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        “If I had my life to live over, instead of wishing away nine months of pregnancy, I'd have cherished every moment and realized that the wonderment growing inside me was the only chance in life to assist God in a miracle.”
      

      — Erma Bombeck

      My daughter is newly and unexpectedly pregnant. And I am thrilled. I am also worried. After all, this is my baby giving birth here … my baby, whose own gestation was difficult and whose birth was early and traumatic. My baby girl, who is carrying her second baby while working outside the home full time and while her first baby is still in diapers, still nursing, and still not sleeping through the night. My precious child, who will give birth to Baby #2 when Baby #1 — otherwise known as “John,” “JB,” and “Our Boy” — is but 20 months old. My beloved daughter, whose biochemistry is rather sensitive, and so she endures migraines, nausea, and other unpleasant symptoms during pregnancy, and who did not inherit my child-bearing hips and pelvis, and so is facing another cesarean section. My strong and capable but exhausted and stressed-out daughter, whose husband recently returned to work after an extended and painful and only partial recovery from a serious back injury and several surgeries, leaving these hard-working high-school sweethearts of eighteen years physically, emotionally, and financially spent.

      And yet … they are, as Susan Townsend, whose story is featured in this book, would say, “partners in a miracle.” And they are overjoyed. And cherishing these precious, never-to-be-reclaimed moments. And making it all work, somehow. And so I push aside my worries (most of the time) and instead focus on celebrating this most miraculous and joyous experience with them. I realize that my job, as mother of the mommy and grandma of the grandbabies, is to encourage and support, to help alleviate whatever challenges there may be and accentuate the positive.

      Pregnancy, childbirth, and those first few hours and days of being a new mommy to a newborn can be overwhelming and scary — especially if the mother has been bombarded with horror stories and misinformation, or if her fears and concerns have been pooh-poohed, or if things don't go as planned and hoped. I wish for every expectant mother to be surrounded by conscientious mothers and professionals who listen compassionately, advise carefully, and share the wonders of their own pregnancies, childbirths, and new mommy experiences. I wish to be that source of wisdom, hope, and inspiration to my daughter and to other expectant mothers I might encounter. I wish I would have had more of that kind of positive reinforcement during each of my four pregnancies, including the one that resulted in the heartbreak of miscarriage and especially the difficult one that resulted in the miraculous birth of my middle child, now expecting her second child. Still, in looking back, it is the encouraging words of other mothers and the joyful moments I experienced during the pregnancies, births, and homecomings of my three wonderful children that I remember and cherish most.

      May the heartwarming stories in this book, written by mothers who have experienced the joys and challenges of pregnancy and childbirth firsthand, bring you comfort and pleasure. And may you be reminded to cherish each miraculous moment of the wonderment growing inside you.

      — Colleen Sell
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      At my six-week postpartum visit, Dr. Wigginton hands me a small box with a pink lid. Inside is a stainless steel, long-handled baby spoon engraved with my daughter's name and birth date.

      “Thank you,” I say, and then wait, because Dr. Wigginton is looking everywhere except at me, his face pinched with concentration. He is trying, I soon realize, to find the right words; there is something he wants to say.

      Finally, he looks at me. “I just …” he begins, but it takes two tries. “I just wanted you to have a perfect baby.”

      Now, I am the one who can't look him in the eye.

      Everyone looks forward to the twenty-week ultrasound — to that first glimpse, grainy and shifting, when the ultrasound tech says things you've been waiting so long to hear: “It's a boy,” or, “See that, she's sucking her thumb,” or, “Oh look, toes!”

      I took a videotape to my ultrasound so that my husband could see it later. He'd planned to come, but our older daughter woke up with a fever of 102, so we decided to cancel the sitter, and he stayed home instead.

      So, I was there alone to hear, “Looks like a girl,” and “There's her heart,” and “Wait right there, I want the doctor to see this.”

