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3

C h a p t e r  O n e

What I Didn't Expect  
When I Was Expecting

“Rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” 
—Luke 10:20

I F ELT FA I N T A S I stepped out of the shower and lay down 
on the f loor, pressing my face to the cool tile. Laminate, actually, 
because we were fairly broke and our grand plans to renovate the 
home we had bought the year before were sitting on a metaphori-
cal shelf somewhere, stored away next to our other big dreams 
like traveling the country or having a baby. He found me that 
way, lying on the f loor of the bathroom, and asked what I was 
doing down there. Sometimes people refer to me as neurotic and I 
suppose there is evidence to the claim, such as the fact that when 
my husband stumbles upon me prone and half-clothed on the 
bathroom floor it raises no cause for alarm. There’s also the fact 
that I may have possibly started singing Natalie Imbruglia lyrics 
because, let’s be honest, how often does a perfect opportunity like 
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that arise? Not often enough, let me tell you. “Jeff,” I responded, 
“I’m cold and I am shamed lying naked on the f loor. Obviously.”1 

This is why no one takes me seriously.
He started to roll his eyes and step over me when I grabbed 

his leg and persuaded him that despite my uncontrollable ten-
dency to be a smart-aleck, I really was very sick and needed him 
to bring me some toast and ginger ale, stat. Then I made him 
press cool cloths to my head (he’s a very patient man, my hus-
band) as I wondered aloud why in the world I felt so nauseous 
and light-headed. 

You might think that I would easily recognize the signs of a 
pregnancy, having been pregnant before and also having success-
fully passed my sixth grade health class, but the thought of being 
with child never crossed my mind. For one thing, I had never 
stayed pregnant long enough to become overly familiar with 
things like morning sickness and really shiny hair. For another, 
years of pregnancy loss and infertility had left me barren of hope. 

In the months preceding that morning, I had worn thin 
the pages of an ancient text and its tale of Hannah, who deeply 
grieved her empty womb.2 She and I were sisters in our infertility, 
a shared story that spanned across thousands of years. Through 
time and culture, our tears were shed from the same source and 
mine fell on her page in the family Bible. In Hannah’s despair 
she ventured to the temple and wept there, so much so that 
the priest questioned her, asking if she was intoxicated. (Men!) 
Hannah had more grace than I possess because she was not at all 
sarcastic when she informed him that no, she was not drunk, she 
was just really, really sad that she couldn’t have a baby. I knew 
just as well as Hannah did that you can’t make yourself un-want 
a child, even after months of unanswered wishing. Eventually 
you stop obsessively analyzing every slightly swollen body part 
and attribute a bit of queasiness in the morning to the fact that 
you are approaching thirty and ate birthday cake for breakfast 
four days in a row.
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As it turned out, that scene on the bathroom floor would 
become overly familiar, as it was where I would spend my 
entire first trimester thanks to a little thing called Hyperemesis 
Gravadarium, otherwise known as “extreme and debilitating 
morning sickness.” It is one of many things that I have in com-
mon with one Princess Kate, along with a love of shiny sapphire 
rings and an adolescent crush on The Prince of Wales. (Okay, so 
maybe that’s all we have in common.) 

I was as sick as I had ever been because on a hot summer day 
in June there were two pink lines. 

I was pregnant. 

i
I held three white sticks in my hands, because I am nothing if 
not thorough. And also because I had become a bit addicted to 
taking pregnancy tests. Those little things lure you in with their 
promise of potentially f lashing the word PREGNANT at you. 
Pregnancy tests are like cereal box toys for grown-up women. I 
hesitated even taking one this time around because my husband 
had basically forbidden me from buying them on account of how 
I was “f lushing all of our money away” or something. Apparently 
he was not fond of my inability to take the tests in the actual 
window of time where they can register a pregnancy. I was try-
ing hard to refrain from buying them because, “If a man binds 
himself by a pledge, she should really quit buying a bunch of 
pregnancy tests” and all that. But they were on sale that morning 
when I stopped to get a box of muffins because for some reason I 
became completely ravenous in the time it took to drive the eight 
minutes from my house to work. Sure, that box of muffins caused 
me to break a vow, but they were a delicious way to celebrate the 
f lashing word on all three sticks: PREGNANT!

