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1. 


  Blood. Just as the doctor said there would be. 


  It’s five in the morning; you’re on the toilet. Thirty-six weeks pregnant. A week before your scheduled C-section. Blood is trouble, the doctor said. Any blood means an emergency. Call Labor and Delivery. If it keeps up, get to the nearest emergency room. 


  What are the chances that’ll happen? you asked her. 


  One hundred percent, she said. We don’t know when. Placenta previa is serious. A hundred years ago you’d surely die. The baby too. We don’t want you going into labor. Take no chances. Cancel all flights. No travel after week twenty-seven. No subway travel. No trains at all. 


  No subway travel? 


  No. What if you start to bleed in a tunnel under the East River? The baby can bleed out in twenty minutes. You could lose consciousness. Hemorrhage. Not worth the risk. 


  Should I be preparing to lose this baby? you asked, temples pounding. 


  There’s no way to prepare to lose a baby, the doctor said. 


  Now you wake Ky. Show him the towel. He sits up in bed. 


  Did you call the doctor? 


  I called the doctor. I’m waiting for the call back. I’m still bleeding. 


  Lie down, Ky says. Lie down on the couch. Let me get you a towel. 


  You lie down on the couch. He gets you a towel. A glass of water. 


  Still no call back? 


  Still no call. 


  Still bleeding? 


  Still bleeding. 


  But not so much now. Has the baby bled out? The baby’s not moving. The baby’s moving! You’re light-headed. Are you about to lose consciousness? You sip the water. Still no call back? Call again. It’s five thirty in the morning. Five forty-five. Still no call back? 


  What are we supposed to do now? you say. 


  We’re getting in the car, Ky says. We’re going. 


  I don’t have anything packed. 


  You’ve got the baby, Ky says. 


  You both go downstairs. The car is parked in front for once, under the flowering linden. Ky puts down towels, helps you in. Nothing hurts. No contractions. Just the slow, warm rush of blood. Are you going to pass out? Your head feels airy, adrift. It’s the tenth of June. Maples in full leaf. Cones of white blossoms on the chestnuts along the park. You drive over the Manhattan Bridge, over the sun-shot sharkskin of the East River, just north of that other bridge, the one you can’t look at because of what happened there. Between your legs, the towel darkens. You might just close your eyes for a minute. 


  Emily, Ky says. Is the baby moving? 


  The baby’s not moving. 


  On the FDR before you, traffic. 


  We’re going to the nearest hospital, Ky says. He thumbs his finger toward a sign. That one. That’s what the doctor would tell you to do. 


  No, you want to say. Not that hospital. Get us to the place we chose. But you can’t make your mouth form words. Can’t even shake your head. Ky pulls off the FDR toward that hospital, the one where your mother was taken after they fished her body from the river. A flashing darkness closes in on you and blocks all light. 


   


  You wake to the feeling of being lifted. Someone, two someones, hoisting you onto a stretcher. They push you inside, to a bank of elevators. Different elevators, not the same ones you used then, when your father brought you to the hospital to see what was left of your mother. No pain in your abdomen now, no contractions. Ky stands beside you, white-faced. Through the elevator doors again, through another set of doors. And here is Labor and Delivery, where they park you in a hallway and leave you. The bleeding seems to have stopped. Minutes pass. Any blood means an emergency, your doctor said. What does no blood mean? The baby’s not moving. 


  The baby’s not moving. 


  I’m getting someone now, Ky says. 


  In the triage room, the nurse is outraged. How long did you wait? 


  Too long, Ky says. I don’t know. 


  “Your head feels airy, adrift.”


  


  A white-haired doctor enters and enunciates his complicated Greek name. Cold gel on the descending slope of your abdomen. A silence, too long, as he searches. Then the rhythmic whuf of your baby’s heartbeat. 


  After a while, Xanthopoulos lays down the wand, applies a glove, and reaches inside you. Examines. Raises his eyebrows. Smiles. 


  You and Ky look at him. He looks at you. 


  Get ready to meet your baby! he says. You’re going to have him in an hour. Call your family. Whoever you need to call. We’ll get you prepped for the C. Daddy needs to change into scrubs. 


  Daddy! Ky says. Who’s Daddy? 


  Xanthopoulos disappears. Ky follows. Then, minutes later, reappears in green from head to toe. 


  You look like you’re going to do it yourself, you say. 


  God, I hope not, Ky says. 


  Are you going to call someone? you say. 


  Who would I call? Ky says. 


  This is not a question. Your mother died twenty-eight years ago. Your father and Ky’s father are dead too. Ky’s mother lives in the Santa Cruz mountains in a yurt, doesn’t have a landline, forgets to charge her cell phone for weeks at a time. Just leave a message for me at the store, she’s told them. She doesn’t believe in using jet fuel to cross a country. She’ll caravan out with friends this summer, maybe. 


  One last photo of you like this, Ky says, and takes out his phone. You hold your belly and smile. 


  Nurses and attendants come. Someone changes you out of your blood-soaked pajamas and into a cotton gown, open in back. Daddy stays here for now, a nurse says. We’ll come get Daddy once the lines are in. 


  Ky holds you against his chest for a moment. Then they take you away on the gurney. 


