in the family parlor. “Ah, ah, ah!” I said, “We are going to try to change some of our bad habits for the baby.”

Thomas furrowed his thick brows, which cast a shadow over his eyes. “Like what? Why change anything before the baby’s even here?”

“From now on, we are going to eat dinner together at the dining room table as a family. I think we could use the time together and, frankly, the practice before the baby comes,” I said, lifting my chin up to give the newfound air of motherly authority.

Dragging his feet to the table with his plate of food, Thomas said: “All right, we’ll try this, but not because you told me to. I have deemed it an appropriate experiment due to the new circumstances.”

All I could do was laugh and shake my head. A confident wife knows that a man’s pride and leadership are upheld by a woman’s touch. I could only go along with the humor he found in it and sit down with my own plate at the dinner table.

We dug into our meals, and Thomas, for the first time, shared with me his worries about being a new dad. “Should I attend all your prenatal visits? Would you mind?”

“Of course, I wouldn’t mind, but what about work?” I asked.

“Well, we can try to make the appointments around any really important work meetings, but other than that, my schedule can be pretty flexible. Plus, the guys at the office understand; many of them have been there.”

I suddenly felt very giddy at the thought of him seeing our baby up on the ultrasound screen for the first time and caring enough to come with me to learn every little thing we could about the baby and its development. He cared. Reaching across the table, I laid my hand on his.

“My ob-gyn said that I should attend at least one prenatal class with you on labor, delivery, and newborn care
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