ALL SECTIONS

1 The day I found out

Prompt: The discovery moment

The Day I Found Out

I officially found out I was pregnant on May 1, 2022. It was a Sunday.

The day before, my period was late, so I knew there was a chance. Justin and I had gone to a Mexican restaurant that Saturday night, and it was one of those really good evenings—nothing special on paper, but it just felt good. We were laughing, having fun, just enjoying being together. I remember him saying, “This is the perfect evening. Now if we could just get pregnant.” I didn’t say anything, but I remember thinking… it’s very possible we already are.

The next morning, I woke up around 6 AM and went straight to the bathroom to take a test. I was sitting there waiting for it, and the lines didn’t show up right away. I had to wait maybe a minute, and then the second line slowly faded in.

Positive.

I remember just staring at it. My first thought was, is this real? It didn’t feel real. I even reached out to touch the test, but it felt almost surreal—like I didn’t want to touch it, like maybe that would somehow make it real in a way I wasn’t ready for yet. I took a picture of it and just sat there with it for a minute.

Justin was still asleep.

Later that morning, we went to Shoney’s for breakfast. He had no idea. I remember sitting in the booth with the window to my left and him sitting across from me. Everything felt normal on the outside—we were joking, talking, just like always—but inside, everything had changed.

I remember specifically eating bacon. At one point, Justin got up to go get more food, and I was sitting there alone, looking out the window at the cars and the bushes outside. And I had this thought:

Right now, I am the only person in the world who knows I’m pregnant.

It felt surreal in a completely different way. Like I was holding something huge and invisible.

I didn’t tell him that morning. I wanted it to be a surprise—something intentional, something just for him.

The next morning, Monday, I stopped at the store before work and bought another test, just to be sure. I took it at work, and it was positive again. I took a picture of that one too and went on with my day like everything was normal.

But it wasn’t.

On the way home, I stopped and put together a little surprise for him. I bought a wooden crate, a tiny pair of shoes, some infant socks, and a small plush stuffed animal from the newborn section. I added yellow and white tissue paper and placed the positive test inside the crate.

When I got home, I told Justin to go into the bathroom and close the door because I had a surprise for him. He probably thought it was something completely different—like lingerie or something.

I went out to my car, grabbed the crate, brought it upstairs, and placed it on our bed. I remember feeling so nervous in that moment. I knocked on the bathroom door and told him he could come out.

He opened the door, saw the crate on the bed, and at first he looked confused. He said, “What’s this?”

And then he saw it.

“We’re pregnant. You’re pregnant. We’re pregnant.”

He was shocked. We hugged, we jumped up and down, we were laughing—just completely excited and giddy.

That same night, we took the crate to my mom’s house and showed her.

It all felt real then.

But even in that moment, it still felt a little surreal—like life had just quietly shifted, and we didn’t even fully understand what was coming next.



2 The First Time Something Didn’t Feel Normal  

Prompt: The first shift

The first time something didn’t feel completely normal was when I started going to the MFM doctor.

I already knew this was considered a high-risk pregnancy. I was around 35, I’ve always had high blood pressure, and now I was pregnant with twins. But at first, it still felt manageable—like something we just had to monitor a little more closely.

But then the appointments started increasing.

I was told I needed to see my regular OB once a week and the MFM once a week, and that started pretty early—around two months into the pregnancy. That alone felt like a shift. It made everything feel more serious, even if no one was saying it out loud yet.

The moment that really changed things was an appointment at the MFM office, around three months in—sometime around August 1st. I had gone that morning before work, expecting it to be routine.

It wasn’t.

The ultrasound room was cold. Sterile. Very clinical. I didn’t like going to that MFM doctor. I didn’t feel like my concerns were being taken seriously—especially when I would try to explain that my blood pressure had always been high, that this wasn’t new for me.

I remember watching the screen. Seeing Twin A and Twin B there in front of me.

And part of me just felt… surreal.

Like, those are my babies.  
They’re actually inside of me.

And at the same time, something wasn’t right.

They told me that something looked off with Twin B’s heart. At the time, we didn’t know genders yet, but that was Noelle.

I remember them saying they needed to schedule a fetal echocardiogram—a specialized ultrasound of her heart—at a center in Atlanta, I think Emory. I didn’t fully understand what that meant or how they could even do something like that, but I knew it wasn’t normal.

They tried to reassure me. They said it could just be a small hole in the heart, something that can be common and often not a big deal.

But it didn’t feel like that.

I remember leaving that appointment and driving to work. It was sunny outside. Hot. I had on black leggings and a short sleeve shirt. Everything looked normal around me—cars, people, the road—but inside, something had shifted.

I wasn’t sobbing, but I was crying. It was that kind of quiet, overwhelmed cry where you don’t fully understand what’s happening, but you know it’s not good.

I kept thinking: something is wrong, and I can’t fix it.

And at the same time, I was trying to talk myself out of it.

It’s probably just a hole in the heart.  
That’s common.  
She’s smaller because there are two babies—there’s just not enough room.  
This will be okay.

But deep down, I didn’t believe that.

Twin A—Sebastian—was healthy, growing normally, everything looked perfect. But Twin B had IUGR and was noticeably smaller. And even though they kept saying things were “okay,” I felt like something wasn’t being said.

I couldn’t understand the ultrasound. I tried Googling things, but nothing really made sense. The doctors seemed concerned, but at the same time, I felt like they were holding something back—or at least not fully explaining it.

That feeling wasn’t something I could logically explain. It wasn’t based on anything they clearly said.

It was just… there.

A gut feeling that something was off.

They kept focusing on my blood pressure. They told me it was too high, that I needed to get it down. But as they increased my medication, I actually felt worse physically, not better.

And when I tried to express how I felt, it seemed like it was brushed off—like I didn’t fully understand how serious things were, or maybe like I was overthinking it.

But I wasn’t.

Even though part of me kept trying to minimize it, to make it smaller and more manageable, there was another part of me that knew.

Something wasn’t normal.

At the time, it still felt small—like something we would figure out, something that would be okay in the end. I don’t think I was ready to face the possibility that it could be anything worse than that.

But looking back now, that was the beginning of everything changing.

I felt it in that car ride to work, even if I couldn’t fully say it out loud yet.


3 When It Stopped Feeling Small  

Prompt: When things started getting harder to ignore

The moment I knew this was serious was in late August.

I was still teaching at the time, and curriculum night was coming up—something I already didn’t like. I had an appointment with my OB, and Justin was with me. At that point, I think we already knew the genders.

I asked her if she could write me a note to get out of curriculum night because I was really swollen and just not feeling great.

She looked me directly in the eyes and said, very seriously, very bluntly:

“You’re not going back to work until after they’re born. That will probably be sometime in 2023. Maybe even spring.”

It wasn’t said gently. It wasn’t a suggestion.

It felt like she was looking straight through me.

I remember shifting on the exam table, the paper underneath me crinkling as I moved. Justin was standing to my right. He didn’t say anything—he just looked at me.

I tried to brush it off at first. I pushed back and said I felt fine.

But she didn’t accept that.

She kept repeating how serious my blood pressure was, that it wasn’t responding to the medication the way it should. And then, in a way that wasn’t said outright but was very clear, she made it feel like if I didn’t get it under control, I would be harming the babies.

I tried to explain—again—that my blood pressure had always been high. That this wasn’t new for me. That this was my normal.

But I kept being told the same thing:

“You don’t understand how serious this is.”

That was the moment.

That’s when I knew this was more serious than they were letting on.

After that, everything escalated.

She ordered bloodwork that same day. A lot of it.

I remember sitting in the lab chair while the printer kept spitting out barcode labels—one after another. Each one was another vial. It felt like it was never going to stop. Ten or more, easily.

I don’t like getting my blood drawn, and I remember getting dizzy. The nurse—a heavyset woman—was trying to talk to me and keep me distracted. Justin was behind me doing the same thing, trying to make me laugh.

But I wasn’t really there.

At that point, no one had directly said something was wrong with Twin B. But it was understood. We already knew something was off with her heart. We had been told her limbs were shorter, though I didn’t fully understand what that meant at the time.

I just knew something wasn’t right.

After that appointment, I called my teammate—who is also my best friend—while I was driving home.

I wasn’t crying. I was holding it together.

Part of me was even a little relieved I didn’t have to go back to work. But at the same time, I was worried about money, and I was worried about her—about how this would affect her.

She told me to do what was best for me and the babies, even if administration wouldn’t be happy.

And she was right.

But everything kept building after that.

My appointments increased—once a week with my OB, twice a week with MFM. My blood pressure medication kept getting raised at every visit because it wasn’t “normal.”

And the more it dropped, the worse I felt.

I had headaches. My vision would get blurry. I felt dizzy. I would have episodes at home where I felt like I might pass out.

And every time I tried to explain that I felt worse, it was dismissed as “just pregnancy symptoms.”

I was told that if I didn’t get my blood pressure under control, I would be selfish. That I would be causing harm to the babies.

I felt angry. Dismissed. Pressured.

And I felt like Justin had been pulled to their side, too. He would tell me to take the medication, to listen to the doctors.

And I kept trying to explain—to anyone who would listen—that something wasn’t right.

But no one was hearing me.

The first time I was sent to the hospital was from my MFM appointment.

After an ultrasound, they had me wait in a small, cold, gray room. The doctor came in and told me my blood pressure was dangerously high and that I needed to go to the OB emergency department at Piedmont Henry.

She asked if I had blurry vision, headaches, dizziness.

I said no to all of it.

She still told me to go.

I drove home, told Justin, and we went together.

I didn’t understand it. I felt fine.

At the hospital, I was placed in the OBED area—not a full room. Justin sat to my left. A nurse stood to my right, preparing an IV.

I remember pulling out my iPad and putting on a show, trying to just sit there and watch something like everything was normal.

Eventually, they increased my medication again and sent me home with instructions to follow up in two days.

And I remember thinking:

Why don’t they believe me when I say I feel okay?

I knew something was serious.

But I also believed, deep down, that everything was going to be okay.

At that point, I wasn’t trying to avoid worst-case scenarios. It didn’t feel like denial.

It just felt like… hope.

But looking back now, that appointment—the one where she told me I wasn’t going back to work—

That’s when everything stopped feeling small.

That’s when it became real.


4 The Second Time I Went Back  

Prompt: When things started getting harder to ignore

The second hospital admission happened around mid-September 2022.

I had gone to my MFM appointment, and again, my blood pressure was high. I remember thinking—I feel fine. No dizziness, no symptoms. Nothing that matched how serious they were making it sound.

But this time, it was different.

They told me I needed to go to the hospital—not just OBED this time, but to be admitted.

I called Justin to come home from work so he could meet me there, and I drove to the hospital after the appointment. When I checked in at the security desk, the officer asked for my name and said I was already on the list—that my doctor had referred me.

I remember thinking, what do you mean I’m on a list?

I went up to labor and delivery and checked in. The nurses got me set up, and someone made a comment that I didn’t even look pregnant. I joked back, “Well, I feel fine, so there’s that.”

But it didn’t feel like the first time anymore.

They gave me an admissions bracelet.

I asked the nurse—Susan—“Does this mean I’m here for the long haul?”

She said, “Well, generally at least 24 hours.”

And I remember thinking, oh great.

This time I had an actual room. It was the first room on the left. The windows were straight ahead, the TV mounted on the wall to the left, and the bed was along the wall on my right with the bathroom right next to it. It was as nice as a hospital room could be, but it still felt clinical.

Different.

More real.

Susan was my nurse. She was older, had black hair, and she was blunt but funny. She would tell me things straight, even joking that I was a difficult patient. I liked that about her. I felt safe with her because I knew she wasn’t going to sugarcoat anything.

This was also when continuous monitoring started.

I had the belts strapped tightly around my stomach, tracking both babies’ heartbeats. The straps were so tight they left imprints on my skin, and they hurt after a while. I only got about a ten-minute break in a 24-hour period.

And even then, it didn’t work well.

Sebastian was more cooperative—he stayed on the monitors longer. But Noelle moved constantly. Every time I shifted, every time I got up to go to the bathroom, every time she moved, the monitors would lose her.

The nurses were constantly coming in to adjust them.

I remember them joking that Noelle was going to be in sports because of how active she was. I laughed and said, “Yeah, if she’s this active now, just imagine after she’s born.”

At that point, I still believed that.

I still believed everything was going to be okay.

But things weren’t adding up.

I kept telling the nurses and doctors, “I feel fine. Why am I here?”

And I kept getting the same response:

“You don’t understand how serious this is.”

The next day, an older male doctor came in and looked over everything—my labs, the monitors, everything.

And he said, “I don’t know why they admitted you. Everything looks normal.”

He discharged me.

I felt relief in that moment. Like maybe they had overreacted.

But before I left, Susan came in and said the doctor had ordered two shots.

Steroid shots for the babies’ lungs.

She said it was to help their lungs develop in case they were born early.

I remember standing at the foot of the bed while she gave them—one in each hip. The first one hurt, but the second one hurt like hell. I remember reacting out loud, cussing, saying, “Damn, that hurts.”

She laughed and said, “You’re gonna let a shot stop you from going home?”

And I laughed too.

But inside, something clicked.

What do you mean they’re going to be born early?

No one had said that to me.

No one had explained that possibility.

But why else would I be getting those shots?

That thought stayed in my head, quiet and unanswered.

When I left the hospital that day, I felt relieved because I didn’t want to be there.

But it didn’t feel resolved.

It felt paused.

I knew, deep down, that I would be back.

I didn’t know how soon.

But I knew things were moving faster than anyone was saying out loud.

And for the first time, that belief that everything is going to be okay—

It started to crack.

Not completely.

But enough that I couldn’t ignore it anymore.



5 “The day I was admitted for the third time… and knew I wasn’t going home”

That morning started quietly. I remember standing at the back door of the house, looking out into the yard. There were deer out there, just eating grass like it was any other normal day. I took a few pictures. It felt calm. Too calm, looking back.

Inside, I had Frasier playing on the TV. It was making me laugh like it always did. That part felt normal too—like everything was still okay.

But I packed a bag anyway.

It was this yellow cloth bag. I put in underwear, a couple of shirts, some leggings, my iPad with puzzle games and coloring apps… and my Nintendo Switch so I could play Animal Crossing. Justin had told me a few days before, “You should probably pack a bag, just in case they send you again.” And I remember thinking, yeah, that’s probably smart.

At the time, it just felt like being prepared.

In hindsight, it meant more than that.

⸻

At my MFM appointment that day, it was the same story—but worse. My blood pressure was in the severe range again. By that point I was on around 800 mg of medication, and it still wasn’t touching it.

So they told me to go to the hospital.

Again.

I drove myself.

On the way there, I wasn’t panicking. I remember thinking, okay… I’ll probably be here a few days, maybe a little longer than last time, but they’ll see everything is fine and send me home.

That’s what I believed.

⸻

When I got there, it didn’t immediately feel different from the second admission. I was annoyed more than anything. Tired of being there. Tired of being told the same things over and over.

But something shifted once I got into the room.

This time, my room was further down the hall. I remember walking all the way around the nurses’ station to get to it. When I walked in, the layout was familiar—bed to the right, TV on the left, couch and chair near the window—but the view was different. We were higher up, maybe third or fourth floor. I could see the tops of trees, and the parking lot where the staff parked. Somewhere beyond that was the interstate, even if I couldn’t see it directly.

I opened the blinds right away. I always did.

I changed into the hospital gown—the light blue one that ties in the back that I hated—and put on the yellow grippy socks. Then they put the bracelet on me and started setting everything up.

This time it was more.

Three monitors. One for each baby. One for contractions.

Continuous monitoring.

⸻

The IV was a whole ordeal.

The nurse—someone new, not Susan—came in and tried to place it. I told her upfront, “I’m not good with needles,” and she joked that she was really good at IVs. I told her, you’ve got one shot.

She didn’t get it.

She tried again. And again. And again.

My right arm. My hand. My left arm. My left hand.

By the time she was done, I was bruised and frustrated and done with it. I told her I wasn’t getting an IV. The doctor came in and asked what was going on, and I said, “I’m not refusing—I’m just not letting her keep trying.”

They said they’d try again the next day.

⸻

But the real moment—the one that changed everything—came when my OB walked in.

She stood at the foot of the bed and looked directly at me. Not casually. Not gently. It was direct. Serious.

She said, “You’re not being discharged this time. You’re here until the babies are born.”

Just like that.

No buildup.

No softening it.

Then she said she couldn’t believe we were even having the conversation we were about to have—that I was signing paperwork for a possible emergency C-section, for blood transfusions, for babies that might be delivered as early as next week.

Next week.

I remember thinking, what do you mean next week? I feel fine.

But at the same time, they kept increasing my blood pressure medication—higher and higher—and every time they did, I felt worse. And every time I said that, I was told the same thing:

“You don’t understand how serious this is.”

Another doctor came in. Said the same thing.

You’re not going home.

You’re staying.

⸻

I was irritated. Combative. Not a “good patient,” like they would say. Because none of it made sense to me.

How could everything be so serious… if I felt okay?

Why did it feel like they knew more than they were telling me?

⸻

Justin came later that evening and sat on the couch by the window. The TV was off. The room felt still.

At some point, my OB came back in and said, almost joking, “You seem annoyed. Girls are usually just hungry when they’re annoyed—I’ll have the cafeteria bring you something.”

She laughed.

And then she left.

⸻

And that’s when it hit me.

Not when she said I wasn’t going home.
Not when I signed the papers.
Not when they said “next week.”

It hit me after all of that.

In the quiet.

In that room.

⸻

I’m not leaving.

I’m here.

For however long this is.

⸻

And that was it.


6 “The days before everything changed…”

The days started early.

Justin would leave around 5:00 in the morning. The room would still be dark, except for the glow of the monitors. I remember watching him get ready—his boots, his gray work pants, his safety shirt—and he’d tell me he loved me, to text him throughout the day, and that he’d be back that evening. I’d say it back, and then he’d walk out.

And just like that, it was quiet.

That was the hardest part of the day.

It felt lonely. Empty. Like I was staring down a full day with nothing in it. I couldn’t go anywhere. I couldn’t get up. I couldn’t even sit on the couch most of the time. I would just lay there thinking, what am I supposed to do all day?

At first, I tried to fill the time.

Justin had brought a Fire Stick from home and plugged it into the hospital TV so I could watch whatever I wanted. During the day, I’d have shows playing in the background—House Hunters, Say Yes to the Dress. I’d scroll on my phone, text my mom, play games on my iPad, sometimes play my Nintendo Switch.

But as the days went on, that changed.

I stopped opening the blinds.
I stopped turning the TV on.
I stopped caring about my phone.

I just wanted to sleep.

It wasn’t one big moment where everything shifted—it was gradual. Each day felt heavier than the one before. I didn’t want to talk. I didn’t want to engage. I just wanted to lay there and disappear into sleep for as long as I could.

⸻

Everything felt controlled.

The hardest part wasn’t even the bedrest—it was not being allowed to go outside. I asked more than once. I asked if someone could wheel me outside in a wheelchair, or even just take me down the hallway for a change of scenery. Susan had said she’d try to make it happen.

It never happened.

⸻

The monitors were constant.

Three of them—one for each baby and one for contractions—strapped tightly around my stomach. They had to stay on almost all the time. I was only supposed to be off of them for ten minutes total in a 24-hour period.

And they never stayed in place.

Even if I didn’t move, the babies would. Every time they shifted, the monitors would slip. It felt like a revolving door of nurses coming in and out, adjusting, repositioning, tightening the straps again. Over and over.

I got to the point where I barely moved at all. I would just lay there, flat on my back, trying not to make it worse. But it didn’t matter. They moved anyway.

It was exhausting.

⸻

Physically, I still felt mostly fine—at least in the way that mattered to me.

But every time they increased my blood pressure medication, I felt worse. Headaches. Dizziness. One time I even fell in the shower. By the end of those two weeks, I was on 1500 mg of labetalol and an additional extended-release medication.

And still, I kept being told:

“You don’t understand how serious this is.”

⸻

The doctors stayed vague.

They would come in, say it was serious, adjust medications, monitor things—but it always felt like there was something they weren’t fully saying. I never felt like I had a clear picture of what was actually happening. Just that it was serious.

That word—serious—got repeated a lot.

⸻

There were moments that broke up the monotony.

My mom would come visit sometimes, bring lunch, sit with me for a while. My brother and his wife came one evening with Chick-fil-A and a six-pack of chocolate chip cookies and sweet tea. I remember how good that tasted after eating hospital food.

It felt like a highlight.

My mom’s neighbor came by too—someone who had lost her own child—and brought me an adult coloring book and crayons. We sat and talked for a bit.

And then there was Frances.

She came to visit on October 6, that evening. She brought homemade chocolate chip pumpkin muffins, and they were so good. We sat and talked about work, about normal things. It felt normal. Routine.

I told her I’d see her again soon.

I didn’t know I wouldn’t.

⸻

Justin did everything he could to make it feel like home.

He brought decorations from Dollar Tree—little pumpkins, scarecrows, even early Christmas stuff. A sign that said “I’ll be gnome for Christmas.” A little battery-powered candle. He set it all up in the room like he was trying to recreate something familiar inside a place that felt anything but.

It made me smile.

And at the same time, it made me miss home even more.

He even set up a pet camera at the house so I could see our cats. I remember sitting there with my iPad, watching Jack and Oliver come running when I dispensed treats, talking to them through the camera.

That meant more than I can explain.

At night, we’d play board games—Clue, Sorry—before watching TV. He slept on the couch every night.

He never missed a night.

⸻

And then there was Susan.

She was blunt. Funny. Honest in a way that no one else was. She didn’t sugarcoat anything.

She’d tell me straight up, “You’re a difficult patient, you know that?” and I’d laugh because I knew it was true. But that was why I trusted her. She didn’t talk around things.

She just said it.

She’d bring me food sometimes—Chick-fil-A breakfast, sushi she ordered through DoorDash that was safe for me to eat. Even when she wasn’t my nurse, she’d come by just to check on me.

She made that place feel a little more human.

⸻

Somewhere underneath all of it—under the routine, the visitors, the small moments, the frustration—was one constant feeling:

I was stuck.

Stuck in that room.
Stuck in that bed.
Stuck in a situation I didn’t fully understand.

Controlled. Dismissed.

And yet, somehow… still hopeful.

I still believed everything was going to be okay.

Even as things around me didn’t fully make sense, even as the doctors kept saying how serious it was—I held onto that.

Because I had to.


7 “Everything felt normal… until it didn’t.”

After Frances left, I felt lighter.

It was like a breath of fresh air. We had just sat there talking like normal—gossiping, laughing, talking about work—and for a little while, I got to forget where I was. It didn’t feel like the hospital. It just felt like two best friends catching up.

That was the closest thing to normal I had felt in a while.

I remember eating one of the muffins she brought me after she left. It tasted really good. She had probably left around 5:30 or 6:00, right before shift change.

Physically, I felt fine. Completely fine.

No dizziness. No headache. No nausea. I felt like myself again. I remember even thinking about taking a shower because it had been a few days, but I decided to wait until Justin got there.

For a brief moment, everything felt okay.

Not just “this is manageable”—but actually okay.

⸻

While she was there, I had been sitting up in the bed, and the monitors weren’t really tracking anything because the babies kept moving. The day nurse had peeked in, saw I had a visitor, and didn’t push it. She just said she’d check back later.

It felt like a break.

A break from the monitors.
A break from being watched so closely.
A break from everything.

⸻

After Frances left, I moved over to the couch.

It was around 7:00 PM, just starting to get dark. The sun was going down, and I could see the shift change happening outside. Nurses walking to their cars, carrying their bags and water bottles, traffic moving like it always did.

I remember sitting there looking out the window and thinking, I would do anything just to go outside right now.

I knew the weather was nice. Everyone kept saying it was nice outside. And I couldn’t even step out for a few minutes.

I just sat there and waited for Justin.

⸻

That’s when I met Nurse Alexis.

She was about our age, maybe mid-30s. Confident. A little fiery. Definitely no-nonsense. The kind of nurse that didn’t sugarcoat things—which, honestly, I was used to by then.

I asked her if I could stay off the monitors for a little while longer.

She looked at me and said, “As far as I know, you’re in the shower.”
And gave me this little smirk.

I understood exactly what she meant.

And I appreciated it more than I could say.

⸻

Justin got there not long after that. He brought dinner. I got back in the bed, we ate together, and then around 8:00 PM, Alexis came back in and put me back on the monitors.

Everything still felt routine.

Normal.

We watched TV for a while and eventually fell asleep.

⸻

And then I woke up.

Not because I wanted to—but because the door opened and the bright hallway light came spilling into the room. I never really slept deeply in the hospital, so it didn’t take much to wake me.

Alexis came in carrying fluids.

She said, “The doctor just wants me to give you some fluids as a preventative measure.”

Her tone was neutral.

But something about it didn’t match.

Her words said one thing… but her presence, the timing, the way she came in—it felt like something else was happening.

Like she knew more than she was saying.

Like she couldn’t be the one to say it.

⸻

As she started the fluids, I felt it immediately.

Not physically—but internally.

Something shifted.

I became alert. Fully awake. Hyper-aware.

I remember thinking, something is going on.

No one had said that.
But I knew it.

⸻

Justin was still asleep on the couch.

When she left the room, I called out to him.

“Justin.”

He didn’t respond at first.

“Justin.”

He turned over, half asleep, and said, “What?”

And I said,
“Something is going on. I don’t know what—but something’s happening.”

⸻

And that’s where it changed.


8 “The moment everything shifted into action”

Right after I woke Justin up, it was just the two of us in the room.

I was laying in the bed at an angle, slightly elevated, still hooked up to the monitors. The room was dark except for the glow of the screens behind me. I told him, “Something is going on. I don’t know what, but something’s happening.”

He sat up on the edge of the couch, still half asleep, trying to make sense of what I was saying.

And then the door opened.

⸻

Nurse Alexis came back in—but this time she wasn’t alone.

Dr. Singh came in with her.

She went straight to the monitors behind me, over my left shoulder. Both of them were looking at the screen, talking in medical terms I didn’t understand. I remember thinking the babies were probably just off the monitors again—that they were going to adjust them like always.

That’s what it had been every other time.

But then I heard Dr. Singh say:

“Yes—this right here is not good. This is Category III tracing.”

I didn’t know what that meant.

But I knew it wasn’t good.

And then, without hesitation, she said:

“We’re going to have an emergency C-section right now.”

⸻

Everything changed in that second.

It felt like the room started spinning.
My heart started pounding.
I couldn’t take a full breath.

It was like everything was moving fast and slow at the same time.

I remember thinking, there’s nothing I can do right now.
Nothing except listen and do exactly what they tell me.

⸻

Dr. Singh told Alexis to go prep the OR.

And just like that, things started moving.

Another nurse came in—a tall blonde nurse I had seen before. She had a wheelchair. The energy in the room shifted. It wasn’t chaotic, but it was urgent. Controlled, but serious.

They told me we were going now.

Not soon. Not in a little bit.

Now.

⸻

I still didn’t fully understand what was happening.

I just knew something was wrong enough that they had made the decision to deliver the babies immediately.

And I kept thinking:

I feel fine.
Why is this happening?
What’s wrong?

That thought kept repeating.

⸻

They told me to get undressed.

Right there. No privacy. No time to process it.

I had on leggings and an oversized T-shirt, and they were telling me to take everything off except my socks and put on a hospital gown. My hands were shaking as I did it. I was self-conscious, but there wasn’t time for that. The doctor and the nurse tried to lighten it a little—said something about how in emergencies there’s no time to be self-conscious.

I remember giving a small, awkward agreement and just… doing it.

Following directions.

That was all I could do.

⸻

Justin was in the room, but I wasn’t really seeing him.

I knew he was there. I caught glimpses of him standing near the couch. But everything felt tunneled in on what was happening around me. He didn’t say anything that I remember.

Before they moved me, I told him:

“Don’t call or text anyone until after the C-section is over.”

I didn’t want anyone worrying before I even knew what was happening.

He said okay.

⸻

They helped me into the wheelchair.

I was sitting at the edge of the bed, then sitting there in the chair in a hospital gown and my yellow grippy socks. The nurse was behind me trying to position the IV pole. Dr. Singh was still near the monitors, making sure everything was set.

The room was still mostly dark, but the hallway light was pouring in through the open door.

I remember looking down.

At my feet.
At the yellow socks.
At the floor—that chestnut brown color.

And thinking—

I can’t believe this is happening.

⸻

And then they started moving.


9A — Arrival to the OR

When the nurse started pushing the wheelchair, I remember feeling the weight of it beneath me—the solid presence of it under my body. Everything was moving fast, but the movement itself was smooth. Not rushed in a chaotic way, just… urgent. Like there was a clear destination and we needed to get there now.

The door to my room was already open, and as I was wheeled toward it, the light from the hallway flooded in. It was bright—too bright—especially coming from a room that had been completely dark just moments before. I had been asleep. Within minutes, I was being wheeled down the hall for an emergency C-section.

When we reached the doorway, I saw the nurses’ station straight ahead. A couple of nurses were sitting there, charting, working, just doing normal things. I didn’t look back. I didn’t look at Justin. I didn’t say anything. Everything was moving too quickly for that.

We turned left immediately. My room had been the last one on the unit, so within seconds we were at the double doors leading to the operating rooms. The nurse pressed the button to open them, and they slid open right as we approached.

Crossing through those doors felt like crossing into something else entirely. I didn’t know what was about to happen—whether it would be good or bad—but I knew something had shifted. Drastically.

The hallway beyond was quiet. Almost empty. It was around one in the morning, so there was no movement, no noise, no chaos. Just clean floors, bright lights, and the sound of the wheels rolling beneath me.

It felt eerie. Surreal. Like a dream.

Time stretched in that hallway. Those few seconds felt longer than they should have. I remember thinking, Is this really happening?

I looked down the whole time. At my lap. At my yellow grippy socks. I couldn’t look up. The light hurt my eyes, but it was more than that—I just couldn’t bring myself to look at anyone. I didn’t know why. I just couldn’t.

Physically, my body felt heavy. Too heavy to move. Inside, I was shaking—vibrating—but it didn’t show on the outside. My chest was tight. My breathing was shallow, uneven. Sometimes I would catch myself holding my breath without realizing it.

I didn’t want to move too much. I didn’t know what was wrong with the babies, but I knew something was. And I didn’t want to make it worse.

My thoughts were racing, but they weren’t clear. They were scattered, overlapping:

What’s wrong?
Why are we doing this if I feel fine?
Are they going to survive?
What do they see that I don’t?

Justin wasn’t with me. I didn’t see him. I didn’t hear him. I didn’t know where he was. And that made everything feel heavier.

The operating room doors were just ahead.

When I was wheeled inside, the first thing that hit me was the brightness.

It was harsh. Clinical. Almost blinding.

Then the cold.

There were people already in the room—two anesthesiologists, both men. A few nurses. I recognized Alexis. I recognized Dr. Singh. Those were the only familiar faces, and seeing them gave me something small to hold onto.

The anesthesiologists were laughing about something when I came in. Just a normal moment between them. And strangely, that made me feel better.

If they’re laughing, it’s okay.
Everything’s going to be okay.

Straight ahead of me was the operating table.

To the side, I noticed two incubators.

That’s when it hit me in a different way.

I didn’t fully process it, but I understood enough. One for each baby. This wasn’t just serious anymore—this was life or death.

But I didn’t have time to sit in that feeling. Everything kept moving.