  You understand why it’s sometimes called an operating theater. All the lights, all the people. Some of them more adept than others. The nurse who tries to start your IV blows the vein. How this feels: a viper’s bite, then a whirlpool swallowing you down. The next nurse blows a vein in the other arm. For a moment all goes black. By the time you can see again, your arms are red and blue. Nurse three, exasperated, gets it on the first try. Not our fault your blood pressure’s low, she jokes. Shouldn’t have bled so much this morning. 


  Now the spinal. You sit curled at the edge of the table, over your impossible belly. A needle enters your back. There’s almost no pain. The anesthesiologist calls you an easy stick. He threads a catheter into your spinal cavity. You try not to envision it. He tapes it to your back. Puts electrodes all over your chest. An image comes back to you: your mother’s chest similarly stickered. Is this real? When would you have seen this? What would they have let you see? You lie now on the bright table, stuck, taped, monitored. Soon you’ll go numb, the anesthesiologist says, and takes out a sharpened metal stylus. Can you feel this? Can you feel this? How about this? 


  Yes, yes, yes. 


  What you saw: your mother on a hospital bed, here in this hospital, her face black with bruises. People disconnecting wires from her body. Moving machines away from her. All around her, a disaster of wires, pale blue drapes, bloodied gauze, unsheathed instruments, empty plastic bags. In a corner, deflated, the yellow dress she was wearing that morning. You knew she was dead; no one had to tell you. Where was that room, the room where you saw her last? How far from where you are right now? Does it still exist, somewhere in this hospital? Where is the stretcher she was lying on? Would they keep a thing like that for thirty years? 


  Can you feel this? 


  Yes. 


  How about this? 


  Yes. 


  Some women have a hard time letting go, the anesthesiologist says. Some women have issues with control. 


  You want to laugh. Both arms bound and needled. Hair netted. Clothes gone. Mother dead. Father dead. Husband in another room. No one to call. Baby not moving. 


  Moving! 


  Can you feel this? Can you feel this? 


  Yes, and yes. No. 


  Enter Xanthopoulos and his residents. Operating theater: he’s training a Japanese intern. Will you, he asks her, call out the structures in Japanese? 


  Wait, don’t open yet, someone says. Where’s Daddy? 


  Daddy’s in the triage room still. A hasty nurse leaves, returns with Ky. He takes his place by your right shoulder. Beside the anesthesiologist. On the non-blood side of the drape. Here we go, Ky says. Here we go. Are you all right? 


  I’m fine, you say. Are you? 


  Call out the structures, Xanthopoulos says. 


  Someone draws a silver line low on your belly, the touch of a fish’s fin. A sensation of glittery cold. 


  The Japanese intern begins an incantation of structures: Chokucho fukubu. Soto fukushakin. Uchi fukushakin. Backdrop to the waves of motion low and deep in your body. Opening. Pulling. Pulling. What are they pulling? Gasps from below. A call for sponges. 


  You’re doing great, Ky says, as if you were doing anything. 


  Good, good, says Xanthopoulos. Nearly there. 


  More pulling. Then a feeling like unzipping. A feeling of being pried apart. A feeling like someone trying to extract a melon from inside your lower ribs. None of this hurts. 


  There we go, Xanthopoulos says. Now reach in. Rotate a little. More traction. A little more. Now a posterior tug. OK. There we go. Watch the skull. OK. Let’s get this done. 


  Time of birth, Xanthopoulos says. Nine fifteen a.m. 


  Time of birth? 


  The room is silent. 


  If a baby is dead, is it said to have been born? 


  The air splinters into a soprano cry. Ky half stands. Looks over the drape. Oh my God, he says. Oh my God. 


  Daddy, come and get the baby. 


  Oh, man, Ky says. Oh, man. Our baby! 


  A whirling moment passes. Into your splinted arms comes someone in a blanket. Light as a lettuce. Blood-webbed. Flower-scented. Ahi-colored. Swollen-lipped. Splay-fingered. 


  Your baby. Your boy. 




 
  
 2. 


  What they said in childbirth class: If you gave birth by C-section, you wouldn’t bond with your baby. He’d be whisked off to the NICU at once. Laid in an incubator. Threaded with tubes. Fed formula. You might not see him again for eighteen hours. When at last you did, he wouldn’t recognize your scent. 


  What they didn’t say: When your baby was born, when your husband put him into your arms, you would recognize him immediately. His womb-delivered haircut, a Caesar with silken sideburns. The curl of his full lips. The neat caret of his nose. His smell of wildflowers. You know the flower’s name: alyssum. Four-petaled, a star in miniature. Found in clusters. Scent of honey. That’s how your baby smells, but better. Ambrosiac. Fictional. You hold his head a centimeter from your nose. You want to lick him as if you were a cat. 


  They take him from your arms. You tell Ky to follow him. He follows at a run. Here in the operating theater they do a hundred things to your lower parts, then wheel you to another room and park you in a corner. 


  Who should we call for you? the nurse says. Is family here? Your mom, your dad? Anyone? 


  You don’t know what to say. You open your mouth, close it again. 


  Sit tight, the nurse says, as if you were sitting. Someone will come. 