Less than forty-eight hours after I lined all of my pregnancy 
tests on the counter, I saw the blood. 
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It seemed to be the same each time, the cautious elation fol-
lowed by horror and sadness. It was not a new experience, miscar-
riage, but my heart ached in a way that felt fresh and raw. I made 
the requisite phone call to my doctor, the drive to the clinic, the 
walk to the back room, and positioned my arm outward for the 
stick. They would take my blood and draw numbers from it that 
would drop steadily until the pregnancy disappeared completely, 
unable to be measured any longer by anything other than my 
memory of it.

First, though, there was an ultrasound just to be on the safe 
side. We squinted at a fuzzy black screen but it was blank. This 
time the doctors worried that the baby might be ectopic, attempt-
ing to grow outside the safety of my uterus. Apparently this is a 
hostile environment for a fetus and a critical danger to its host, 
which would be me, its mother. If this were the case, they would 
take both the baby and part of my womb, rendering this barren 
woman even more ruined. They sent me home on those words 
to wait. 

I spoke Hannah’s words aloud over my still f lat stomach, 
“For this child I prayed” (1 Sam. 1:27 nkjv).

Forty-eight hours later I lay on a table as Doctor T smiled 
kindly at me while reading numbers off my chart. “Your proges-
terone has more than tripled,” she told me, “and if I were a bet-
ting woman I would guess there is more than one baby in there.” 
Babies? I wondered as she continued to supply me with all sorts of 
medical details. Babies! I thought. To go from stripped to several 
was a sweet sound. I told Jeff as soon as he walked in the door. 
“Babies?” he stammered, eyes bulging at the plural. 

The next time we had an ultrasound a tiny little spark darted 
around the screen. Tears of joy brimmed in our eyes as my hus-
band squeezed my hand, looked at the doctor, and asked with 
great sentiment, “So that’s just one baby, right? Just one baby in 
there?” 

It was just one baby, who would scare us again a few weeks 
later when I would make the drive back to the doctor’s office as 
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blood pooled on the seat and fear pooled in my veins. A subcho-
rionic hemorrhage, they told me. My placenta had torn. The baby 
was safe, but bed rest was mandatory until the bleeding stopped. 
Coupled with the extremely high dose of progesterone my body 
was churning out, I was sick, slight, and scared. 

i
Limited to the activities I could achieve from the confines of 
our queen bed, I began tasking myself with finding the perfect 
moniker for our unborn child. Jeff and I were watching a docu-
mentary when we discovered there are people employed as Baby 
Naming Experts. Apparently these people write websites and 
books devoted to baby names. Don’t even get me started on Baby 
Name Books. I am older than my sister, with enough of a gap 
between us to remember reading baby name books in search of 
a name for her, as though my parents were actually going to let 
me have a say in the matter. For reasons beyond me, the name 
“Philadelphia” did not appeal to them. (I suggested we call her 
“Delphi.” I still think this was a missed opportunity.) My own 
name rarely appeared in these books because my mother named 
me after a soap opera character. 

My middle name was supposed to have been Michelle, not 
for any good reason other than the fact that I was born in the 
eighties and that was the decade of teased hair, slouchy socks, 
and girls named Michelle. (Or Amanda.) But after something 
like four hundred hours of labor, my mother was fairly laden with 
heavy drugs and my father, who had been lobbying to name me 
after his grandmother, took advantage of the opportunity and 
wrote in Aimee on the birth certificate.

Later in life my great-grandmother Aimee would decide that 
she thought A-I-M-E-E was a ridiculous way to spell her name 
and would change it to Amy, leaving me with a middle name that 
was only slightly significant to my heritage and a first name that 
informed people that my mother was an avid fan of Days of Our 
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Lives. My parents would go on to name my sister Marah, which 
basically just cements my theory that my mother watched far too 
much daytime television. 

Back then baby name books contained a few variations of 
some well-known names as well as their meaning. These days 
the so-called baby-naming experts are just making stuff up. (You 
can’t just make up fake names in order to make your book longer, 
Baby Name Experts. I am on to you.) Have you looked at a baby 
name book lately? No, you haven’t because since I was a kid there 
was this new thing invented called “The Internet.” It sort of got 
rid of all the books and replaced them with websites (which feels 
slightly Orwellian except that maybe you are reading this on 
your e-book reader, in which case it feels totally awesome). That’s 
where the Baby Name Experts work, at the Baby Name Websites, 
listing more names than a single person could ever even read dur-
ing the nine-month gestational period of their miniature human. 
Unless you happen to be on bed rest and your only choice is to 
read incredibly long lists of potential baby names or watch reruns 
of Full House. 