The nurse wheeled me up to the table, and there was a small step stool beside it. Dr. Singh told me to step up and sit on the edge.

I stood, steady enough, with a little help from the nurse. I climbed onto the stool and then onto the table.

It was cold. Hard. Uncomfortable.

I sat on the edge, the doctor standing directly in front of me.

And the last clear thought I remember before everything moved into the next phase was:

Where’s Justin? Is he here?


9B — The Spinal & Positioning

I was sitting on the edge of the operating table, my legs dangling off the side, when Dr. Singh stepped in front of me.

She placed her arms around me—one on each side—almost like a hug, but firm. Steady. She pulled me forward, guiding me into position.

“Lean forward,” she said. “Curl in.”

I did.

My forehead and chest rested against her. I curled toward her as much as I could, and she held me there. I think she was positioning me for the spinal, but in that moment it felt like more than that. It felt grounding. Like she was telling me, without saying it, I’ve got you. Just stay still.

Behind me, the anesthesiologist was getting ready.

“Don’t move,” he said. Calm. Direct. “Whatever you do, don’t move.”

There were nurses moving around the room, prepping things, opening packages, getting ready. I could hear them, but I wasn’t focused on any one thing. My eyes were open, just kind of fixed on the front of Dr. Singh’s scrubs. Not really seeing—just… there.

“I’m not a very good patient,” I said. “I don’t like needles.”

He gave a small laugh behind me. “Well, good thing you don’t have to see this.”

And then:

“Stay very still.”

I tried.

The first sensation was a quick pinch. Sharp, but brief.

Then pressure.

Deep, strange pressure.

I started cussing immediately.

“Do y’all know what you’re doing?” I said, half serious, half not, and then just a string of it—“shit, fuck, damn”—over and over. I remember apologizing in between, like I couldn’t help it.

Dr. Singh didn’t move.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Say whatever you need to say. Just don’t move.”

For a split second, that gave me something that felt like control. Not real control—but something.

The pressure didn’t last long.

And then, almost instantly, everything changed.

The numbness came all at once.

Not gradual. Not creeping.

Just—

gone.

From my shoulders down, my body wasn’t mine anymore.

It felt heavy. Completely heavy. Like it had been replaced with something else.

I was still aware. Fully aware. But I couldn’t move.

That part was terrifying.

What if I need to move?
What if I want to move?

I couldn’t.

They laid me back onto the table—quick, but careful. It felt controlled, not rushed. The table was cold and hard beneath me, and once I was flat, it felt narrow.

Exposed.

They moved my arms out to the sides and strapped them down.

That’s when I felt it—trapped.

Not just physically, but completely. I could feel everything happening around me, but I couldn’t participate in it anymore. My body had become something they were working on.

“I’m really thirsty,” I said.

My mouth was dry, but it was more than that. The thought just stuck.

“I’m really thirsty.”

The anesthesiologist looked down at me. “I know, but you can’t have anything right now. It’ll make you sick.”

“I’m really thirsty.”

It looped. Over and over. Like my brain had latched onto the only safe thing it could find.

Around me, they kept moving.

A nurse said, “I’m going to place your catheter,” just to let me know. I laughed a little—awkward, automatic.

“Well… I don’t really have a choice.”

I didn’t feel it.

But I felt everything else.

The loss of control. The exposure. The awareness that I couldn’t stop anything, even if I wanted to.

I stared up at the ceiling tiles. The lights were bright—harsh, almost blurring at the edges. I tried to look around without moving too much. The anesthesiologists were near my head. The blue drape went up in front of me, blocking everything below my chest.

They tested the numbness.

A pinch where they were about to cut.

“Can you feel that?” she asked.

I swallowed. “Yeah… I can still feel it.”

That scared me.

What if they start anyway?

“You’ll feel pressure,” she said, “but it shouldn’t hurt.”

They tilted me slightly to the right and gave more medication. I didn’t feel the medication itself—just the movement.

“I’m really thirsty,” I said again.

The oxygen mask was on, and they told me to take deep breaths. But I couldn’t. Every time I tried, it felt wrong. Too forced. It made the panic worse, not better.

I kept trying anyway.

The room stayed busy, but focused. I could feel the urgency in how people were moving, even though no one was panicking.

Then I heard it.

The electric razor.

A soft buzzing sound.

That’s when it became real in a different way.

They’re about to cut me open.

I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t feel it. But I could hear it.

And that was enough.

I lay there, staring up, arms strapped out to my sides, completely still.

There was nothing left for me to do.

No way to stop it. No way to help it. No way to change it.

Just… surrender.

And then I heard the doctor say:

“Someone go get her husband in here.”

And I remember thinking—

Okay. It’s starting now.


9C — Justin, Surgery, & Delivery

When Justin came into the room, the first thing I noticed was what he was wearing—those blue OR scrubs.

Then his face.

He looked focused. Trying to be strong.

He walked over to my left side, near my head, and stood there. And the second he was there, something in me shifted. I don’t know if my body relaxed, but mentally I did. I wasn’t alone anymore.

“I’m so thirsty,” I said immediately.

It just came out. Automatic. Like my brain didn’t even think before saying it.

The anesthesiologist overheard. “I know you’re thirsty, but you can’t have anything right now. It’ll make you sick.”

“I know,” I said, but I turned back to Justin. “I’m so thirsty.”

I asked him if he could see what they were doing.

He glanced briefly, then looked back at me. “I can see they’re working,” he said. “But I’m focused on you right now.”

That gave me relief. I remember letting out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

But at the same time, part of me wanted him to look. To tell me what was happening.

I was torn.

Because it didn’t feel like it was about me—it was about the babies.

And I needed to know what was happening to them.

⸻

I don’t remember exactly when the surgery started.

There wasn’t a moment where everything paused and someone said, we’re beginning now. If they did, I don’t remember it. Everything was already happening.

What I felt wasn’t pain.

It was pulling.

Tugging.

Pressure deep in my abdomen.

The only way I can describe it is like when you’re under the covers and someone pulls them away while you’re holding on—you feel the movement, the resistance—but it doesn’t hurt.

That’s what it felt like.

At one point, I remember feeling a stronger pull. More force. Like they were really working to get something out.

I didn’t know what part of the process that was, but I could tell—it was different from the rest.

“Are they doing anything?” I asked Justin.

I knew they were.

I could hear them.

But I couldn’t feel it the way I thought I should, and it didn’t match in my head.

It felt like I needed to check reality.

⸻

I kept looking at Justin.

He was standing right there, just to the left of my head. Talking to me here and there, trying to keep me calm. Every now and then, he would glance over the drape, but not for long.

Physically, I stayed focused on him.

But mentally, everything was on the babies.

What do they look like?
Are they okay?
Are they breathing?
How big are they?
What’s wrong?

My thoughts were racing, scattered, nonstop.

⸻

I didn’t realize when the first baby was about to be born.

There wasn’t a clear lead-up moment for me.

The first thing I remember is the doctor saying:

“Twin A, time of birth 1:17 a.m.”

That’s when it hit me.

Twin A is the boy.

I remember thinking it like that—not his name, just the boy.

But there was no sound.

No cry.

Nothing.

I wouldn’t have known he was out if the doctor hadn’t said it.

Then Justin said, steady, almost matter-of-fact:

“The boy is here.”

No panic in his voice. No reassurance either. Just… stating it.

And then everything moved quickly.

The nurses were rushing.

No one stopped. No one said, he’s okay. No one showed him to me.

They just moved.

That silence felt long.

Too long.

I didn’t know if he was alive.

I didn’t know if he had been stillborn.

I didn’t know if I would ever see him alive.

There was this deep, immediate knowing in me:

Something is wrong.

⸻

They asked Justin if he wanted to go with the baby to the NICU or stay with me.

He stayed.

Part of me was relieved he stayed.

Part of me wanted him to go.

Because I knew I was going to be okay.

I didn’t know if my babies were.

⸻

Then, not long after, the doctor said:

“Twin B, time of birth 1:19 a.m.”

The girl.

And this time—

I heard it.

One cry.

High-pitched. Sharp. Almost like a kitten.

And I remember taking a deep breath.

It felt like I had been holding my breath for so long without realizing it.

That sound meant:

She’s alive.

Relief hit—but not completely.

Because even then, I knew something wasn’t right.

That cry didn’t sound like a normal newborn cry.

⸻

I didn’t see either of them.

Not even for a second.

They were taken immediately.

Justin went over briefly to get a picture of her before they rushed her out, but I never saw them.

That hurt in a way I didn’t have time to fully process.

⸻

At some point, I felt a tear roll down my cheek.

Just one.

I didn’t even realize I was crying until I felt it.

Justin wiped it away.

“Both babies are here,” he said. “They’re stitching you up right now.”

Both babies are here.

I heard the words.

But what I felt was:

They’re here… but I don’t know if they’re okay.

I remember thinking over and over:

I just want to see them.
I just want to go see them.

⸻

The room changed after they were born.

It got quieter.

Not silent—but calmer. Less urgent.

Like the most intense part had already happened.

⸻

“I’m really thirsty,” I said again.

Still stuck on it.

Still looping.

Justin knew I couldn’t have water.

So he did the only thing he could.

He licked his fingers and gently rubbed them across my lips.

It helped—but not really physically.

More than anything, it just felt like him trying to take care of me in the only way he could.

⸻

And underneath everything—every thought, every feeling—there was one question that wouldn’t leave:

Are they alive?

Especially him.

The boy.


9D — The Silence After

The drape was still up, and I remember Justin telling me they were stitching me up. I couldn’t feel anything—just pressure, movement—but no pain. The room had changed. It was quieter now. The urgency that had filled it just minutes before was gone. The babies had already been taken out, rushed somewhere else, and now all that was left in the room was me.

I was the focus of everyone around me, but my mind wasn’t on me at all.

It was on them.

I remember having a thought—not something I said out loud, just something that settled in my chest: it’s over now… it’s out of my hands. It didn’t feel like relief. It felt like resignation. Like defeat. There was nothing I could do anymore—physically, medically, mentally. They were no longer inside me. They were in a different unit, surrounded by people I couldn’t see, doing things I didn’t understand.

I had to let go.

Not because I wanted to—but because I didn’t have a choice.

When they brought the drape down, it felt like waking up from a very vivid dream. Everything came back into view, but it didn’t feel the same. The room looked familiar, but different—emptier, calmer, quieter. The focus had shifted. It wasn’t about getting the babies out anymore. It was about me.

And I didn’t want it to be about me.

I wanted to know about them.

Justin stood beside me, telling me they were finishing up, that I was okay. But no one gave me any updates about the babies. Not one clear answer. Just silence where answers should have been.

When they moved me off the OR table, they didn’t ask me to help. They couldn’t. I could barely move my arms. My body felt heavy, like there were bricks pressing down on me. I remember them pulling me over—grabbing the sheets, shifting me onto the bed.

And in that moment, I didn’t feel like a person being helped.

I felt like a body being moved.

I didn’t like that. I didn’t like not being able to participate, not being able to do something—anything—for myself. I’ve never liked relying on people like that, and in that moment, I had no choice. I had to let them do everything.

When they wheeled me out of the OR, it felt completely different than when I had been rushed in.

Going in had been urgent, fast, unknown.

Coming out… it felt finished.

But not complete.

Like I had just come out of one tunnel, only to realize there was another one ahead of me—darker this time. One where I couldn’t see the end. I couldn’t have explained it in words back then, but I felt it. Deep down. Something had ended, but something else had just begun—and I didn’t know what it was going to be.

The hallway was empty. Quiet. Too quiet. The lights were still bright, still harsh, but everything felt slowed down now. We didn’t go far. Just a few seconds, and then we were in recovery.

The room was bigger than I expected, sectioned off into bays with curtains. It looked cluttered, bright, clinical—but not chaotic. Alexis wheeled me into the first bay on the right and asked if I wanted the lights adjusted. I remember telling her yes—anything to make it less bright. She dimmed the lights near me, left the others on, and told me we’d be there for a couple of hours.

It should have felt like being stuck.

But it didn’t.

There was something about her—direct, calm, no-nonsense—that made it feel… manageable. Like she had it under control. Like I could just stay there and let her take care of things.

Justin was in the room with me, standing on my right side now. I remember telling him I was thirsty. Not just once—but over and over again. It felt like the only thing my brain could latch onto. Something simple. Something safe.

There was an ice machine in the room, and I kept asking him for just one piece.

He said no at first. The doctors had said I couldn’t have anything. But I kept asking. And eventually, he gave in—just one small piece of crushed ice.

I remember holding it under my tongue, trying not to move it, trying to make it last as long as possible. It felt like the first thing I had any control over in what felt like hours. Just that one small thing.

And in that moment, for a few seconds, all I could think about… was the ice.

Alexis came over every few minutes to check my vitals, pressing on my abdomen. It hurt—enough to make me notice—but not enough to break me. Just a sharp, uncomfortable reminder that I was still in my body.

Still here.

At some point, I asked Justin to call my mom. I remember looking at the analog clock on the wall to my left before he dialed. When she answered, the first thing I said was, “Well, it’s all over.”

And I heard it immediately—how that sounded.

Her confusion. Her panic.

I didn’t have the energy to explain it fully. I didn’t have the energy for questions. So I corrected myself, kept it simple. Told her the babies had been delivered, that they were in the NICU, that I didn’t know anything else yet.

Because I didn’t.

She asked why. What was wrong.

And I had nothing to give her.

Just the same uncertainty I was sitting in myself.

After that, I handed the phone back to Justin. I was too tired to keep going. Too drained to carry the conversation any further.

Time in that room didn’t move normally. I was aware, but foggy. Exhausted. Everything felt slowed down. Suspended.

The only thing that stayed constant was the waiting.

Waiting to see them.
Waiting to know something.
Waiting for someone to tell me they were okay.

But no one did.

When Alexis said they were “tending to them,” it didn’t comfort me. It felt vague. Protective, maybe—but not enough. I understood why she said it that way. Looking back, I’m grateful for that. But in the moment, it wasn’t what I needed.

I needed someone to tell me if they were alive.

No one could.

After a couple of hours, they moved me again. I don’t remember the ride to the postpartum room. I was too out of it. Too tired.

I just remember arriving.

The room was darker. Smaller than the labor and delivery room. The walls were a deep burgundy, almost maroon. It felt different immediately. More closed in. More contained.

Real.

My postpartum nurse came in, and that’s when it hit me.

This really happened.

We really did this.

It felt like the first sip of reality after what had felt like a dream. Disbelief, mixed with quiet confirmation. Like my mind was catching up all at once.

And at the same time… my body hadn’t caught up at all.

I still felt pregnant.

Logically, I knew I wasn’t. I knew they had been delivered. But physically, emotionally, something hadn’t synced yet. It was like my body, my mind, and my emotions were all operating on different timelines, trying to reconnect.

It was disorienting.

And in that moment, lying there in that smaller, darker room, one thing settled in more than anything else:

I wasn’t with them.

And I still didn’t know if they were okay.


10A — The Waiting

By the time I got to the postpartum room, it was early morning—around four, maybe a little after. My body was still heavy, but the numbness was wearing off. I could move my arms and legs again, slowly, like everything was coming back online piece by piece.

I remember sitting up in the bed as they got me settled. Justin followed us in, and not long after, he left to go back to the labor and delivery room to grab all of our things. Everything felt quiet. Not empty—just still.

The postpartum nurse came in, got me set up, started fluids. I remember the morphine pump—the button I could press if I needed it. I only pressed it once. After that, I didn’t need to.

Not because I wasn’t in pain.

But because something else took over.

It felt like a shutdown.

Like my body, after hours of being hyper-aware, hyper-alert, just said—that’s enough. It wasn’t a choice. It was like something flipped, and I couldn’t stay awake anymore even if I wanted to.

So I slept.

Not a deep, peaceful sleep—more like drifting in and out. And even when I was asleep, the babies were still there in the background of my mind. Not fully gone. Just… quieter. Like sleep muted it for a little while, but didn’t erase it.

When I was awake, the thoughts came back.

Worst-case scenarios, mostly.

What if they’re not breathing?
What if they didn’t make it and no one has told me yet?

I didn’t have answers. And I knew the nurses in the room couldn’t give me any. If there were answers, they would come from someone in the NICU.

So I waited.

Time didn’t feel slow. If anything, it moved faster than it should have. I remember glancing at the clock across from me near the TV, but not really tracking it. Just noticing it.

At some point that morning—around eight, I think—the NICU doctor came in.

He was older, Indian, and he stood to the right of the bed near the sink. I was in a lot of pain at that point, more aware of my body again. He started explaining things—medical terms, details—but I couldn’t really process most of it.

I just listened.

He said both babies were very sick.

He said the girl was doing as expected.

And then he said the boy had a very difficult night.

There were multiple times when they thought he wasn’t going to make it.

And then he said it—plain, direct:

He should not have made it through the night.

I remember thinking, what do you mean?

He was the healthy one.

That didn’t make sense.

But I didn’t say any of it out loud. I just sat there. Frozen. It didn’t fully register in that moment. It was too much, too fast, and I didn’t even know what question to ask.

So I didn’t ask anything.

I just said thank you.

And he left.

After that, the room felt the same—but different. Like the weight of what he said was there, even if it hadn’t fully settled yet.

At some point, Justin went down to the NICU.

He didn’t want to at first. He wanted to wait and go with me. But I told him to go. I needed to see them—even if it was just through pictures. I couldn’t physically get up yet. I was in too much pain.

So I sent him.

He wasn’t gone long.

But I stayed there.

Still.

Waiting.

At one point, the phone in the room started ringing. And it didn’t stop. It just kept ringing and ringing.

I remember laying there, listening to it, getting more and more irritated with every second. I didn’t know who it was. Everyone who mattered had my cell phone number. And I couldn’t physically get up to answer it anyway.

But even if I could have—I didn’t want to.

I didn’t have the energy to talk. I didn’t want to answer questions. I didn’t want to explain anything.

I just wanted it to stop.

So I let it ring.

And eventually, it did.

Later, I found out it was my OB calling to check on me.

But in that moment, it just felt like noise from a world I wasn’t part of.

The rest of the morning blurred together. Sleeping. Waking up. Justin coming back with pictures. Me looking at them, trying to make sense of what I was seeing without context, without understanding.

Physically, I could move—but it hurt. Sitting up hurt. Standing hurt. Even turning slightly took effort. I remember making sure the nurse call button and the TV remote were within reach because I couldn’t twist around to get them.

Everything had to be brought to me.

And I hated that.

The feeling in that room wasn’t just one thing.

It was relief—because the surgery was over.
It was fear—because I didn’t know if they were okay.
And it was anticipation—because I knew I was going to see them soon.

But more than anything, it was waiting.

Just waiting.

Around noon, something shifted.

No one told me it was time to go.

I just decided.

I had slept enough. I had waited enough.

I told Justin I was going to go see them.

I got up slowly, put on my slides, made my way to the bathroom. It took time—more time than it should have—but I did it. Sitting, standing, every movement pulling at the incision, reminding me of what my body had just been through.

The nurse suggested I take a wheelchair.

I said no.

I didn’t want to be pushed. I didn’t want help getting there. This was something I needed to do myself. It didn’t matter how slow I walked. It didn’t matter how much it hurt.

I was going to my babies.

When I came out of the bathroom and stood there for a second, steadying myself, I realized something:

I didn’t have a clear thought.

Not a sentence. Not a question.

Just one pull.

I need to see them.

Nothing else mattered.


10B — The Walk

I remember standing near the sink in the postpartum room, facing the mirror. The bed was behind me, and Justin was sitting on the small couch near the window, waiting for me to finish getting ready.

I picked up a brush and ran it through my hair.

Not because the babies would notice. They wouldn’t care what I looked like. But I did. I needed something to feel normal again—something small, something familiar. After everything that had just happened, brushing my hair felt like the closest thing to being myself again.

I moved slowly. Everything was slow.

My body was still heavy, still recovering, but I could move. I slipped on my slides—easy, no bending, no effort—and turned toward the door.

Justin had brought the wheelchair, just in case, and followed behind me as I walked out into the hallway. I went first. He stayed behind me, pushing it quietly.

I remember thinking I wasn’t going to use it.

I didn’t care how long it took. I didn’t care how much it hurt. I was walking.

Still, knowing it was there—it was reassuring. A safety net I didn’t want to need, but was glad existed.

The hallway stretched out in front of me. The walls in the room had been maroon, but once we stepped out, everything shifted to more neutral colors. The handrail along the wall was a tan, rough plastic, and I remember gripping it as I walked.

Not casually—intentionally.

I needed it.

Every step was careful. Measured. I wasn’t rushing. I was almost creeping forward, one step at a time, holding onto the rail to steady myself. The incision hurt, but not as bad as it could have. The medication helped. It was more of a constant pull, a reminder with every movement of what my body had just gone through.

But I kept going.

We reached the elevator, and I stepped inside, turning to face the doors. There were a couple of other people in there—normal people, just going about their day. We exchanged small smiles, polite nods. Nothing more.

They felt like background.

When the elevator started moving down, my stomach dropped—and it hit my incision hard. A sharp, sudden pain. A jolt.

Like my body was snapping me back into reality.

You just had surgery. This is real.

It passed quickly, but it was enough to ground me for a second.

Justin stood next to me, explaining how I would need to scrub in when we got there. What to do, where to go. I remember listening, but also feeling overwhelmed.

What if I didn’t do it right?
What if I messed something up?

There were rules now. Procedures. And I didn’t know them yet.

That made me nervous.

The doors opened on the third floor, and I knew exactly where we were. This was the same floor as labor and delivery. We stepped off the elevator, turned right, and just a few steps later, the NICU doors were on the left.

It felt far away the entire walk.

Until suddenly, it wasn’t.

The hallway was brighter now, but it didn’t feel harsh like before. Maybe because it was daytime. Maybe because the emergency was over. There were more people around—nurses, families—but I didn’t register any of them.

They were just… there.

My focus had narrowed completely.

I remember thinking, I’m Mom.

That meant something different now.

I was the one who would have to make decisions for them. Speak for them. Choose things for them.

And I didn’t know how.

That realization felt heavy. Unreal. Like I had been placed into something I wasn’t ready for, but couldn’t step out of.

As we got closer, my thoughts narrowed even more.

I didn’t know what I was going to see.

I knew there would be machines. I knew they were small. Justin had told me that much.

But I didn’t know how small.
I didn’t know how sick.

Part of me was afraid of what I might see.

But more than that—I just needed to see them.

That was it.

Not the machines. Not the wires.

Just them.

We reached the doors.

They were double doors with glass panels, framed in wood. Above them was a silver plaque—NICU. Underneath it, in smaller letters: Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.

I had seen those words before.

But this time, they felt different.

Heavier.

This is my life now.

It wasn’t something I had accepted. It wasn’t something I was ready for.

It was just… reality.

There was a call button to the right of the doors. Justin pressed it, and a nurse’s voice came through the speaker, asking who we were there to see.

“The White twins,” we said.

There was a pause.

Then: “Okay, give me a second.”

I stood there, waiting.

My heart was racing. My breathing was shallow. I could feel my body trembling slightly, even though I was trying to stay still.

And then the doors opened.

“Come on in.”


10C — Stepping Into the NICU

The doors opened, and I walked inside.

I was sore, moving slowly, each step deliberate. Justin was beside me now. Immediately to our left was the scrub-in area—deep stainless steel sinks, a long counter stacked with supplies. Next to that was the nurses’ station. Everything was exactly where it needed to be. Structured. Organized.

And quiet.

Not silent—but quiet in a way that felt controlled.

I remember the beeping first. Soft, steady beeps layered over each other. Not loud, not chaotic—just constant. I remember thinking, that’s life. Every beep meant something was working, something was being monitored, something was keeping a baby alive.

It was overwhelming.

On the outside, I stayed composed. I looked calm.

On the inside, I was fucking terrified.

I could hear nurses talking, but their voices were low, almost muted. No one was rushing. No one was panicking. Everything felt… contained. Controlled. Like everyone here already understood the weight of this place and knew how to carry it.

Across from the nurses’ station, on the right side, was part of the NICU that I would later learn housed less critical babies. On the left, deeper in, were the more critical areas—separated by rooms and windows.

The space itself wasn’t huge, but it felt heavy. Like the air had weight to it.

There was equipment everywhere. Incubators lined the space, each one covered with handmade baby blankets—different colors, different patterns. Some looked like they had been crocheted or knitted, probably donated by churches or people who would never meet the babies they were trying to comfort.

I noticed them.

I noticed everything.

At the nurses’ station, there was a basket filled with tiny hand-knitted preemie hats. Different colors, different textures. I saw them, but I didn’t touch them. Not yet. I couldn’t. I was trying to hold it together—trying to stay calm, trying to “play cool,” even though nothing about this felt normal.

There were signs everywhere—flyers about handwashing, instructions, information. I remember reading them automatically, like my brain needed something structured to focus on.

Then came the scrubbing.

The sinks were deep, stainless steel. We each grabbed a sponge from a thick silver package—orange, almost like a creamsicle color. One side had soft bristles, the other side held the soap inside it. Justin set a timer for two minutes, and we stood side by side.

Two full minutes.

At first, it felt long. Too long.

I remember saying, “Dang, two minutes is a long time to wash your hands,” but I understood why. This mattered. Every second mattered.

The process became grounding.

I scrubbed hard—between every finger, under my nails, over and over again. I remember thinking, I cannot make them sicker. That thought stayed loud in my mind. The bristles felt oddly good against my skin, and I remember noticing the amount of soap—so many bubbles—like my brain was clinging to anything it could make sense of.

Justin showed me what to do, but after that, I just followed the steps.

It became procedural.

And for a moment, that helped.

Not emotionally—but practically. I knew what to do. I knew how to do it. That gave me just enough control to keep moving.

After we dried our hands, we wiped down our phones with sanitizing wipes. I remember being confused for a second, asking if we could even take our phones back there—even though I knew he had already done it earlier. My brain just wasn’t keeping up with reality.

Everything felt like too much and not enough at the same time.

Then we moved.

We passed the nurses’ station, and Justin said, “We turn left down this hallway. They’re down here.”

I said, “Okay.”

But it didn’t feel like me saying it.

It felt like my body was moving on instructions while everything else lagged behind.

We turned left.

There were nurses sitting at computers in the hallway, charting. Equipment carts lined the walls. Machines, wires, supplies—but I didn’t really see them. Not fully. I registered them, but I didn’t process them.

Justin was leading.

“Twin A is on the right,” he said. “Twin B is across the hall.”

That’s when it clicked.

They weren’t together.

They were across from each other—close, but separate.

And suddenly, this wasn’t abstract anymore.

They were right here.

As we walked down that hallway, something in me froze.

My body kept moving forward, step by step, but mentally—emotionally—I stopped.

I didn’t know what I was about to see.

I didn’t know who would be in those rooms.

I didn’t know how sick they were.

I didn’t know if I was ready.

All I knew was—

I just want to see them.


10D — The First Time I Saw Them

I made it down the hallway and stopped just outside their rooms.

Instinctively, I was going to go see Sebastian first. But when I looked into his room, there were nurses and doctors gathered around his incubator. It didn’t look like an emergency—just routine care—but there were people around him.

So I turned.

And I saw Noelle first.

I was still standing in the hallway when I looked into her room, but I could already see the incubator. That’s what my eyes locked onto first. Machines surrounded it—monitors, tubing, wires. I didn’t know what any of them did. I just knew I needed to get closer.

When I walked into her room, I couldn’t see her at first.

She was covered in layers—wires, tubes, plastic. Inside the incubator, there was a clear plastic drape over her, almost like a tiny greenhouse. Beyond that was the incubator itself. Above it, the phototherapy light, though it wasn’t on at the time.

It took a second.

And then I saw her.

She was on her back. Her skin was translucent—almost shiny, like you could see through it. She had on a hospital hat, the typical pink, blue, and white striped one. On the front of it was a piece of masking tape with a handwritten “B.”

Twin B.

Her hat was pulled down over her face, covering her eyes and most of her nose. I could only see her mouth and part of her lower face.

And still—

she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

My first thought was, oh my God.

Not casually. Not the way people say it every day.

It was a prayer.

A real one.

Oh my God—please.

And just as quickly, another thought followed:

This is my baby. This is my baby girl.

It was immediate.

I knew it.

But emotionally, I couldn’t fully hold it yet. It was like my mind recognized her before my heart could catch up.

The room was bright—fluorescent hospital lighting. The machines were constantly beeping, steady and rhythmic. The ventilator sat beside her, breathing for her. Lines ran into the incubator, into the plastic, into her.

It was overwhelming.

The nurse came in and started explaining things—what the tubes were, what the machines were doing. I asked questions, trying to understand, but I could only take in so much at once.

I remember asking, “Can I take pictures?”

She said yes.

So I did.

I wanted to touch her.

I wanted to so badly.

But I didn’t.

Not because I was told no in a harsh way—because I understood. They were so critical. So fragile. The nurse explained it gently, and I got it.

It felt like restraint—but from a place of love.

Like something I should be able to do, but couldn’t.

I stepped closer, slowly, carefully. I remember holding my breath, even though I had a mask on, even though she was inside the incubator under layers of protection. I didn’t want to risk anything. It felt like even breathing too hard could hurt her.

On the outside, I was calm.

On the inside, I was vibrating—like everything in me was moving at a hundred miles an hour.

Every step I took was deliberate. Controlled. Purposeful.

I stayed with her for a few minutes. Maybe ten.

Then we stepped back out into the hallway.

⸻

We crossed over to Sebastian.

Before going in, we sanitized again—for cross-contamination. I remember thinking it felt like overkill, but I didn’t question it. I just did it.

When I walked into his room, I already had a small sense of what to expect.

It didn’t make it easier.

Just less shocking.

He was in an incubator too, under the same clear plastic layer. But his plastic was covered in condensation—tiny droplets of water that made it hard to see clearly inside.

I moved.

From one side to the other. To the foot of the bed. Back again.

Trying to find an angle where I could see him.

Trying to see my baby.

He had the same hat on, pulled low. The same wires, the same tubes, the same ventilator. But his ventilator bar was yellow.

He was so small.

So fragile.

He was in a diaper labeled “MP”—micro preemie—and even that was too big. The nurses had folded it down, and it still didn’t fit.

His skin looked like hers—translucent, almost silky—but something felt different.

I remember thinking:

He looks sicker.

And that thought didn’t feel like confusion.

It felt like fear.

Like something was really, really wrong.

The nurse—Peyton—came in and started explaining things. He was calm, steady, trying to make everything make sense in a way we could understand. I could tell he knew we were overwhelmed.

I asked if I could take pictures.

He said yes.

So I did.

I stood there, trying to see him through the condensation, trying to focus on any part of him I could make out clearly. I wanted to get closer. I did move closer. But I was scared.

It felt like if I touched him—

he would shatter.

Like blown glass. That fragile.

My thought when I saw him was:

my God… help.

And again—it wasn’t casual.

It was real.

I was asking for a miracle.

At some point, I remember saying out loud, “They’ll be okay. They’ll grow. They’ll be healthy.”

But looking back—

I think I was trying to convince myself.

Because I didn’t know if it was true.

⸻

My brain compared them immediately.

Same translucent skin.

Same fragility.

But he looked worse.

And I didn’t understand why.

⸻

I didn’t feel like their mom.

Not yet.

I felt like a visitor.

Like I had stepped into someone else’s world.

The nurses and doctors kept calling me “Mom,” and it felt strange—like they were talking about someone else. It didn’t fully register that they meant me.

It was surreal.

Unreal.

⸻

We didn’t stay long.

Maybe ten minutes with each of them.