  She leaves. Machines attend you, speaking in brief, bright tones. The other beds in the room are empty. The baby is somewhere, away. Your body emptied. Nothing hurts. You close your eyes. You’re there again in that other room, your mother dead on the hospital gurney. A sound, low and rhythmic, materializes in the space beside you. Not a machine. A human noise, splintered and guttural. A man’s form. Your father, grieving. Someone must have called him. He must have come down from uptown. You haven’t seen him in a long time, maybe a year, not since the split, not since your mother put you in the car and drove out west. He doesn’t look at you, or can’t. The noise he makes goes on for some time. You know, even then, that he thinks it’s his fault, that if it hadn’t been for that self-satisfied bitch he went to college with—this is what your mother always called her—none of it would have happened. But you both also know that isn’t true. Your mother was on a path for a long time. Your whole life. It was how you lived: thrown plates, sound of weeping in the kitchen at night, her constant fear that someone—upstairs neighbor, postman, hot dog vendor—wanted to kill her. She talked to people you couldn’t see. Filed clipped articles from the Times in a folder labeled WHAT THEY DON’T WANT YOU TO KNOW. Cut her hair down to the scalp, to the blood. You want to remind your father of this, but you can’t. You can’t move or make a sound. After a while, a woman in pink scrubs comes and takes your hand. She leads you to a place where you sit in a blue chair and look at the picture book on the table, a book for babies, the one with the bunny you can pat and the gold-rimmed hole you can put a finger through: Mummy’s Ring. In your sweatshirt pocket, a plastic bag with half a jam sandwich. 


  “Where was that room, the room where you saw her last?”


  


  Now, back in that hospital again, you sleep. Drift into the place where mothers go after their babies are taken from them. Merciful nothing. 


  Then a touch on your arm. You open your eyes. Beside you, in a clear plastic bassinet, a baby. Your baby. Ky’s hand on the bassinet. Ky lifting your gown, exposing your skin. Then unwrapping the baby, transferring him to you. Down he goes, the baby, against your skin, bare-skinned himself except for a scrap of diaper. Ky covers you both. Exquisite warmth. Unbelievable softness. Alyssum. 


  Incredibly, your baby breathes air. This is tiring for him. Four weeks early; he’s meant to be breathing amnion. Ky says the baby aced his Apgar test. He’s fat and long, healthy, quick-reflexed. No one’s treating him like a premature baby. You do not question this. Your first mistake. 


  You look at your baby, you and Ky. Your baby’s chest rises and falls. He makes an unforgettable sound: a triple intake of breath, then an exhale: Sol-sol-sol mi. His hands flatten into pancakes. He pushes his head against your breast and sleeps. 


  Is this what it’s like to be a mother? 

 

  
 3. 


  
  Mother: what you vowed never to be. Never to give yourself the chance to do what she did to you. Not that she was always, or only, bad at it. Once, when you were staying at her friend’s place in Boulder, she sewed a red wraparound skirt for you. You didn’t even know she knew how to use a sewing machine. Two weeks later, on your first day of second grade, she gave you a pair of blue clogs with rainbow stitching. Braided your hair. She always used whole wheat bread for your sandwiches, when she remembered to make lunch. She sang you songs at bedtime, even when what you were sleeping on—someone’s couch, the back seat of a car, a sleeping bag in a cold garage—wasn’t a bed. Michael Row the Boat Ashore. Edelweiss. And those stories about her childhood, about the fourth-floor walk-up in Brighton Beach, everyone speaking Russian and Yiddish, cousins running everywhere: that was something. More than nothing. Maybe love. 


  That night you do not put the baby down. You’ve swaddled him as they showed you in class. He lies sleeping in the hollow of your arm, on a pillow. His caramel silk hair under a wee striped hat. The nurse says you should put him in the bassinet if you want to sleep, but every time you try, he makes a high-pitched sound of alarm. You keep him close against your side, calm. He has no idea how unmoored you are. You look at him in the night, in the light of the fluorescent tube, his face a small world you fall into. Ky, sleeping now in a chair next to the bed, has observed that the baby’s features could be entirely obscured by a silver dollar. 


  Ky is a coder, writes high-speed trade protocols for the financial industry. Somehow he does this without making much money at it. His real life is playing with his band. On weekend days in warm weather, he surfs with friends in Montauk. You started seeing him five years ago because you liked watching him play guitar. Told him nothing about your life, not really. It seemed simpler that way. None of your friends knew about your mother. You’d never worn your trauma like a badge. It was something you carried alone. And your parents were both dead now, no one around to set the record straight. After you’d been with Ky for a while, once you realized there was more to him than the coding and the surfing and the band—he was, it seemed to you, honorable, a person who didn’t cheat and didn’t lie, came home when he said he would, took care of you when you were sick, chopped apples and onions at a soup kitchen every Monday and Thursday, and loved, really loved, his friends and his parents and his sisters—you thought he might not take kindly to the fact that you’d withheld for so long. Not just withheld: lied. Told him your mother died in a car accident in Tucson. Never said she was sick. You loved him, you didn’t want him to leave you, so you stayed silent. What did it matter anyway? Your life together was your life alone, the two of you. No need for ancient history. That was how it seemed, until your birth control failed. Until the moment when you knew you wanted, after all, that baby you’d vowed not to have. Nine months now you’ve lived in a private shocked silence, a reality separate from Ky’s. But if you’d told him, wouldn’t it confirm what you most wanted to hide? That there was something wrong with you? Not that you were crazy, maybe. You knew you weren’t your mother. But what might happen once the baby was born? New mothers lost it all the time. Ordinary ones, who didn’t carry what you carried. 