      I laid on that table for far too long while the doctor and the ultrasound nurse searched and searched for what they weren't seeing, and examined and re-examined what they were seeing. They couldn't find my baby girl's diaphragm, the muscle that supports the organs in the chest; they couldn't find lung tissue. They did find a small anomaly — Dr. Wigginton called it a cyst — in my baby's brain.

      That's just not how twenty-week ultrasounds are supposed to go.

      At home, I looked up diaphragmatic hernias — conditions in which the diaphragm doesn't form properly in the developing fetus. What I found was scary; half to three-quarters of such babies die. Mortality is higher for girls (like mine), for babies with multiple problems (that troubling cyst in her brain), and for babies with low birth weights (at one point the doctor had extended my due date three weeks based on her size, but I told them they had to be wrong; she was just small, for some reason).

      I also looked up pulmonary agenesis — the condition where one or both lungs fail to form. Bilateral (both sides) pulmonary agenesis is exceedingly rare; there were only eleven recorded cases worldwide as of that year. The sources I read stated that the condition was “generally incompatible with life.” Unilateral pulmonary agenesis is very rare, too, but is more common than bilateral and usually accompanied by other developmental defects of varying severity. Either is worse than a diaphragmatic hernia. I feared that I would be case number twelve in recorded history of a woman whose baby was born without lungs; that not only would I have to bury my baby, but that I'd also have to spend the next thirty years fending off scientists wanting to study my case.

      Friends and relatives offered what support they could, but it wasn't much. We were on everyone's prayer list. My grandparents offered us one of their burial plots, should we need it. It was the only concrete thing anyone could do.

      The latest imaging technique at the time was the three-dimensional ultrasound. I read articles about this technological wonder that could give you a sepia-toned image of your unborn baby's face. In larger cities, women could go to the mall and have their baby's “portrait” imaged for several hundred dollars. In out-of-the-way western Kentucky, the only way I was going to have access to such a wonder was to need it. At twenty-five weeks, my husband and I traveled out of state to the nearest perinatologist's office, where I laid for hours on a table while my baby was poked and prodded, measured and examined, first by a technician, then by the doctor herself — a youthful, smartly dressed woman whose name was Turnquest-Wells.

      Dr. Turnquest-Wells said, “What we're seeing is a neural tube defect, a condition called ‘spina bifida’—”

      Spina bifida? Not pulmonary agenesis? Not diaphragmatic hernia?

      I said, “But she has lungs?”

      Dr. Turnquest-Wells seemed taken aback. “Um, yes,” she said.

      “And she has a whole diaphragm?” I asked.

      “Uh, well, yes.”

      “So, it's just spina bifida?”

      “Ah … yeah.”

      “Oh, thank God!” I said.

      Dr. Turnquest-Wells looked at me like I was nuts.

      “They had me flat terrified coming in here,” I explained. “They told me my baby had no lungs. They said maybe she had a herniated diaphragm — half of those babies die. But I know people with spina bifida, and they grow up, and they have lives, and you just don't know what a relief this is to me!”

      “Oh… . Okay,” she said. She looked carefully at my husband.

      I could tell she was thinking perhaps I didn't get it; somehow I had missed that my child would be born with a serious birth defect — and spina bifida is certainly serious. It's a malformation of the spine that causes damage to the spinal nerves, and like any other spinal injury it can result in paraplegia, urinary and bowel control problems, and myriad other chronic health issues. But people with spina bifida usually live and most have normal intelligence.

      When we left, Dr. Turnquest-Wells gave me a sepia-toned portrait, three-quarter view, of my baby with her fist in her mouth. I felt as though a great weight had been lifted from my heart and a pall had withdrawn from my eyes. I would not have to bury my baby.

      We named her “Cora,” after the young woman in James Fenimore Cooper's novel, The Last of the Mohicans. Our research revealed that Fenimore Cooper coined the name and that before his novel Cora was not used as a woman's name. Today, it has fallen out of favor and is considered old-fashioned by most. But my husband and I liked the name, and we bestowed it on our unborn girl.