I wanted to stay.

I really did.

But my body was exhausted. I was in pain. And they needed rest. I couldn’t hold them. I couldn’t touch them. I couldn’t do anything for them.

And more than that—

I was being pulled in three different directions at once.

My room upstairs.

Noelle’s bedside.

Sebastian’s bedside.

Even if I stayed in the NICU, I would’ve had to choose which one to sit with.

And I couldn’t.

I couldn’t make that decision.

It was too much.

So the only thing that felt possible—

was to leave.

To go back to the postpartum room.

To sit with what had just happened.

And try to take it in.


10E — Back in the Room

When I walked back into the postpartum room, it felt the same.

Justin had put a small autumn decoration on the door—something from the dollar store—and it gave the room a slight feeling of home. But everything else was unchanged. Same bed. Same lighting. Same quiet.

I went straight to the bathroom on the left, then walked slowly to the bed and sat down. I didn’t lay back. I just sat there.

The nurse came in and removed my catheter. Later, Dr. Singh came to check my incision. She was direct, no-nonsense, the same way she always was, and for some reason that felt comforting. She told me she was going to check it—and then just ripped the bandage off in one quick motion.

It hurt.

I remember reacting, and she said it was better to do it quickly than slowly. She checked everything, pressed on my abdomen, told me it looked good, and said to keep resting.

I said okay.

But mentally, I wasn’t really there.

My mind kept replaying everything.

I was trying to wrap my head around the fact that I had twins. That I was a mom. That they were downstairs. That they were alive—but critically sick.

The room itself felt eerily quiet.

I could hear newborn babies crying in other rooms.

And every time I heard it, it felt like a reminder.

Like a quiet announcement:

This is what you’re not getting.

That should have been us.

I remember telling Justin, “That will be us when they come home.”

Trying to make it something to look forward to.

Trying to place it somewhere in the future where it felt safe.

⸻

I kept looking at the pictures.

Over and over again.

I couldn’t stop.

It wasn’t even a conscious choice—I just couldn’t take my eyes off them. I studied every detail until they were burned into my memory. I wanted to feel close to them in any way I could.

The numbness started to settle in.

Looking back, it felt protective.

Like my body and mind knew I had just seen something too overwhelming to process all at once, so it just… softened everything. Muted it. Gave me a break from feeling it fully.

⸻

The TV was on, but I don’t remember what was playing.

It was just noise in the background.

I remember sitting there, staring at it, scrolling on my phone, flipping through social media—anything that felt normal. Anything that made it seem like life was still continuing the way it was supposed to.

It felt like distraction.

And maybe a little bit of denial.

At the same time, my mind kept circling back.

Thinking about everything.

And also not wanting to think about any of it.

⸻

My mom and dad came first.

I was happy to see them. I talked to them about the NICU, about seeing the babies—but I softened everything. I left out the fear. The severity. The reality of how it actually felt.

Part of it was protecting them.

Part of it was protecting myself.

I didn’t want to go there. I didn’t want to answer questions I didn’t have answers to. I didn’t understand what was happening yet, so I kept everything surface level.

My mom seemed concerned, even though she didn’t say it out loud. It was just something I could feel. My dad was quiet, like he usually is, but he talked, made conversation, kept things moving.

I laughed during the conversation.

It wasn’t forced, exactly—but it was automatic. Like muscle memory. Like I was playing the role of myself without actually feeling it.

Justin wasn’t in the room during that time. I don’t remember where he was.

Then Adam and Kaitlyn came.

They seemed shocked too. Kaitlyn made a comment about how having a boy and a girl was the “perfect situation,” and I remember thinking—

I would not choose this.

Not like this.

But I didn’t say that. I just laughed it off. Kept things light. Kept things normal.

⸻

Physically, I was exhausted.

The pain wasn’t terrible at that point—not until after the bandage was removed—but my energy was gone. Completely drained.

On the outside, I think I seemed like myself. Tired, but okay.

On the inside, I was terrified.

More scared than I had ever been in my life.

⸻

Time didn’t really exist.

It didn’t feel fast or slow—it just didn’t matter. I knew the babies were downstairs. I knew they were being taken care of. I knew I would go back.

Everything else felt irrelevant.

⸻

After everyone left, it got quiet again.

Justin came back into the room. We sat there for a while—him on the couch, me eventually moving to the recliner by the window. I remember sitting there, scrolling on my phone, not really thinking about anything specific.

And then—

I felt it.

Not a thought.

A pull.

Something in my body that said:

Go back.

I remember telling Justin, “Let’s go back and visit. We don’t have anything to do here.”

But it wasn’t about having nothing to do.

It was about them.

About needing to see them again.

To be near them.

To check on them.

To take more pictures.

To feel close to them in whatever way I could.

So around 5 PM—

we went back.


10F — The Second Visit

When we walked back into the NICU that evening, it felt different.

Not easier—but familiar.

I knew what to expect now. I knew we had to scrub in. I knew where they were. I knew they were across from each other, and I knew we would likely see the same nurses since we came back before shift change.

The sounds and sights didn’t hit me the same way. It was still a lot—but it wasn’t unknown anymore.

⸻

We scrubbed in again.

This time, it felt automatic.

Just something we had to do—no questioning, no hesitation. I glanced at the posters and flyers again, mostly just to give myself something to focus on while the two minutes passed. Two minutes still felt long.

And I remember thinking how unfair it was.

How unfair it was that I had to scrub in just to see my babies—not even touch them.

There was a quiet resentment underneath it.

A thought I didn’t say out loud:

Why me? What did I do?

⸻

We went to Noelle first.

She looked the same.

Still so small. Still so fragile—there really isn’t another word for it.

But this time, the phototherapy light was on. The blue light covered her, and the nurse explained it was for jaundice. I didn’t question it. I just accepted it.

I was just grateful to be near her.

Even with the barriers—the incubator, the plastic layer, the tubes—I could be there.

That was enough.

This time, I spoke to her.

“Hi Noel.”

Saying her name out loud felt strange.

And real.

It made everything more real in a way that caught me off guard. I didn’t cry, but I felt it internally—something shifting, something settling into place.

I told her she was pretty.

“You’re so pretty.”

I still didn’t touch her.

But I stood closer. I leaned in. I let myself look longer.

Not just at her—but at everything around her.

The machines. The lines. The environment.

Trying to understand it.

Trying to exist in it.

⸻

At one point, the doctor asked if I was going to pump.

He explained how beneficial my milk would be for them, but that donor milk was available if not.

I said no.

It was a firm decision—I had made it early in my pregnancy that I didn’t want to breastfeed or pump. But standing there, in that moment, I felt like the one thing I could do for them…

I was choosing not to.

I tried to push that feeling aside.

There were already too many things I couldn’t control.

⸻

We moved over to Sebastian.

It was easier this time—just walking across the hallway. I knew where I was going. I knew what I would see.

He was under the phototherapy light now too.

Peyton was still his nurse.

When we walked in, Peyton had the top of the incubator open, and the plastic layer pulled back.

This was the first time I could really see him.

Clearly.

Without the barrier.

And it made everything more real.

And more terrifying.

As much as I wanted to see him, part of me wanted the incubator to close again—to protect him, to keep him safe inside it.

He looked impossibly small.

His skin still had that same translucent, almost silky appearance. I could see bruising. Small marks where they had tried to place lines.

He was moving—little jerky movements of his arms and legs.

I remember sitting in the NICU chair and telling Justin, “That must’ve been what he was doing in utero.”

And then I joked, “I think I’m gonna put him in soccer.”

We laughed.

Just for a second.

Just enough to break the tension.

We needed that.

⸻

I leaned closer to him.

“Hey Sebastian.”

“You’re so strong.”

At the time, it felt like I was encouraging him.

Looking back, I think I was also trying to steady myself.

Peyton mentioned the incubator would be open only briefly, so we took pictures quickly. I remember feeling urgency—not panic, but a need to capture the moment before it was gone.

When the incubator closed again and the blue light came back on, it felt like a shift back into that protected space.

⸻

At some point, I stopped comparing them.

Not because the differences weren’t there—but because I couldn’t handle doing that anymore.

This was Noelle.

This was Sebastian.

Two separate journeys.

And I was learning how to be their mom in both.

⸻

I sat.

I watched.

I stared at the monitors.

Trying to make sense of the numbers—heart rate, oxygen levels, temperature, feeding rates. I looked at the ventilators, wondering if they were the same, if one was different.

I didn’t fully understand any of it.

But I was trying.

⸻

This time, I felt more like their mom.

Not fully.

But more than before.

It didn’t feel natural yet—it felt like something I was learning in real time, inside a world I had never imagined being part of.

⸻

We stayed a little longer this time.

Still not long—but longer.

Long enough to sit at each of their bedsides.

Long enough to just be there.

⸻

Eventually, we left to go back to the room.

To eat. To rest.

But we didn’t stay long.

Because later that night—

we went back again.

10G — The Nighttime NICU Visit (Polished Draft)

It was the night of October 7. They were almost 24 hours old.
It was around 8 PM when Justin and I walked down to the NICU.

Walking in at night felt different than during the day. It felt calmer… more settled. Outside, the world was still. Quiet. Almost eerie. Like everything had slowed down. But at the same time, I remember seeing the nurses with their water bottles, their to-go cups from restaurants, just normal things… and thinking the world is still moving. Life is still happening. And mine isn’t. My world had completely turned upside down.

Walking into the NICU felt like stepping into a bubble. A fragile one. Like one wrong move could destroy everything. It was a quiet intensity I had never felt before.

Scrubbing in felt procedural at that point, but the two minutes stretched into what felt like hours. The water was warm with strong pressure, and Justin would always set a timer on his phone. I didn’t watch the clock. I just stared at the posters and flyers on the wall—anything to keep my mind occupied. Because I knew if I let myself feel everything right there at that sink, I was going to break. Not physically, but emotionally. So I just kept washing my hands. That’s all I let myself think about.

The NICU itself was still bright, but everything felt quieter. The ventilators were the loudest thing. I can still hear them like they’re right next to me. It was a constant background sound, but there was one machine… I don’t even know exactly what it was for… that would beep every few seconds. Two sharp beeps followed by a lower one. Over and over again. That sound wasn’t background noise. It was a sharp interruption every time. A reminder. Every few seconds. That Sebastian and Noelle weren’t okay. That they needed those machines to stay alive. That without them… they wouldn’t be here.

Even now, if I hear that sound in a video, I freeze. My heart races. It’s like I’m right back there.

They were under the blue phototherapy lights that night. I remember that so clearly. The light made everything feel… unreal. Their skin looked blue. The entire incubator was this deep blue color. It didn’t feel like looking at newborns. It felt like looking at something medical. Something distant. It highlighted how sick they were.

By that night, the shock was starting to wear off.

The nurses had just changed shifts, so there were new nurses for both of them. Each baby had their own nurse now. They were settling them in, getting them “ready for bed” in a way that didn’t feel like anything I had imagined for my babies. I remember watching them change their diapers, weighing each one, documenting everything. I remember thinking how strange that was, but not even asking why.

I still hadn’t touched them.

I would touch the outside of the incubator, but that was it. During the day, the nurses had told us to wait—to give them time because they were so fragile. And they really did look fragile. Like glass. Like if I even looked at them too hard, I might break them.

I remember standing at Sebastian’s bedside and scanning his body with my eyes—his fingers, his fingernails—but never staying in one place too long. I didn’t want to break him. That’s how sick he looked to me.

There wasn’t a moment where I almost reached out. I didn’t even let myself get that far. I was too afraid. Afraid of hurting them. Afraid of doing something wrong. And there was guilt in that too… because I wanted to pick them up. I wanted to hold them. That’s what you’re supposed to do. But I couldn’t.

I didn’t speak to them out loud. I didn’t know what to say. But in my head, I remember thinking the same thing to both of them.

Mommy’s right here.

That’s all I kept saying, over and over, silently.

The nighttime made everything feel heavier. More real. The dreamlike feeling I had been in started to fade, and reality started to settle in.

I remember asking one of the nurses—Noelle’s nurse—when we could expect them to come home. And she said usually around their due date.

My due date was the first week of January.

And I remember feeling it in my stomach. Like something dropped. That was the first real sting. The first moment where it hit me that they weren’t coming home in a few days. Or even a few weeks. This was going to be long. And not just long—serious. Critical. Life or death.

I didn’t say anything back. I just took it in.

But I remember looking at them differently after that. Thinking… oh my God. They’re so sick.

Leaving that night to go back to the room felt okay in a way, because I was exhausted. Physically and emotionally. I just wanted to sleep.

The room felt completely different than the NICU. Dark. Quiet. Empty.

Justin fell asleep on the couch, and I got into bed and looked at the pictures I had taken. I remember staring at the blue light in those photos.

And that was the moment it really sank in.

This isn’t a dream.
This is my life now.
They’re here. They’re sick.
And there’s not a damn thing I can do.

10H — The Blur (Opening Draft)

It all started to blur together after that first night.

There wasn’t really a difference between morning and afternoon or night. The days just… repeated. We would go back and forth between the postpartum room and the NICU, over and over again. It felt like a routine was forming, but I didn’t want to attach to it. I knew this wasn’t permanent. I knew I was going to be discharged soon, and whatever rhythm we were falling into here would change again. So I didn’t let myself settle into it too much.

When I woke up each day, the first thing I thought about was going to see them.

In the room, I wasn’t just in one place. I moved around more than I had before—between the bed, the couch, the recliner—even though I was still slow from the C-section. The TV was almost always on in the background. Not really watched, just there. I was on my phone a lot, scrolling, texting people, sending pictures.

I remember texting Frances to tell her they were born. I sent her a picture of each of them, and she responded in disbelief. She asked me how it felt to be a mom. And I remember texting back that it was a shock. Because it was. It didn’t feel real yet. It was hard to accept my new life and my new role—not just as a mom, but as a mom in the NICU. A medical mom. And that added a layer of fear that I hadn’t expected.

When we would leave the room to go to the NICU, Justin usually went with me. I did go by myself once when he went to the store to get postpartum supplies. By then, I was walking more normally—not as slow as the first day, but still careful. As long as I didn’t make sudden movements, my body felt okay.

Walking into the NICU during those days started to feel more familiar. It was still heavy, but it wasn’t unknown anymore. There was something about that familiarity that felt… not comforting exactly, but steady.

I noticed other babies. There was one baby in particular—his name was Hero White. Same last name as us. His parents looked younger than we were. I would see them sometimes, not often. I remember wondering what his story was. Why he was there. I still think about him sometimes.

We didn’t always go to the same baby first. It depended on what was going on. If nurses or doctors were around one incubator, we would go to the other one first. We usually stayed maybe about an hour total between the two of them.

I stood most of the time. If I sat, I couldn’t see them as well, so I preferred to stand right up at the incubator and just look at them. That’s what I did the most—just looked. At their faces, their bodies, the wires, the monitors. I would glance at the screens, trying to understand what everything meant. Heart rate, oxygen, temperature. I noticed when IVs were moved—one day in a foot, the next in a hand.

Every time we walked in, the nurses would give updates automatically. I never had to ask. They would tell us if it had been a good day, if feedings were increased, if vent settings were lowered, if they had been wiped down or repositioned. It felt like protocol, like something they did for every parent. I appreciated it, but I mostly just nodded while looking at the baby, taking it in without fully processing it.

Sometimes I would ask questions. Sometimes I didn’t.

A lot of times, I would ask Justin later when we were alone, and if he didn’t know, he would remember and ask the next time we were in the NICU. He always asked like they were his own questions. He never said I had asked. Sometimes he just knew what I was wondering and would ask without me even saying it. And afterward, he would tell me, “I figured you’d want to know that.” That always stuck with me.

When the nurses or doctors came in to do something, they would tell us we could stay. But most of the time, I would leave. Part of it was practical—they needed space—but part of it was me. I was still afraid to be near them without the barrier of the incubator and the plastic. Seeing them exposed, even for care, made me nervous. So I would use that moment as a reason to step out and come back later.

Leaving didn’t feel like relief. It just felt necessary.

Back in the room, we didn’t talk much about what we had just seen. If we did, it was simple things—“Sebastian looks good today,” or “Did you see that with Noelle?” Just surface-level observations. Once, we played a quick game of Clue. Just something to do. Something normal.

But underneath all of it, it felt like we were just… going.

10I— First Touch (Noelle)

It was about 36 hours after they were born. October 8, around lunchtime. I went to the NICU by myself that time.

I remember standing at Noelle’s incubator while the nurse gave me an update. I had taken my phone out to get a few pictures, and then the nurse asked if I wanted to touch her.

I said yes.

But the second I said it, my heart started pounding. Not just fast—I could practically feel it against my skin. It was that loud. The room itself was quiet, but inside my body, everything was racing.

I was aware of the nurse taking pictures. I remember feeling grateful for that, even in the moment.

The incubator was in front of me, the nurse standing to my left. The blanket had been pulled back so I could see through the top. I hesitated for a second. Not because I didn’t want to touch her—but because I was afraid. She looked so breakable. So fragile. Like one wrong move could hurt her.

I opened one of the side ports on the incubator. It made a soft click when it unlatched. The edge of the port had a gold, translucent tint, and the knob I turned was white. I remember that clearly.

Before I reached in, I used hand sanitizer—more than usual. I made sure it covered everything. It felt cold and clinical, and I remember noticing how dry it made my hands feel. It was strange, how something so sterile was part of a moment that felt so human.

When I reached inside, the air was warm. Warmer than the room.

Noelle was already awake, squirming slightly. If she had been asleep, I would have waited. I didn’t want to disturb her.

I reached across her body with my right hand and touched her right hand—her fingers—and along her arm. I avoided her left side because of the IV. Her entire arm, from shoulder to wrist, was about the size of my thumb.

I didn’t use my whole hand. Just my finger. I was too afraid of hurting her.

The moment I touched her, the thought came instantly—almost like a reflex.

There’s nothing to be afraid of. This is my baby.

It wasn’t something I chose to think. It just came. Like I was trying to steady myself. Like I was hyping myself up in that moment—to be what she needed. I wanted her to know, somehow, that I was there. That I wasn’t going anywhere.

Her skin felt… known. That’s the only way I can describe it. It was so soft it almost didn’t feel real.

I kept my finger there just long enough for the nurse to take a couple of pictures. Then I pulled my hand back out.

Before anything else, I closed the port carefully and made sure it latched tight. I didn’t want to disrupt the temperature or cause any problems.

Even after it was closed, I stayed there, looking at her.

She was much smaller than I could have ever imagined—until the moment I touched her.

And somehow, in those few seconds, everything became more real.

10I — First Touch (Sebastian)

I remember touching Sebastian for the first time on October 9, around 9 PM.

Justin was there that time. He was sitting in one of the NICU parent chairs—the kind that rocked like a glider. It was hospital green, vinyl. Comfortable enough, but still very much a hospital chair. He had my phone and was ready to take pictures.

I had showered earlier that day, and I remember feeling a little more like myself. Still in pain, still recovering, but a little bit of my personality—my spunk—was starting to come back.

I knew what to do this time. I knew how to open the port, how to use the sanitizer, where to stand. So in that sense, it felt easier.

But emotionally, it wasn’t easier at all.

It was still just as scary.

My heart was racing again. My hands were shaking. On the outside, I tried to look calm—like I had it together—but inside I was so nervous. Because this was Sebastian. I had never touched him before.

The incubator was angled in front of me, Justin off to my right. The blanket had been pulled back so I could see him clearly. I used more hand sanitizer than I probably needed—so much that it took a minute to dry.

I opened the port on the right side. Same as before.

It felt familiar… but it didn’t feel safe.

I hesitated again. Not because I didn’t want to touch him, but because it felt like such a high-stakes moment. Like one wrong move could hurt him.

I reached in with my right hand, just one finger again.

There were more wires visible on him than there had been on Noelle—or at least it looked that way. I had to maneuver around them carefully to even get close to his hand. And at one point, I brushed up against the ventilator tube.

It was light blue.

And the second I touched it, I had this instant internal reaction—oh my God.

I must have pulled back or changed my expression, because the nurse immediately said, “It’s okay, you’re okay.” She reassured me, but that moment stuck with me.

I was so aware of everything. Where my hand was. How much pressure I was using. What I might accidentally touch.

I felt huge compared to him. Like my hand didn’t even belong in that space. Like I was reaching into something sacred that wasn’t meant for me.

But at the same time, I had this other thought—

This is my baby. I can do this.

So instead of fully touching him, I placed my finger near his left hand… and let him come to me.

He was already awake, moving, squirming. And when he brushed up against my finger, it felt different than before. It felt like he was meeting me halfway.

Part of me wondered—does he recognize me? My presence? My scent? Something?

I don’t know if that’s true. But that’s what I thought in that moment.

His skin felt like silk. Not like normal skin. Softer. Thinner. Almost unreal.

I remember looking at his fingers, his fingernails. Noticing everything.

On the outside, I stayed calm. Still. Controlled.

But inside, it was fear and awe all at once.

I was amazed. I was overwhelmed. And I was still afraid of hurting him—even while I was barely touching him.

I didn’t stay long. Just a few seconds. About the same as with Noelle.

I pulled my hand out carefully, not wanting to drop the temperature, not wanting to snag anything, not wanting to make a mistake.

Like I was a gentle giant in a space where I didn’t quite belong.

But something did change.

Before, I had been looking at a baby.

Now—

I was touching my baby.

10J — Seeing Their Faces

I saw Sebastian first.

It was the same day I touched him for the first time. Afterward, we were still taking pictures, and Justin asked the nurse if we could see their faces. We had never seen either of them without their hats. We didn’t know what they looked like.

The nurse explained that the hats were there to protect their eyes because they were so premature—shielding them from the light. But she said she could lift it for just a few seconds so we could get a picture.

I was standing next to the incubator. Justin was sitting in the chair beside me. Sebastian was lying on his back, his head turned slightly to the left. The overhead fluorescent light above him was turned off. The room itself was still bright, but softer.

When the nurse lifted his hat, I held my breath.

The very first thing I noticed was how smooth his skin was. It didn’t look real. It looked too soft, too delicate—like something untouched. His eyes were closed, his hand resting near his face, completely still. He didn’t move when the hat came off. Not even a flinch.

I remember staring—trying to take in as much as I could in those few seconds. I was taking pictures, but at the same time, I stopped caring about the pictures. I just looked. I tried to memorize everything. His eyelids, the shape of his face, the way his hand rested beside him. I was scanning fast, like I was trying to burn it into my memory before the moment ended.

And all I felt at first was awe.

Not the kind you feel when you see something cute or expected—but something deeper. It was recognition.

There you are.

It was like meeting him for the first time.

⸻

I saw Noelle’s face the next day.

This time, both Justin and I were standing at her incubator. When the nurse lifted her hat, the overhead fluorescent light above her was on.

She was lying on her back, and as soon as the hat came off, she flinched slightly, squirming under the light. It made me think, who turned the lights on, like she could feel the change even if she didn’t understand it.

The first thing I noticed about her was her hair.

It was brown.

I hadn’t seen it before, and something about that detail—something so simple—stuck with me immediately.

Her face looked different than Sebastian’s. Not better or worse—just different. Her skin didn’t look as smooth in that moment, and I don’t know if it was the lighting or not, but she seemed a little darker in tone. She had more tubes around her mouth, and because of that, her mouth sat slightly open and uneven. It looked strange—not because of her, but because of everything attached to her.

I tried to look past it.

To see her.

And I did.

⸻

When I looked at both of them—separately, but in the same way—I held my breath again.

I noticed it in the moment, but I didn’t stop it.

It was like if I stayed still enough, quiet enough, I could stretch time just a little longer. Like I could keep the moment from ending if I didn’t move, didn’t breathe, didn’t break it.

I just stared.

Studied everything.

Their eyes, their noses, their lips, the shape of their faces. I didn’t focus on one thing for too long—I moved quickly, trying to take in all of it before it was gone.

Because I knew it would be gone in seconds.

⸻

The emotion shifted quickly.

That initial awe softened into something deeper—love, protection.

They were perfect to me.

Even with everything attached to them. The tubes, the wires, the tape, the lights, the sterile smell of the room—none of it could block that. None of it changed what I saw.

They were perfect.

⸻

I didn’t say anything out loud.

I didn’t know what to say.

I wanted to pick them up. Hold them. Kiss them. Do all the things you’re supposed to do when you see your baby’s face for the first time.

But I couldn’t.

So I just stood there. Quiet. Still. Taking in as much as I could.

⸻

The medical equipment didn’t fade into the background.

If anything, it made the moment sharper.

It felt like I was looking at them through something—like a medical fog. Even when I could see their faces clearly, there were still tubes and tape framing everything. Especially with Noelle. It was harder to separate her face from everything around it.

But even through that, I saw her.

I saw both of them.

⸻

Seeing their faces changed something.

It made everything real in a way it hadn’t been before.

I had seen their bodies. I had touched their hands. But seeing their faces—

that was when it felt like I was meeting them.

⸻

When the nurse pulled their hats back down, it didn’t feel like something was being taken away.

It felt like returning to what I already understood.

I knew the hats were there to protect them. I knew the moment was always going to be brief. As much as I wanted it to last longer, I understood why it couldn’t.

It felt like putting something precious away.

Like okay… I got to see you. And now you have to go back.

Back into the incubator. Back into the protection. Back into the place where they needed to be.

⸻

Afterward, we went back to what we could do.

We stayed for a few more minutes, looking at them the way we had before—hands, feet, their bodies, anything we could see. And then we left.

⸻

Seeing their faces for the first time felt like meeting them.

Like finally being able to say—

there you are.

10K — Discharge Day

I was discharged on Monday morning, October 10th. Late morning.

I knew it was discharge day because the doctor had told me the day before. Physically, I was still in pain—especially if I moved or turned too fast—but I was eager to leave. I had been in the hospital for about two weeks, and I was more than ready to go home.

That morning, Justin and I went to the NICU before I was discharged. We saw the babies, took a few photos, and then went back to the room to pack.

I was conflicted.

I was excited to go home—but I was also angry, sad, and afraid. I was leaving Sebastian and Noelle behind. Leaving them in the care of nurses and doctors I didn’t really know. Strangers I had to trust to keep them alive.

⸻

The IV incident happened early that morning, before we went to the NICU. It was still dark outside.

I was in bed when the nurse came in and said she was going to flush the IV before removing it. It was the same IV that had been placed when I was admitted, in my right arm. I agreed—I knew it didn’t usually hurt. I didn’t like the feeling, but it had never been painful before.

This time was different.

The second she flushed it, there was an immediate sharp, burning pain. It felt like it went straight into the muscle. My arm seized up, and it hurt to move it at all.

I reacted out loud.

“Oh fuck—that shit hurts.”

The pain didn’t go away. It lingered for days. My entire arm stayed sore and tight long after that moment.

⸻

Getting ready to leave was mostly Justin packing everything up. He took most of it down to the car—bags, my pillow—leaving just a few small things for me to carry.

The room felt different.

For two weeks, all I had wanted was to go home. And now it was time to leave—and suddenly, I didn’t want to.

I did. But I didn’t.

It was a constant push and pull inside me.

⸻

When they went over discharge instructions, I was just going through the motions.

They talked about medications, rest, recovery. I was listening, but nothing stuck. It was all background noise. They handed me paperwork, printed instructions, and we waited for the doctor to come sign off.

⸻

The strongest feeling I had was relief.

Relief that I was leaving.

But right under that was anger.

I remember feeling angry at God. Because I had spent those two weeks thinking, I would do anything to go home.

And now I was going home.

But not like this.

This wasn’t what I meant.

⸻

Justin went to pull the car around to the entrance. The nurse left to get a wheelchair.

I didn’t want the wheelchair. I was adamant about walking out. But for liability reasons, they wouldn’t let me.

So I waited.

I remember sitting on the small couch by the window, everything packed beside me. The window had that thin film of dirt on it. I remember looking through it at the trees—still green—and the sky.

Justin texted that he was outside.

I texted back that I was waiting on the nurse and that she still wasn’t back. I remember feeling irritated. I was ready to go. It felt like it was taking forever.

⸻

When the nurse finally came back, she wheeled me out.

I didn’t look back at the room.

I just left.

⸻

The ride down was quiet.

We went through the elevator, the lobby. I noticed people around us, but it all felt distant. Outside felt normal—but I knew it wasn’t going to stay that way.

I knew my life now was going to be the hospital. Back and forth. Over and over.

⸻

Justin had the car pulled up to the entrance.

I remember looking down at the ground—the patterned brick. Hexagon-shaped stones.

He had pushed the passenger seat all the way back so I’d have more room. Getting out of the wheelchair was hard. The nurse helped on one side, Justin on the other. Once I was standing, I steadied myself, and Justin helped me into the car.

The nurse left as soon as I was seated and buckled.

⸻

As soon as we started moving, we hit a speed bump.

Justin went over it slowly—really slowly—and I remember being grateful. Even small movements like that still hurt.

It was a sunny day.

We sat in the turn lane to get onto the interstate. I texted my mom that we were headed home, that we’d be there in about twenty minutes.

Everything outside felt new.

Not because it was—but because it felt like I hadn’t seen any of it in years. Like I was noticing things for the first time.

We talked on the drive, but it was light. Just small, normal conversation. I remember asking again if we would come back to see the babies that evening—even though he had already said yes.

I just needed to hear it again.

⸻

Walking into the house, my first thought was:

I’ve missed this. I’m home.

The cats—Jack and Oliver—came up immediately, excited to see me. The house was messier than I wanted it to be after being gone for two weeks. I remember picking things up, straightening small things, feeding them.

Even though I was in pain, it didn’t stop me.

⸻

Later, I went upstairs and laid in bed.

Not because I was sleepy—just because I was tired. And because I had missed my bed.

Justin laid down next to me and put on a movie—Jexi.

And during that movie, I laughed.

Actually laughed.

It was the first real laugh I had since being admitted to the hospital.

⸻

And that’s when it hit.

They should be here.

They should be next to me. In a bassinet. In their room. Somewhere in this house.

But they weren’t.

They were in the NICU.

⸻

I got emotional—not crying, just… heavy. I remember brushing it off, telling myself it was hormones, trying to settle back in.

I asked Justin again if we were going to go see them later.

He said yes. Of course we were.

But for now, we were going to rest.

⸻

At some point, I drifted off to sleep.

⸻

Later that day, my milk started to come in.

And I remember feeling disgusted with myself.

Because I could pump. I could provide milk for them. But I had already decided not to. That decision had been made early in the pregnancy—but now, it felt different.

It felt selfish.

I had also heard all the stories—how painful it could be if you didn’t pump, how hard it could be for your milk to dry up.

But for me, it didn’t.

It dried up within a few days. No real pain. No complications.

⸻

Leaving the hospital without them didn’t feel like one clear emotion.

It felt conflicted.

Relief. Anger. Fear. Sadness.

All of it at once.

⸻

If I had to put it into one sentence:

Leaving the hospital without them felt like going home under the wrong circumstances.

11A — First Night at Home

We walked in through the garage. Five steps up. I remember Justin behind me, watching me, making sure I didn’t fall. My body was slower than I wanted it to be, but I made it inside.

And when I stepped into the house, it smelled like home.

Not in a specific way. I can’t describe it exactly. It just… smelled like home. Familiar. Safe. Ours.

I noticed the counters first—Justin had things out, a little cluttered. Not dirty, just messier than I would’ve liked. Normally I would’ve said something or started cleaning right away, but I didn’t care. I was just so relieved to be there. I picked up a little, almost out of habit, but it didn’t matter.