  Behind a pulled curtain to your left, another family has a newborn. Chaos over there. Nurses come and go. The new mother’s parents bring steaming bags of food, scents of cardamom and curry. A hospital breast pump groans and groans. The baby wails. A woman’s voice soothes. You haven’t heard your baby cry, truly cry, since he was born. Not even when, earlier, you changed his wallet-sized diaper there on the bed. How will you know if he wants something? Is he supposed to want something? Who can tell you? Where is a nurse? A doctor? 


  Your lower body is still numb from the anesthesia. It’s not an unpleasant feeling. Like you’re full of vanilla cream. You want to sleep. If you sleep while the baby’s here in the crook of your arm, will it kill him? For months you’ve slept with him inside you, both of you at the mercy of the inevitable bleed. Now he’s out, that danger gone. But there are others, a world of them. Now you have to figure out how to take care of him. You’re supposed to know already. How? You know who’s supposed to tell you, and that person’s dead. You lower your nose to the baby’s head again, as if for a clue. Alyssum. 


  The night your mother lay in this hospital, there were explosions outside. Fireworks. It must have been the Fourth of July. When she jumped, it had been lunchtime. Hours later, alone in that room with the bunny book, you fingered the plastic bag in your sweatshirt pocket. You were hungry. Someone had left you a tray of hospital food, but you couldn’t look at it. Where was your father? Why were you alone? You stood at a window and watched poinsettias of light explode against a yellow-black sky. Your mother’s body lay somewhere below, in the depths of the hospital; you thought you should be beside her, even though she was dead. You wanted to apologize, to remake the moment before she jumped, as if that would fix everything. You pulled the plastic bag from your sweatshirt pocket and took out the sandwich, the brown bread hard now, the almond butter stiff, the jam dark and dry. You took a bite and then another, eating until it was gone. 


   


  Sometime in the night, you open your gown and put the baby against your breast. He roots. Extends his narrow cat’s tongue. Opens his pool-dark eyes and stares at you. Buries his nose in your nipple. He does not—or not exactly—nurse. On the other side of the curtain, the hospital pump groans. Should you have one too? How do you get food into this baby? You know it’s what you have to do. 


  At some point you sleep. At some point you wake. Now it’s light outside. The baby is still there in the crook of your arm, alive. He yawns minutely, sleeps. Surely he’s hungry by now. Ky sits up, blinks. The nurse comes in. Clipped coif, blue glasses. She looks at your dry-erase board, where the staff is supposed to make notes. 


  Time of last feeding? she asks. 


  Oh, you say, and look hazily at the clock. I don’t know. 


  Try to feed now, she says. 


  You struggle upright, open your gown. Put the baby against your breast. He snores. 


  Take off his blanket, the nurse says. 


  The baby’s frogged-up legs are pink and marbled, his toes small as rice. The nurse takes him and positions him correctly in your arm. His eyes open. His mouth opens. Pull him in quick, the nurse says. Get him on. 


  You hold him against your breast. He nuzzles. Licks. Sleeps. 


  Try again. 


  You try again. The baby makes some vague rhythmic motions with his mouth. 


  We’re going to take him to be weighed now, the nurse says. She takes the baby and swaddles him, lays him in the plexi-bassinet, wheels him away before you can ask how long he’ll be gone. 


  Do you think he’s OK? you ask Ky. He’s not really nursing. Do you think something’s wrong? 


  Nothing’s wrong, Ky says. They’d tell us if something was wrong. 


  The nurse returns with the baby and tells you the lactation consultant will be in. 


  Is there something wrong? you ask. Is he OK? 


  He’s lost six ounces, the nurse says. 


  Six ounces? Is that bad? 


  He needs to start eating, the nurse says. The lactation consultant will be in. 


  You wait. You sleep, then wake. You and Ky look at the sleeping baby. 


  He looks just like you, Ky, you say. 


  He does look like me, Ky says, incredulous. He fits the baby onto his forearm. The baby’s head lies in the palm of his hand. He strokes the baby’s back. 


  Do you think something’s wrong with him? you ask. 


  Look at him, Ky says. He looks great. 


  He looks asleep, you say. 


  He wouldn’t sleep if he were uncomfortable. 


  But what if there’s something wrong with him? 


  A minute later the baby wakes and cries. His cry is a high E. High Eeeee. 


  Ky rocks him, bounces him, as they showed you in class. He wraps the baby like they said to in the book. Still the baby wails. The baby behind the curtain is silent now. Beneath the curtain’s raised hem, a woman’s sneakered feet, bouncing. The woman says something to the baby’s mother. The baby’s mother laughs and says, Sure, Ma. On this side of the curtain, Ky rocks and rocks. Finally the baby quiets and sleeps. 