      There were more doctors to see. Cora would have to be born at a specialty medical center far from home, and we chose Indiana University Medical Center in Indianapolis. Cora would need two surgeries shortly after birth; these would be done at adjacent Riley Hospital for Children. Cora's delivery, by Caesarian section, would be performed by Dr. Lillie Mae Padilla, a small, reassuringly energetic obstetrician and perinatologist, whose native language was Spanish.

      Dr. Padilla examined me and Cora in another marathon ultrasound session, which we drove through a blizzard to get to. Partway through the exam, Dr. Padilla said, “I hate to keep saying ‘the baby, the baby.’ Does she have a name?”

      “Her name is Cora,” I said.

      “Heart,” said Dr. Padilla. When I frowned, she said, “Cora means ‘heart’ in Spanish. It's a woman's nickname, short for ‘Corazon.’”

      So, we were wrong about Fenimore Cooper coining the name, but right about the name itself. She is Cora, our dear little heart.

      Cora was born on May first — May Day. Six weeks later, Dr. Wigginton — the one who first knew my baby had a problem — gives me a commemorative spoon. “I just wanted you to have a perfect baby,” he says.

      I think of Cora: Cora, who spent twelve days in neonatal intensive care. Who came through three surgeries in her first two days of life. Who may or may not walk; who may or may not have full control of her bowels. Who may or may not be a doctor, a musician, a bookworm, a dog trainer, or a gardener. Who may be tall or short, pretty or homely, generous or stingy, vivacious or taciturn. It is too soon to know. Just like it would be too soon to know these things with any other baby. Who can say what Cora might do, how she might be?

      Later, when Cora is with me, I see my doctor out in public. We walk over to say hello, Cora and I, she with her bright blue eyes and rosebud mouth, I with my heart on my sleeve and in my arms.

      “I want you to meet someone,” I say, holding her up. “This is Cora. She's my perfect baby.”

      — Jennifer Busick
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      At such an altitude, the blue drains away. The color of the sky seems to seep backward toward heaven. From this slit of a window that I have to bend down to look out of, there is no horizon limiting my view. There is no tree branch, no swarm of gnats, no crow on a telephone wire grounding my thoughts.

      My son stirs in his sleep; already one airline seat is too small for his sleeping body. My husband's eyelids flicker but do not open. His neck will be stiff within the half hour. I pass my hand across my belly. It is a few weeks too early to detect movement, still I want our next child to know the feel of my hand from the very beginning.

      I watch my husband, Keith, as he sleeps. Imagine if I could kiss his cheek at that moment how nice it would be. How the feel of his skin against my lips would be the same as it has been for the last thirteen years, warm and intoxicating. If there were no other passengers, no belly to maneuver over, no sleeping limbs of an eighteen-month-old sprawled across my lap, I would fall against his cheek and nap. Instead, my eyes wander to my son.

      When he sleeps, Mason is most beautiful. His features take on an added fullness, especially around his eyes and lips. He is not what I'd expected. I thought he'd be half me, half his father. But he is all himself. Not a replica of anything. Convinced that all my children would be girls, it is not until he comes out that I realize gender is such an inadequate measure of character. A footnote. Less descriptive than the spacing between his eyelashes, the curve of his baby toe. As if dressing him in blue gives strangers useful information.

      No one has ever seemed as wise as he did, that first time he looked up at me, his eyes pinning the swallow against my throat. I have found you again, he seemed to say, as if he knew me from some time before. Or perhaps his wisdom is in that moment, having no before or after, nothing to clutter his request, to deter his wanting. Feed me and I will be yours, he seemed to demand. He began to suck as if his life depended on it, and he became mine.