That might seem like a tough choice but only if you’ve never 
seen John Stamos as Uncle Jesse. Then it’s like OF COURSE I 
SPENT THE ENTIRE DAY WATCHING FULL HOUSE 
RERUNS. There is probably a correlation between the amount 
of Full House reruns I watched during my extended bed rest and 
the fact that my two-year-old looks almost identical to an Olsen 
Twin circa their days spent in the role of Michelle Tanner. The 
lesson here is: if you want to have a cute kid, watch a lot of early 
nineties television during your pregnancy. Or something. 

So I tossed the book aside and attempted to convince my 
husband that what the baby really wanted was to be named Lila, 
mostly because of a long-held love affair that I’d had with the 
name ever since I read The Sweet Valley Twins series. 

Only I didn’t tell Jeff about that part because for some rea-
son, he was all averse to the notion of using the name Fox for a 
little boy. As it was my maiden name, I thought Fox would be 
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an awesome name for our offspring. So I proceeded to try and 
convince him that people are actually named Fox and that I know 
this because I used to watch The X-Files and also there was a 
character on a soap opera I watched once named Fox. 

(Passions. It was Passions.)
That is when my argument fell f lat, because Jeff was all, 

“Aren’t you always griping about how your mother named you 
after a soap opera character? And this is your best argument?” 

Touché, Jeff. Touché. 
We made elaborate lists of names. “Lila? Mia? Anne?” We 

volleyed them back and forth over the dinner table. “Veto” one of 
us would reply as we laughed and touched my ever-growing belly. 
“I want to name the baby for my grandmother,” I repeated.

My husband never knew my grandmother, as she passed 
away before he had the privilege to meet her. On our wedding 
day, she accompanied me down the aisle in a pearl-studded 
picture frame, catching the candlelight and sending it dancing 
as it dangled from my bridal bouquet. “Why?” he questioned as 
he aimed the scanner at a set of bottles on the baby registry we 
were curating.

“Because,” I answered simply, “she was one of the best women 
that I have ever known. I want the baby to have her legacy.”

Vonne, I figured, was a name that could work for either 
gender. It was even in the baby-naming book and meant, “God’s 
Gracious Gift.” Jeff was unsure about it, expressing his concern 
that using Vonne as a middle name sounded like, “one of those 
musicals you like to watch.” I assume that he was referring to the 
Von Trapp children. 

At twenty weeks, we had settled on a boy name but were still 
debating what we might name a girl. One night we were watch-
ing The Island, which is very disturbing if you are pregnant, when 
Jeff leaned over. “I like the name Scarlette,” he said as Scarlet 
Johansson paraded across the screen. “Scarlette,” I repeated. It 
had a certain charm, I thought. I added it to the top of the list. 

“Scarlette?” I asked on the drive to the gender ultrasound. 
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He thought it was going to be a girl all along, my husband. 
He is often right about things like that but don’t tell him I admit-
ted to it in print. My current plan is to spill something on this 
page in his copy of the book.

I gripped his hand as the nurse pointed to a small set of lines 
that I recognized immediately from scrutinizing far too many 
ultrasound photos on the Internet. (The things you can find 
online these days!) 

“It’s a girl and she’s healthy,” the technician said as tears 
spilled freely down my cheeks and threatened to fall from my 
husband’s eyes as well. Twenty weeks. A girl. Healthy. 

On the way out of the office, I called my parents and held up 
the phone to the car speakers, from which the lyrics to one of my 
favorite songs blared loudly: “I bet you say what could make me 
feel this way? My girl, talking ’bout my girl!”3

i
I decided I should probably learn some things about labor. 
Specifically the part about how to get a baby out of your body. I’ve 
seen babies and I’ve seen my body and it did not seem as though 
that was an attainable goal. I mean, obviously I knew the basics. 
Plus there was this one time that the husband of one of my girl-
friends tried to show me a photo of their brand new baby and acci-
dentally pulled up a photo of said baby in the process of being born. 
It was awkward for both of us and it also sort of scarred me for life. 
I did not realize that babies did that to your unmentionables. 