  In comes the lactation consultant. A fiftysomething woman in a black suit with hot-rollered hair and crisp red lipstick. She takes the baby out of his swaddling. Wake this baby up, she says. Make this baby pay attention. The baby wakes up and wails. The lactation consultant puts the baby into your arm the right way. Tilts the baby’s head to the correct angle. Compresses your breast painfully to draw out milk. A clear yellow drop emerges. All at once, the baby opens his mouth. The lactation consultant swiftly and roughly applies him to your nipple. The baby struggles, wails. She repeats the process. The baby struggles, wails. 


  Do it again, the lactation consultant says. Do it yourself. 


  You try. The baby wails, growing frantic. 


  Wake that baby up, the lactation consultant says. Keep him at it. Pinch his little feet. Undress him. Keep him uncomfortable. 


  That can’t be right, you say. 


  You’re at a crossroads, the lactation consultant says. He’s losing too much weight. If you can’t do it, he’s getting formula. Try again. Keep trying. Keep him at it. 


  Two minutes later, she’s gone. 


   


  As you try and fail to nurse, the family of the woman behind the curtain brings food: bags and bags of what smells like chicken tikka masala and saag paneer and fresh naan. The white sneakers move swiftly behind the curtain. Their baby is quiet. You have no idea what time it is or when you last ate. You haven’t gotten out of bed since the surgery. You’re still catheterized. You’ve been allowed nothing but clear liquids because you might still hemorrhage and need more surgery. You call the nurse. When she comes, you tell her you need to get the catheter out. Get up and walk. Eat real food. If you don’t eat, how can the baby eat? 


  It’s an emergency, you say. We’re at a crossroads. 


  No food yet, the nurse says. She glances at the whiteboard. When did the baby last eat? 


  Ky holds the baby. The baby wails and wails and wails. 


  Give me the baby, Ky, you say. Call Saul and Leonard. 


  Ky calls Saul and Leonard. Talks for three minutes. Hangs up. 


  They’re coming first thing in the morning, Ky says. They’re cooking. 


  
 4. 


   Next morning, the nurse informs you that you’re to be moved to your own room. You walk there on your own, unsteadily. Your feet feel needlepricked. You follow the wailing baby down the hall, Ky pushing him in the plexi-bassinet: hospital rules prohibit you from carrying your own child. Your gown flies open. You’re wearing nothing underneath but a pair of hospital mesh panties. On your feet, hospital terry socks with rubber skids. Accompanying you, carrying your stuff, are Saul and Leonard, former lawyers who now run a gourmet catering business out of their Upper East Side brownstone. They’ve brought steak, three salads, roasted vegetables, fruit, desserts, and wine, which they carry down the hall along with everything else. You are unhinged, unslept. By the time you reach the new room, you’re exhausted. You lie down, spinning, while Ky and Saul and Leonard set out food. Someone puts the baby into your arms. You’d think he’d be exhausted by last night’s seven hours of wailing. He’s wide awake, still wailing. 


  Saul and Leonard have seen it all and are unembarrassed by your near nudity. Leonard makes you a plate. Saul cuts your steak small. You eat one-handed. Eat and eat. Your pregnancy hunger seems puny in comparison. This hunger is an unfillable void. Ky bounces the baby as you eat. Bounces and bounces. 


  Eeeee. 


  You adjust the bed, get ready to try nursing again. From your wound, a blue-hot fireblast: the pain medication has worn off. You try to get the baby into position, try to get his mouth to make that turned-out shape, but he struggles, goes red, and wails. His body rigid in your arms. You try again. Each time you move, a flare of molten pain through your abdomen. Your organs feel rearranged, raw. As if a wrong move could tear you open. Your mother’s organs, someone told you, saved at least three lives. Her heart. Her liver. One unpunctured lung. Who was it who told you this? 


  Eeeee. 


  The nurse said he’d get tired soon, Ky says. Said the second night’s always like that. But it’s day now. Why’s he still awake? Why won’t he stop? 


  He’s hungry, you say. He’s starving, and he won’t nurse. Or can’t. 


  Give him some steak, Leonard says. His laugh a baritone, Saul’s a tenor. 


  Maybe he’d prefer the roasted beets, Saul says, smoothing the baby’s hair. Look at him, Leonard. Look how little he is. 


  Where’s the lactation consultant? 


  We’ll get her, Saul says. We’ll hunt her down and drag her in. 


  I don’t want her, you say. I saw her yesterday. She took the time to put on lipstick and curl her hair before she came to help me nurse my baby. 


  Saul and Leonard laugh again. You love them. You love the food they brought and the sound of their voices. But then you know: What you want is to be alone, figuring things out. Figuring your baby out. Figuring out how to give him what he needs. If you can’t manage it, if you can’t do this first thing, how will you do everything else? How will you do any of it without losing your mind? 


  Saul and Leonard seem to understand without your saying anything. Soon they’re straightening your sheets, cleaning up all the food containers, promising to visit once you’re home. As they’re kissing you goodbye, the nurse comes in and asks if you’ve finished your hospital dinner of clear liquids. When you say no, you didn’t have the appetite, Saul and Leonard maintain perfect deadpan. Then they kiss you again and leave. 


  Doctor will come in to check your wound, the nurse says. 


  Fine. 


  The lactation consultant will see you too. Last feeding? 


  I don’t know. 


  Let me see you try, she says. 


  You try. 


  That baby’s not eating, the nurse says. 


  I know. 


  Eeeee. 