      As he nursed, his head turned to the side and I discovered his ears. I followed with my finger along the extra fold of each ear, like an intricate maze leading down to his eardrum. In comparison, other human ears are like doughnuts that have been stepped on. What will he listen for, that a flat-eared person doesn't? A group of pediatricians came to look at them. They told us that someone in one of our families must have ears like this. They have been inherited from someone along the line. How many decades has this child's hearing journeyed through? I wonder. What does he know? I watched him for clues, thinking some sign might reveal their purpose.

      When he was new, everything else resembled him. A salamander, the letter G on the cover of a library book, a moth. The slightest display of vulnerability in any living thing sent me with tears streaming into Mason's room toward his crib. When he was awake, I worried he should sleep, and when he slept I fought the urge to wake him. I could not concentrate on conversations. He demanded all my attention, even while I slept.

      Gradually, I regained my former self and stopped crying at the sight of an injured caterpillar or the parched dirt around a neglected houseplant. I grew accustomed to his breathing, although still it sounded miraculous. After his ears, I studied his hands, so much like his father's.

      I watch them now, high above the earth, as his fingers curl toward his palm. If I could burrow my way inside his skin, still I wouldn't be too close. Later, when he is older, I will tell him and the new one, who will turn out to be a shiny bowling ball of a girl, that I loved them both from the beginning. Not the moment I first saw them. Not at the sound of their first cries. Not even when I felt that first turn in my belly. No, love builds more slowly than that. Love begins before we know each place to put it.

      I've loved them both since the moment their father smiled my way. From the moment I first eyed the ocean, first tasted pomegranates. From that first day my mother held me in her arms. Love stretches backward, rolls forward, and when it finds its mark, unfolds in every direction, like the sky, like heaven.

      — Pauline Knaeble Williams
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      My mother is thirty-nine years old. She has died from cancer. Before she died, she was heartbroken, knowing she had to leave her six children behind.

      I am four years old, her youngest child. I am alone. I no longer have a mother and I yearn for her love.

      My father works or is at the bar. When he is home, many times he is drunk. There is a lot of yelling and hitting. He is not handling my mother's death very well or the responsibilities of raising young children. Work and drink are his escapes.

      I am eight years old. My father has remarried. My sister and I move to a new house, his new wife's house. My older siblings have moved out on their own. My stepmother seems to resent that he brought kids to the marriage with him and that we are not quiet, fastidious, and invisible. We try to be very quiet and to do as we are told, but we seem to irritate her no matter what we do. She is a screamer, and she takes her anger out on us.

      My father still drinks. They fight and there is a lot of yelling. My stepmother does not want my sister and me. We walk on eggshells. She calls us “scum.” They send us away to live with relatives. I am ten years old. We live with an aunt and uncle. My uncle corners my sister, now an adolescent. She “makes trouble,” tells what happens. They send us back to my father and his wife.

      I am thirteen. My father does not want my sister and me. We interfere with his life, with his marriage. They send us to live with other relatives, and then with friends, and then a foster home.

      I am sixteen, back living with my father and his wife. They still fight; there is still anger and resentment. They kick my sister out of the house. They send me to live with my brother and his wife. They are kind but young and struggling themselves. I am grateful and try not to cause trouble.

      I am eighteen. I can start my own new life and leave it all behind. I am smart. I am tough as nails. The chip on my shoulder is my defense, my strength. I love it. I use it. It is my best friend. I go to school and work. I am very functional. I am a survivor.

      I protect myself, keep to myself. I had to close myself off when I was a child or suffer even more. I had to close myself off as an adult because I'd learned that emotions were a weakness. I had no room for weakness. If someone cried, I scoffed. If someone felt sad or depressed, I lost respect. They were weak. I was strong.

      Why should my feelings, my emotions be in the open? I did not want pity. No one could give me a mother. No one could love me like a mother. I am an adult now. I cannot change the past. I cannot change my mother's death, leaving young children and an alcoholic, selfish father to manage the mess.