What mattered was the room.

The nursery.

Two cribs were sitting in there, but the room wasn’t finished. I had been stressed about that before—wanting everything to be perfect—but now it didn’t matter in the way I thought it would. Because I knew I had time.

Time I wasn’t supposed to have.

The room felt wrong. Everything in it felt out of place. All the things we had bought—the clothes, the blankets, the tiny socks and hats—none of it could be used. They were there, but they weren’t able to be here.

Even the diapers.

I remember looking at a pack of newborn diapers that afternoon and realizing how big they were compared to Sebastian and Noelle. They were so small—unbelievably small—that even micro preemie diapers had to be folded down to fit them.

And I remember thinking… I don’t even know if they’ll make it long enough to ever wear these.

All summer, I had been preparing. Buying things. Getting ready for “normal.” And now I was standing in a house full of things they might never use.

The house itself felt too normal.

That was the strangest part.

Nothing had changed. Everything looked the same. But they were missing—and they weren’t missing because they should’ve been there yet. They weren’t supposed to be home. I was supposed to still be pregnant.

It was like everything had shifted out of order.

Earlier that afternoon, after I woke up from a nap, we had driven back to the hospital to see them. Not as patients. As visitors. And that alone felt wrong in a way I couldn’t fully explain.

That night, after we got back home and everything got quiet, Justin called the NICU around 8:30—after shift change. That became part of the routine. Calling to ask how they were, because that was all we could do from a distance.

The nurses reassured us that if anything major happened, we would get a call immediately. That helped. It gave me just enough permission to try to rest.

Because I knew this wasn’t going to be a short thing.

This was going to be months.

Physically, I was exhausted. Still in pain, but not excruciating. I had to move slower, more carefully. Getting out of bed hurt the most. In the middle of the night, if I needed to get up, I couldn’t do it on my own. I would call out to Justin, and he would come around to my side of the bed and stand there while I used him to pull myself up—like a pillar.

Once I was standing, I could manage. But those first few seconds—it hurt.

What surprised me, though, was what didn’t hurt anymore.

My hands had stopped going numb.

Throughout my pregnancy, they would tingle and fall asleep constantly, day and night. And suddenly, after they were born, it was gone.

That was one of the only physical reminders that something had changed.

Because otherwise… I didn’t feel like a mother who had just given birth.

They weren’t with me.

And my body, aside from the incision, didn’t feel that different.

There was a disconnect there that I couldn’t quite make sense of.

Justin and I tried to act normal.

We talked some. We watched TV. I scrolled on my phone. Looked at pictures and videos of them over and over again. I wasn’t eating much, just picking at things here and there.

Earlier, in the car on the way back to the hospital, we had talked about logistics—how we were going to do this. He would be going back to work soon. I was still on leave.

I remember sitting in traffic, looking over at him, and saying, “I guess we’ll go to the NICU after you get off work every day.”

And he said yes.

I didn’t want to go by myself. Not yet.

It felt like if I went alone, it would make everything more real. And I was afraid—afraid of being asked questions I didn’t know how to answer without him there. Afraid of being there without something steady beside me.

We leaned on each other that night, even if a lot of it went unspoken. I didn’t say what I needed. I didn’t even fully know what I needed. But he showed up anyway, in the ways he could.

When we went to bed, I was able to sleep.

And I think I slept better because I was home.

But the quiet made everything louder.

Without the constant movement of the hospital, without the distraction, I had to sit with my thoughts. And they didn’t stop.

The NICU stayed in my head—the sounds, the lights, even the feeling of scrubbing in. It was all so vivid I couldn’t escape it. And what made it worse was knowing that while I was lying in my own bed, they were still there.

Still surrounded by all of it.

I kept thinking about them. Imagining them. Replaying every moment from the hospital over and over again like a loop I couldn’t shut off.

And underneath all of that… was guilt.

A deep, constant guilt.

I wanted to be home.

But being home without them felt wrong. It felt selfish. Like I had chosen comfort over them, even though I knew logically that wasn’t true.

Part of me felt like I should’ve stayed. Like I should’ve punished myself somehow for even wanting to leave.

And then there was the thought I couldn’t shake—

What if this was my fault?

What if wanting to come home had somehow caused them to come early?

I knew that didn’t make sense. But it didn’t matter. It still felt real.

That night felt unreal in every way.

Logically, I knew they had been born. But mentally, emotionally, I couldn’t fully catch up to that. It felt like I was stuck somewhere in between—like maybe I was still pregnant, like maybe this wasn’t actually happening.

And then I would see something—a hospital band, discharge papers, the grippy socks on the table—and it would hit me again.

They’re here.

They were born.

This is real.

The moment that sticks with me most wasn’t even inside the house.

It was in the car.

Sitting in traffic on the way to the hospital earlier that day. The sun was starting to set, and everything around me looked… normal. Cars moving. People going about their day.

And I remember staring out the window thinking,

What have I done?

Is this my fault?

I felt angry at myself in that moment. A quiet kind of anger that I didn’t show. I pushed it down as fast as it came, because I knew I didn’t have the space to fall apart.

I had to keep going.

It wasn’t about me anymore.

It was about them.

So I swallowed it, looked ahead, and thought—

Just get to the hospital. Just see them. Just keep going.

One step at a time.
11B — The First Few Days at Home

The first few days at home were before Sebastian was transferred. This was that first week—October 10 through October 15—when they were both still at Piedmont Henry.

When I woke up each morning, it was still dark. Around 5:30.

I would open my eyes, and before I even moved, the first thought was always the same:

I wonder how they did last night.

There was no moment of forgetting. No easing into it. I always knew exactly where they were.

I would get up and start my day the way I always had—slowly moving around the house, doing small things. Starting a load of laundry. Picking up. Keeping things in order. I couldn’t move too fast because of the pain, but I still managed everything that needed to be done.

I think I was trying to hold onto something that felt normal.

Going to the NICU wasn’t something that became part of my routine over time—it just was the routine from the moment I got home. Every single day, I went. It didn’t matter how long I stayed. Even if it was just for a short time, I was going to see them.

At first, Justin would call in the evenings and put me on speaker so I could listen, but I never made the calls myself. I don’t know why. I just couldn’t.

Eventually, when Justin went back to work a few days later, I started going by myself.

The first time, I was nervous.

After that, I was on autopilot.

I would wake up, do a few things around the house, wait for traffic to die down a little, and then drive to the hospital. I usually had music playing, but I don’t remember really hearing it. My mind was already there.

The goal was simple: get to the NICU.

Parking, walking in, checking in, scrubbing—it all became automatic. I learned the layout. I started recognizing the nurses. It didn’t feel as intimidating anymore.

Inside, I would split my time between them.

They were across the hall from each other, and I made sure to spend about the same amount of time with each—usually around thirty minutes. An hour total, give or take.

And then I would leave.

Leaving during the day was easier when I knew I’d be coming back that evening with Justin. Leaving at night was harder, because I knew I wouldn’t see them again until the next day.

Sleep helped with that.

It filled in the hours I couldn’t be there.

The rest of the day, when I wasn’t at the hospital, I stayed busy.

Laundry. Cleaning. Straightening things that didn’t need to be straightened.

I made sure everything was exactly where it belonged. Justin’s shoes in the right spot. Mine in the right spot. Items on the table lined up just right—not crooked. Counters cleared of anything extra.

If something was out of place, I felt it.

It made me jittery, uncomfortable in my own skin.

Fixing it didn’t necessarily make things better—but it made them quieter. Manageable.

Because the one thing that actually mattered… I couldn’t control.

Sometimes I would go to my mom’s, trying to slip back into something familiar. Something that resembled normal life. But even then, it wasn’t normal. It was just me reaching for comfort in the only ways I knew how.

Physically, I was getting better every day.

A few days in, I remember figuring out how to get out of bed on my own without calling for Justin. I learned how to roll onto my side, use the nightstand, and push myself up in a way that didn’t send a sharp pain through my body.

And I remember thinking—

I can do this by myself.

It was such a small thing, but it felt big.

Mentally, though, I didn’t realize how bad it was.

Not then.

Looking back, I can see it. But at the time, I was numb. I knew the situation was critical. I knew how fragile everything was. And because of that, I didn’t let myself go there.

I stayed busy.

I avoided it.

I kept moving.

Going back to the NICU each day started to feel… normal. Not in the sense that it was okay, but in the sense that it was expected. It was just what we did.

There was this constant pull in two directions.

Part of me was trying to live my normal life—keeping up the house, following routines.

And the other part of me was living in constant fear.

Medical uncertainty. Minute to minute. Not knowing what was going to happen next.

The environment became more familiar with each visit—the sounds, the smells, the process—and that made it easier in some ways.

But it never made it okay.

There were moments inside the NICU that felt almost… human.

I remember one evening, Justin and I were standing in Sebastian’s room. The phototherapy light cast this blue glow across everything, including the whiteboard in front of me. Sebastian was behind me, slightly to the side, machines still doing what his body couldn’t do on its own.

And on the whiteboard, his nurse had drawn a giraffe.

It said, “Hi, my name is Sebastian.”

Justin stood to my left. I just stared at it for a second, then took a picture.

It was something small. Something normal.

In a place that was anything but.

With Noelle, I remember the day she gained a couple ounces.

Her nurse erased the number on the whiteboard and wrote the new weight. Pink and purple marker. Little stars and doodles around her name.

“Hi, my name is Noelle.”

I remember saying, “Every ounce counts.”

And it did.

Those small things mattered more than anything.

At home, though, when I was alone, everything got louder.

There were moments—usually when I was lying on the couch—where it would just hit me.

This weight.

Like cinder blocks dropping, one after another, stacking on top of me.

I could still move physically. I could get up if I needed to. But emotionally, it was suffocating. Heavy in a way that’s hard to explain unless you’ve felt it.

And every time it happened, I did the same thing.

I pushed it down.

Ignored it.

Moved forward.

At the time, it felt like the only option.

Looking back, I know every time I avoided it, I was just adding another block to that weight. I didn’t feel it then—but I do now.

Emotionally, everything started to fall into patterns.

Wake up. Do a few things around the house. Go to the hospital late morning. Come home. Maybe nap. Maybe scroll. Go back in the evening with Justin.

Repeat.

It became predictable.

Almost mechanical.

Survival mode.

And underneath all of it—guilt, fear, numbness… and anger.

Anger I didn’t want to acknowledge then.

Anger I still don’t fully want to touch now.

The one moment that cuts through all of it—the blur of those days—is the hallway in the NICU.

Standing there, just for a second.

Noelle’s room on the left. Sebastian’s room on the right.

And me in the middle.

That was the closest the three of us were.

Physically, I was in one place.

But mentally and emotionally, I was split in two—trying to be in both rooms at the same time.

I didn’t stand there long.

Just a second.

But I remember thinking—

This is the closest we are.

And then I kept moving.
11C — Sebastian’s Transfer (CHOA)

I found out Sebastian was being transferred while I was driving. I don’t remember exactly where I was—just local roads, probably coming back from my mom’s. I remember movement. The car. The road. That’s it.

I didn’t recognize the number when it came through. When I answered, it was a nurse from Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta. She told me he was being transferred.

My stomach dropped. It felt like I stopped breathing for a second. My eyes got wide, and I remember scanning—looking around like I was searching for something—but I wasn’t actually seeing anything. Just trying to make sense of what I was hearing.

I asked which location. Scottish Rite. Over an hour away. Then I asked the question I didn’t want the answer to—if both babies were being transferred. She said no, just one. The boy. Twin B. Sebastian.

It didn’t make sense. He was critically ill, yes, but Noelle had always been the one we were told to worry about more. So why him? Why now? It felt like something had shifted—like things had suddenly gotten worse in a way I hadn’t been prepared for.

I asked if they were taking him right then. Part of me was trying to figure out if I had time to turn around and get to Piedmont before he left. She said yes, they were taking him right now. That was the moment it hit—this was serious in a way I hadn’t fully grasped before.

She told me they had done X-rays that morning and found a pin-sized hole in his intestines. He needed more intensive care. A NICU transport team from CHOA was already there. She said she was standing next to his incubator, and that there would be a nurse, a respiratory therapist, and a doctor transporting him.

I asked a few questions, but not many. She asked if I understood why he was being transferred. I told her I understood the best I could. And that was true—but what I understood in that moment wasn’t medical. It was the realization that things had escalated, that this wasn’t just “he’s sick” anymore.

This was he could die.

I thought about turning around anyway, but I already knew I wouldn’t make it in time. He would be gone before I got there. And the next place I needed to be wasn’t Piedmont anymore—it was Children’s. But I couldn’t go yet. I had to wait for Justin so we could go together. So I kept driving.

After I hung up, everything felt off. I was still moving, still driving, but it was automatic—like my body knew what to do, but my mind wasn’t there. The world around me kept going like nothing had changed, and mine had just shifted completely. I was crushed. He was being taken an hour away for something I didn’t fully understand, and I didn’t know if he was going to survive it. And I couldn’t even get to him in time to see him before he left.

I never saw the transport team. I never saw the ambulance. I never saw him leave.

By the time I got back to Piedmont later, he was already gone. The hospital felt different—quieter, emptier in a way that didn’t make sense, because Noelle was still there. But something was missing.

I remember walking past his room. Sometimes it was empty. Other times, another baby was there. And I remember thinking how big that baby looked, how stable. That baby didn’t seem critical in the way Sebastian had been. That baby didn’t stay long. A few days, maybe. And part of me felt something I didn’t want to feel—anger. I knew it didn’t make sense, but it was there anyway.

After that, it stopped being just the NICU. It became Noelle’s room and Sebastian’s room. Even after he was gone, I would still glance toward where he used to be. I did that for weeks.

The hardest part wasn’t just that he was gone. It was that now they were in two different places. Two different hospitals. Twenty-five minutes one way, over an hour the other, through Atlanta traffic. And suddenly, I had to figure out how to be in both places at once.

Justin’s work was closer to Scottish Rite, so we worked out a system. Some days I would go see Noelle, and he would stop by to see Sebastian after work. Other days, I would go to Scottish Rite, and he would stop at Piedmont to see Noelle on his way home. Sometimes I tried to see both in one day, but it was hard—really hard. Most days, it felt impossible.

Because no matter what we did, it always felt like choosing. If I went to see Noelle, it felt like I wasn’t choosing Sebastian. If I went to see Sebastian, it felt like I was leaving Noelle. Even though I knew logically that wasn’t true, it still felt that way every time.

The routine I had just started building shattered overnight. And in its place was something heavier, more complicated, more urgent. I knew before that he was critically ill, but now I understood something deeper.

He could die.

And I didn’t have time to sit with that. I didn’t have space to process it. I just had to keep moving, keep figuring it out, keep going—because there was no other option.
11D — Sebastian’s First Surgery (CHOA)

I found out Sebastian needed surgery once he got to Children’s.

A nurse—pre-op, I think—called me. I don’t remember exactly who she was, just that she was the one telling me what was about to happen. She said they had found a pinhole in his intestines and that they needed to operate. They were going to place a Penrose drain.

The second she said the word surgery, I felt sick.

Physically nauseated. My stomach dropped, and I felt like I was shaking on the inside, even though on the outside I was trying to stay as still and composed as possible so I could hear what she was saying. I remember thinking, oh my God, he’s going to die. That was the first thought. Not logical, not measured—just immediate.

Everything around me kind of disappeared. I could still see the world moving, but it felt distant. People were still living their lives like nothing was wrong, and mine was just… crashing. And I felt alone in it. Whether that was a choice or not, I don’t know, but I didn’t feel like I could lean on anyone in that moment.

As she explained what was going on, I tried to understand. I really did. I was focusing as hard as I could on her words, but I couldn’t grasp any of it. It was like a million thoughts were all competing at once, and I couldn’t quiet them long enough to actually process what she was saying. And that frustrated me. I remember getting angry at myself.

Why can’t you understand this? You’re his mom. You should understand this.

I was being mean to myself in a moment where I had no reason to be.

Then she asked if I could make it to the hospital before they started.

I already knew the answer.

I was over an hour away. Even without traffic, I wouldn’t make it. And she told me they were starting in the next few minutes—that they needed to get my consent over the phone so they could proceed.

That’s when it really hit.

I wasn’t there.

I wasn’t going to be there.

And I remember thinking, this is pathetic. You’re his mom and you’re not even there while he’s about to have a life-or-death surgery.

Logically, I knew it was an emergency. I knew there was no time. But emotionally, it felt like I was being judged. Like I was being looked at as the mom who wasn’t there.

Even though no one said that.

Even though no one was thinking that.

That’s how it felt.

When she asked for consent, she read through whatever she needed to read. I don’t remember most of it. In my mind, none of it mattered. All I was thinking was—

Just do it. Just save him.

So when she asked if I consented, all I said was yes.

That was it.

No hesitation. No long explanation. Just yes.

My voice was steady, but my breathing wasn’t. I remember holding my breath, then taking shallow breaths, like my body didn’t know how to regulate itself in that moment. Everything felt tense, like time had sped up and slowed down at the same time.

And then they had me do it again.

A second nurse came on the phone, and I had to give consent again. Same process. Same answer.

Yes.

Everything was moving so fast. I didn’t fully understand what was happening, I just knew something was very wrong, and they were trying to save him.

After the call ended, I just sat there.

The TV was on, but I wasn’t watching it. I remember scanning the room—the couch, the carpet, the coffee table—but I wasn’t actually seeing anything. I wasn’t looking for anything specific. It was like my brain was trying to grab onto something, anything, to stop the feeling of free falling.

My heart was racing so fast I thought it was going to come out of my chest.

At one point I told my mom what was happening—that he was having surgery, that they were placing a drain—but I softened it. Not because I wanted to lie, but because I didn’t have answers. I didn’t even understand it myself, and I didn’t want to try to explain something I couldn’t grasp.

Inside, it was panic and numbness all at once.

I remember thinking about the last time I saw him at Piedmont.

Was that the last time I’ll ever see him alive?

The next time I see him… will it be at a funeral home?

That thought stayed.

Knowing he was in surgery while I wasn’t there didn’t even feel real. It was like my mind just shut down. I couldn’t take in anything else.

Later that evening, Justin and I drove to Children’s.

He drove. I sat in the passenger seat, tense the entire time. I don’t remember much about the drive itself—traffic, speed, conversation—it’s all a blur. I just remember the feeling of rushing toward something I didn’t understand. Like we were heading straight into the unknown.

When we got there, I already knew he had made it through surgery. They had called and told me he was stable, that he was back in the NICU and we could come see him.

So I felt relief.

But I also felt angry at myself for feeling relieved that I had missed it.

Walking into that hospital made everything feel real in a way it hadn’t before. It felt almost dreamlike, like I wasn’t fully inside my body. But at the same time, it was undeniable.

This is real. We are here. This is happening.

When I saw him, the first thing I felt wasn’t fear.

It was love.

Overwhelming, immediate love.

At Piedmont, they had kept his face covered with a hat and eye protection. But here, I could see him. His face, his blonde hair. I couldn’t stop looking at it.

You’re so beautiful.

That’s what I remember thinking.

You’re so perfect.

And then everything else came into view—the Penrose drain coming out of the right side of his abdomen, the way he was swaddled around it, the machines, the environment.

The nurse explained that the drain was there to relieve pressure, to see if things would improve without more invasive surgery. And I remember asking what would happen if it didn’t work.

She said it would likely mean another surgery.

I couldn’t process that.

I just held onto the fact that he had made it through this one.

That he was still alive.

My body relaxed a little, but not completely. Just enough to breathe.

But emotionally, I didn’t let myself feel anything.

I pushed it all down and kept going.

Because in my mind, if I stopped—even for a second—I wouldn’t be able to get back up. I wouldn’t be able to function. And that wasn’t an option.

So I stayed in survival mode.

No feelings. Just forward.

If I go back to that day, the clearest moment is still the phone call.

The moment the nurse asked if I could be there.

And I said no.

That’s the moment that stayed.

That’s the moment where I turned on myself.

If you were a good mom, you would be there.

And even though part of me tried to fight that—you didn’t know, there’s no way you could’ve known—it didn’t matter. That voice was louder.

I remember feeling sad for myself in that moment.

And then immediately pushing it down.

Because I didn’t have time to feel sad for me.

I had to focus on him.
11E — Life Inside CHOA (New World, New Reality)

From the moment I knew Sebastian was being transferred, I already knew this wasn’t going to be like Piedmont. This was a children’s hospital. Only the sickest of the sick went there, especially at his age, and I carried that awareness with me before I ever walked through the doors. When I did finally walk in, it hit me immediately. Everything was bright, colorful, kid-themed—cartoons on the TVs, fish tanks with bubbles, little chairs scattered around. It was clearly designed to feel less scary for children, but to me it felt like a kind of forced comfort. Almost like everyone there knew how high the stakes were and this was their way of softening it, even though nothing about it actually was soft.

It made everything feel more serious, not less.

I remember feeling physically heavy as I walked in, like my body weighed a thousand pounds. It wasn’t that my steps were slower, but every step took effort. It felt like I had to bargain with myself just to keep moving. If I can just make it to the NICU, then I can sit down. Just keep going. My mind was racing ahead of me, desperate to get to Sebastian, but my body wouldn’t match it. It was like they were completely out of sync, and that disconnect was disorienting and honestly terrifying. I didn’t know how long it would last or if I would even be able to get to him.

Inside the hospital, everything felt intense. Bigger. More purposeful. Every detail reminded me that this place existed for very sick children. Even the directions reflected that. Instead of “turn left at the hallway,” it was “go past the green butterfly” or “take the blue elevators.” Everything was softened for kids, but underneath that softness was the reality that these were critically ill children. That contrast sat heavy in my chest the entire time.

I remember seeing other kids in a way I hadn’t before. One moment that stuck with me was being in the elevator with a little girl, probably five or six, in a wheelchair with an NG tube and IV pole. I smiled politely at her and her mom and made small talk with Justin, but internally I was unraveling. I couldn’t stop thinking about how she hadn’t done anything to deserve being there. None of them had. And then my mind flipped it onto Sebastian—he didn’t deserve this either. And then it flipped again onto me. What if this is my fault? What if this is somehow because of something I did?

It was constant, that back-and-forth. Compassion, anger, guilt, confusion—stacked on top of each other.

At the same time, I felt like I didn’t belong there. Walking through the halls without Sebastian physically with me made me hyper-aware of myself. I felt like people were looking at me, judging how I walked, how fast I moved, what my face looked like. I remember thinking I should be walking faster, that I should look more urgent, more emotional—like what I thought a “good mom” would look like in that situation. But my body wouldn’t cooperate. I couldn’t move the way I thought I should, and that just made me feel worse, like I was failing at something I couldn’t even control.

Inside, I was already broken. Completely shattered. But on the outside, I looked calm. Steady. And that disconnect made me feel even more out of place, like I was somehow doing it wrong.

When we finally got to the NICU, the doctors and nurses felt different too. More confident, more specialized. I trusted the doctors almost immediately, especially Sebastian’s doctor, who was older and a little quirky but incredibly calm. The nurses took a second longer—I remember looking at some of them and thinking, you’re just a baby yourself, how are you taking care of my baby? But once I saw them in action, that fear settled quickly. They earned my trust fast.

Still, I felt this overwhelming pressure to understand everything. Every medical term, every explanation—I felt like I had to keep up. Like if I didn’t understand it immediately, it meant I wasn’t doing my job as his mom. I remember one of the doctors explaining something, and I was trying so hard to follow along, but nothing was sticking. My brain just couldn’t process it. And instead of giving myself any grace, I was tearing myself apart internally. Why can’t you understand this? If you really cared, you would get it.

At some point, the doctor must have noticed. He stopped mid-explanation, looked at me, and said softly, “No one is going to quiz you on this.” And in that moment, something in me shifted. It was like I had been holding my breath the entire time and didn’t even realize it until I exhaled. My body didn’t fully relax, but it softened. For the first time since walking into that hospital, I felt a small sense of relief. It didn’t last long, but it mattered.

Time inside CHOA felt different too. It moved quickly, but it also felt heavy. Structured. Intentional. I would sit by Sebastian’s bed, watching him sleep, staring out the window at passing cars or trees or raindrops, and somehow hours would go by without me realizing it. Leaving, though, was harder than it had been at Piedmont. The distance alone made it feel heavier. Once I walked out, I knew I was over an hour away, and if something happened, I couldn’t just turn around and be right back there.

Every time I left, I felt guilty. And I also felt relieved. And then I hated myself for feeling relieved.

It felt like I had gone there, seen him, checked a box, and now I was leaving. Like he had become something on a to-do list, and I couldn’t stand that thought. I didn’t look back when I walked out because I knew if I did, I wouldn’t leave. And I didn’t walk fast either. I slowed down, avoided eye contact with people in the hallway, trying to hold it together on the outside while I was completely falling apart on the inside.

The emotional undercurrent through all of it was anxiety. Constant, loud, suffocating anxiety. Mixed with fear, guilt, numbness, and this relentless voice in my head that never let up. I could offer grace to everyone else, but not to myself. I was harsh, unforgiving, and constantly questioning whether I was doing anything right.

I was still in survival mode, but something about CHOA started to crack it open just a little. I remember wanting to cry, wanting to feel something, but I wouldn’t let myself. I told myself I didn’t have time. That this wasn’t about me. That I needed to stay focused on Sebastian and keep going, no matter what.

If there’s one image that captures those early days, it’s walking through those hallways—passing libraries and gardens and bright, colorful spaces meant for kids—and seeing sick children everywhere. And realizing, all at once, that this was real. That these kids were suffering. That Sebastian was one of them. And somehow, I was part of this world now too.

Even though I didn’t feel like I belonged there.
11F — Second Surgery (Escalation, Breaking Point)

I found out Sebastian needed a second surgery while I was out at lunch with my mom and my brother. It was around my mom’s birthday, and we were just spending time together, trying to have some sense of normalcy in the middle of everything. I remember standing in line to order when the pre-op nurse from CHOA called me.

She told me the Penrose drain wasn’t doing what it was supposed to do, and they were going to have to go back in. This time, they needed to remove the diseased portion of his intestines and place an ostomy bag so his body could heal. That was all I really understood. I knew what an ostomy bag was in a general sense because of my dad, but I didn’t know what it meant for Sebastian. I didn’t know what it would look like, how it would affect him, or what this meant long-term. I didn’t even really have time to think about it.

My immediate reaction was shock. Complete, overwhelming shock.

I remember staring straight ahead at the counter in front of me, trying to listen to what the nurse was saying while also trying to keep the line moving behind me. The counter had this tan, smooth surface with little reflective shimmers in it, and I fixated on that. I held the phone to my left ear, responding like a normal person, but my answers were shorter, tighter—just enough to keep things moving. At one point, the nurse even asked if she should call me back, probably because she could tell I was distracted. And I remember thinking, why the fuck would I want you to call me back? There’s no time for that. He’s about to go into surgery.

I told her no.

It felt like I was playing two completely different roles at the same time. On one side, I was Sebastian’s mom, internally falling apart, trying to process that my week-old baby was about to undergo another life-saving surgery. And on the other side, I was just… standing in line at lunch, ordering food, acting like everything was fine. That split created this irritation inside me—not at the nurse, not at anyone else, but at myself. Like I was doing something wrong just by existing in both of those realities at once.

When she asked for consent, I said yes. I had to say it twice because it was over the phone. And just like the first time, it didn’t feel like a real choice. I could hear movement in the background—voices, things shifting, urgency. It felt like everything was already in motion, like the decision had already been made and I was just confirming it. And they were right—I was going to say yes. Of course I was. But it still felt like something had already been decided without me fully understanding what was happening.

Compared to the first surgery, this felt heavier. More urgent. More real.

I remember thinking, oh my God, not again.

Physically, it hit me immediately. The nausea, the dizziness, the sudden loss of appetite. I wasn’t hungry anymore. I didn’t care about the food, didn’t care about anything except getting to Sebastian—but at the same time, I didn’t move. I stayed. I went through the motions. I placed my hand on the counter at one point just to steady myself because it felt like everything was spinning.

After I hung up, I didn’t step away. I didn’t pause. I didn’t give myself a second.

I went right back into normal mode.

I rejoined my mom and my brother and acted like everything was fine. I told them what was happening, but in a controlled, softened way. Like if I kept it calm, it would be calm. Maybe part of me was trying to protect them. Maybe part of me was trying to convince myself. But inside, I was terrified.

Lunch felt like something I had to get through. The food had no taste. Every bite felt wrong. Like I didn’t deserve to be sitting there eating while my son was about to go into surgery. Every bite felt like guilt. Like I needed to be punished for it somehow. I remember thinking, what kind of parent does this? And that thought spiraled quickly into something even worse—that I didn’t deserve to be a parent at all.

Outwardly, I stayed composed. I said the right things. I reassured them that he was in a good hospital, that they were taking care of him. But internally, it was brutal. Relentless. There was no grace for myself at all. Just constant judgment, constant criticism, constant shame.

This surgery felt more life-or-death than the first one. The nurse had said that the first procedure hadn’t worked and that this one was necessary for him to survive. And that word—survive—stuck with me. I remember thinking, he’s not going to make it. That thought crossed my mind clearly. And right behind it came another wave of self-hatred. What kind of mother are you? You’re not even there.

After lunch, I drove home. And on the drive, I could feel something building inside me. Like pressure. I didn’t know what it was at first, just that something felt different. Something was shifting. By the time I pulled into the garage and put the car in park, it broke.

I started crying.

Not just tearing up—crying. And in that moment, it clicked. The pressure I had been feeling on the drive home—that was it. That was everything I had been holding in finally breaking through. And for the first time, I remember thinking, I am a good parent. I am doing the best I can. I do love him. I do care. It was the first real emotional release I had allowed myself since they were born.

After that, I waited for Justin to get home, and then we drove to Scottish Rite together.

When I saw Sebastian after the second surgery, the first thing I noticed was the ostomy bag. He was swollen, his tiny body reacting to everything he had just been through. The nurse explained that they had given him fluids and medication, that the swelling was expected, but it didn’t make it easier to see.

That’s when it really hit me.

He was just over a week old. Barely over a pound. And he had already been through two surgeries.

And then the nurse said, “If he survives, we’ll reverse it in a few months.”

If he survives.

So now it wasn’t just what he had already been through—it was what was still ahead. Another surgery. Another unknown. Another layer of uncertainty stacked on top of everything else.

I didn’t touch him. I couldn’t. I didn’t know how to comfort him.

Instead, I sat in the chair next to his incubator and just stared. I scanned everything—the blankets, the lines, the tubes, the monitor, his body—looking for something, anything that would tell me he was going to be okay. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. I just kept scanning, like if I looked hard enough, I’d find some kind of reassurance.

But there wasn’t any.

If there’s one thing that captures that moment, it’s the split. On the outside, I could say the right things, act composed, reassure the people around me. But on the inside, I was tearing myself apart in ways no one else could see. And if anyone had known the things I was saying to myself in those moments, they would have been shocked.

But to me, it felt deserved.
11G — Living After the Second Surgery:

Section 11G — Living After the Second Surgery

I knew this wasn’t temporary chaos anymore when the nurse told me that if he survived, he would need another surgery to reverse the ostomy. I remember asking her how long he would have it, and she said a couple of months. At minimum. That alone would take us into the next calendar year, and even then there would still be recovery. That was the moment it clicked—this wasn’t short-term. This wasn’t something we were getting through in a few days or weeks. This was the long haul. This was my new normal.