  Want me to bring some formula? 


  No. 


  “What you want is to be alone, figuring things out. Figuring your baby out.”


  


  By the time the nurse leaves, Ky has put his earplugs in and fallen asleep on the pull-out chair. Ten times the luxury of the wooden armchair he slept in the night before. You unwrap the baby and change his diaper. The smear inside is still pure black. It’s supposed to turn yellow when he gets milk. You rewrap him. Put him to your breast again. Nothing happens. He turns his head away. 


  Eeeee. 


  The sky outside darkens. Is it going to rain, or can night be falling again? 


  Time passes. The lactation consultant never comes. 


  Where is your mother? Where is she? Shouldn’t there be exemptions? Shouldn’t the dead be allowed family leave for emergencies, like soldiers get in the military? You envision her coming through the door, looking like she did in the dreams from just after she died: hair long and wavy, body intact, organs unharvested, mind untouched. Holding you the way she used to at night when she sang to you. 


  Oh, that baby! Oh, look at your beautiful baby. Come, let’s feed that baby. 


  Eeeee. 


  A woman in a hairnet comes in to sweep the room. Takes one look at you with the baby in your arms, shakes her head. Uh-uh. No way you can do that like that. Bed’s too soft. You’re leaning back. 


  Is that the problem? Why has no one told you this? 


  Where am I supposed to sit? you ask. 


  Chair. Put some pillows around you. 


  You drag yourself out of bed, holding the baby in the crook of your arm. You carry pillows over to a padded chair. The woman puts one under your arm. One on your lap. Another behind your back. Another to prop the baby against you. Holding the baby like the woman shows you, you get him to your breast. 


  Which has suddenly grown to the size and shape of a spaghetti squash. 


  The baby’s eyes open. You pull him in, and he falls wide-mouthed onto your nipple. A muscle in his cheek leaps and leaps. A feeling commences in your breast. A sense of being gently and exquisitely pulled inside out. 


  That’s it, the woman says. Now he’s doing it. Then she leaves, closing the door behind her. 


  The baby finds a rhythm. The muscle leaps in his jaw. He’s doing his work. Staying awake long enough to do it. You stroke his silken Caesar haircut. Rub his foot. Inhale alyssum. An opiate haze falls over you. The clouds part outside, and moonlight shatters on the East River. 


  When, after ten minutes, he turns his head away, lines of milk roll from his mouth. 


  Sol-sol-sol-mi. 


  He falls into a deep and desperate sleep. 

 

  
 5. 


  Your powerful friend from Silicon Valley comes to visit. Davina has a PhD in neuroscience from Yale, has authored six books and given birth to three children. She’s in town to give a lecture at Columbia. Two hours before the lecture, she arrives with your brand of soap and shampoo and toothpaste in a plastic bag. And breakfast. And lunch. And dinner. She arranges everything on the counter and demands the baby. You hand him over, relieved that someone who knows what she’s doing will hold him. 


  He’s nice and fat, she says. Looks fully cooked. But how are you? 


  I don’t know, you say. He finally nursed. He slept. 


  I said how are you? 


  Without warning, you cry disastrously. Raw, jagged sobs. You want to say, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to do it. No one’s telling me. Why is it such a goddamned secret? Why will no one tell me? But you can only make these ragged sounds, animal noises. 


  Davina comes close, puts her free arm around you. You look at the baby in her other arm, his en of a nose, his eyelashless eyes closed in sleep. You look at Ky, sleeping on his pull-out chair. 


  You don’t say, How am I supposed to keep him alive? 


  You don’t say, For God’s sake, I need a mother. 


  You haven’t slept or showered, Davina says. 


  Are you supposed to sleep and shower? 


  You don’t say, How am I supposed to keep myself alive? 


  Ky, Davina says, touching his shoulder. Wake up. Your wife needs a shower. 


  Ky rubs his eyes, sits up. 


  Take your wife to the shower. Give her a shower. I’ve got the baby. Take her to the shower. Here. 


  She hands him a box; inside are wipes for removing adhesive. She says, When I gave birth they covered me in electrodes. They stick like hell. I bet she’s still got them all over. 


  You pull your gown away from your chest and look inside. There they are, the electrodes. 


  Shower now, Davina says. It’ll make you feel more normal. Put on some clothes from home. 


  We didn’t bring anything from home, you say. Just the baby. 


  For God’s sake. She reaches for her phone and calls someone. Rachel, she says. My friend’s just had a baby. I need you to go over to her house and get her clothes. Davina hands the phone to you, instructs you to tell Rachel—whoever she is—how to get your key from the neighbor, what items of clothing you want, and where to find them. Then Davina takes the phone from you again and hangs up. Take a shower now, she says. Ky, help her. Then you’re both going to eat. 


  Two minutes later you’re standing under a bolt of hot water while Ky scrubs at the adhesive. Your hair drips down around your stunned, sea-changing body. The breasts hard with milk. The belly round but empty. The wound covered in plastic tape. The pubic triangle still invisible. The legs trembling with exhaustion. A mother’s body. Ky’s hands are patient and gentle. He’s the kind of person you can trust to get you clean after you’ve given birth. The adhesive residue comes off. 


  Eeeee. 