      Grow up and live your life the best you can. Shove away the memories of loss and loneliness, the hope for a mother's love. That is what I did.

      I am twenty-two, twenty-four, twenty-eight, thirty years old. I am an adult. I am struggling with myself. I have missed the most important thing a child can have: the love of a mother.

      I force myself to examine what I carry inside of me. It is very painful but necessary. I realize I will never be normal on the inside. I will carry this sadness and loneliness forever. I accept that. I admit it to myself. I feel at peace with myself. I am more willing to let others see inside of me.

      I meet a man. He is kind, and I come to trust him. I tell him everything. He tells me he loves me. He loves me because of my life, in spite of my life. His compassion exceeds all bounds. He wants to marry me. I become his wife, and he becomes the first family I ever had.

      I am thirty-four years old. I am pregnant. I am terrified. I am not a complete person. How can I be a mother? I never had one. How can I love a child? I was not loved as a child. What am I doing? Who am I kidding? I do not know what it means to be a mother. I do not know what it means to be a child. It is not my fault. I just do not know.

      How will I know how to love my child? I worry constantly during my pregnancy. I am very insecure and plagued by self-doubt. How will I know what to do? How will I know how to give comfort and love to a baby, a child? I am one of those people who should not have children.

      My baby, my son, is born. I am alone with him for the first time. I hold him and give him my breast. No one is there to see. I am alone in the hospital room with him. It is midnight. I help him latch on to my breast to eat. He starts to suckle, so gently, and my body responds by giving him milk. He holds his tiny hands by his face, and I stare at him in wonderment. I talk to him softly and caress his tiny head. It feels so natural holding him in my arms. My heart fills with tender, pure, warm love for him. Something has just changed.

      I am thirty-nine years old. I am a mother and I am alive.

      My son is four years old. He has a mother who loves him every second of every day.

      His father works and comes home to us. There is no yelling or hitting. His father is not drunk. There is love and laughter. We are a family.

      The birth of my son has given me what I had yearned for all of my life. It has given me a mother's love. I receive from him a love that is given only to a mother. Through loving him, I now know my mother's love for me. It is full in me. I no longer yearn for a mother; I no longer have that need. I am a mother now, and I am complete.

      — Ellen Cullen
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      Before our son was born, my husband and I had a list of interesting names for him. None had any overriding swaying power for either one of us, so we decided to wait until he made his entrance and “call him as we see him.” Meanwhile, I secretly entertained exotic combinations of features for my fetal son — he would have golden brown skin, green eyes like his dad but almond-shaped like mine, and luscious loops of curly dark hair.

      I was nothing short of stunned when our very ordinary-looking, beige-skinned, brown-eyed, brown-haired newborn son made his earthly debut to the tune of The Nanny (the television was on in the birthing room). So certain had I been that he would be the extraordinary beauty our daughter is, I could only stare as he wailed uncharmingly and urinated on the nurse.

      All the lovely and lyrical names I had sung to myself while patting my swollen belly flew out of my head. This was no Vincenzio. This wasn't even an Avery — my favorite (and my husband's least favorite) name. This was … John.

      Yep, John. As average as the child himself. Not average in the ho-hum way, mind you. Children of immigrant grandparents that my husband and I are, for us to have an average baby after an average pregnancy in an above-average hospital in Manhattan — well, isn't that what our grandparents braved the seas for? What could be more American than John? At the time, the world was mourning the beloved John Kennedy Jr. — not a bad namesake for your average American boy. And, for all of them out there, I personally have never met a mean John. And we could always jokingly tell people that we named him John because the first thing he did was “go to the john” immediately upon his exit from the womb and on the less-than-amused nurse.

      John. I liked it.

      As the drugs wore off and I was able to hold my son, I found myself falling in love, and just thinking. “John” had been on my list. In fact, for a while, it was my first choice. But there is no one in either of our families named John. So why was it on my list from the beginning and why was it the name I actually chose in the end? Then, in one of those moments of clarity that writers love to write about, I remembered.