Since that same thing was about to take place within my own 
body, I figured that it would be a good idea to familiarize myself 
with the details of the whole process. Which is the story of how 
my husband walked in from work to the image of an unclothed 
woman bent over the side of a bed with a baby dangling from her 
nether regions projected on the massive television that he had 
wanted for so long. Possibly as long as I had wanted a baby. I had 
a feeling he was regretting going with the 55-inch screen.
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“What is happening right now?” he asked in a slight panic 
as I fast-forwarded to the scene where Ricki Lake gives birth in 
a bathtub. 

“This is how people have babies,” I told him casually. “I think 
I’m going to do it this way. Not at our house or anything but you 
know, naturally, without the drugs.”

He eyed me suspiciously, being acutely acquainted with my 
low pain tolerance as I overreact to ramming my knee into the 
side table every few days. (We really need to move that side 
table.) 

Later that night I sat perched on our tiny kitchen counter as 
my husband entrusted me with his fears. “I’m glad we have a few 
more months,” he said, “because I am afraid that what if I am not 
ready to be a father just yet.”

The very next night would find us switching places, him 
perched on a hospital stool as doctors and nurses worked at a 
frantic pace around me, starting IVs and reading off stats and 
smoothing back my hair to calm me down. There would not be a 
few more months to get ready.

I was twenty-four weeks pregnant and I was about to have a 
baby.

i
That’s the thing that marks tragedy—the completely unexpected 
nature of it all. One minute you are sitting in the passenger seat 
singing along to the radio and the next minute people in white 
coats are standing over you spouting off the statistics of survival 
rates for your baby. At just twenty-four weeks the odds were not, 
as they say, ever in our favor. 

I had imagined this moment so many times, romancing it 
in my daydreams. My water would break in some spectacular 
fashion, perhaps even in public, possibly. I once called an ambu-
lance for a woman whose water had broken right in the middle of 
my morning shift at the coffee shop and that, I decided, would 
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be just fine with me because I have a great fondness for a good 
story. “I was just standing there trying to choose a bagel and 
then whoosh!” I would say, laughing as I made overly grandiose 
motions to set the scene. 

The baby would come, as babies do, and I would gather her 
greedily to my chest as they handed her vernix-covered form to 
me. I would be a cliché, counting her fingers and toes as I stared 
down at her chubby newborn cheeks.

I would sing “Happy Birthday,” maybe, stroking a single 
finger softly over her silky hair. Jeff would lean over us, pressing 
a kiss to each of our foreheads in succession and someone would 
capture the moment with the snap of a shutter. I would print that 
image in the largest size and hang it over the mantel, the three of 
us frozen in blissful joy. 

Instead I screamed as my veins rolled over and a dark black 
stain spread up my arm as someone made another failed attempt 
to insert an IV in order to stop the contractions that tumbled 
across my belly.

Someone else held a pink basin out just as a technician lifted 
a wand from my stomach and shook his head quietly. Six hun-
dred and fifty-two grams. The baby weighed just over one and a 
half pounds and I was in disbelief. I had gained over twenty-five 
pounds during this pregnancy. Surely more of those belonged to 
the baby than just a meager one and a half of them. They plunged 
a needle deep into my hip, and I lost the contents of my lunch in 
response to the pain before everything went black.

i
Earlier that day everything had been so normal. Routine even, 
as I made my way to my best friend Tiffani’s house, stopping to 
pick up breakfast as was our weekly ritual. It was a Wednesday, 
the one day I had off work during the week coinciding with the 
one day both of her children were in school. I would drop my 
husband off at his office, pick up breakfast, and collapse on her 
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couch with my hands wrapped around a cup of hot chocolate as 
we caught up on conversation. 

We talked about name choices, trying out all of the different 
combinations in jest. “Scarlette! Go to your room!” “Lila, eat your 
dinner!” we laughed. I felt it again then, an odd sensation that I 
had looked up in my baby book that morning but for which no 
answers could be found. 

“Tiff, I feel like someone is pricking the skin on my stomach 
with a straight pin. It doesn’t hurt at all; it just feels like a little 
pinch on the outside. Is that normal? Is it Braxton Hicks?” I 
asked.