  How you can hear the baby through the din of the shower, through the closed bathroom door, you have no idea. But you can hear him. 


  The baby’s crying, you say. 


  Don’t worry, Ky says. Davina has him. 


  Davina can’t nurse him. 


  You nursed him an hour ago. 


  He’s hungry again. He has to eat. 


  In haste, Ky washes your hair while you brush your teeth. Davina talks to the baby. The baby quiets. When you and Ky come out of the bathroom, you’re clean. Your mouth feels scoured and cold. Your hair is out of your face. You get into bed, the sheets cool as milk. On the bedside table are the forms you have to fill out for the birth certificate. A blank line for the baby’s first, middle, and last. 


  What’s his name? Davina says. Or are you superstitious? 


  Not superstitious, you say. Scared shitless. 


  We haven’t talked about it, Ky says. 


  You’re fucking kidding me. 


  We couldn’t handle it. After what the doctor said. About how— 


  OK, Davina says. He’s here. He’s grand. He needs a name. 


  She puts the baby into your arms. The baby’s mouth opens, and he turns toward your breast. You open your gown and manage to get him on. The inside-out pull commences. You relax. 


  He can’t leave the hospital without a name, Davina says. 


  What if we get it wrong? you say. 


  Then he’ll change it when he turns eighteen. 


  The potential for psychological damage! Ky says. 


  Welcome to parenting, Davina says, and checks her watch. Oh, fuck, she says. I’ve got to go. The baby’s great. You’re all beautiful. I love you. Eat something. When Rachel comes with your stuff, tell her to meet me at the hotel. I love you both. I’m out. 


  Davina’s not your mother, but you love her. 


  When she’s gone, while the baby sleeps, you and Ky stare at the official form. You hold a pencil, stunned to think you could write anything on those lines. first name: Farquhar. Peregrine. Phatman. Spinkerton. Constantinople. Che. 


  How about Grandpa? Ky suggests. Wouldn’t it be great in junior high? Who’s your lab partner? Grandpa. Did you see Grandpa Barnett in the game? Yeah, man, he took it to the net. Who asked you to the dance? Grandpa. Are you shitting me? Grandpa’s hot. 


  Grandpa it is, you say. 


  Your mother’s name was Adele. Jews name their babies for their dead. At least the baby’s not a girl. You write, then put down the pencil. 


  Adam. 

 

  
 6. 


 The baby has passed the crossroads. The baby is no longer losing weight. The baby is four weeks premature, but they’re sending him home with you today. All he has to do now is prove he can sit in his car seat for half an hour without ceasing to breathe. The nurses will wire him and monitor him. One of them tucks a blanket around him in his bucket. Says his name matter-of-factly, as if it refers to him. Refers to you as Mommy, ditto. Takes the baby off down the hall. Ky goes down to the parking garage to install the car seat base. 


  You’re alone. First time in how long? You look around the hospital room, at the wreckage of the first days of the baby’s life. The empty food containers. Colostrum-stained pillows. Crumpled blankets. Empty Tetra Paks of coconut water. Packs of tissue. Packs of wipes. Balled-up failed attempts at diapering. Unstuck electrodes. Limp wet towels. Limp pink flowers from Saul and Leonard. Helpful pamphlets: Caring for Your Newborn. Breastfeeding 101. Postpartum Depression and You. 


  You can leave it all behind. Lightest travel ever. 


  All you need is the baby. 


  Davina has sent something for the baby to wear home, a gray-and-white-striped cashmere pajama, size 0–3M. Half an hour ago, when you held it up against him, it looked big enough for three of him. One of the many articles you couldn’t read in the OB’s office: Bringing Your Newborn Home in Style. The photos: white cardigan and chevron-printed one-piece. Sailor-style overalls. Muslin-collared onesie with a ruffle at the rear. Products aimed at other women, women confident they’d bring their newborn home. Confident enough to pack tiny clothes in their hospital bags alongside their own pajamas, their aromatherapeutic oils, The Happiest Baby on the Block. Women with babies not in danger of bleeding out. Women whose partners knew their histories. When you found out about placenta previa, when you understood that your baby could die, it felt like punishment for your years of untruth. And now the baby lives out in the world, his cord cut: a newborn with a mother whose mother came undone. Someone has to know about this. Someone has to know about you, to know you. The thought of it is pure terror. You sit down on the bed, reeling. 


  The orderly brings a clean cotton tie-top and socks for the baby. Those will have to do. You get up and tidy the room, ignoring the fire in your wound. You throw out everything but the striped cotton blankets, the nasal aspirator, the thermometer, sixteen tiny diapers, one wee hat. The pamphlets. Everything in a plastic tote. The nurse said you own these things now. 


  Your scar is a bright red mouth knit with dissolving sutures. Healing beautifully, according to the doctor. You’re not bleeding excessively. You never hemorrhaged. All your organs still present. A nurse comes in to take the IV tubes out of your arms. Beneath the tape your arms are black with bruises, as if the blown veins occurred a few days ago and not in another lifetime. 