Being with him after everything settled didn’t feel like relief. It just felt like waiting. Not waiting for anything specific… just waiting. Like waiting had become something I was trapped inside of. A cruel game I didn’t understand but had to keep playing anyway.

I would sit there and look at him, and I didn’t know what to think. Time didn’t make sense anymore. Thirty minutes could feel like hours, and yet I would look up and wonder where the time had gone. Sometimes I would stare up at the ceiling in his room—the dark blue paint with the tiny lights that looked like stars—and I would think, will he ever see real ones? Or is this it?

He felt different to me then. Sicker than I had allowed myself to believe before. I think that was when the denial started to crack. I had wanted to believe the doctors were wrong, even though deep down I knew they weren’t. Now I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

I still wasn’t touching him. Not really. Not until one moment that felt like everything and nothing at the same time.

His respiratory therapist had the top of the incubator open, and before she left, she asked if we wanted to touch him. Me and Justin didn’t hesitate. We said yes immediately. It felt like being given something we weren’t supposed to have.

I was so nervous. It felt like meeting him all over again.

I remember the fluorescent lights, the steady beeping of the ventilator, the firetruck pattern on the bedsheet. I remember being so aware of everything except how to just be in that moment. I touched his legs—carefully, from the knees down—too afraid to touch anywhere else. Afraid of hurting him. Afraid of doing something wrong.

And somehow, in my mind, time stopped.

I thought if I didn’t move… if I didn’t speak… if I didn’t do anything to disturb it… then maybe it wouldn’t end. Like I was standing on thin ice, and one wrong move would shatter everything. I felt like if I moved, if I spoke, if I did anything at all—God would take him from me.

So I stayed still.

I told myself to just be grateful for the moment. But at the same time, I felt like I wasn’t allowed to have it.

When the respiratory therapist came back and said they had to close the incubator because he couldn’t regulate his temperature, the first thing that hit me wasn’t understanding. It was anguish.

And then immediately after that—anger.

Not at her. At myself.

I remember thinking, I knew it. I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have let myself feel that.
Like I had done something selfish by allowing that connection. Like I should’ve known better.

The incubator closed, and there it was again—that barrier between me and him. That plastic wall separating me from my child.

I sat back down, numb. Heartbroken. Telling myself not to do that again. Not to let myself feel too much. Not to get attached to moments I couldn’t keep.

Because every time I did, it felt like it was taken away.

The ostomy bag itself wasn’t as hard to process as I thought it would be. At first, it was strange, but it quickly became part of him. Like anything else—his hair, his features—it just became Sebastian. But what it represented… that was different. It meant he was sick in a way that couldn’t be ignored. It meant that without all of this—without modern medicine—he wouldn’t be here.

And that was something I couldn’t fully process.

Having him and Noelle in two different hospitals was something else entirely. When they were across the hall from each other, I still felt like they were together. Like they were still one unit. But now… they weren’t.

Now there was distance. Real distance.

And with that came a fear I couldn’t shake—that they might never be together again.

I remember thinking, what if Sebastian dies?
Noelle will never know her brother.

That thought lived in my body constantly. It wasn’t occasional. It wasn’t fleeting. It was always there, running through me like electricity.

No matter where I was, I felt pulled toward the other one.

If I was with Sebastian, I thought about Noelle.
If I was with Noelle, I thought about Sebastian.

And it never felt like enough.

It felt like I was always in the wrong place.

I would sit with one of them and feel like I was abandoning the other. I remember genuinely believing that they might feel forgotten. That somehow they would think I loved the other one more.

It didn’t feel irrational in the moment. It felt real. It felt true.

And it tore me apart.

The decisions about who to visit weren’t really decisions. They were logistics. We had a system—one day I would see one, Justin would see the other, and then we’d switch. It was structured. Predictable.

But emotionally, it felt like choosing between them every single day.

And I hated myself for it.

Because Sebastian was sicker, I felt pulled toward him more. And that brought a whole new level of guilt. What kind of mother feels pulled more toward one child than the other? What kind of mother even thinks that?

I told myself I loved them equally. But there were moments I didn’t believe it.

And that thought alone made me feel like the worst person in the world.

By this point, I was starting to feel more—but I wouldn’t let myself stay there. Every time emotion tried to come up, I pushed it back down. Most of the time, I succeeded. Sometimes, it leaked out anyway.

I would cry in the car. In the shower. Never for long. Just enough.

Just enough to keep going.

It wasn’t crying for release. It was crying to maintain control.

Because I knew if I didn’t stop, I wouldn’t be able to.

There was too much there. Too much that hadn’t been felt. And I couldn’t afford to fall apart—not when they were fighting for their lives.

So I rationed it. I let it out in small amounts, then shut it back down and kept moving.

Every day, I was going somewhere. One hospital or the other. Back and forth. Over and over again.

It was exhausting. Physically. Emotionally. Mentally.

I didn’t have time to feel anything fully. I didn’t have the luxury of breaking down. I was in survival mode.

It felt like I was in a war zone.

Like I was in medical combat.

And the worst part was… it felt like I was fighting something I couldn’t win against.

It felt like I was fighting the universe. Fighting God.

And if God was the enemy… there was no way I was going to win.

But I kept fighting anyway.

I kept showing up anyway.

Even when I felt defeated.

Even when I felt like I was losing.

Because they needed me.

And what I felt didn’t matter. What I thought didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that I kept going.

Even if I was running on empty.

When I would leave one of them to go to the other, it felt like abandonment. Every single time. Like I was walking away from one child to choose the other.

And I couldn’t shake the thought—what if they think I love the other one more?

That thought didn’t feel irrational. It felt like fact.

And it hurt.

More than anything.

If someone had looked at me during that time—walking between hospitals, sitting at incubators, driving in silence—they probably would have thought I was strong.

I heard it all the time.

You’re so strong.
I couldn’t do what you’re doing.

But it felt like a lie.

Because I didn’t feel strong.

I felt weak. Overwhelmed. Exhausted. Out of control. Like I was in a free fall that wasn’t ever going to stop.

I wasn’t strong.

I just didn’t have a choice.

And somewhere in all of that… I stopped recognizing myself.

I wasn’t a good mom. I wasn’t a bad mom. I wasn’t a medical mom.

I didn’t know what I was.

I just knew I had to keep going.
11H — The Emotional Cost

Survival mode didn’t crack the way people think it does. There wasn’t some big moment where everything fell apart. If anything, I worked even harder to make sure it didn’t.

From the outside, there were no cracks. That was intentional. I made sure of it. I put so much effort into staying composed, into looking like I had it together, into playing the part of someone strong. I didn’t want people asking questions. I didn’t want to talk about how I felt. I thought that if I didn’t acknowledge it, then maybe it wouldn’t exist.

So I became very good at pretending.

But on the inside, it wasn’t that I was breaking. It was worse than that. I was hollow. Not empty—because empty would have meant there was nothing there. Everything was still there, but it was unreachable. It felt like my emotions were locked behind glass. I could see them. I knew they were there. I just couldn’t get to them, no matter how hard I tried. So I moved through everything like a shell, just going through the motions, head down, pushing forward without stopping.

Emotionally, it was costing me more than I could even process at the time. There was anger—so much of it—but it never came out. I turned it inward. I convinced myself that I must have done something to deserve all of this. I didn’t know what it was. Maybe it was something recent, maybe something from years ago, maybe something I didn’t even remember. But it had to be something, because I couldn’t accept that something this cruel could just happen randomly.

So I decided it was my fault, and if it was my fault, then it was my responsibility to punish myself for it.

I started depriving myself of anything that felt like comfort. I remember one afternoon laying on the couch, completely exhausted, just trying to rest for a few minutes. Almost immediately, the thoughts started. You don’t deserve to rest. That’s for moms who actually show up for their kids. That’s not you. Get up. And I listened. I got up and started cleaning, even though I was exhausted. Another time, I remember denying myself something as simple as dessert. I told myself that when I became a “good mom,” then maybe I would be allowed to have something sweet. Until then, I didn’t deserve it.

It was constant. A vicious, never-ending cycle that I couldn’t escape.

Underneath all of that was this belief that I had been targeted. Not randomly chosen. Not just unlucky. Chosen. Like I had done something bad enough to deserve watching my children suffer. That belief didn’t feel extreme at the time. It felt logical. It felt like the only explanation that made sense.

At the same time, I was becoming someone I didn’t recognize. Or maybe I was becoming exactly what I thought people expected me to be. Around other people, I was composed. I talked. I nodded. I asked questions. I sat by the incubator and looked like a mother who was present and strong and holding everything together. And I did love them in those moments. I really did.

But at the same time, I hated myself.

It felt like there were two versions of me existing at once. One that everyone could see, and one that no one could. When I was alone, I wasn’t strong. I was terrified. I would sit in silence, stare, wait. Sometimes I cried. Sometimes I didn’t feel anything at all. I didn’t ask for help. I didn’t even know how to ask, and I didn’t believe anyone would understand what was happening inside me anyway.

There were moments where I felt like I was going to lose it, not because something specific happened, but because it was always there—this constant pressure underneath everything. And every time it got close to the surface, I shut it down hard. I would tell myself to get it together, that I didn’t deserve to fall apart, that I needed to show up for Sebastian and Noelle no matter what. And I did, at any cost.

Physically, my body was exhausted in a way I had never experienced before. It wasn’t normal tired. It was something deeper, something heavier. Every step felt like it took everything I had. I would have to bargain with myself just to keep moving. If you can make it to the NICU, you can sit down. That’s how I got through it. My mind was foggy, my stomach was constantly in knots, and I felt nauseated most of the time. I told myself it was just hormones, that it would pass, but deep down I think I knew it wasn’t that simple.

There were thoughts I had during that time that I never said out loud, thoughts I didn’t think I ever would. I remember thinking that I didn’t want to live. I remember believing that I wasn’t a good mother and that I never would be. And one thought in particular still sits heavy even now. I remember thinking, better them than me.

The second that thought crossed my mind, I hated myself for it. It felt selfish, it felt evil, it felt unforgivable. But underneath it, it came from fear. I thought they were going to die, and I didn’t want to. That was the truth. And I punished myself for it relentlessly.

When I was alone, I didn’t fall apart the way people might expect. Most of the time, I just shut down. I would sit and stare, or wait for the phone to ring with updates. Even then, I kept everything inside, from everyone—even Justin—because I truly believed no one would understand.

On the outside, people saw strength. They told me all the time. That I was strong, that they didn’t know how I was doing it. And it made me angry, because it didn’t feel like strength. It felt like I didn’t have a choice. Like I had been thrown into something and expected to survive it whether I could or not. I wanted to tell them to stop, to be quiet, to not pretend they understood something they couldn’t possibly understand. But I didn’t. I just nodded and kept playing the part.

Inside, it was completely different.

I felt deeply connected to Sebastian and Noelle, and at the same time completely emotionally shut down. I loved them more than anything, but I hated myself in the same breath. Love and fear weren’t separate—they were tangled together constantly.

The hardest thing to carry wasn’t even the fear. It was the pretending. Keeping the mask on, holding everything together for everyone else while everything inside me was unraveling. I couldn’t even be honest with strangers. I couldn’t even be honest with myself. And I never once believed I deserved compassion—not from anyone, especially not from myself.

Breaking down was not an option. In my mind, if I did, it would confirm everything I already believed about myself—that I was weak, that I was pathetic, that I didn’t deserve to be their mother. I believed that if I broke, other people would see it too, that they would become the voice in my head and confirm it. So I didn’t break. I couldn’t.

And somewhere in all of that, I felt like I died. Not physically, but emotionally. Like I had handed over whatever part of me used to feel, used to hope, used to believe things would be okay. I didn’t know who I had become. I didn’t recognize myself anymore. I wasn’t a good mom, I wasn’t a bad mom—I wasn’t anything I could define.

I just knew I had to keep going.

And even if I survived it, I didn’t believe I would ever be the same again.
12A — After That

After that moment, things continued as normal. At least, that’s what it looked like on the outside. There wasn’t a clear “next day” where anything reset. It didn’t feel like starting over—it just kept going.

Normal meant routine. I knew what to expect. I would wake up, pick up around the house a little, wait for traffic to die down, and then drive to see one of the babies. The next day, I would go see the other. Wake up, clean a little, drive, sit, take photos, leave, repeat. That was the structure. That was what “functioning” looked like. Anything beyond that—eating, showering, responding to people—felt optional. Extra.

Early on at CHOA, the social worker called me to introduce herself. I wasn’t at the hospital when she called, and I remember telling her that when I came back, I’d let the nurse know she could come introduce herself in person. When she did, she brought a large three-ring binder and stood in front of me and Justin at Sebastian’s bedside, flipping through pages—NICU information, hospital maps, resources, things like where the cafeteria was, how things worked.

Justin stood to my left. I was seated. She was soft-spoken, almost timid, younger than both of us, but she was trying. I could tell she wanted to help.

Most of the time with doctors and nurses, I performed. I nodded along. I agreed. If something didn’t make sense, I didn’t say that—I just said “okay” and moved on. It felt safer that way. Like if I just kept up, kept pace, didn’t slow anything down, I was doing it right.

With her, it was different—but not emotionally. I still kept that part guarded. What felt different was that I didn’t have to pretend I understood how the hospital worked. I could ask logistical questions—parking, passes, where to go—and not feel like I was behind or missing something. It wasn’t about being seen emotionally. It was about not having to perform knowledge.

I remember Justin asking about parking. We had been paying every time, and it was this small, constant stress layered on top of everything else. She explained that the hospital didn’t validate parking, but then told us about a five-day pass—five dollars for unlimited parking. I remember both of us reacting immediately. Relief. Real relief. Like we had just been handed something we didn’t know we were allowed to have. It felt like winning something. Something so small, but in that moment, it mattered.

Physically, I kept going. I ate and drank, but it didn’t feel like something I needed—it felt like something I was supposed to do. There’s a difference. I remember one day sitting in traffic in Atlanta, eating a pack of peanut butter Lance crackers. The orange ones. They were so dry they almost stuck in my mouth, and I kept drinking water trying to wash them down. I remember thinking they didn’t even taste good—but I kept eating them anyway.

Eating in that moment felt like a choice, and that made it feel like a small luxury. Most of the time, it didn’t feel like that. Most of the time, it just felt like something I checked off.

My body was tense almost constantly. Like my muscles didn’t know how to relax anymore. Tight, tired, but still moving. It didn’t matter how I felt about myself. It didn’t matter how much anger or hatred I had toward myself underneath everything. I showed up every day. I kept going. The love I had for Sebastian and Noelle—even buried under everything else—was enough to keep me physically moving. It was like my body ran on that alone.

There were moments where I knew I wasn’t fully there.

I remember sitting at a red light, turning into Piedmont Henry to see Noelle. I was looking left, waiting for traffic to clear so I could turn right, and I remember thinking, I know I left the house… but I don’t remember getting here. I wasn’t scared. Just disoriented. Confused. I remember thinking, I must have been paying attention—I didn’t wreck. So why can’t I remember it?

And then just as quickly as that thought came, it disappeared. I shrugged it off. There was too much else going on to waste energy trying to piece together a drive that didn’t matter.

Justin drove most of the time. Especially when we were going together. He would leave work, drive over an hour to come pick me up, and then we would turn around and sit in traffic again to go to one of the hospitals. Every day. He never complained.

I remember one evening sitting in traffic with him, and I felt it—how much I appreciated what he was doing. How supported I was in that moment. But I didn’t say it. I didn’t feel like I could.

Connection, for me, felt dangerous. Not just with him—with anyone. Even with my own children. Being that open, that exposed… it felt like something I needed to protect myself from. So I kept it in. I felt it, but I didn’t give it words. I don’t know if he knew. I think he probably did. But I never said it.

Outside the hospital, the world kept going.

I remember walking up the stairs to go see Noelle and hearing a lawn crew cutting grass. Weed eaters, mowers, the sound of something being maintained like everything was normal. It was sunny. The air felt nice. Birds were making noise. People were walking around like it was just another day.

And I remember thinking how strange that was. That everything out there was continuing like nothing had changed. That people were laughing, talking, answering texts, going to work, making plans. And here I was, walking into a hospital where both of my babies were in life-or-death situations.

At some point, I remember thinking—that’s okay. They don’t have to know. Everyone has something. This was just what was happening in my life at that moment.

But it still felt like being on one of those flat escalators at the airport. The kind that moves whether you walk or not. Life was moving forward whether I wanted it to or not. I could stand still for a second, catch my breath—but I was still being carried forward.

We stayed at home during this time. The Ronald McDonald House was offered, but we declined at first. It would have put us closer to Sebastian, but farther from Noelle. And since one of them would always be an hour away no matter what we chose, it made more sense—logistically and emotionally—to stay home.

So we drove. Every day. Back and forth. Traffic, hospitals, waiting rooms, bedside chairs.

My only job was to function.

Wake up. Clean a little. Drive. Sit. Take photos. Leave. Repeat.

And I did it. It looked right from the outside. I showed up. I asked questions. I listened. I got updates. But inside, it felt automatic. Like I wasn’t choosing any of it—I was just doing what had to be done.

There was one moment that was just mine.

At CHOA, there was a small Starbucks in the lobby. Limited menu. I remember one day stopping with Justin and ordering a mocha. He went to the vending machine to get a drink, and I sat on this green vinyl couch that made a loud scratching sound every time you shifted.

It wasn’t comfortable. But I remember holding that cup and having to wait because it was too hot to drink. And when I finally took a sip, it tasted so good. Like really good. Better than I remembered.

For a few minutes, nothing else mattered. Not the monitors. Not the doctors. Not the drive. Just the taste of that drink.

I remember sitting there, taking another sip, and thinking—

I’m still here.

And for a second, it felt… hopeful. Like something inside me softened. Like my soul smiled a little.

Just for a second.
12B — Living Inside It

At some point, CHOA stopped feeling new.

It didn’t happen all at once. It was gradual, almost unnoticeable at first, until one moment made it clear.

I remember standing at the NICU doors with Justin. You had to press a button to be buzzed in, and a nurse would answer through the speaker and ask who you were there to see. Every time, we would say Sebastian’s name, wait for them to check, and then they would let us in.

But one day, we pressed the button, and no one asked anything. The door just opened.

The nurse said, “Come on back.”

She didn’t ask who we were there to see. She already knew.

And that was the moment it clicked—we weren’t new there anymore. We weren’t just another set of parents walking in for the first time. We were becoming familiar. Recognizable.

CHOA started to feel less like a place we were visiting and more like somewhere we just… belonged. Not in a good way. Just in a way that was real.

⸻

The staff became familiar too.

Sebastian had two primary doctors—Dr. Sysyn and Dr. Spafford. They rotated every other week, one on, one off. Dr. Sysyn had been on when Sebastian was admitted, and he was very good at explaining things—ventilator settings, monitors, what they were trying to do. Dr. Spafford was quieter, more reserved, but just as patient.

Between the two of them, I heard from one of them every single day.

The nurses rotated more at first, but after a couple of weeks, Sebastian was assigned a primary nurse—Emily. She was young, but she was so good with him. She stayed with him all the way through his discharge. She would send pictures sometimes. She would hold him when we couldn’t be there.

That part was hard. Knowing someone else was holding him. But it was also comforting, because I knew he wasn’t alone.

Over time, I started recognizing people. Faces. Voices. Patterns. I would wake up in the morning and check the CHOA app to see who his nurse was for the day or night, who his respiratory therapist was. I didn’t always interact much with the respiratory therapists, but the nurses—I knew them.

And even though everyone was kind, I remember wondering if they were genuinely kind or if it was pity. I didn’t want pity. I just wanted to be seen as a mom.

⸻

The hospital itself became familiar.

I could have walked from the parking deck to Sebastian’s bedside without thinking about it. Elevator up. Long hallway. Past the framed artwork—kids’ drawings, paintings, each one labeled with a name and an age. I remember liking those. It made the hospital feel… softer. More human.

It took about four to five minutes to get from the car to his bedside. I knew that without checking a clock.

I knew where to scrub in. I knew where to turn. I knew what sounds belonged there—the beeping, the ventilators, the quiet conversations.

What used to feel overwhelming didn’t anymore. It just felt normal.

⸻

I remember the day they moved Sebastian.

We walked in, went to his usual bay, and he wasn’t there. There was a different name on the board.

It wasn’t panic. It was just… confusion.

We went to the nurses’ station and asked where he was, and they told us he had been moved across the hallway. A different bay.

When we walked over there, everything felt different.

Quieter.

The machines were still there. The sounds were still there. But they weren’t as loud. The lighting felt softer. The whole space felt calmer.

That was the moment he had moved from more critical to more stable.

Not safe. Not okay. But… a little less immediate danger.

It was the tiniest sliver of relief. Just enough to exhale for a second before going right back on alert.

I don’t know if the room was actually quieter or if it just felt that way because of what it meant. But it felt different.

⸻

At the same time, I was still going to Piedmont to see Noelle.

Piedmont felt different from CHOA.

It was smaller. Less overwhelming. It didn’t carry the same sense of urgency. Even though Noelle was still critical, it didn’t feel like an emergency in the same way CHOA did.

At Piedmont, there was this underlying belief—unspoken, but constant—that she just needed time. That she would grow, get stronger, and be okay.

I believed that.

I remember thinking she might come home before Christmas.

At CHOA, everything felt high-stakes. Urgent. Like something could shift at any moment.

At Piedmont, it felt steadier. Safer, in a way.

⸻

Going back and forth between the two felt like switching mindsets.

At Piedmont, I was calm. Hopeful.

At CHOA, I was alert. Focused. Tense.

It wasn’t that one mattered more than the other. It was the environments. The way each place shaped how I moved, how I thought, how I felt.

Sometimes it felt like emotional whiplash.

And I think that’s part of why I didn’t go to both hospitals in the same day. It was too much of a shift.

⸻

By this point, I wasn’t just visiting anymore.

I had a role.

I showed up every day. I sat with them. I talked to them. I took pictures—of everything. Their toes, their ears, their hands. I didn’t know what moments I would get to keep, so I tried to keep all of them.

The doctors would ask if I had questions, and most of the time, I didn’t ask any. Or if I didn’t understand something, I didn’t say that.

At first, it felt like I didn’t understand because everything was new.

But as time went on, it became something else.

I felt like I should understand by now.

And when I didn’t, it wasn’t anger—it was embarrassment. Shame. So I kept it to myself.

⸻

I started picking up on things without trying.

Feedings increasing meant growth. More milliliters meant their bodies could handle more. That was progress. That was something I could hold onto.

I started anticipating small things—like doctors trying to lower ventilator settings to see if Sebastian could breathe more on his own.

Even when I didn’t fully understand everything, I understood enough to follow along.

⸻

Looking back, everything became normal that shouldn’t have been.

Driving back and forth between two hospitals. Sitting in traffic every day. Knowing medical terms I never planned to learn. Living life between two NICUs.

I adapted to it so quickly that I stopped questioning it.

This was just life now.

⸻

Emotionally, I leveled out.

Not better. Not healed. Just… steady.

Muted.

Controlled.

There weren’t big reactions anymore. Even when I felt things—anger, frustration, fear—I kept them inside. By this point, I had found a rhythm, and I didn’t want to break it.

Nothing really surprised me anymore.

I expected the calls. I expected the updates. I expected the routine.

This wasn’t temporary in my mind.

This was just… normal.
12C — The Waiting

Waiting became part of my day before anything else did.

As soon as I woke up, I was waiting.

I knew the doctors wouldn’t call that early. It was usually late morning. But that didn’t matter. The waiting started the second I opened my eyes. It sat there with me—quiet at first, but always present.

Every day, I was waiting for the phone to ring.

CHOA would call daily with updates on Sebastian. Piedmont called about every other day for Noelle. But between the two of them, I knew I would hear something every day. I just didn’t know what it would be.

I told myself I was hoping for good news. Or at least uneventful news.

But underneath that, I didn’t know what I was waiting for.

⸻

When the phone rang, my body reacted before my mind could catch up.

My stomach dropped. My heart started racing.

I didn’t have to check the screen—I already knew who it was. CHOA numbers always started with 785. Piedmont was saved in my phone. I knew instantly which baby the call was about before I even answered.

Sometimes I would let it ring once. Twice.

Not because I didn’t want to answer—but because I didn’t want it to look like I had been sitting there waiting for it. Even though I had. I was aware of it while I was doing it—pretending not to wait while doing nothing but waiting.

Then I would answer.

I would turn the TV down if it was on. I would stop whatever I was doing, even if it was something small like folding clothes. I would make sure I could hear every word. Even if the conversation only lasted thirty seconds, it took everything in me to focus.

It felt like functional panic.

⸻

After the call, everything depended on what they said.

If it was neutral—“he’s doing well,” “labs look good,” “no changes”—those conversations blurred together. They didn’t stick. They didn’t anchor themselves anywhere. I would just move on. Keep doing whatever I had been doing before.

If it was good news, it was different.

I remember one call about Noelle where the doctor said she was having a really good day. That she had a great night. That she was doing well.

I remember feeling it in my body—like a spark. Like something came back to life for a second.

But it didn’t last.

The relief would come, and then just as quickly, it would start slipping away. I could feel it happening. I would try to hold onto it, but I couldn’t. It would fade on its own, and I was left right back where I started.

Waiting again.

⸻

Even when I was at the hospital, I was still waiting.

I watched everything.

The monitors. The numbers. Their breathing. The way their bodies moved.

I didn’t fully understand what I was looking at, but I understood enough to know when something felt off.

I remember one time looking at Sebastian’s heart rate. It was usually in the 140s. That had become normal to me. But that day, it was in the 120s.

And immediately, my body reacted.

My heart started racing. I got tense. Jittery. My mind went straight to the worst place—something is wrong, why isn’t anyone doing anything?

Even though it turned out to be normal.

That’s how I lived—reacting to what I didn’t understand, trying to make sense of numbers and sounds and patterns that I had no business knowing, but had learned anyway.

I was always hoping to see improvement.

But I was expecting something to go wrong.

And living in between those two things—hope and expectation—was exhausting.

⸻

Time didn’t really matter anymore.

That sounds cliché, but it’s true.

Every day had the same structure—wake up, wait, get a call, go to the hospital, come home, wait again.

I knew I would get updates. I knew that if something went wrong, someone would call me immediately. That’s what they told me over and over again.

So I tried to live in that.

No news is good news.

But even that came with its own weight.

Because if the phone rang outside of the expected time, or later than usual, or earlier than usual—it didn’t feel neutral. It felt like something had shifted.

And I was always aware of that possibility.

⸻

My thoughts were never quiet.

They were always moving. Always anticipating.

Even after good news, I couldn’t stay there.

If Sebastian made it through the night, my next thought was—what about today? what about tonight?

If Noelle was doing well, it became—for how long?

I never stayed in a moment long enough to fully feel it.

At the time, it didn’t feel like a choice. It felt like survival.

Now, I wish I had held onto those moments longer.

But back then, I couldn’t.

⸻

By that point, I had convinced myself of something.

That something bad was going to happen.

It felt completely logical. Not dramatic. Not irrational.

Just true.

Like a rule I was living under.

I didn’t know when it would happen. I wasn’t actively preparing for it. But it was always there, sitting just under everything else.

Like a veil.

I could still see hope through it. Sometimes I could even feel it for a second. But the fear was always there, covering it.

⸻

Waiting felt like pressure.

Not like holding my breath—but like I could never take a full one.

Like I was underwater, breathing through something that wasn’t enough.

Like scuba diving with a straw.

I could still breathe. I was still alive. But it wasn’t enough air.

And it didn’t matter where I was—on the couch, in the car, at the hospital—it felt the same.

Constant.

A stomach drop. A racing heart. A body that never fully relaxed.

And then maybe, for a couple of minutes a day, I could take a real breath.

Before it all came back again.
12D — The Illusion of Stability

It didn’t happen all at once. There wasn’t some big moment where everything suddenly felt safe.

It was smaller than that.

It started the day they took her off the ventilator.

I remember sitting outside the NICU doors at Piedmont, in one of those chairs near the buzzer. Justin wasn’t with me that day—he was at work—and I had pressed the button to be let in. Usually, it didn’t take long. A nurse would answer, ask who I was there to see, and then buzz the doors open.

But that day, it took longer.

So I sat there, holding my phone, just scrolling. Not because I was expecting anything—just because I didn’t know what else to do while I waited.

Then my phone rang.

Piedmont.

For a split second, my stomach dropped. The doors hadn’t opened yet, and my mind went straight to something is wrong.

I answered.

It was one of the nurses from the desk.

She told me the doctor was back at Noelle’s bedside with a group of nurses and respiratory therapists. They were trying to extubate her—to take her off the ventilator and move her to CPAP.

My body froze when she said it.

Just completely still.

But then she reassured me. She told me Noelle was doing well, that everything was going as expected. That the doctor had asked if I could come back later, after it was done.

And as she was talking, I felt it.

That shift.

Like something inside me unclenched.

A physical release.

“Of course,” I told her. “That’s fine.”

And I meant it.

Because in that moment, all I could think was—

She’s getting better.

Walking out of the hospital felt different that day.

I wasn’t dragging myself out like I had been before. I had this… energy. Like a quiet excitement running through me. I walked a little faster, a little lighter. There was a kind of confidence there that hadn’t been before.

It felt like something we were finally going to overcome.

Like maybe this—everything—was something we could actually make it through.

I texted Justin as I was leaving.

She’s getting off the ventilator. She’ll be on CPAP tonight.

And for the first time, it didn’t feel like I was just hoping.

It felt like proof.

⸻

A few days later, she was moved.

I remember walking in with Justin, scrubbing our hands like we always did, drying them with those rough paper towels. We started walking toward the side of the NICU where she had always been.

And then I saw it.

Off to the right—on the more stable side.

A pink sign.

Her name.

“Noelle.”

I stopped and said, “I think she’s over here.”

We walked over, not fully sure, but already knowing.

And the nurse confirmed it.

“She’s been transferred over here.”

That moment… it felt like everything shifted.

On the critical side, the nurses were focused on one baby at a time. Maybe two at most. But over here, one nurse had three babies. It was quieter. Softer. Less urgent.

And Noelle was part of that now.

She was off the ventilator. Breathing with help, and then sometimes not even needing the CPAP at all.

And I remember thinking—

Wow… she’s really doing it.

It felt like a thousand pounds had been lifted off my body.

Like something heavy that had been sitting on my chest for weeks had finally loosened its grip.

I could breathe.

Not all the way.

But more than before.

⸻

The first time I held her was that same stretch of time.

I remember exactly what I was wearing. A long-sleeve yellow shirt, oversized. Black leggings. Crocs. Nothing special—but I remember it anyway.

She was asleep when the nurse asked if I wanted to hold her.

And I said yes—but inside, I was terrified.

Not because I thought I’d hurt her.

But because she still looked so small. So fragile.

And at the same time… she didn’t.

She didn’t look breakable anymore.

She just looked like a baby.

My baby.

I sat down in that green vinyl chair, close to her incubator because of all the wires and tubes still attached to her. The nurse swaddled her up, put a little hat on her head, and then placed her in my arms.

And she was so light.

So light it didn’t feel real.

Like I was holding something that barely had weight to it at all.

But she was warm. She was there. She was mine.

I held her in my left arm and didn’t want to move.

Not because I was afraid.

But because she was asleep, and I wanted her to stay comfortable. I didn’t want to wake her. I didn’t want to do anything wrong.

I just wanted to hold her.

I remember looking down at her and smiling and saying, “You look like a little burrito.”

And then I laughed softly. “You’re the cutest little burrito Mommy’s ever seen.”

Justin was standing there, filming on his phone.