She watched my belly for a while, as the baby flipped and 
moved, shifting my stomach into odd shapes. It wasn’t Braxton 
Hicks, we decided. Still, the pinprick sensation made me feel 
nervous. On the other hand, driving over bridges and stepping 
on sidewalk grates makes me feel nervous, so it was entirely pos-
sible that I was just overreacting to typical pregnancy pains. This 
scenario would be shocking to exactly no one. I shook my head 
and stretched out on the couch to sleep for a while before I had 
to pick my husband up from work.

As I pulled into the parking lot of Jeff ’s office, it happened 
again. I glanced at the clock. My doctor’s office closed in fifteen 
minutes but it was just a short drive away. Perhaps I should stop 
by quickly, I thought, just for peace of mind. I explained the plan 
to Jeff, apologizing for delaying our night due to my worries. I 
apologized again to the lady behind the front desk who huffed 
in exasperation about the late hour. I understood her frustration 
with me because it really did seem as if there was no good reason 
for me to be demanding to see a doctor other than, “I feel like 
I’m being stung by a bee.” I would wager to bet that I am the 
only pregnant woman who has ever requested to be examined for 
phantom bee stings.

Doctor B smiled at me as he pulled on his blue exam gloves. 
He was quite used to my anxiety and I was grateful that he was 
indulging my worry as the rest of the office shut down around 
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us. We had a routine, Doctor B and me. I would tell him all of 
the things that I was anxious about, like the fact that I could 
never really be totally sure that I was still pregnant or that I felt 
as though it might not really be possible for a full-sized baby to 
actually come out of me. For his part he was quick to reassure me 
and make cheerful banter about how babies do indeed fit.

This time he was silent. His usually jovial face was grim and 
I saw him move one hand down low, behind his back in a motion 
to the nurse. She was my favorite nurse who had held my hand 
through each ultrasound when we thought the baby might be 
ectopic and again when I stumbled into the office attempting to 
stem the flow of blood that made me think I was miscarrying. She 
turned her back to me quickly but not before I glimpsed the tears in 
her eyes. I knew that suddenly my imagined fear was very, very real.

“I’m dilated, aren’t I?” I whispered as Doctor B squeezed my 
leg and ordered me to go straight to the hospital. 

“Go straight there. Do not stop. This is serious. I will meet 
you there.” The hospital was right next door, I could see it loom-
ing over me as I walked out of the building with the thought that 
if he was worried about me traversing such a short distance, then 
things must be as serious as he had said. I couldn’t even bring 
myself to make a classic Monopoly joke about not passing go. 

I walked out to my husband, where I had told him to wait 
and grab some rest after a grueling day at work. After all, I was 
probably just anxious, right? His face went ashen as he took in 
my appearance and then my words. He drove in silence across the 
street as I called our parents. I didn’t cry until I called Tiffani and 
then I choked on my words. 

“But you were fine. You were fine.” She kept repeating, grasp-
ing at the same denial I was so desperately clinging to. Maybe 
they were wrong. Doctors make mistakes sometimes, right?

“Don’t worry,” I told everyone, “at least I’m not having 
contractions.”

Did you know that you could have contractions without feel-
ing them even one little bit? Yeah, me neither. I would like to go 
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on record here and just say that that is a pretty important fact that 
you failed to mention, every single baby book that I ever read. 
They strapped a bunch of sensors to my stomach and I naively 
asked them if it was going to hurt very badly when they sewed my 
cervix shut. That’s when they informed me that they were going 
to do no such thing on account of how I was having contractions 
every couple of minutes.

“No, I’m not,” I said confused. I glanced at Jeff, attempting 
to tell him with my eyes that he definitely needed to get me out 
of this hospital right this very minute because obviously these 
people were amateurs who had no idea what they were talking 
about. I would know if I were having contractions. I had watched 
my fair share of A Baby Story and also Grey’s Anatomy, thank you 
very much. I didn’t know what medical school this nurse went to, 
but I was feeling as though maybe she had barely just squeaked 
by and I was not entirely comfortable with her assessment of the 
situation.

“I am not having contractions,” I repeated, “I don’t feel 
anything.”

“You don’t feel those?” she asked, turning a screen to face me 
and pointing to peak after peak creating a jagged green line on 
the monitor. 

That was when I knew that we might lose her. 

i
A face came into focus above me. “Kayla? I’m Doctor K. I’ll be 
with you for the next couple of days.” I liked Doctor K imme-
diately, with her no-nonsense attitude in the room but gentle 
approach with me. Her voice dropped as she gave the nurse the 
details of the exam. “I can feel the baby’s feet,” she said, her voice 
strained.