  Forty minutes later, the nurse brings your baby back. He’s passed the car seat test. On his heel, where they’ve stuck him for blood tests, an outsized bandage. You put the new cotton socks on him. The tie-top. The wee striped hat. He has to eat before you go; you sit in your chair surrounded by pillows, lift him to your breast. He opens his mouth. Pulls. His eyes close slowly. You stroke his near-invisible eyebrows. What will you bring him home to? An apartment trying to defend itself against his existence, against the possibility of his nonexistence. No nurses, no doctors to take care of him. No mother’s mother making things better or worse. You’ve lived in this hospital all his life. Now it’s time to go. You place the baby in his bucket and tuck a striped blanket around him. Pack the toiletries Davina gave you. Dress in the clean clothes Rachel brought you. Not ready, perhaps, but defended. 


  Ky returns, haggard. Never try to install a car seat base in a hospital turnaround, he says. Running a marathon would have been easier. Let’s hope it’s in right. 


  Is it in right? you say. 


  Let’s hope, Ky says. 


  You both look at the baby, blinking in his bucket. Then you look at Ky. 


  Are we taking him out there? you say. 


  I think we have to, Ky says. We can’t afford the rent here. 


  You hand the baby over to his father. Outside, beyond the window, sunlight falls. 


  At last the nurse comes in. You sign a few papers. Ky takes the handle of the baby’s little bucket. You take the plastic bag. 


  Onward. 


   


  No ride has ever been more harrowing. You sit beside the baby in back while Ky white-knuckles the wheel. The baby wails, his face a vibrant red. He hasn’t heard that babies sleep in car seats. You don’t know what to do for him. Can’t nurse him, of course. Can’t offer a pacifier because the lactation consultant said no pacifiers. Can’t offer a finger, because God knows what you’ve touched since you left the hospital room. All around you on the FDR: ten-ton trucks, speeding cabs, out-of-state weavers. Everything, you understand, will threaten the baby’s life forever. Somehow you have to survive this. 


  There ought to be a sign on top of this car, Ky says. DRIVING NEWBORN HOME. STAY THE FUCK AWAY. He wipes sweat from his forehead with the towel you bled on four days ago. 


  It is, of course, rush hour. GPS directs you to that bridge. 


  As you cross it, you fall straight back to that moment. Your mother driving the car, the one she’s been driving for hours, toward New York City, where you lived before she took you elsewhere. You in the back seat, hungry. You’re seven years old, a Ramona book in your hand, its cover torn off. You wonder if you could find your way to your old house from here. You wonder if that’s where she’s taking you, if that’s when she’s going to stop driving. But then she does stop. She stops in the middle of the bridge and gets out. You get out after her. The sun is hot and bright and hard against your shoulders. Your mother’s eyes are wild, unfocused, the way she gets when all the worst things happen. As if in a dream, as if she’s just remembered the last important thing, she takes a sandwich in a plastic bag from her own shoulder bag and presses it into your hand. Other cars swerve around your car as your mother moves toward the railing. 


  What are you doing, you say. 


  I’m doing what I came to do, she says. 


  Come down, you say. Come down. 


  She’s perfectly calm. You’ll go to Daddy, she says. Someone will take you there. The address is in your pocket. 


  Come down. 


  I have to go, she says. And then a moment of doubt, as if she’s asking you for permission. 


  Come down, you say. 


  That look from her, persistent. 


  You think of the other mothers at the school in Tucson, the last known place before the motels and the smoke-fogged houses and the midnight parties and the train rides and the spilled food and the broken glass. You think of mothers arriving in clean cars to pick up their children and take them home to houses with food in the refrigerator, books on the shelves, crisp-made beds, seasonal decorations. You imagine a mother in an ironed shirt and clean white pants, drawing you close against her. And then you look at your own mother in her misbuttoned yellow dress, a smear of something on her cheek, her hair a smoky disaster, her eyes the eyes of a chased cat. 


  You don’t say you hate her for all she’s done and hasn’t done. But for a moment you think it. And that’s when she goes. 


   


  You’ve crossed into Brooklyn. The baby hasn’t stopped wailing. You put your hand on him, covering his apple-sized rib cage. He doesn’t stop wailing, but he knows you’re there. His fingers close around your thumb. A reflex, but you take it to mean what you want it to. Clever biology, deceiving you with this small and powerful grip. 


  You roll down your leaf-shaded street and Ky pulls to the curb. You open the door so the baby can smell the linden. You unbuckle him. Take him out. He stops crying. You put him into the crook of your arm, and, with Ky’s help, extract yourself from the car. 


  Ahead: your house. His house. You climb the stoop stairs, open the door. 


  You’re home, baby, you say. You’re home. 


  You climb to the second floor, open the door. And there’s everything just as you left it: Bloody towels on the sofa, a crime scene; books and papers on the table; the dishes from five nights ago. Books on the floor. A flowering plant in the corner. Secondhand furniture. Marble mantel, green vase full of wilted lilacs. 


  Someone else’s life. 


  You go to the bedroom and lie down, the three of you. Sun comes through the leaves of the Norway maples and casts quavering shadows on the wall. On the night table, a photo: your mother at twenty-five, a newborn in her arms. She smiles, open-mouthed, as if the best thing in the world has just happened. 


  A family at home. You, Ky, the baby. Everything else still unknown. 


  Somehow you have to do it. Somehow you have to survive. 


  Ky, you say. I want to tell you something. 


  The baby sneezes, shifts against you, then sleeps. 
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