      It was a warm and pleasant summer afternoon in the late 1970s. I was about eleven years old and had discovered my mom's personal library of young adult books. Mom had wanted to become a nurse before her heart murmur prevented it, and as a girl she had a whole collection of books about nurses and medicine. I had already read all about Cherry Ames and had begun reading Sue Barton, visiting nurse. I was fascinated. The beautiful Sue sort of looked like Mom — red hair, fair complexion, fine features. But I especially liked this volume, because her territory was the Lower East Side of Manhattan, where we lived. I enjoyed reading the names of familiar streets in the story — Henry Street, Mott Street, Orchard Street. It made me feel somehow connected to my mom, like I was getting a glimpse of what her life must have been like when she was my age in the 1950s on the Lower East Side.

      A slew of aunts and younger cousins had come over for a visit and eventually wanted to go outside to enjoy the day. I was the oldest cousin, too mature to horse around with the others, but too young to do much of anything else in the projects where we lived. Usually, I would stay behind, watching TV; I also loved watching old syndicated shows that I thought my mom might have watched when she was my age. I pictured her frolicking at a beach party or bopping to do-wop while giggling with her girlfriends, like the girls on the old reruns did.

      But that day, for no discernable reason, I decided to join my family and enjoy the end of summer. I took Sue Barton with me. They chose a spot near the edge of the apartment complex where there were two long rows of benches, back to back. My brother, sister, and cousins enjoyed running back and forth between the rows and climbing from bench to bench. They laughed loudly, all five of them, while my mom chatted with her sisters in Spanglish. I sat sideways on one of the benches, looking out toward the Woolworth Tower. I settled into a cross-legged position and buried myself in my book while my cousins clambered around me.

      My reading came to an abrupt halt when I came upon a passage that described the fair Sue dealing with the “oppressed Negro children.” The phrase jolted me, because we called African Americans “black” people. I didn't really understand the “oppression” part, but I understood enough to realize that the author saw Sue's visits as the only ray of sunshine in these “Negro children's” otherwise miserable lives. It was as though the author were saying, “How noble of Sue Barton to even care.” The tone of the passage was so racist and condescending that I had to reread it several times over, all the while thinking, “That's my mom they're talking about. That's me they're talking about.” For the first time, it dawned on me that the glorified life I had envisioned my mom leading was far from how she actually lived. And even farther from how she was perceived.

      If I had been alive then, I wouldn't have been able go to a sock hop or to the same school with white kids. Or even drink from the same water fountain. Or I could be lynched — for trumped-up “crimes” or just for sport. I was engrossed in imagining more and more horrific images, wallowing in my newfound betrayal, when the voice of my three-year-old cousin, Edwin, snapped me out of it.

      “Hello!” Edwin called out.

      I looked up. Sitting not more than three feet from me on the bench was an elderly gentleman. He was well-dressed, very tall, and at least seventy years old. My cousin had crawled up beside him, inches from his face, to examine this kindly stranger.

      “Hello,” said the man. “What's your name?”

      “Edwin,” said my cousin proudly. He scooted even closer to the man. Pointing a tiny finger, he asked, “What's your name?”

      “My name is John.”

      “Don?” Edwin couldn't pronounce the “J” yet.

      He nodded deliberately, maybe solemnly. “Yes. John.”

      “Hello, John!” With that, Edwin climbed around John and continued to play.

      No one else had noticed the interaction, but I looked on after my cousin resumed his play. This man, John, was American, judging by the way he spoke. And he was white. He had been born way before the imagined Sue Barton would have been. Even if he hadn't been born in America, he had undoubtedly seen a lifetime of drama — two World Wars, a scientific revolution, and much civil unrest. He had actually seen that era of racial inequality in history, and yet here he was, a well-dressed white man in the United States, sitting amidst these happy brown children who didn't think twice about swinging past and over him in their play. Or pointing an innocent finger in his direction. Or striking up a conversation. Or looking him in the eye. A mere generation before, in some parts of this very country, my country, this would have been unthinkable. And only a few years before that, it could have cost my cousin his life. And this old white man, John, had been alive during it all.