She straightened up and rattled off a list of instructions, 
including the command to turn my bed into the Trendelenburg 
position, which basically f lips a woman upside-down in hopes 
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that gravity will pull the baby in the other direction. She ordered 
a second steroid shot to help the babies lungs develop and the 
bruise it would leave on my hip was larger than a handprint. I 
reached for her and she paused. “Tell me the truth. Can I keep 
her in?” I asked, my voice shaking.

She took in my face, and then bit her lip. “No. I’ll be sur-
prised if you make it through the weekend. Let’s just hope we can 
make it to twenty-five weeks, okay?”

I thanked her for her honesty and focused on Nurse P, who 
had come down from the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit to inform 
us of what to expect should I deliver the baby so early. They 
tasked her with telling the hard things, truths that expectant 
parents would never plan to hear. I would not be able to hold 
the baby. She would not cry. The odds of her surviving were 70 
percent. Everyone acted as though they were giving me good 
odds, but I bet they would feel differently if someone told them 
they had a 30 percent chance of dying. If she lived, she said as 
I cringed at the conjunction, the odds of her being severely dis-
abled were around 40 percent. The odds of her being blind were 
20 percent. 

Months later I would revisit this conversation with Nurse P, 
asking her if that was the hardest part of her job. I mean, I wouldn’t 
want to deliver that sort of sad information to distraught mothers. 
That part was easy, she told me. It was keeping the babies alive 
that was hard.

As they talked, the nurses asked me what the baby’s name 
was. It was a kindness they were attempting to bestow upon me, 
distracting me with conversation, but the question sent me into 
hysterics. I would blame the hormones for such histrionics except 
that I think in this particular situation, they were justified. 

“Name her,” I begged Jeff. “She might die and I can’t bear it 
if she doesn’t have a name.” 

Truthfully he could have called her anything and it would 
have been more than satisfactory in that moment. He could have 
decided he wanted to name her after his favorite basketball team 
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and destined our daughter to a lifetime of being called Chapel 
Hill. I just wanted her to be known. 

“Scarlette Vonne. We’ll name her after your grandmother,” 
he said softly, firmly. I knew this was his gift to me and it was a 
frightening comfort. Our baby might die, those letters might be 
etched on a tiny tombstone, and he hoped their meaning would 
bring me the smallest measure of peace if that future unfolded.

On Sunday, our fourth morning in the hospital, I woke to 
find Jeff sleeping in the chair next to me, hand in mine. The con-
tractions had subsided and they had moved me into a permanent 
room. Labor was no longer imminent and a specialist came by to 
tell us that while the rest of my medications would be discontin-
ued, he felt sure the one I would remain on would allow me to 
stay pregnant for at least another month. He was slightly worried 
about my newly persistent cough, listening intently to my chest 
and telling the nurse something about the f luid on my lungs. 

That seemed trivial, a little bit of f luid on my lungs. What 
mattered (to me) was that I was still pregnant. I had made it to 
twenty-five weeks. 

The doctor ordered me a meal and a much-needed sponge 
bath. My mother braided my hair while Jeff ran home for a 
shower and some clothes, preparing to spend the next few weeks 
at the hospital. My father joined us and as we sat, I laughed at 
something and then gasped, grabbing my belly. “I felt that! I felt 
that! And this one hurt. It really hurt.”

Sharp, stabbing pains coursed through my abdomen. I think 
you are supposed to breathe through those or something but I 
didn’t. I was preoccupied with my attempt to stop them, gritting 
my teeth and gripping the bed rails and willing my body to work 
in reverse. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to stop yourself from 
having a contraction but I don’t recommend it. For one thing, it 
really hurts. For another, it doesn’t work anyway. 

Fear f litted across the face of the nurse as she checked again 
to see how far along I was. Eight centimeters is, as it turns out, 
very close to having a baby and since I was obviously having a 
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birthing experience that was running incredibly smoothly, it 
seemed fitting to find out that my regular doctor had just left 
for the night. Of course she had. Doctor K would be attending 
to me, which was wonderful except for the slight hiccup that she 
was not actually in the hospital building yet. You would almost 
think that nothing else could go wrong, until you heard the nurse 
explain that she really, really did not want me to push because the 
baby was breech and so fragile that going through the birth canal 
might break her.