“She’s so pretty,” he said.

“Yes,” I told him. “She is.”

And I looked back at her and said, “You’re Mommy’s baby… you’re so, so pretty.”

I rocked her slowly, side to side. Just enough to be gentle. Careful not to wake her.

Every now and then, she would crack her eyes open just a little. Just enough for me to see she was there.

And I remember thinking maybe she was looking at me.

Maybe she knew it was me.

And then she’d drift right back to sleep.

I held her for about an hour.

But time didn’t feel like time.

It stretched.

Like I was trying to freeze it. Hold it still for as long as I could.

And somewhere in that hour… something changed in me.

I had known I was her mom before that.

Of course I did.

But this—

This was different.

It settled into me in a way it hadn’t before.

Deep. Solid. undeniable.

I’m her mom.

And I’m a damn good mom.

It felt like my soul woke up.

⸻

After that, everything about her felt like progress.

Coming off the ventilator wasn’t just a medical step—it was proof. Tangible proof that she was getting stronger. That her body was doing what it was supposed to do.

And I believed it.

I really believed it.

By the time she was on the stable side, breathing better, gaining weight…

I was convinced.

She was going to be okay.

I remember thinking she might even be home by Christmas.

She was around two and a half pounds at that point, and I knew she needed to get to five. Learn to take a bottle. Keep growing.

But with how fast she was improving—

I thought she was close.

I started picturing it.

Her in the nursery.

In her crib. In the bassinet.

I imagined bringing her to CHOA to meet Sebastian.

Holding her there beside him.

Showing him his sister.

And for the first time…

I let myself feel it.

Not fully.

Not without fear.

But enough.

Hope, fear, and nervousness all braided together so tightly I couldn’t separate them—but it was there.

And it was real.

⸻

Sebastian was still critical.

Still on the ventilator. Still fighting.

His world felt urgent.

Noelle’s felt steady.

And that difference… it mattered.

It gave me something I hadn’t had before.

A place to soften.

And I did.

My shoulders dropped. My breathing slowed. My mind—just for a little while—stopped racing ahead.

I could stay in a moment.

Just long enough to feel it.

To feel them.

To feel love in a way I hadn’t been able to before.

Because for the first time…

I wasn’t just looking at her.

I was holding her.

And for a brief stretch of time—

that was enough.
12E — The Last Normal

The morning I went to see Noelle, it was around 10:00. I walked into the hospital like I always did, showing the security guard my wristband—hers, the one they had given me—and he waved me through without having to check in. It was routine at that point. Familiar. Nothing felt off. It just felt like another day.

As I walked back to the NICU, my mind wasn’t racing. I wasn’t thinking ahead. I was just moving through the steps the same way I had done so many times before. Everything felt predictable. Expected. Normal.

I already knew she had been moved back to the critical side a few days earlier. They had told me it was just to monitor her breathing more closely, that nothing was wrong—just that she needed a little more attention than the nurse-to-baby ratio on the stable side allowed. And I believed that. If anything, part of me felt relieved. More eyes on her. More focus. If something was wrong, they would catch it faster. So when I scrubbed in and walked back that morning, I wasn’t worried.

Justin wasn’t with me that day. He was at work.

I made my way down the hallway to her bay. She was in the last one on the left, the one with the window. It was the first time she had ever been in a space like that—bigger, more open. I remember thinking I liked it. It felt better.

As I was walking up, I saw the X-ray tech leaving, pulling equipment out behind him. For a second, I paused. Not fear. Just—that’s odd. I asked the nurse about it when I got there, and she told me Noelle had been cranky that morning. She had her eye exam earlier, and the doctor had ordered X-rays of her lungs and abdomen just to be safe. Just to make sure everything looked okay. She explained it like it was proactive, not reactive, and that made sense to me. I even agreed with her. I said yeah, that’s probably why she’s cranky. The eye exam. That would make anyone uncomfortable. Nothing about it felt urgent. Nothing about it felt wrong.

When I saw her, she was awake and moving. She had just had the X-rays done, so she wasn’t swaddled yet—just laying there in her diaper, the blanket pulled back. She was stretching, arching her back, her legs straightened out. And I remember noticing her belly. It looked different. Rounder. Tighter. Like a small balloon under her skin. I paused on it for a second. That’s odd. But that was it. It didn’t register as something wrong. Just… different. And then I moved on.

I changed her diaper, and afterward the nurse swaddled her back up and told me everything looked good. The X-rays were clear—lungs and abdomen both looked normal. Nothing out of place. Nothing concerning. Her breathing was good. Her heart rate was good. Everything was good. And I believed that. I really did.

But after seeing her belly, I remember looking at the monitors a little longer than I normally would. Not because I knew something was wrong, but because I was checking—making sure everything matched what I had always seen before. Same monitors. Same numbers. Same patterns. Looking for anything different, anything at all. And there wasn’t anything. Everything looked normal. So I told myself, okay, you’re just being overly protective. She’s fine.

I talked to her while I was there. Told her Mommy loved her. Told her she looked pretty. I told her I knew that eye exam had made her cranky and that I didn’t blame her, that once she got some rest, she’d feel better. I sat in the chair and just watched her, waited for her to fall asleep, took a few pictures. She looked like herself. Just Noel.

Inside, I felt… normal. Whatever “normal” was at that point. Still aware, still paying attention, still tuned into every sound and movement, but calmer. Being there with her always felt safer than being at CHOA. Less urgent. Less heavy. I remember my mind slowing down a little, not racing ahead, just sitting in the moment.

I stayed about an hour and a half. When I left, she was asleep. I stood over her incubator, looking down through the top, and told her goodbye. “Mommy’s gonna leave, Noel. Get some rest. Feel better soon. Mommy loves you. I’ll be back tomorrow, okay?” I pulled the blanket down gently over the top so the lights wouldn’t bother her, careful not to wake her. Then I looked at her. She looked normal. Peaceful. Just Noel.

I reached out and lightly patted the top of the incubator. It wasn’t something I planned—it just happened. I lingered for a couple seconds longer than usual, then turned to the nurse. She told me she’d be Noelle’s nurse again the next day. “That’s good,” I said. “She’ll feel better after she rests.” She smiled. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” And I smiled back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Before I left, she said if anything came up, the doctor would call me immediately. And that reassured me, because that had always been the rule. If something was wrong—they would call.

So I left. Like any other day.

I went home. The rest of the day was normal. I didn’t go see Sebastian that day—Justin went after work. That evening, around 7:30, we were sitting in the living room. The TV was on, Justin was playing a video game, and the house was dim with the lights low. I was on my phone, looking through the pictures I had taken earlier, and I showed him one of them.

He looked at it and said, “Is she alright? She looks sick.”

And in that moment, my stomach dropped. Hard. It felt like it fell straight through me. I felt nauseated, like I might be sick, and for a second everything in me went—did I miss something? I looked back at the picture, studied it, trying to see what he saw, trying to find something I hadn’t noticed before.

But then I reminded myself—the nurses said she was fine, the doctors said she was fine, the X-rays were clear. There was no reason to think anything was wrong. So I told him that. “She’s okay. They checked everything. She’s just cranky from her eye exam.” He nodded. “If they ran tests, then she’s probably fine.” And I agreed, because that’s what I believed.

But I remember looking down after that—at the black coffee table, at the pale green rug beneath it. And for just a second, that thought came back.

What if I missed something?

And just as quickly as it came, I pushed it away. I told myself I’d ask more questions the next day when I saw her again.

And that was it. That was the day. Nothing dramatic. Nothing urgent. Nothing that felt like the beginning of anything. Just a normal visit. A normal goodbye. A normal night.
13A — The Call

The phone rang the first time, and I didn’t answer.

It wasn’t a saved number, and I was asleep. The phone was on my nightstand to my left, and I remember hearing it, half-aware, but not enough to move.

Then it rang again.

Same number.

And something in me knew—that wasn’t a mistake.

Before I even picked it up, my body reacted. It was like a jolt, like being yanked out of a deep sleep. My heart started racing before I even touched the phone. My hands were already shaking as I reached over and grabbed it.

I sat up in the bed. The room was dark. No lights were on. The only light was coming faintly from downstairs, the kitchen light, barely reaching into the room. I couldn’t see Justin clearly—just his outline next to me on my right. I remember placing my hand on his leg without thinking, just needing to feel that he was there.

I answered.

“Hello?”

It was a nurse.

“Is this Ms. White?”

“Yes, it is.”

I remember rubbing my eyes, trying to wake up, trying to clear the sleep out of my head. Everything still felt thick. Heavy. Like I wasn’t fully in my body yet.

“The doctor wants to speak with you. Hold on.”

“Okay.”

Justin was sitting up now, asking me what was wrong, which hospital it was, who was on the phone.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know. The doctor’s getting on.”

And then the doctor came on the line.

He started talking.

And I heard him—but I didn’t understand him.

The words were there, but they weren’t landing. It was like they were passing through me without sticking. I was still trying to wake up, still trying to catch up to what was happening. I couldn’t tell if I was disoriented because I had just been asleep or because of what he was saying—or both.

Certain words stood out.

Not clearly. Not in order.

Just pieces.

“We’re trying to keep the baby alive…”

“…sometimes these things happen even after we’ve tried everything we can…”

And I remember thinking—

What are you trying to say? Just say it.

But all I said out loud was, “Oh.”

And he said, “Yeah… I’m so sorry.”

I sat up straighter in the bed.

My forehead was tight, my eyebrows pulled together. I remember moving slightly, shifting pillows out of the way, my head making small movements left and right without purpose—like I was trying to orient myself in the room, even though nothing around me mattered.

Justin was still asking questions beside me.

I didn’t answer him.

I couldn’t.

All I could say into the phone was, “Okay. Okay. Okay.”

It was automatic. There was no thought behind it. I didn’t know what else to say. Nothing was fully registering.

I was just trying to get to the point where he would say it plainly.

Just tell me if they’re okay.

That was the only thought in my head.

Then he said it.

“You need to come to the hospital right now.”

And everything in my body dropped.

Not just my stomach—my heart.

It felt like it fell out of my body completely.

I went weightless.

Tunnel vision.

Nothing else existed except getting there.

“Okay,” I said, but my voice had changed. It was sharper. Panicked.

I started moving immediately, already getting out of the bed.

He said something else—

“It’s raining outside. It’s dark. Be careful driving. She will still be here when you get here.”

But that didn’t register.

It went straight past me.

All I could think was—

We have to go.

“We’re on our way,” I said.

And I hung up.

⸻

I got out of bed to the left, already moving.

Justin asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know. We have to get to the hospital right now.”

My voice was flat. No emotion. Just urgency.

I grabbed whatever was on the floor—an orange T-shirt, black leggings with white polka dots, pink Crocs. I didn’t look. I didn’t think. I just moved. My hands were shaking the whole time, but everything I did was fast. Controlled, but frantic. Every second mattered. There was no time to search for anything. No time to care what I was wearing.

I got dressed faster than I ever had before.

By the time I got downstairs, I was already at the door, my hand on the handle, ready to go.

Justin was still upstairs, rushing around, and I could hear it—drawers, movement, footsteps. He’s always faster than me. Always.

But not that night.

That night, I was already ready.

He came downstairs and said, “I’ll drive.”

“What’s going on?” he asked again.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know. The doctor just said we have to get to the hospital.”

“Which hospital?”

“Piedmont.”

And then we walked out the door.
13B — Getting There

When I stepped outside, the air was cool and damp against my skin. It had been raining, not hard, just enough to leave everything wet. The concrete steps off the porch were cold under my feet as I moved down them—three steps, then a right onto the sidewalk, straight toward the driveway. There was no hesitation. No pause. Just movement. Automatic.

Justin was behind me. I could hear him, but I wasn’t focused on him. I was already at the car.

“I’ll drive,” he said.

“Okay.”

That was it. No discussion. I got into the passenger seat. He got into the driver’s seat. The door shut. The seatbelt clicked. The engine started. Everything felt tight, quiet, contained. The kind of silence that isn’t empty—it’s just… full of something unspoken.

As soon as the car moved, backing out of the driveway, my body swayed slightly and hit the passenger door. I didn’t react. I just straightened up and kept going, like it didn’t matter. Because it didn’t. Nothing mattered except getting there.

I was holding my purse in my lap, still hanging from my shoulder, gripping it hard enough that my fingernails left indents in the material. My hands were sweaty, shaking, and I kept running my fingertips back and forth across the zipper. Over and over. It wasn’t intentional. It was just something to hold onto, something physical to remind me that I was here. In the car. Moving.

Outside, the world was quiet. Empty. Like everything was still asleep.

The rain was light—just a drizzle—but enough that the pavement was slick and the windshield needed the wipers on low. The road was mostly empty. A few headlights. A few taillights. That was it.

I wasn’t really looking at the road. I was looking out my side window, but not at anything specific. Just past things. Through them. The only thing I could actually focus on were the raindrops.

I picked one and watched it move across the glass. Just that one. Watching it slide, stretch, disappear. Then I’d pick another one. And another. It was mindless, repetitive, almost hypnotic. Something to latch onto.

I remember thinking, this doesn’t feel real.
If I just focus on the raindrops, maybe this isn’t happening. Maybe this is a dream.

But there was too much detail. The way they moved, the way the light caught them—it was too real.

We got on the interstate within minutes. The drive should’ve been fast. Justin was driving fast. Controlled, but fast. Still, it felt slow. Painfully slow. Like time had stretched out and refused to move.

I remember passing a Waffle House. The sign was this bright, neon yellow against a completely black sky. No stars. Just darkness and that sign. It was almost blinding, how vivid it was. I couldn’t stop looking at it as we approached, then passed it. The contrast didn’t make sense. It didn’t feel real.

After that, everything blurred again.

Mostly tractor trailers on the interstate. Dark road. Occasional headlights. The steady rhythm of the wipers. The soft sound of rain hitting the car. And me, still gripping my purse, still tracing that zipper, still watching raindrops like they were the only thing keeping me anchored.

We didn’t talk.

Not really.

The silence between us wasn’t empty—it was understood. Neither of us knew what was happening, but we both knew it wasn’t good. No one calls at three in the morning and tells you to come to the hospital for something good.

My body was ahead of my mind the entire time. Reacting before I could think. Moving before I could process. It was like my body already knew what to do, and I was just trying to keep up with it.

When we stopped at the red light near the hospital exit, it felt unbearable. Completely unbearable. I wanted him to run it. Just go. Don’t stop. But I didn’t say it. I just sat there, holding my breath, my mouth dry, my body rigid, waiting for the light to change.

Finally, it did.

We turned toward the hospital. The first thing I saw was the South Tower entrance. It was dark, not lit up, the doors locked. It was familiar, but it didn’t feel familiar. It felt different. Like something had shifted.

I jumped out of the car before it was even fully settled, leaving the door open behind me. My legs felt unsteady, like they might give out, but I kept moving anyway. I walked up to the doors, looked inside. No security. No one to open it.

I turned back, got into the car, and said, “Go to the emergency room entrance.”

He didn’t question it. Just drove.

The emergency entrance was bright. Harsh, almost. A different kind of energy. Urgent. I didn’t want to be there. But I didn’t have a choice.

“I don’t care where you park,” I said.

He pulled into a spot. I was already out of the car, moving again, fast. Faster than I had ever moved in my life. I was aware of it—aware that I was ahead of him, that he was behind me—but I didn’t slow down. I couldn’t.

The rain hit my skin as I walked, but I didn’t react to it. Didn’t wipe it away. Didn’t care. I just kept moving.

Toward the entrance.

Toward whatever was waiting.

The word EMERGENCY was lit up in bright red against white, glowing through the rain. Inside, I could see people sitting in the waiting area. It looked normal. Too normal.

And in that moment, right before walking in, I didn’t feel panic. I didn’t feel fear.

I felt nothing.

Just numb.

Like I wasn’t fully in my body anymore. Like something else had taken over and was moving me forward, step by step, toward the only place I knew I had to be.
13C — Walking In

The doors to the ER opened automatically in two parts. By the time I made it through the first set, Justin was beside me. We stepped through the second set together, and immediately to my left was the security podium—empty. No one there.

The waiting room was bright. Blindingly bright. The kind of brightness that didn’t just light the room—it pierced straight through me. I tried not to look at the lights. I looked down instead, but even then it felt like they were cutting through everything, straight into me. It was physically painful.

The room was full, but it was quiet. Too quiet. I could hear faint beeping—monitors, machines—but I couldn’t tell if I was actually hearing it or if my mind was filling it in. Nothing felt fully real.

We walked up to the desk. The nurse looked at us and asked, “How can I help you?”

I tried to answer. I knew what I wanted to say, but the words wouldn’t come out. My voice was shaky, stuttering, like it was getting stuck somewhere between my chest and my mouth. I could feel my lips moving, but it didn’t sound like me. It sounded distant. Like I was hearing myself from far away.

“I need to get to the NICU,” I managed. “I need to see my daughter. The doctor said I need to get there…”

I couldn’t finish. Justin stepped in and said the rest.

I don’t remember exactly what the nurse said back. Just that I replied, “Okay,” and we moved toward the security podium to wait.

Those minutes felt endless.

I stood facing the door we needed to go through, holding my purse with both hands even though the strap was still on my shoulder. I kept turning slightly left and right, scanning, looking for the officer. My body was alert, tense, ready—but stuck. Completely stuck.

I remember thinking, Where is he? Why isn’t he here?

Part of me wanted to bang on the door. Make a scene. Force someone to come. I didn’t care what it looked like. I didn’t care who was watching.

But I couldn’t move.

It was like my mind was telling me to go, to do something, anything—but my body was trapped under something heavy, like a weighted blanket pressing me into place. I had no control over it. I was aware of what I wanted to do, but physically, I couldn’t do it.

I felt people looking at me. I didn’t want to look back, but I could feel it. It felt like they knew. Like they could see that something was wrong, that this wasn’t just another ER visit.

Finally, the security officer came back.

There was no urgency in him. No rush. Just… normal.

Justin spoke to him. “We need to get to the NICU.”

“Okay,” he said, and started walking.

We followed.

He led us through a series of hallways—left, right, left, right. I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know how far we were from the NICU. I just knew we were going in the right direction.

Justin was in front of me. I focused on his boots, trying to keep up. My feet were moving as fast as I could make them move, but it didn’t feel like enough. It felt like I was trying to run through quicksand—the harder I tried, the slower I got.

I wasn’t leading. I wasn’t even really following. It felt like I was being dragged through the hallway, pulled forward by something I couldn’t see.

And then there were the keys.

Hanging from the officer’s hip. Gold. A lot of them. Every step he took, they jingled.

That sound became everything.

Each jingle felt like a marker. Another step closer. Another second passing. Another beat of something getting worse. It didn’t get louder, but it felt louder. Like each step sent a jolt through my body, tightening everything, making me more rigid with every sound.

That noise is still burned into me.

We were walking fast, but it wasn’t fast enough.

Eventually, Justin said, “I know where we are.”

The officer stopped guiding us. “Okay, you can go ahead.”

We found the elevator. I recognized where we were now—second floor. We needed the third.

Inside the elevator, everything stopped.

After all that movement, the stillness felt unreal. I was aware of the seconds passing, standing there next to Justin, waiting for the doors to open.

“I’m not scrubbing in,” I said.

It wasn’t a decision. It wasn’t a question. It just came out. A declaration. I didn’t care about protocol. I didn’t care what anyone said. I already knew—this wasn’t that kind of situation.

The doors opened.

I stepped out first, turned right, then immediately left toward the NICU.

And the doors were already open.

They are never open.

They’re always closed. You always have to be buzzed in.

Seeing them open felt like hitting something invisible. Like running into a wall that knocked the breath out of me.

This is bad.

That was the first thought.

My body reacted before anything else—I felt like collapsing right there. Like my legs wouldn’t hold me. But instead, I walked faster.

The hallway to her bay felt like a tunnel. Closing in. Claustrophobic. Like I was being pushed through it. I could feel every step, but the closer I got, the slower those steps became. Not on purpose—it just happened.

Her room was at the end.

And it was bright. Brighter than usual.

There were people everywhere.

Six, maybe seven doctors and nurses around her bed. Some I recognized. Some I didn’t. There were even people standing outside in the hallway.

I knew immediately—this was serious. Not just serious. Life-threatening.

What’s happening? What’s wrong? Why can’t I see her?

I kept walking, but slower now. Justin was behind me. I didn’t look back. I couldn’t.

I didn’t scrub in. I didn’t think about it. I just grabbed hand sanitizer. It was cold. Sharp-smelling. Unnecessary. I rubbed my hands together anyway, my breathing shallow, uneven.

And then I stopped.

Not at her bedside. Not next to her.

Diagonal.

Off to the side.

There wasn’t space. There were too many people. Too much movement. Too much urgency. I didn’t want to interrupt. And I didn’t know what I was about to see.

I couldn’t see her. Not yet. Just the backs of doctors and nurses surrounding her.

But I knew she was there.

A doctor stood to my right. Older, short blonde hair. She looked at us.

“You must be Mom and Dad.”

“Yes,” I said.

Her voice was soft. Gentle. But it didn’t sound right. It sounded… distorted. Slowed down. Like it was coming from far away and right next to me at the same time. Like I could almost see her words instead of just hearing them.

She was talking, explaining something.

I didn’t hear it.

Not really.

Just sound. No meaning.

Then she clasped her hands together and asked, very gently:

“Would you like to see her?”

I looked at her. “Yes.”

And in that moment, something shifted in my body.

My stomach dropped. Everything inside me went still. But at the same time, it felt like I could move again. Like whatever had been holding me in place loosened just enough.

I wanted to go to her.

I needed to go to her.

But I still couldn’t move.
13D — Seeing Her

After I said yes, I still couldn’t move.

The doctor to my right gently took my arm. Her grip was firm and steady, grounding in a way I didn’t realize I needed. She moved slowly, deliberately, like she understood exactly what she was walking me toward. I could move my feet, but it felt like I was going to faint, like my body didn’t belong to me anymore. She held me there, kept me upright, guided me forward.

A chair had been brought over—one of those standard hospital chairs. Dark navy blue, vinyl, barely any padding, black arms. Functional, not comfortable. They placed it near the top of the bed so I would be close to Noel’s face.

“Mom wants to sit here,” the doctor said, and the people around her shifted, making space.

I took my purse off my shoulder and set it on the counter near the window. That’s when I noticed the cups—Styrofoam cups filled with water, scattered everywhere. On the windowsill. On the counter. Near the computers. Too many of them. I fixated on them for a second, like my brain needed something small to grab onto before everything else came into focus.

Then I sat down.

I didn’t drop into the chair—I eased into it carefully, like any sudden movement might break something. The chair was hard, rough, the vinyl slightly scratchy beneath me. I remember the subtle diamond pattern on it. I wasn’t crying yet. I was just trying to exist in that moment without making it worse somehow.

And then I saw her.

The first thing I noticed was her arm.

Her left arm was extended out, small—so small—and I reached for it without thinking. My hands were shaking at first, hovering just above her skin, and then I touched her.

She was cool.

Cooler than I expected. Cooler than she should have been.

My first thought was she’s cold. There’s no blanket. She’s not in her incubator. She needs to be warm.

That thought turned into tension immediately—heat in my chest, not warmth, but anger. Anger that she was cold. Anger that no one had wrapped her up.

When I kept my hand on her, my shaking slowed. I steadied myself because I didn’t want her to feel that I was afraid.

Then I saw the rest of her.

She was lying flat on her back, arms and legs extended. Completely still.

Too still.

Her skin wasn’t right—it had that greenish, purple-gray tone all over. I tried to tell myself it was the lighting, but I knew it wasn’t.

Around her, everything was chaos.

The incubator had been opened completely—every side down, the top lifted. There was no barrier anymore. Just her, exposed on the bed.

And everywhere—medical trash. Open syringes, packaging, supplies scattered across the bed and the floor. Not careless. Urgent. Desperate. Proof they had already tried.

The respiratory therapist stood beside her, squeezing the teal bag.

“One, two, three, breathe,” he kept saying.

Every time he squeezed it, her chest rose.

I looked at the monitor.

Her heart rate was normal at first. Then it dropped—into the 120s, under 100, under 60.

The alarm hit when it dropped below 50—sharp, loud, flashing red. It cut through everything. It didn’t blend in. It pierced.

Doctors were moving around me, fast, focused. And then I heard another voice—an older doctor at the foot of the bed.

“Come on, baby girl… come on…”

I turned just enough to see him trying to start an IV in her foot. His hands were working quickly, but there was frustration in his voice.

“I can’t get it,” he said. “Her veins are collapsing.”

That sentence landed heavy. It didn’t need explanation.

At some point, someone told me they needed the space where I was sitting.

I remember apologizing immediately—“I’m sorry, I’m sorry”—like I was in the way, like I had done something wrong.

“You’re not in the way,” they said.

But they needed access, so I stood up. Amy helped lift me. Justin moved the chair closer to the window, and Amy guided me back down into it.

That’s when I broke.

I leaned into her—into her navy jacket—and buried my face against her. I was crying so hard I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see. My tears soaked into her jacket, and I remember apologizing again.

“I’m sorry…”

I don’t even know who I was apologizing to. Her. Justin. The doctors. Myself.

She didn’t acknowledge it. She just kept rubbing my back, steady, over and over.

“It’s okay… it’s okay…”

I looked back at Noel.

The respiratory therapist kept going. “One, two, three, breathe.”

Her heart rate came back up for a second.

And for that half second—I felt it. A spark. A breath. Like maybe—

And then it dropped again.

I watched it happen.

That’s when I knew.

Not a question. Not a fear.

A fact.

She couldn’t breathe on her own.

Justin was crying behind me. I didn’t want to look at him. I couldn’t bear it.

The doctor asked, “Do you want us to try again?”

It didn’t feel like a real choice. It felt like something they had to ask.

I tried to answer.

I couldn’t.

My mouth was open, but nothing came out. My body wouldn’t let me speak. I looked at Justin. He answered.

“Yes. Try again.”

They did.

Her heart rate came back up again—briefly.

And dropped.

Again.

That was it.

I leaned forward in the chair, shaking, crying, forcing the words out through everything stuck in my throat.

“Can you… keep her alive… long enough… for me to say goodbye?”

It came out broken. Jagged.

The doctor didn’t flinch.

“Of course,” she said.
13E — The Moment She Passes

When I asked, “Can you keep her alive long enough for me to say goodbye,” the doctor clasped her hands together softly and said, “Of course.”

She turned and told Dr. Robinson and the respiratory therapist what I had asked. He nodded and told the respiratory therapist to keep going—to continue squeezing the bag. This was it. These were the final moments.

The doctor came to my side and gently took my arm. Her hand was steady—grounding in a way I didn’t even realize I needed. She helped me up and guided me to the other side of the incubator, positioning my chair next to the respiratory therapist.

He stood to my left, the teal bag in his hands. Noelle was directly in front of me now. Justin moved around the foot of the bed and stood to my right. Dr. Robinson stepped out into the hallway. The nurses had already backed away.

It was just us now.

I was still crying hard—hyperventilating, gasping, trying to pull in air that wouldn’t come. My body felt heavy, like I couldn’t move unless someone moved me. I forced out the words, broken and jagged.

“How long do I have?”

“Take as much time as you need,” the doctor said.

She gently scooped Noelle up and placed her into my arms.

Her weight shifted into me so lightly it almost didn’t feel real. Her head rested in the crook of my left arm, and I slid my right hand underneath her to support her body. She was warm—or maybe it was the blanket—but she felt like my baby. That was all that mattered.

I held her tight enough to keep her safe, careful not to hurt her.

I could see parts of her face—her dark hair, her cheeks, her tiny chin, the curve of her ear. The bag covered part of her face, but I didn’t care. I focused on what I could see. Her hair was so dark, so soft. I ran my fingers through it—it felt silky, feather-light.

“My mommy loves you,” I whispered, barely able to get the words out. “I’m right here… I’ll love you forever… don’t be afraid…”

My voice was faint, broken, forced through sobs. I couldn’t breathe. I was trying to talk to her while begging God, silently, just to let me breathe long enough to say the words.

My tears fell faster than I could keep up with them.

They landed on her blanket—one after another, nonstop. I tried to wipe them away with my hand, but my hand was soaked almost instantly. I couldn’t stop them. I couldn’t dry my face. I couldn’t do anything.

“I’m sorry,” I remember thinking—maybe saying. “Mommy’s getting your blanket wet.”

I didn’t want her to be cold. I didn’t want to be the reason she was cold.

After a moment, I told the respiratory therapist I was going to pass her to Justin.

I didn’t hesitate. I extended my arms, still supporting her carefully, and Justin reached out with both hands. He took her gently—so gently—and held her close, speaking to her, crying.

I couldn’t look at him.

It was too much.

Instead, my eyes locked onto the bed.

The sheet. The scattered debris. The evidence.

Opened packages, white with blue writing, torn apart in a rush. Small silver needles—pediatric ones—lying around where they had tried again and again. A purple tourniquet, tiny, tied and discarded near the foot of the bed.

It looked like a medical battlefield.

Proof they had fought for her.

When Justin handed her back to me, she felt the same—still my baby, still light in my arms.

I reached up and smoothed her hair, gently fixing it. I didn’t want her to have bedhead. I don’t know why that mattered, but it did.

Now, it means everything.

I turned to the bed and began clearing it.

I pushed the wrappers aside first—they slid easily, feather-light, drifting to the floor. Then the needles. A few of them pricked my hand—sharp, quick stings, like bee stings—but I didn’t care. It didn’t matter.

All that mattered was that she wasn’t going to be laid down in trash.

When the bed was clear, I placed her down slowly.

Carefully.

The way a parent lays a baby into a crib for the first time.

I started on her right side, lifting her just enough to tuck the blanket underneath her. Then I moved to the other side, using my fingertips to gently secure the blanket beneath her body, making sure she was snug.

Making sure she was warm.

The lights dimmed—shifting from harsh white to a soft, muted yellow. My shoulders dropped slightly. For a second, I could breathe.

I leaned over her and kissed her forehead.

“Mommy’s right here,” I whispered.

And then I began to sing.

Twinkle, twinkle, little star…

My voice broke constantly. I was hiccup-crying, gasping between words, but I didn’t stop. I sang slowly, stretching each word, trying—somehow—to stretch time itself.

I knew.

By the time I finished, she would be gone.

Justin stood across from me, crying, wiping his face, silent.

I finished the song.

The doctor stepped back in quietly. “I need to check for a heartbeat.”

My entire body froze.

I nodded.

She moved the blanket gently, placed the stethoscope against Noelle’s chest. I watched her hands—watching to make sure she was gentle, careful.

Time stopped.

I held my breath.

I already knew.

“There is no heartbeat,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry.”

The words landed like a collapse.

Not loud. Not explosive.

Just crushing.

Everything in me gave way under the weight of it.

I nodded slowly, looking at Noelle. “Okay,” I said.

The doctor covered her back up gently, dimmed the lights further, and stepped out.

Silence filled the room.

My hands reached for her.

I stayed seated for a second, then I noticed Justin by the window, on the phone with my mom. I couldn’t hear his words, but I knew what he was saying.

That was the loudest thing in the room.

I looked out the window.

It was dark, the outlines of trees barely visible. Raindrops clung to the glass. And through them, faint and distant, a few dim stars.

They weren’t bright.

Just… there.

“I’ll see you again,” I whispered. “I love you so much.”

The words felt hollow. Forced. Like something I was supposed to say, even though everything in me was shattered.

I stood and leaned over her one last time.