      There were plenty of other benches he could have chosen, but he chose this one. I watched as he sat on that bench, facing the Twin Towers, in the projects on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. For all that he must have seen in his lifetime, this man exuded such a calm, contented, and generally good aura that I smiled. Suddenly, I was able to put my relatively short life into perspective as well as my mother's. I silently thanked her for saving her favorite books for me and for allowing me to daydream my afternoons away to reruns of Bewitched. I felt lucky — fortunate to have been born and raised in a different era.

      I returned to my book. When I looked up a moment later, he was gone, and I felt a little sad.

      I've thought of the man on the park bench often throughout my life, wondering who he was and if he were still alive.

      I've never forgotten the tranquil feeling I got when I saw him, at such a critical moment in my adolescence. I hoped that, whatever life might bring me, toward the end of it I could sit on a bench of my choosing, surrounded by children, and be happy.

      On August 16, 1999, when I gave birth to my baby boy, that is what I hoped for him too. So I named him John. John Avery, to be exact. As it turns out, there are very few children in his generation named John.

      Funny how the unassuming becomes remarkable as time goes by.

      — Diana Díaz

    

  
    
      

      
      
[image: illustration] The Expecting Mother vs. the Accepting Sibling

      I'm here with Mommy to check my baby,” says my son, proudly revealing my pregnant belly to the receptionist.

      She smiles at her familiar little friend. “Hi, J.P. Midwife Anne will be right with you … and Mommy.”

      “But Anne has to wait until Daddy gets here. He's coming from work.”

      “Okay, honey. I'll let her know.”

      J.P. picks up a Dr. Seuss book from a basket and sits next to me, gently placing his head on my tummy. “Mommy, we want you to read us this book.”

      For thirty-eight weeks J.P. has been talking “we” talk. We want oatmeal for breakfast. We want to take a walk. We want you to read to us. The eerie part is that my husband and I had never said anything to J.P. about our decision to have another child. Yet, two mornings after we had started our baby-making process, J.P. lifted up my shirt, kissed my tummy, and spoke “we” talk from that moment on.

      “Mommy? When will Sarkist come out of your tummy?” asks J.P., no longer interested in the story.

      “In another couple of weeks or so.”

      “But I want Sarkist to come out and play now.”

      “I think the baby is awake,” I say. “Try playing your special game.”

      J.P. gently presses on my tummy. A moment later the baby inside responds with a kick. J.P. giggles. He presses again. The baby kicks back. J.P. laughs.

      “Mommy, will we call my baby Sarkist after it's born?”

      “Sarkist will be the baby's nickname.”

      “Oh, that's right.” J.P. puts his mouth close to my tummy. “Hi, Sarkist. That's your nickname. It means ‘sweet one’ in Ar … Ar …”

      “Armenian.”

      J.P. waves me off. “I know, I know. Armenian. We'll give you another name when you come out and tell us if you're a boy or a girl.”

      “J.P.,” calls the nurse, “time to check your baby.”

      J.P. stands in protest. “But Daddy's not here yet.”

      “How about we get Mommy started, and we'll send Daddy in as soon as he gets here,” she suggests.

      “Okay.” J.P. grabs my hand. “Come on, Mommy. Time to see how big Sarkist is.”

      I allow him to lead me into the examination room, amazed at how quickly the last three years have passed. It seems like just yesterday I was pregnant with this little boy and filled with the same anxious excitement about his impending arrival that he now displays for “his” baby.

      I step onto the scale.

      “Expectant siblings first,” says the nurse.

      “Oh, right. My mistake.” I step down.

      J.P. hops up onto the scale, then strains to see the nurse move the weights.