Giving birth to my daughter might be the very thing that 
killed her.

i
Jeff pulled on scrubs, a pale, blue set that are currently stored in 
our closet because he wanted to keep them. Later he would tell 
me about how he couldn’t get them on, frantic and hands shak-
ing. He had to ask for help with the pants and they had to ask 
questions for consent that I heard only the quiet answer to as they 
rolled me toward the operating room. Someone pushed me down 
as I gripped on to the nurse’s shirt and gasped, “No matter what, 
save my baby.”

Strong arms gripped me, my head buried in a bosom as they 
snaked a needle into my spine and I did not pray. 

Down the hall my doctor paused, taking my parents by the 
hand. As I lay still in a fear that could not form words, she bowed 
her head, and she spoke the prayer that I could not. 

The anesthesiologist had long lashes that framed kind eyes 
as he looked down at me asking how I was feeling while they 
strapped my outstretched arms to a table. I felt frozen inside 
myself, hollow, as though I were in a secret place within my own 
body and saying my private goodbye to my daughter.

He flipped a dial on something that I assumed to be medical 
equipment but turned out to be an iPod and strands of a Michael 
Jackson song played over the speakers. I remember that even in 
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my agony at the scene unfolding on the other side of the curtain 
I had one very distinct thought: Is my baby about to be born to the 
sound track of Thriller? Then they allowed Jeff in and he hurried 
to me, stroking my hair and asking questions like, “How are you? 
Are you okay? Is that Michael Jackson?”

He was fixed by my side as things moved at a frenzied pace 
around me. This scene unfolds in my mind in f lashes, vivid 
images fading in and out as though clipped for a movie reel. 
There was someone saying that the suction had quit working. 
Suction seemed important. Someone else asked if the baby was 
still intact. Then the anesthesiologist gave me something to calm 
me down, as though drugs were going to make a difference after 
hearing those words. 

She sounded like a newborn kitten, her cry. Faint and frail, it 
carried over the curtain and my ears strained to hear it. 

“Is that my baby?” I asked in wonderment. They had, after 
all, told me that I would not hear her cry. That her lungs would 
be too immature to push out the sound and so silence would fol-
low her birth rather than the lusty wail of a healthy baby. 

“That’s your baby, Mommy. She came out kicking and 
screaming,” Doctor K answered and I could hear in her voice a 
triumph of joy and relief. 

C. S. Lewis once wrote an entire book to define the weight 
of glory, but I saw it spelled out plainly as they laid her bare on a 
scale and the numbers lit up neon.4 

One pound, eight point six ounces.
My daughter was born and she weighed less than six sticks 

of butter.

i
Jeff went to her then and it was he who prayed, just a few simple 
words. “Please God. Please,” as they tried again and failed to get 
a probe into her throat to open up her lungs. They were behind 
the curtain and out of my view, so I asked him to recount it for 
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me so I could share it accurately. His face closed up, stricken, and 
his voice caught as he told me what he saw and the way he felt 
gutted and cold as he begged God to save his daughter in three 
small words. 

They brought her to me, wrapped in plastic to keep her body 
heat in. There would be no soft swaddling blanket for my baby 
but she was beautiful, the whole of her cupped in the hands of a 
nurse.

“Oh my love,” I whispered. She reached out her hand, the 
size of it smaller than a silver dollar, and wrapped it around my 
finger. I was not completely cognizant then of just how small 
she was, how each of her fingers had a width no bigger than a 
grain of rice or how her body had not yet come to completion in 
the womb and so she had holes where ears should be. In the gift 
of the few seconds that I was able to spend with my newborn 
daughter, I saw in her all of the love I had to give and it looked 
like beauty.

Then someone injected a sedative into my arm and I began 
to drift away, wondering if my baby had made the short journey 
down the hall to the neonatal intensive care unit alive. 

As I teetered on the edge of consciousness, my doctor slipped 
into the room to speak to my family and the nurse asked a ques-
tion of her. My head snapped up as I heard the nurse address 
her not as Doctor K as I was accustomed, but by her first name, 
unknown to me until that moment. The nurse, I’m sure, thought 
nothing of it as she called out to the doctor in familiarity, the 
same doctor who had stood with my family and said a prayer for 
my daughter before standing over me with a scalpel and saving 
her life, but I heard her given name spoken and in it a promise.

She called her Vonne.
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