I wrapped my arm over her gently, resting my head against her chest. I could feel the shape of her—so small, so fragile. I was careful not to put any weight on her, just enough to hold her.

Just enough to feel her.

She didn’t move.

Not even a little.

That was the moment my body understood.

She was gone.
13F — Leaving Her / The World Keeps Going

I leaned over her, trying to hug her the only way I could with her lying on the bed. I was careful—so aware of my weight—resting it into my elbows so I wouldn’t hurt her, even though I knew she couldn’t feel it. I still needed to protect her. That instinct didn’t stop.

Her body was so small. The length of my forearm. I felt huge next to her—out of place, like I didn’t belong in the same space as something that delicate. I stayed there for a few seconds longer, my hands lingering after I tucked the blanket around her. It felt sacred. Like if I moved too soon, something would break even more than it already had. My lips pressed to the top of her forehead, brushing her hairline. Her skin was smooth. Still.

I wanted to look back at her when I stepped away. My body tried to. But I couldn’t. The thought of seeing her lying there alone on that bed knocked the wind out of me before I even turned my head. So I didn’t look.

Justin’s voice came from somewhere behind me, close but distant at the same time. “Let’s go see Sebastian.” I said okay, but my body didn’t move. It felt heavier than it had in any moment before. Like something inside me refused to leave her, even though my feet eventually did.

The first thing that gave out was my balance. It went quickly after that—my legs, my footing, everything folding in on itself like a collapse I couldn’t stop. I hit the wall with my right shoulder and arm, the impact scraping, catching me just enough to keep me from falling completely. Justin grabbed me—tight, steady, almost forceful in the way he had to hold me up. His arm came around my back and shoulders, grounding me, physically moving me forward when I couldn’t do it on my own.

After that, there’s nothing.

No hallway. No elevator. No exit.

Just a blackout.

One moment I was falling into the wall, and the next I was outside.

Standing in the rain.

⸻

The air was cold. The rain had picked back up—not heavy, but enough to soak through. I stood next to a pillar, not under cover, just there, letting it hit my face. I tilted my head back and closed my eyes. The rain felt different than my tears. My tears were warm, constant, heavy. The rain was cold. Clean. Almost soft in comparison.

I took a deep breath—the first real one since we had gotten there—but it felt hollow, like it didn’t go all the way in. Like my body didn’t know what to do with it.

“How do I keep going now?” I said it out loud, into the dark, into the rain. Not expecting an answer. Just… surrendering.

My hand found the pillar. Small, smooth stones embedded into it—tan, gray, white, slick from the rain. I pressed into them hard, dragging my hand across the surface over and over. Not casually. I was holding onto it. Proving it was real. Proving I was still there. If I had let go, I think I would have collapsed.

Cars passed. A few. Headlights cutting through the dark as people went about their morning like nothing had happened.

And all I could think was—how are you just going on?

My world had ended, and theirs hadn’t even paused.

⸻

Justin went to get the car. I stayed there, holding onto the pillar, the rain soaking through everything. When he pulled up, he got out and helped me into the passenger seat. I didn’t climb in—I folded. My body just dropped into the seat like it didn’t belong to me anymore.

The seat didn’t feel like anything. The door closing didn’t register. I just sat there, my phone in my lap, wiping tears that wouldn’t stop coming.

We drove in silence.

At some point, I asked if he had told my mom. I already knew the answer. He said yes. I said okay.

Then I called Frances.

It took four tries before she picked up. When she finally answered—“hey girl”—something in me broke open again. I hadn’t said it out loud yet. Not really. Not to someone who didn’t already know.

“I just wanted to tell you… Noelle has passed away.”

The words felt foreign. Wrong in my mouth. Like they didn’t belong to me, even though I knew they were true.

She said she was sorry. I told her we were on the way to see Sebastian. Then I hung up.

And after that—

nothing.

The drive is gone.

No lights. No road. No sound. No memory.

Just blank.

Like it was erased.

And maybe it was. Maybe it had to be.

⸻

The next thing I remember, I was standing at Sebastian’s bedside.

And the first thing I felt—

was fear.

Because after everything that had just happened…

I didn’t know if I was about to lose him too.

I could hear Justin somewhere close to me, his voice distant like it was coming from underwater.

“We just came from Piedmont. Noelle died about an hour ago.”

That’s where I came back.
14A — Arrival to CHOA / Fear Shifts

The first thing I remember is Justin’s voice.

Not walking into CHOA. Not parking. Not checking in. Not scrubbing my hands. Not buzzing through the NICU doors. Not the hallway to Sebastian’s pod.

None of that is there.

The first thing I remember is being suddenly dropped back into my body and hearing Justin tell Sebastian’s nurse that Noelle had died about an hour ago, and that we had just come from Piedmont to visit him.

His words were directed at the nurse, not me. I don’t remember who she was. I don’t remember her face. I just remember Justin standing on the other side of Sebastian’s incubator, close enough that I knew he was near me, but his voice sounded far away. Muffled. Thick. Like I was underwater trying to listen to someone speak from above the surface.

It didn’t make Noelle’s death feel more real. Somehow, hearing him say it out loud made it feel more distant. Like maybe he was talking about someone else. Like maybe I was overhearing a conversation that didn’t belong to me.

I turned my head toward him, and everything trailed.

His words. His mouth. The room. Objects. People. Everything moved in slow motion, like the whole environment was spinning slowly around me. It was as if I could see his words coming out of his mouth and dragging a trail behind them.

And then I saw Sebastian.

He was directly in front of me, lying in his incubator with the top open because by then he could regulate his own body temperature. I was sitting at his bedside in one of those big NICU parent chairs—the kind that rocks and reclines. CHOA’s chair was bigger than the ones at Piedmont. Dark red vinyl. Roomy. Spacious. But I wasn’t reclined. I was perched on the edge of it, tense and ready to move, even though there was no emergency in front of me.

Sebastian was lying on his back, turned a little toward his left side, facing me. He was swaddled in one of those white hospital blankets with the light blue and pink stripes, but his right arm was out from under it. He had an IV in that arm, held down by a clear shiny sticker with a thick white outline around it. It looked sticky and waterproof, like a little shield over his skin.

I didn’t notice all the equipment. I didn’t notice the room the way I probably should have. I noticed him.

His eyes were open.

That caught me off guard because usually his eyes were closed. Usually he was asleep. But that morning, around six or a little after, in the soft dark of his pod, he was awake. Calm. Not crying. Just looking around with those dark gray newborn eyes that hadn’t turned blue yet.

And in my body, it felt like he was looking at me.

Not just around the room. At me.

Like he was looking for reassurance. Like he needed to know he wasn’t alone.

That was the first tiny piece of peace.

Not peace like everything was okay. Not peace like anything had been fixed. Just one small exhale in the middle of a nightmare. My body relaxed for a second, almost like it said, Okay. This is going to be terrible. But right now, he is here. Right now, you are here.

I reached into the incubator and touched him. I didn’t hesitate. I gently touched his forehead, the top of his head, his hair. I spoke to him softly.

“Mommy’s right here.”

“Hi, Sebastian. You’re Mommy’s baby.”

But even touching him didn’t ground me. Not really. It was more desperate than grounding. Like I was reaching for him so I wouldn’t float off into some void. Like I needed to prove to myself that I was still there.

He was still so fragile, still so sick, still so tiny and breakable-looking, like he was made of glass. But in that moment, I felt like the fragile one. Like the roles had reversed somehow. One wrong touch, one bump against the counter or the chair or the edge of his incubator, and I would shatter.

The lighting in his pod was soft and dull. It was still dark outside, but daylight was beginning to break near the window by his bed. There was a tree outside. I knew time was moving only because the world outside was getting a little lighter. Otherwise, time meant nothing. I couldn’t feel it passing. I couldn’t measure it. I was just there, hovering inside minutes that didn’t feel like minutes.

The ceiling above his pod was navy, with little LED lights like stars. Against everything else being so dark and quiet, those tiny lights seemed almost blinding.

The NICU wasn’t chaotic in that moment. Sebastian was on the more stable side by then, and most of the babies seemed to be asleep. Or maybe it only felt quiet because I couldn’t process sound. I don’t know. His pod didn’t feel crowded, but it didn’t feel empty either. It felt neutral. Suspended.

After Justin told the nurse about Noelle, I remember the nurse walking away. I assume she was giving us privacy.

I took pictures of Sebastian. I took video because he was awake.

I wasn’t aware of my breathing. I wasn’t aware of my body except for the shaking. Not big shaking. More like tiny involuntary twitches. Micro-movements I couldn’t control. My heart was beating fast, and fear moved through every cell of me like electricity. Buzzing. Loud. Everywhere.

I was afraid because part of me knew Sebastian might not survive either.

I don’t know if I would have said that out loud then. I probably wouldn’t have admitted it. But my body knew. My body was bracing for another loss.

At some point, I leaned back into the chair, still close to Sebastian’s incubator. I remember looking through the plastic side at him while he went in and out of sleep. I felt like I melted into the chair. Like I couldn’t tell where I ended and the chair began. My body felt weightless, unreal, disconnected. If someone had called my name, I don’t think I could have answered.

Then I whispered to Justin that we needed to shop for an urn.

I didn’t look at him when I said it. My eyes stayed on Sebastian.

The words felt stuck in my throat. I had to force them out. I wasn’t crying. I was sitting beside my living son, looking at him through the side of his incubator, while saying out loud that we needed to buy an urn for my daughter.

It was unreal.

Justin just said okay.

He got on his phone right there and went to Etsy. Within a couple of minutes, he found one for infants. It was customizable. Her full name. Her actual footprints. He ordered it while we were sitting beside Sebastian.

He turned the phone so I could see it.

I glanced at it. I tried to look. I tried to see what he was showing me, but I couldn’t process it. I just registered that it existed. That he had done it. That it was handled.

I felt relieved, in a strange way, that he had just gone ahead and done it. Like one impossible thing had been removed from my hands.

Then he closed his phone.

The click was sharp and sudden. It sounded like metal rubbing together. Loud. Piercing. Shrinking, almost, if that’s the right word. Every hair on my body stood up—my neck, my arms, my legs. Goosebumps everywhere. It was such a small sound, but in that moment it was vivid and violent against the quiet.

And then there is nothing.

The last thing I remember in that room is Justin telling me he had purchased Noelle’s urn.

The next thing I remember is being on the exit ramp at Piedmont Henry, going to see Noelle for the final time.

There is no transition.

No memory of leaving Sebastian’s bedside. No memory of standing up. No memory of walking out of the NICU. No memory of the doors, the hallway, the elevator, the hospital entrance, the car, the road, the drive.

Nothing.

It is not blurry in a way I can work with. It is not fuzzy around the edges. It is gone. Like amnesia. Like my brain simply let it go.

When I came back to myself on the exit ramp, it was sudden again. Like being dropped into the middle of something I hadn’t entered. I knew where I was, but I didn’t know how I had gotten there.

My body was frozen. The only thing moving was my eyes. I looked around in every direction, trying to grab onto something that would tell me whether this was real or a dream. My heart was pounding. I was sweating. I was shaking in those tiny uncontrollable movements again.

The last thing I remembered was sitting with Sebastian.

Now I was on the exit ramp.

How did I get here?

How long had we been sitting here?

Was this real?

The fear in the car was different from the fear at Sebastian’s bedside. At his bedside, the fear was electric because I was bracing for something to happen to him. In the car, the fear was more global. More confusing. More overwhelming. My body wanted to run, to move, to do something, but I couldn’t move. My mind felt like sludge. It would not cooperate. I was trying to think my way back through the missing time, but there was nothing to grab.

That day has gaps like that. More than one. Long stretches missing. Hours, not minutes.

And I’m not angry that I don’t remember. Looking back, I think my mind let those pieces go because maybe it had to. Maybe it was my brain’s way of saying, Don’t look here. Don’t focus on this part. You survived it, and that is enough.

But it is still scary.

It is scary to remember being in one place, and then suddenly be somewhere else with no memory of how your body got there. It is scary to know that your body kept moving through the world while your mind went somewhere unreachable.

My memory of Noelle from that day is clearer.

That hurts.

Sebastian’s memory from that morning is fragmented and blurry. Noelle’s is sharper. More intact. And even though I know I didn’t choose that, even though I know my body was doing the best it could inside something no one should have to endure, the contrast still overwhelms me.

There is sadness in it. Confusion. Guilt, even when I try to wrap that guilt in compassion.

Because I was there with him.

I know I was there.

I have pictures. I have videos. I have pieces.

But I don’t have the whole thing.

I don’t have arriving. I don’t have leaving. I don’t have the in-between.

I only have Justin’s voice, muffled and distant, saying our daughter had died.

I have Sebastian’s open eyes.

I have my hand on his head.

I have the orange NG tube in his nose, the shiny IV sticker on his arm, the star lights above him, the dark red chair underneath me, the click of Justin’s phone after he ordered our daughter’s urn.

I have those pieces.

And maybe that is all my mind could afford to keep.
14B — Noelle’s Final Visit

The next thing I remember after the exit ramp is standing at Noelle’s bedside.

I don’t remember parking. I don’t remember walking into Piedmont. I don’t remember checking in. One moment I was on the ramp, trying to understand how I had gotten there, and the next thing I knew, I was in the NICU, standing beside my daughter.

It was daylight by then, around 10:30 in the morning. The NICU looked brighter than it had earlier. The nurse from the day before was there again, Noelle’s nurse, and I remember making eye contact with her for just a few seconds.

Neither one of us said anything.

We didn’t have to.

It was one of those looks where words would have only gotten in the way. It was compassionate. Heavy. Human. Like she knew there was nothing she could say that would make any of this less impossible.

Noelle was in a hospital bassinet.

That was one of the first things I noticed. Not an incubator. Not surrounded by machines. Not enclosed behind plastic. Just a tiny baby in one of those plain hospital bassinets.

For half a second, she looked normal.

For half a second, I almost forgot.

There were no tubes. No wires. No monitors. Nothing taped to her face. Nothing connected to her body. She looked like a sleeping baby, swaddled in a blanket, lying there like any other newborn.

And part of me wanted to believe that.

Maybe she’s just sleeping.

But the illusion shattered almost as quickly as it appeared.

Because she was completely still.

Her mouth was slightly open, just enough that I could see where tubes had been. The tubes were gone now. Everything was gone now. And the absence of all of it told the truth louder than the machines ever had.

She wasn’t coming back.

Her coloring looked different too. Earlier that morning, right before she died, she had looked purple-gray-green, but under the fluorescent lights and the daylight coming through the window, the color looked more vivid. More pronounced. More purple. Especially on her forehead.

It was hard to look at her.

Not because I didn’t love her. Not because I didn’t want to see her. But because she didn’t look fully like herself anymore. She looked almost plastic. Bruised. Like a physical shell. Like something had happened to her that I could not undo.

I felt more present with Noelle than I had with Sebastian earlier that morning, but I was still only focused on one thing: spending time with her. Saying goodbye without doctors around. Without people standing over us. Without the rush of machines and numbers and medical decisions.

Just us.

A different nurse came over near Noelle’s bassinet. There was a partition nearby, and she asked if we wanted her to put it up and pull the curtain so we could have privacy there, or if we wanted to go to the transition room.

I knew what I wanted to say.

The transition room.

But I couldn’t get the words out.

I opened my mouth. I tried. Nothing came.

I was frozen, staring at Noelle, unable to take my eyes off of her. Justin looked at me, and I looked up at him for just a second. I think he knew immediately that he would have to speak for us.

“The transition room,” he said.

The nurse said okay.

Her question felt compassionate. Like it was really a choice, not just a procedure. She was trying to give us the gentlest version of something that could never be gentle.

She took Noelle’s bassinet and rolled it down the small hallway. Noelle was bundled in a blanket and wearing a handmade crocheted hat in soft pastel pink, blue, and yellow. Justin and I followed behind them. I vaguely remember that walk, but it’s fuzzy—the nurse in front of us, Noelle in the bassinet, Justin beside me, the transition room directly across from the scrub-in station.

The nurse unlocked the door and we walked in.

The room looked like a living room.

That was the first thing I noticed. It didn’t look like the rest of the NICU. There was a green couch, a rocking chair that reclined, a coffee table, a small TV secured to the wall, and a table with two chairs by the window. There were closets, cabinets, and a sink. The cabinets were light brown with woodgrain and thin silver handles.

It was quiet. Completely quiet.

The lighting was soft. The room was private and bigger than I expected. The window was much larger than the NICU windows, maybe two or three times bigger, and through it I could see the tops of pine trees. Even though it was the end of November, they were still full and green, a dark earthy green. The sky was a true blue, with thin wispy clouds scattered high above, soft white and cream, not enough to block the sun.

The room was softened for families.

But it was still heavy.

I put my purse on the couch and sat in the rocking chair. From there, I could see almost the whole room except for a few cabinets behind me. The nurse pushed Noelle’s bassinet directly to my left.

By then, I was crying.

The nurse reached down and picked Noelle up so softly, like she was the most fragile thing in the world.

And she was.

She was my baby.

The nurse handed her to me, and I held her with her head resting in the crook of my left arm. I supported her mostly with that arm. She was so light. So still. Like holding a baby doll, except she was not a doll. She was Noelle.

She was my daughter.

Once she was in my arms, I really noticed what she was wearing.

A silk angel gown.

It had lace trim and delicate little details, and I realized it must have been made from a donated wedding dress. I had heard about angel gowns before. I had heard of nonprofits making them for hospitals, turning wedding dresses into gowns for babies who died.

But hearing about something like that and seeing it on your own baby are two completely different things.

It hit like a wall.

The gown made it concrete. Set in stone. This really happened.

She looked sacred. Untouchable. Pure and clean. I didn’t even want to touch the dress too much because I didn’t want to mess it up. I didn’t want fingerprints on it. I didn’t want oils from my hands to stain it. I didn’t take her out of the swaddle because I wanted her to stay perfect.

Later, I would find out the hospital had taken pictures of her in that gown. They sent us a flash drive with photos, and in those pictures I could see the whole dress. They had placed pearls around her neck and wrist. Her hat was off, and her hair was showing.

She looked gorgeous.

But in that room, I didn’t know about the pearls yet.

In that room, I only knew the gown meant my baby had died.

I moved the blanket just enough to see her hands and feet. They were cold. Ice cold. I took them in my right hand one at a time and tried to warm them. I rubbed them gently, clasped them in my hand, tried to cover them with my warmth.

Part of me believed it might help.

I knew she was gone, but I still didn’t want her to be cold. There was this pressure inside of me, this tense, undirected feeling like, Why is she cold? She shouldn’t be cold.

Mommy’s here.

I’ll warm you up.

Don’t worry, I’ll warm you up.

But she didn’t get warmer.

So I tucked her hands and feet back under the blanket and pulled it tighter around her so no air could get in. Then I rubbed her through the blanket instead.

The nurse told Justin we could take as long as we needed and to let her or another nurse know when we were done. I didn’t look at her when she said it. I just heard her through my crying.

Then she left us alone.

I sat there and rocked Noelle.

I cried the entire time. Heavy tears. I tried to hold them back, but there were too many. Every time I blinked, more fell. I swayed her side to side and rocked her back and forth, holding her against me.

Some of my tears fell on her face and blanket.

I felt terrible immediately. Like I had disturbed her. Like she might be mad at me. Like I had somehow embarrassed her or given her a reason to be upset with me in those final moments.

So I wiped them away.

Gently. Carefully. I got a tissue and dabbed her face, barely applying pressure, just enough to dry her skin and keep her clean.

I was still trying to take care of her.

Even then.

At one point, I took off her hat to see her hair. I wanted to make sure her hair looked okay.

The nurse had brought in a pink memorial box from Rachel’s Gift, a local nonprofit. It had grief brochures and resources for parents, a little angel Beanie Baby, and small keepsakes inside. It was ours to keep. We still have it.

Justin looked at the box.

He was visibly upset. Crying. Shaking. Trying to wipe away his tears. His speech was stuttering when he said, “We gave the hospital our baby, and they gave us a box.”

That sentence leveled me.

It felt like collapsing from the inside. Like someone had hit me behind the knees and my whole body instinctively gave out without warning.

I tilted Noelle closer to me and hugged her tighter.

All I could say was, “I know. It’s okay.”

But it wasn’t okay.

Nothing was okay.

A few seconds later, Justin said he wanted to get a lock of her hair. He started frantically searching through drawers and cabinets, looking for scissors and something to put it in. He couldn’t find scissors, so he stepped out to ask the nurse.

While he was gone, I held Noelle firmly against me.

That moment is one of the clearest memories I have from the transition room.

I was rocking her and looking out the window at the sky. Everything was blurry through my tears, but I could still see the blue, the high soft clouds, the sunlight, the tops of the pine trees.

For the first time in that room, I remember taking a real breath.

And I said, “Take care of your brother, Noelle. He is still very sick. He has a long way to go. Please look after him.”

I felt like I was talking to her.

I felt like she could hear me.

Then I started bawling again, repeating over and over, “Mommy loves you. Mommy misses you.”

When Justin came back with scissors, her hat was still off.

He looked at her hair and said, “I hate to cut her hair. It’s so beautiful.”

That felt like another loss.

I didn’t want to take anything from her body. She was perfect. But I also wanted any physical piece of her I could keep, any tiny part of her that could stay with us. Her hair was all we could take.

I pointed to the back of her neck where she had a lot of hair and said, “Let’s get a lock from here.”

When the scissors touched her hair, I watched.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “Just sit still.”

I don’t know why I said that.

The moment was gentle, but devastating. Justin cut a small lock of her hair and put it in a bag, then placed it in her memorial box. I put her hat back on and straightened it so it looked nice.

And it did.

She looked beautiful.

No tubes. No wires. No monitors.

Just a baby.

Just our baby girl.

Time in the transition room was distorted. I don’t know how long we were there. I wasn’t watching a clock. It felt slow and stretched out, painstakingly slow, but still somehow not long enough.

Eventually Justin had moved to the table near the window.

I was still rocking her when he asked, “Do you feel ready to go?”

There was no right answer.

Part of me wanted to say no. Part of me was angry that the question even had to be asked. Angry at everything. Everyone. The universe. God. All of it.

I didn’t want to leave.

I wanted to stay there forever.

But I knew I couldn’t. I knew she wasn’t really there anymore. Not in the way I wanted her to be. I was holding her body, her shell, but I believed her soul had already moved on.

So reluctantly, I said yes.

“I’m ready.”

But I wasn’t.

Ready just meant I knew I had to go.

Justin stepped into the hallway and told the nurse we were ready. When she came back in, she explained that Noelle would need to go into the bassinet so they could wheel her down to the morgue. She said we could walk with her, but I couldn’t carry her.

Heat rose through my body.

It started in my stomach and moved upward, anger and pressure building fast. I told her firmly that I wanted to walk her down. I wanted to carry her.

It was not really a question.

It was the last motherly choice I had.

I wanted to walk her there myself. I didn’t want her to be afraid. I wanted her to believe Mommy was walking her. That Mommy was still with her. That I was not handing her off too soon.

The nurse stepped out into the hallway. A few seconds later she came back with papers and said okay. We could follow her, and I could hold Noelle while we walked.

I took a deep breath, stood up, and followed automatically.

When I stood with Noelle in my arms, my body changed. I gripped her tighter so she wouldn’t slip, so I wouldn’t fall, so I could steady myself. She was physically light, but in that moment it felt like I was carrying a thousand pounds.

Time stopped.

My body kept moving forward, but time was frozen.

The walk to the morgue is vague in places, but I remember the elevator.

There were two elevators side by side. The one on the left dinged, and the orange light above it glowed before the doors opened. Inside, at the back, stood a female doctor I didn’t know. She was holding papers, I think.

The nurse stayed near the front by the control panel and pushed the button for the ground level. Justin stood to my right. I stood with my back against the wall, holding Noelle.

The doctor looked down at the floor.

She never looked up.

Not once.

Her hands were clasped in front of her, her head lowered. I had a feeling deep in my bones that she knew what was happening. The silence felt respectful. Intentional.

I was aware of my breathing then. It was shallow, like all inhale and no exhale. I felt like I was suffocating.

The elevator stopped one floor down, but it wasn’t our floor.

The doors opened, and an older couple stood there, a man and a woman. The man seemed confused and tried to step on. The nurse said we were going to the ground floor and would send the elevator back up.

The man said they also needed the ground floor.

He sounded genuinely perplexed.

Then I made eye contact with the older woman.

I was crying, holding Noelle, frozen in place.

The woman looked at me, and in that one second, something passed between us. Warmth. Compassion. Recognition. Like she understood without being told.

She grabbed her husband’s arm and said, “Honey, we’ll wait. They’ll send it back up for us.”

I couldn’t say thank you.

I just looked at her, then looked back down at Noelle as the doors closed.

That look made it harder somehow. It felt like a mother seeing another mother at the beginning of a grief she already understood in some deep, human way. Like she knew the stakes. Like she knew everything I was going to miss.

When we got to the ground level, the doctor still didn’t move. The doors opened, and the nurse and Justin walked out in front of me. I followed, carrying Noelle firmly in my arms.

I remember walking fast, trying to keep up.

I hated myself for walking fast.

I wanted everything to stop. I wanted to freeze the hallway, freeze the hospital, freeze the whole world so I wouldn’t have to take another step.

There were people in the hallway. Hospital staff. Strangers. I kept my head down and looked only at Noelle. I tried to shield her from people. I didn’t want them to see her and wonder what was wrong. I didn’t want them to be afraid of her. I didn’t want anyone’s pity touching her.

We passed two older women, and I heard one of them say, “Oh, it’s a baby.”

I didn’t look up.

Justin said, “Please don’t say anything.”

I still didn’t look up.

I just kept carrying her.

When we reached the morgue, the nurse said, “We’re here. This is it.”

My legs started to give out.

Justin had to support me, his hand on my back, holding me in place because I could not fully hold myself up anymore. I was shaking visibly. My lips were quivering. Tears were not falling one by one anymore. They were a flood.

I stood at the door. I did not look inside.

The nurse waited patiently.

I said okay.

Then I closed my eyes and kissed Noelle one last time.

I kissed her cheek. Her forehead. I lingered there, crying against her skin, trying to hold on.

“I love you so much, Noelle,” I said. “I love you so, so much. Always remember that.”

My tears were getting her wet again, but I couldn’t stop.

Then I looked at the nurse, my eyes full of tears, and said, “Keep her warm. She needs to be warm.”

I knew she was gone.

But I still believed it mattered.

The nurse said, “I will.”

Softly. Almost like a whisper.

And something inside me released just a little, because it felt like I wasn’t leaving Noelle alone. I wasn’t just dropping her off at the morgue. I was leaving her with someone who would take care of her.

I held Noelle out with both arms.

I hesitated.

My arms were shaking. When the nurse reached for her, her hands and arms brushed against mine. She was steady. Grounding. For one second, I stopped shaking.

The nurse took Noelle carefully, cradling her like she was her own baby.

“I’ll be very careful with her,” she said. “I’ll keep her warm.”

The second Noelle left my hands, I wanted to reach out and pull her back.

But Justin had his arms around me from the side. Not forcefully. Grounding me. Holding me together. Keeping me from falling apart in the hallway.

I wanted to look back.

I chose not to.

I was afraid of what I might see. And I knew if I looked again, I might not be able to leave.

The last thing I remember is Justin helping me turn away.

After that, nothing.

I don’t remember walking out of the hospital. I don’t remember the car ride home. I don’t remember leaving Piedmont at all.

The next thing I remember is lying on my couch in the living room.

The TV was on in the background. I was covered by one of the blankets we kept around the house. The couch was light brown, cloth, and I remember feeling the texture of it under me. I was staring at the ceiling.

I wasn’t crying.

I was empty.

Completely hollowed out.

I knew I was awake, but I still wasn’t fully sure it wasn’t a dream. I didn’t know how I had gotten home. I didn’t remember the drive. I didn’t remember walking into the house. I had skipped to the end of the day somehow, but the day was still inside me.

Saying goodbye to Noelle did not feel like an ending.

It felt like something I could not grasp even while it was happening.

And handing her over did not feel like letting her go.

It felt like something was being taken from me that I had no choice in.

Not by the nurse.

By God.
14C — The Day Doesn’t Hold Together

The next thing I remember is laying on the couch.

My eyes were already open, but they weren’t focused on anything. Just open. The first thing I noticed was the sunlight coming through the window. It wasn’t bright or harsh—just there. I remember looking toward the corner of the living room at the tan cat tower we had, just laying there staring at it.

My body felt empty.

Not heavy. Not light. Just… nothing.

It felt like I had been there for a while, but I had no idea how long. There was no sense of arriving. No sense of getting there. I was just already there.

It took a second for everything to come back.

I understood what had happened that day. I knew Noelle had died. I knew we had seen Sebastian that morning. But it didn’t hit emotionally. It didn’t land.

It just sat there like a fact.

The TV was on somewhere in the background. I don’t remember what was playing, but I could hear it. It sounded far away. Everything in the room felt far away.

Justin wasn’t there. He had gone upstairs and was laying in the bed.

The next thing I remember is being in the shower.

I don’t remember getting in. I don’t remember turning it on. I just remember standing under the water with it turned as hot as it would go. I think I was trying to jolt myself back into my body, but it didn’t really work.

I wasn’t actively washing. I might have been, but I don’t remember. I was just standing there.

The water didn’t feel comforting.

It didn’t really feel like anything.

Justin came into the bathroom and stood at the door. He told me he was going to pack up all of the baby girl clothes—bows, bloomers, everything we had bought—and put them in a bag. He suggested we take them to Children’s Healthcare of Atlanta at Scottish Rite that evening when we went to visit Sebastian and donate them.

I agreed.

I didn’t think about it any further.

The next thing I remember is being back at CHOA.

I don’t remember the drive there. I don’t remember walking in. I don’t remember checking in.

I remember telling Justin I needed to use the bathroom in the main lobby. He said he would wait for me in the seating area.

I went into the bathroom, and when I came out of the stall, I was alone. I walked over to the sink and washed my hands. The counter was gray granite—smooth and cool to the touch. I dried my hands with those rough, brown paper towels.

Then I looked up at myself in the mirror.

My face was puffy.

My eyes were red, even though I wasn’t crying. Everything looked swollen. I just stood there for a second, looking at myself, trying to make myself look presentable enough for the outside world.

Then I left.

I don’t remember seeing Sebastian.

I know I was there. I’m sure I took pictures, just to prove to myself later that I had been there. But I don’t remember it.

I remember being in his pod, and I remember Justin handing a nurse a large gift bag filled with Noelle’s clothes. I remember him explaining that she had died that morning and that we wanted to donate everything.

The nurse said thank you and took the bag.

That’s all I remember.

I don’t remember leaving the hospital.

I don’t remember the drive home.

The next thing I remember is being on the interstate.

We were stuck in traffic on the connector in Atlanta. There was a car to my right—a tan 2005 Honda Civic. It looked exactly like the one I had driven for years. Same color. Same interior. Even the windows weren’t tinted, just like mine hadn’t been.

There was a young couple inside. A man driving, a woman in the passenger seat.

They had things hanging from their rearview mirror—keys, lanyards, random items—just like I always used to have hanging from mine.

It felt like I was looking at a version of us from years before.

Like déjà vu.

We didn’t say anything about it. We just looked.

Then traffic started moving, and the moment was gone.

There are gaps everywhere else.

Not blurry gaps. Not fuzzy edges.

Empty.

It doesn’t feel like something happened and I can’t remember it.

It feels like nothing was ever there.