      “Just perfect,” she says. “Now let's give Mommy a turn.”

      As she weighs me and I answer the usual pre-exam questions, J.P. pretends the office stool is a steering wheel and drives around the small room. This is the only diversion he ever allows himself during our midwife appointments, because he's always eager to get back to the business at hand.

      “When do we get to hear my baby's heartbeat?”

      “Just as soon as Anne and Daddy come.”

      “Did someone say Daddy?” asks my husband, entering with our midwife.

      While J.P. fills them in on our appointment thus far, I can't help but wonder how J.P.'s excitement at being an expectant sibling will translate into actually becoming a big brother. How will he handle it when Sarkist is no longer an abstract concept with a nickname contained in Mommy's tummy, but rather a crying “thing” demanding attention from the two people who, up until that point, gave J.P. their single-minded focus?

      My own brother is three years older than I am and by all accounts was quite doting upon my arrival home from the hospital. After I learned to walk, talk, and grab toys, however, we entered the tumultuous world of sibling rivalry that thirty years later we are just beginning to navigate with any sense of decorum.

      That, of course, leads to my own self-doubts. Do I have enough love to give to two children? How can I possibly love this second child as much as I love my first? How do I go about making both my children feel equally yet uniquely loved? Will J.P. get angry if he hears me lull the baby to sleep with the same songs I used to sing to him? Will he still feel love for “his baby” when that child cries us all awake at 2:00 A.M. for a feeding? Will J.P. feel abandoned when I don't let him have a midnight snack too?

      I've heard it said that demanding a child to accept a new sibling is like a husband expecting his spouse to accept another wife in their home. Admittedly, as much as I love my husband and trust our relationship, I would not be at all thrilled if he came home one day and said, “Honey, meet our new wife.”

      “Don't hurt my baby!” yells J.P., waking me from my thoughts.

      “It's okay,” I comfort. “You've seen Anne do this before. She's just pressing on my tummy to determine what position Sarkist is in.”

      “That doesn't hurt my baby?”

      “Not at all. Anne knows what she's doing and is very gentle. It's just like when you play your game with Sarkist.”

      “Perhaps it's time to put jelly on the belly,” Anne suggests.

      “Jelly on the belly! Jelly on the belly!” J.P. sings happily, anticipating his favorite part of these checkups. Anne lets him help squirt the ultrasound gel on my stomach and turn on the heart machine. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.

      “Hear that, Mommy? That's my baby's heartbeat!” J.P. puts my hand on his chest. “Feel that, Mommy? That's my heartbeat. Sarkist and I have the same heart. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.”

      Suddenly, I am reminded of a conversation I had with a Native American medicine woman during my first trimester.

      “It's the wildest thing,” I had confided to Grandmother Mechi. “Not only is J.P. overprotective of the baby growing inside me, but he knew I was pregnant even before I knew.”

      “That means your son and your baby knew each other in another life,” Grandmother Mechi had replied. “They are happy to be reuniting in this one. They will always have a close connection.”

      I watch J.P. help clear the gel off my abdomen.

      “There you go, Sarkist, all clean. When you come out, I'll help Mommy give you a bath and feed you and change you.”

      “I've never seen a little boy so excited about becoming a big brother. Your baby sure picked the right family,” says Anne.

      “And I picked the right baby,” J.P. replies. “Sarkist and I are going to grow up to be best friends.”

      Then, it hits me. I have been given a wonderful gift — a little boy with instinctive and unconditional love for “his” baby. J.P. doesn't question what will come next, because he only cares about right now. Rather than worry about the future, I, too, will nurture the present. I will stop obsessing about “what if” and start focusing on “what is.” I will keep in mind that although I am about to become a mother for the second time, I am still a first-time mother to J.P. I will handle each new sibling-rivalry challenge that might occur the same way I've handled every other new event for the past three years — as it comes. Accepting, instead of expecting.
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