Like time skipped.

My body kept moving through the day, but I wasn’t choosing anything. I wasn’t in control of anything. My body just knew what to do and did it without asking me.

Couch.

Shower.

Hospital.

Interstate.

And then nothing again.

If I had to describe that entire afternoon and evening in one word, it would be blank.

There was nothing there.

Nothing at all.
15A — Time Stops / You Keep Moving

I stopped tracking days immediately.

It didn’t matter anymore. I didn’t care what day it was. Time felt irrelevant.

Mornings were the only thing that had any kind of shape to them, and even that was routine more than awareness. The first thing I would do when I woke up was check the CHOA app—Sebastian’s overnight notes, his labs if they were in, his nurses, his doctors. I did it every single morning without thinking. It just became automatic.

Other than that, there was no real sense of morning or night. I don’t remember waking up the next day after Noelle died. I don’t remember any specific day in those first weeks. Nothing felt new. It all felt like the same day, just stretched out.

If someone had asked me what day it was, I could have figured it out if I looked at my phone or a calendar. But it wasn’t important. The only way I even knew time was moving forward was through small reminders—Christmas music playing in stores, people buying gifts, Justin going back to work during the week.

That was it.

Everything else felt like it was standing still.

I went to CHOA every day.

There was no more splitting time between two hospitals, so logistically it was easier, but that didn’t make anything feel easier. I just went. Every day. That became the only real anchor I had.

After the intensity of saying goodbye to Noelle, everything was replaced with numbness.

I wish there was a better word for it, but there isn’t.

It was nothing.

A void. Like there was just… nothing inside me.

And as strange as it sounds, that silence felt better than what came before it. The chaos, the panic, the overwhelming pain—it was gone. In its place was just this empty stillness.

I was still in shock. Completely.

Physically, I was moving through the world, but emotionally I was stuck somewhere else entirely. I didn’t know what to think, what to feel, or even where I was mentally. I wasn’t really there.

I felt unreachable.

I was still getting up, going places, doing what needed to be done—but it didn’t feel like I was choosing any of it. It felt like there was a script somewhere, and my body knew how to follow it. I just had to trust it to keep going.

I didn’t let myself stop.

I stayed busy in whatever ways I could remember—going to the store, ordering groceries, taking care of the house, driving to CHOA every day to see Sebastian. If I stopped, even for a second, the feelings would start to come up, and they were too much. Too uncomfortable. Too painful.

So I didn’t stop.

Knowing that Sebastian was still alive and fighting, while Noelle was gone, was impossible to hold at the same time.

I hate to say it, but I pushed the reality of Noelle’s death away.

Anytime a thought about her came up, I forced it down. Harder. Deeper. I didn’t want to feel it or think about it or acknowledge it. Her death felt the same way the weather does—just a fact. Something that exists whether you want it to or not.

And that scared me.

Because it didn’t feel like it was happening to my baby.

It felt like it was happening to someone else’s.

I would catch that thought and get angry at myself immediately. I would think, what is wrong with you? Good mothers would be falling apart right now. Good mothers wouldn’t be able to eat. They wouldn’t be able to function.

But I was eating.

I was moving through my day.

So I took that as proof that I was failing her. That I wasn’t a good mom.

My body wouldn’t let me collapse, even when I wanted to.

And that was terrifying.

The world didn’t feel like it should have stopped—but it didn’t.

I remember being in a mall around Christmas, near the hospital. We went into Bath & Body Works, and I picked out a few things, trying to grasp onto something normal.

I didn’t feel excited to be there. I was just… trying.

The girl at the register had a name tag on.

Noelle.

Same spelling.

I froze.

Completely.

The store was crowded and loud, but everything around me faded out. My heart started pounding, I could feel myself sweating, my breathing went out of sync. It was like I had tunnel hearing—everything narrowing down to just her name.

I remember staring at it, tracing each letter in my head.

N-O-E-L-L-E.

I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t move. I just stood there.

I don’t remember paying. I don’t remember leaving.

That part is gone.

There were other moments, though. Small ones.

I remember seeing Sebastian in a preemie outfit for the first time. It was still too big on him—hanging off of him, baggy—but it was the first time he looked like a baby who could actually wear clothes.

I felt proud.

Excited, even.

Like I could finally start bringing clothes for him, something normal, something small that felt like progress.

There was hope there.

Tiny. Fragile. But there.

I remember getting a call from his doctor, Dr. Sysyn, about a week before Christmas. He told me Sebastian had been successfully extubated and was on high flow.

It’s cliché, but it felt like my heart did cartwheels.

I was smiling so big that he said he could hear it through the phone.

And he was right.

We drove to CHOA immediately after that call, and Sebastian looked like a real baby. He was making progress. Around Christmas and New Year’s, it started to feel like maybe—just maybe—he might actually come home.

We were offered a stay at the Ronald McDonald House since we lived so far away. It didn’t make sense while Noelle was still alive, but we stayed one weekend in December.

At first, it felt uncomfortable.

Temporary. Not ours.

But after the new year, we ended up extending our stay.

My body during those weeks was completely drained.

Exhausted in a way that didn’t even feel like exhaustion anymore.

I was running on less than zero.

I didn’t feel hunger, not really. I forced myself to eat because I knew I was supposed to, but I had no interest in it. My body felt like something separate—something I was responsible for taking care of, but not something I was connected to.

I didn’t feel like the same person.

It was like I had been a new mom to twins, and then in a blink, I was something else entirely—a mom to a baby who had died and another who was still fighting to live.

And I remember thinking that this was just how my life was going to be now.

Hollow.

Empty.

Like whatever made life feel full before was just… gone.

And I wasn’t even sure anymore if I wanted anything different.
15B — Ronald McDonald House

The first time we walked into the Ronald McDonald House Charities was in the middle of December.

It didn’t feel like home.

It felt like a really nice hotel.

There was a full kitchen, a walk-in pantry, a living area, a playroom, places to sit and relax. Everything was clean. Thought out. Intentional. My body relaxed when we walked in, but it wasn’t relief. It was just… a shift.

We hadn’t left the stress behind.

We had just relocated it.

The only difference was that now we were closer to Sebastian.

That was it.

The first time we went up to our room, we had already decided we were just going to stay the weekend and probably not come back. We felt uneasy being there, like we didn’t quite belong. Like we were out of place in a space meant for something heavier than what we thought we were carrying.

But something about that weekend shifted.

Not all at once. Not in a single moment. Just small things.

The staff was kind in a way that didn’t feel forced. The atmosphere was quiet but welcoming, even if I didn’t fully believe it at first.

I remember one night, me and Justin were sitting in the dining area around 9:30. We had just gotten back from visiting Sebastian. The lights were off, but not completely—just dim enough that we could see. We were eating quietly, not really talking.

A staff member came by and said we could turn the lights on if we wanted, that we didn’t have to sit in the dark.

We told her it was okay.

She said, “Okay, but if you want to, you can. Don’t feel like you can’t.”

It was such a small thing.

But it stuck.

It made the space feel more intentional. Like we weren’t just passing through—we were allowed to exist there.

Our room was simple, but thoughtfully put together.

There was a closet immediately to the left when you walked in, a counter with a sink and a wall-sized mirror, glass shelves on either side. To the right was a sliding barn door that led into a large, accessible bathroom. There were two queen beds, a flat screen TV, a nightstand, a big window.

The colors were neutral. Muted. Nothing bright.

It reminded me of a hotel, but softer. Like someone had tried to make it feel like home.

There were always fresh flowers and a welcome note waiting for us. The first time, there was a small stuffed animal—Thumper from Disney. We kept it for Sebastian.

We unpacked.

Even though we had said we wouldn’t be back.

And eventually, we were.

We started staying there more regularly—switching between a week at home and a week at RMH. And over time, it became more comfortable.

Not home.

But less foreign.

The building itself was quiet.

Dinner time was the busiest—families gathering, people eating, talking—but even then it wasn’t loud. Just normal conversation. Cafeteria chatter. It was comforting and isolating at the same time.

Everyone there was going through something.

And I didn’t want to look at them too closely.

I noticed other families. Parents. Children.

A lot of them had their child with them.

We didn’t.

Sebastian was still in the NICU across the street.

And even though no one said anything, I felt judged. I felt like I had to keep my head down, avoid eye contact, avoid interaction. I didn’t want to be asked questions I couldn’t answer.

I felt protective of my space.

Disconnected.

There were moments where I could have engaged—where Justin even encouraged me to—but I didn’t. I didn’t want connection. I just wanted to get through it.

Even something simple, like a group of women hosting a flower arrangement activity in the dining area—I wanted to go. I thought about it.

But I couldn’t.

What if they asked why I was there?
What if they asked about my child?
What if I had to explain?

So I didn’t go.

I waited until they left.

And then I went back with Justin and made my own arrangement from what was left.

That felt easier.

Controlled.

We used the common spaces sometimes. The kitchen. The dining area.

Other times, I avoided them completely.

It depended on what I could handle.

During the day, if Justin was at work, I would do small things—laundry, tidying the room—and then go visit Sebastian. Sometimes I would come back and sit in the dining area alone, just looking out the window at traffic passing by.

Watching life move.

Feeling like I wasn’t part of it anymore.

At night, going back to the room was automatic.

No thought. Just movement.

We brought our Fire Stick from home so we could watch the same shows we always watched. In those moments, sitting in bed with the TV on, it almost felt normal.

Almost.

The NICU still felt more real than RMH.

It was familiar. It was where Sebastian was.

Leaving the hospital to go back to RMH didn’t feel like leaving him. It felt temporary. Like stepping away for a moment.

Different from going home.

Going home felt like leaving him behind.

RMH felt like a pause.

A breath.

I knew I would be back in a couple of hours.

That made it easier.

Waking up there in the mornings didn’t feel heavy. It felt purposeful. I was going to the hospital either way—whether we stayed at home or there—so being closer felt like a relief.

If something happened, I could be there in minutes.

That mattered.

But there was also guilt.

I didn’t feel like we deserved to be there.

I would look at other families and think their situation was worse. That their child was sicker. That they needed it more than we did.

And then that thought would flip.

If we were there… then that meant Sebastian was that sick.

That realization made everything feel more real than I wanted it to be.

There were moments of quiet care.

One night, after picking out items for Sebastian during a holiday event, a staff member told us to choose something for ourselves. I didn’t expect that. It caught me off guard.

I picked out a pair of pink and white Sherpa socks.

The next morning, I sat in the recliner by the window, Justin already gone to work, and I put them on.

They were soft.

Warm.

I sat there for a few minutes, just wiggling my toes, focusing on how they felt.

And for a second, something in me loosened.

Not everything.

Just… enough.

A quiet exhale.

Then it faded.

Like everything else did.

By the time we started staying there more regularly after the new year, it didn’t feel temporary anymore.

It felt like this was just my life now.

Not logically.

But in my body.

This was it.

A place to sleep. A place to pause. A place to wait.

Because that’s what it felt like.

A waiting area.

Not for something good.

Not for resolution.

Just waiting for the next thing to happen.

The next shoe to drop.

And when it did, at least I would be close to Sebastian.
15C — NICU After Loss

Walking back into the NICU after Noelle died didn’t feel unfamiliar.

It felt like walking into a second home.

And that didn’t sit right with me.

My body would relax the moment I walked in, like it recognized the space, like it knew where it was. It went against everything I understood about that place. The NICU wasn’t somewhere people relaxed. It was life or death. It was uncertainty. It was alarms and waiting and fear.

And still—my body settled.

I remember thinking, why does this feel normal?

I brushed it off. Told myself it was because we had been there so long. That it made sense.

But it still felt wrong.

⸻

I avoided looking into other babies’ incubators.

I couldn’t do it.

But I would look at their whiteboards. I wanted to know who Sebastian’s neighbors were. I remember one name—Mateo. I would notice when babies arrived after Sebastian… and then left before him.

That part never got easier.

I would smile when families were discharged. I was genuinely happy for them. But it was always followed by this quiet, sinking reality when I turned back toward Sebastian.

They were going home.

We were still here.

And nothing about that felt like it was changing fast enough.

⸻

The sounds of the NICU changed after Noelle died.

Or maybe I changed.

Every alarm felt like an emergency, whether it was his or not.

If Sebastian’s oxygen dipped and that sharp alarm sounded, my body would lock instantly. My legs would go heavy, like they were filled with lead. I couldn’t move them even if I wanted to. My breath would stop. My chest wouldn’t rise. My arms wouldn’t respond.

My heart would drop so hard it felt like it echoed in my ears—loud, pounding, disorienting.

If his heart rate alarm went off, even for a second, it sounded exactly like it had when Noelle was dying.

There was one moment where it dipped and the alarm started, and I didn’t see Sebastian anymore.

I saw her.

It was like he disappeared and she took his place.

The room shifted. The sound was the same. The feeling was the same.

And I froze.

Nurses rushed in. His respiratory therapist came over. People were moving, checking, doing what they needed to do.

And I couldn’t move.

I was stuck in a flashback.

I remember this wave of guilt hitting me because I thought—he needs me right now—and I couldn’t get back to him. I couldn’t pull myself out of it. I remember thinking, what does this mean about me?

Am I stuck on Noelle because I loved her more?

That thought alone felt like something I should never even be capable of thinking.

And I hated myself for it.

⸻

At his bedside, I started to lean in more.

Physically closer.

When he moved to an open crib a couple of weeks after Noelle died, I didn’t recognize it at first. I turned the corner expecting to see his incubator, and when I saw the crib, my first reaction was panic.

They moved him. Something’s wrong.

Then I saw his name on the whiteboard.

And everything shifted.

Relief came fast. Then joy. Then something lighter than anything I had felt in a long time.

I smiled so hard my face hurt. I took pictures and sent them to Justin immediately.

And for the first time, I didn’t have to ask permission to touch him.

That alone felt like freedom.

I would lean over the crib, hold his hand, rest my hand on his head. He was so soft. Still fragile, but different.

Less like glass.

More like a baby.

⸻

My touch changed.

It became more intentional.

Less about checking, more about connecting.

There was one moment where he was asleep, and I traced the curve of his ear with my finger. Slowly. Carefully.

And everything else faded.

No monitors. No thoughts. No fear.

Just him.

It was the first time I remember being fully present with him without scanning, without anticipating something going wrong.

It felt almost… euphoric.

Like time had slowed down just enough for me to catch up to it.

And then it faded.

Not abruptly. Just… gently slipping away.

⸻

My thoughts were usually the same when I saw him.

A breath.

There’s my baby.

He looks good today.

Even if I didn’t say it out loud, it was always there.

⸻

Fear changed after Noelle died.

Before, it was constant. Loud. Always there.

After, it got quieter—but heavier.

When he was extubated and moved to high flow, it felt like pieces of that fear were breaking apart. Like something inside me was loosening.

But underneath that, there was something else.

Something that felt inevitable.

Like I was just waiting for it to come back.

Waiting for something else to go wrong.

⸻

My mind didn’t stay in one place.

When I walked through the NICU, there was a pod near the entrance—a baby girl. I never saw her clearly, but her space was decorated with bows. Pink blankets. Little details that made it obvious.

Every time I passed it, I thought about Noelle.

I thought about the bows I had just donated.

I wondered if any of them were there.

And then I would reach Sebastian’s bedside, and it felt like I had to switch.

Like I had to choose.

If I stayed with Noelle in my mind, I would get angry with myself.

Why can’t I move on?

Why can’t I focus on him?

But if I focused on Sebastian, something in me would push back.

Don’t forget her.

Don’t leave her behind.

It didn’t matter which direction I went.

It always felt wrong.

Like I was failing one of them no matter what I chose.

I didn’t know how to hold both at the same time.

⸻

The staff didn’t act drastically different.

They were kind. They gave condolences.

But I felt the shift.

One day, we were walking up to his bedside, and a group of nurses and a respiratory therapist were talking quietly. Laughing.

One of them noticed us and said, “Hush, here comes the parents. This is the one that lost their other baby.”

I heard it.

Every word.

My first thought was:

Is that all we are now?

I didn’t want to be that.

I didn’t want that to be how people saw us.

We had names.

We were more than that moment.

But in that space, in that second—I felt nameless.

⸻

Other parents felt distant.

Even when we were in the same room.

There was a NICU parent event before Christmas—an arts and crafts thing where we made wreaths for our babies.

I wanted to go.

I tried.

I sat there, smiled, did the activity.

But I felt completely removed.

Like I was watching it from the outside.

They were parents.

And I didn’t know what I was anymore.

A NICU mom.

A medical mom.

A grieving mom.

A twin mom?

Or not anymore?

That question stayed with me.

And none of the answers felt right.

⸻

Time in the NICU moved fast.

Too fast.

Some days I wanted to stay longer.

Some days I needed to leave.

When we stayed at Ronald McDonald House, it was easier to leave.

Not easy.

Just… easier.

Because I was close.

If something happened, I could be back in minutes.

But even then, leaving was automatic.

My body did it whether I wanted to or not.

⸻

One of the clearest moments I have is Christmas Day.

He was wearing a teal fleece sleeper with little white baby yetis on it. It was too big. His IV arm was still out.

But he was dressed.

Like a real baby.

And I cried.

Not out of sadness.

Out of something else.

Something lighter.

Like pressure releasing from somewhere I didn’t know it had been building.

⸻

I didn’t feel like I belonged in the NICU.

But I didn’t belong anywhere else either.

So it was the closest thing I had.

⸻

Standing there after losing Noelle felt like holding two truths at the same time.

Clinging to hope for Sebastian.

While bracing for the moment I might lose him too.

And it didn’t feel like a possibility.

It felt inevitable.
15D — Returning to Work

Going back to work wasn’t a choice.

It was a necessity.

I was out of paid leave. We needed the money. And there was an expectation that I would return for the second semester. I told myself I was ready—or at least that being back would help. That it would keep me busy. That it would give me something familiar to hold onto.

In hindsight, it was avoidance.

But at the time, it felt like survival.

⸻

The morning of my first day back, I stood in the bathroom with the overhead lights off. Just a small mirror light glowing on the counter. Soft. Dim.

I looked at myself.

Hair in a messy bun. Purple hoodie. Jeans. Tennis shoes.

And I said out loud, “You’re ready. You got this.”

The words felt hollow.

Like they had no weight behind them. No backbone. Like I was trying to convince myself of something I already knew wasn’t true.

I wasn’t ready.

But I needed to believe I was.

⸻

Driving to work felt surreal.

The building itself was familiar. The outside looked exactly the same. But I couldn’t anticipate what it would feel like once I walked inside. I didn’t know how people would look at me. What they would say. What they had heard.

I sat in the car for a minute before getting out.

Talking to myself again. Breathing. Trying to settle the pounding in my chest.

Then I opened the door.

⸻

The hallway was silent.

I was one of the first ones there.

The heavy metal door clicked shut behind me—loud, final. It echoed in a way that made everything feel permanent.

Like I had just locked myself into something.

The air smelled stale. Like nothing had moved in weeks. Lockers lined the hallway, that same light gray color. When I stepped into my classroom, it smelled like pencils. Crayons. Paper.

School.

And I remember thinking, I’m back.

But it didn’t feel like coming back.

It felt like stepping into something that didn’t fit anymore.

⸻

I knew how to do my job.

That part hadn’t changed.

I knew how to plan lessons. Run meetings. Teach. Keep things moving. I knew how to play the game.

So I did.

But it felt like I was watching myself do it.

Like I was performing a version of myself that everyone else expected to see.

There was no life behind it.

⸻

People didn’t know what to do with me.

Some avoided it completely. Tiptoed around me. Spoke carefully. Like I might break if they said the wrong thing.

Others asked the “right” questions.

“How are you doing?”
“Are you ready to be back?”
“We’re here for you if you need anything.”

That one made me angry.

I know it was meant to be kind.

But it felt empty.

Like a way to move past the discomfort instead of actually sitting in it.

I remember thinking, don’t say that. Just treat me normal.

⸻

Some people hugged me.

I hate hugs.

My body would stiffen immediately. My skin would crawl. Every instinct in me wanted to pull away, but I didn’t.

I stayed.

Because socially, that’s what I thought I was supposed to do.

Even though it made me feel like I was trying to exist inside a body that wasn’t mine.

⸻

Most people asked about Sebastian.

“How is he doing?”
“Is he getting stronger?”
“Is he still in the hospital?”

Those were easier to answer.

But hardly anyone asked about Noelle.

And that sat with me.

I would sit at my desk, staring at my computer, thinking—why aren’t they asking about her?

I told myself it was because they were waiting for me to bring it up.

That it was too sensitive.

But another part of me felt like she was being erased.

Like she didn’t count.

I had left work pregnant with twins.

I came back still a mother of twins.

One just wasn’t here anymore.

And I wanted people to acknowledge that.

I wanted them to say her name.

But I didn’t want to be the one to force it.

So I stayed quiet.

And then got angry at them for being quiet too.

⸻

There was a faculty meeting that day.

We were all gathered in the lunchroom, and one of the assistant principals stood up and started welcoming everyone back.

Then she mentioned me.

Said I had returned.

Asked me to stand and wave.

I felt the blood drain from my face.

I didn’t want that.

I didn’t want attention. I didn’t want recognition. I didn’t want to be presented to the room like something to be acknowledged.

But I stood up anyway.

Gave a small, limp wave.

Sat back down.

And felt humiliated.

Like I had just been put on display.

⸻

Later, during a group activity, another teacher asked if I wanted to come up and participate.

I didn’t.

But I said yes.

I walked to the front of the room, and it felt like every set of eyes was on me. Not just looking—but cutting through me. Like I was being watched, analyzed, pitied.

I told myself, just get through this. Then sit down and disappear.

So I did.

I performed.

And then I disappeared again.

⸻

Teaching itself felt automatic.

Once the students came back, the pace picked up. There wasn’t time to think. And I didn’t let myself think.

I taught lessons. Solved equations. Moved from class to class.

My mind would start to drift—but I would pull it back immediately.

I couldn’t afford to go there.

Not here.

Everything felt meaningless in the bigger picture.

But I still did it.

Because I had to.

⸻

My body stayed on edge all day.

Overstimulated. Exhausted.

I drank coffee constantly just to keep going.

The fluorescent lights in my classroom triggered something in me. They reminded me of the hospital—of the overhead lights at Piedmont when Noelle was dying, of the hallways at CHOA.

If the lights were on too long, my vision would start to narrow. My breathing would change. Everything would feel like it was closing in.

So I kept them off.

Told people it was for the projector.

But really, it was because it felt safer.

⸻

There was one moment with a student that stuck with me.

He asked to get water. I told him no. He pushed back like kids do.

“I’m going to die of thirst,” he said.
“You wouldn’t want one of your babies to die, would you?”

He didn’t know.

He had no idea what he had just said.

But I froze.

Everything in my body lit up at once—like electricity. Anger. Pain. Shock. It was immediate and overwhelming.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t speak.

And then I redirected him calmly. Told him he could go get water later.

Protected him from what he had just done.

Because I didn’t want him to carry that.

Even though I was the one carrying it.

⸻

Time at work moved fast.

Too fast.

All I wanted to do was get through the day.

At the end of the day, there was always urgency.

I needed to get to Sebastian.

Even if nothing was wrong.

Even if I had already gotten a good update that morning.

I packed up as soon as I could. Left as soon as the kids were gone.

No lingering. No small talk.

Just go.

⸻

The drive to the hospital was the only place I didn’t have to perform.

Sometimes I drove in silence.

Windows down. Watching traffic.

Looking at other people in their cars and wondering what their lives looked like.

What they were carrying.

And wondering what they saw when they looked at me.

Did they see someone who had just lost a child?

Did they see someone on the way to the hospital to sit beside a baby who might not make it?

Or did they just see another car in traffic?

⸻

It felt like I was living three separate lives.

Work.

The hospital.

And this quiet, hidden space where I was grieving.

The only one that felt real was when I was alone.

In the car.

Not having to explain anything. Not having to act like anything.

Just… existing.

⸻

At work, I was a version of myself that didn’t fit anymore.

Before everything, I had been a circle—fitting naturally into that space.

Now I was something else entirely.

A square, trying to force myself back into a shape that hadn’t changed.

And I believed, at the time, that if I just tried hard enough, I would fit again.

That it was temporary.

That I would get back to who I was.

But I wasn’t that person anymore.

And I didn’t know how to be anyone else.
16A — The Call

The call didn’t come through as a voice at first. It came through as a number and a length.

I was sitting at my desk, the students already lined up at the door waiting for the bell to ring, talking over each other the way they always did. It was loud in that normal classroom way—chairs shifting, voices overlapping, someone laughing too loudly—but none of it registered as anything specific. Just noise.

I picked up my phone and saw the missed call from CHOA.

And underneath it, the voicemail.

Over a minute long.

The fear hit my throat first. It wasn’t even a thought—it was physical. My throat expanded like I couldn’t swallow, like something had lodged itself there. Then it dropped, slow and heavy, into my chest and stomach. My body froze before my mind could catch up.

I didn’t know what it was.

I just knew it wasn’t good.

I hit play.

The room kept moving around me—kids talking, shifting, waiting—but it all blurred into a low, constant buzzing, like bees. No words. No sentences. Just sound.

I stared at nothing in particular, scanning the room without landing on anything, trying to anchor myself. Trying to figure out where I was.

Was I here?

Was I back there?

Was this happening again?

Dr. Spafford’s voice was steady, clinical, familiar—but it didn’t feel like it belonged to me. It felt distant, like I was overhearing a conversation meant for someone else. I listened, but I didn’t understand. Not really.

Not until he said it.

A neurosurgeon.

He was going to have a neurosurgeon take a look at Sebastian’s scan.

That was the moment it dropped.

My stomach fell out of my body completely. I leaned forward slightly without meaning to, my whole body locking in place. Something inside me went rigid and cold even as my skin turned hot.

Oh fuck.

Here we go again.

The bell rang.

I knew I needed to tell the students to go. I knew what I was supposed to say. But when I tried, nothing came out. My throat closed completely—tight, stuck, disconnected from the rest of me. The words were there, but they couldn’t move.

So I just lifted my hand and waved them out.

They looked back at me for a second, confused, and then filed out on their own.

I didn’t care.

I didn’t care that I didn’t walk them to class like I was supposed to. I didn’t care about the rules, the expectations, the job. None of it mattered.

All I could think was—

He’s going to die.

That was it. Not what’s wrong, not can they fix it.

Just—

This is how he dies.

My body reacted before I could even process it. Heat flooded through me instantly, sharp and overwhelming, like my skin had been pulled tight over my body. I stood up too fast and walked to the thermostat, turning the air down as far as it would go, like that could fix it.

It didn’t.

My breathing was wrong—short, shallow, barely there. Not real breaths. Just enough to keep me upright.

I turned off the lights. Sat in the dim room. Tried to ground myself by touching the desks, the edges of things. You’re here. This is the classroom. This is now.

But it didn’t stick.

Everything felt like it was slipping.

The phone rang again.

Another CHOA number. I recognized the first three digits before I even answered.

I stepped outside because I didn’t have service in my room. The brick wall of the building pressed against my back as I leaned into it, my fingers tracing the rough texture without really feeling it.

Dr. Brahma.

He spoke calmly, explaining what he saw. Something about fluid. Pressure. One side not matching the other. He turned the call into FaceTime and showed me the scan—a dark background, a bright outline of a brain, one side visibly different from the other.

I could see that something was wrong.

But I couldn’t understand what it meant.

Not fully.

Not in a way that mattered.

I nodded. Agreed. Said yes at the right times. But inside, the same loop kept running over and over, louder and louder—

Can you save him?
Is he going to survive?
He’s going to die, isn’t he?

And then he said it.

“We’re going to do surgery.”

Everything inside me collapsed at once.

It felt like I had fallen to the ground, even though I was still standing. Like my body had given out without actually moving. My heart slammed so hard I could hear it—feel it—each beat like an electric shock moving through me.

Loud. Violent. Everywhere.

For a second, everything got even louder.

Then it narrowed.

Tunnel vision. One thought. One direction.

I have to get to him.

I hung up the phone and stood there for a second, staring at the ground.

The grass. The dirt.

“Why are you letting this happen again?” I whispered.

It came out quiet. Not meant for anyone else. Not even fully formed.

Just—

Why.

And then I moved.

No hesitation. No second thought. Just motion.

I walked fast down the hallway, my feet heavy with each step, like I was dragging weight I couldn’t see. The hallway stretched longer than it should have, like I was never going to reach the end.

I found my principal.

“Sebastian… needs surgery… right now. I have to go.”

My voice wasn’t steady. It came out fragmented, broken between breaths I couldn’t control. I had to stop and pull in a full breath just to finish the sentence.

He told me to go. Said they had it covered.

I didn’t believe him.

It didn’t matter.

I had already turned.

I told Frances as I passed her room, words rushing out, barely formed. She said she’d be waiting for an update. I nodded without really hearing her.

Back into my classroom.

Purse. Keys.

That’s all.

I didn’t look around. Didn’t think about anything else.

I walked out.
16B — The Drive That Wasn’t There

I grabbed my keys and my purse and walked out.

There was no hesitation, no looking back at the classroom, no second thought. My hands moved on their own. My body moved fast—too fast to think, too fast to feel. Just forward. Just go.

When I stepped outside, the air didn’t feel real. It felt distant, like I was already halfway somewhere else. Like I was heading toward another emergency and my body already knew it, even if my mind hadn’t caught up yet.

I got in the car, pulled the door closed, tossed my purse into the passenger seat, and hung my lanyard over the rearview mirror. I started the engine immediately. There was no pause. There couldn’t be. I just needed to get to the hospital.

I called Justin.

I told him Sebastian needed brain surgery. That it was happening now. Today.

The words came out of my mouth, but they didn’t feel like mine. It felt like I was repeating something I didn’t believe yet, something I hadn’t caught up to.

He hesitated. Shocked. Asked me to repeat it.

I said yes.

He said he was on his way. He’d meet me there.

I said okay.

And then—

Nothing.

The drive doesn’t exist.

Not blurry. Not faded. Not hard to remember.

It’s just… gone.

One second I’m in the car, on the phone with Justin, and the next—

I’m there.

At Sebastian’s bedside.

There’s no road. No traffic. No turns. No time passing. No memory of movement at all. It doesn’t feel like something I forgot. It feels like something that was never there to begin with.

Like my body drove, and my mind shut off.

Like time skipped forward without asking me.

There should be something there. There should be a drive, a sequence, a memory of getting from one place to the other.

But there isn’t.

It’s just blank.

And somehow… that felt normal.

Not okay. Not calm.

Just familiar.

Here we go again.

My body knew what to do this time. It didn’t need me.

⸻

The next thing I’m aware of, I’m walking into the NICU.

I don’t remember checking in. I don’t remember the elevator. I don’t remember the hallway.

I just remember turning the corner.

And seeing them.

Doctors. Nurses. Anesthesiologist. All around his bed.

The same way it was with Noelle.

My chest dropped instantly.

My breathing stopped.

My body slowed down like I had just hit a wall. I had been moving fast, almost rushing—and then suddenly I couldn’t. Each step got heavier. Slower. Like I was walking into something I was afraid to see.

I remember blinking really fast, like if I could just clear my vision, maybe it wouldn’t look the way I thought it did.

But it did.

I was already bracing for it.

This is it.

This is how he dies.

I didn’t look at Sebastian.

I couldn’t.

My eyes dropped and landed on Justin’s boots.

Brown. Slightly muddy. Work boots.

That’s where I stayed.

It felt safer to look at something solid. Something that wasn’t about to be taken from me. Something that didn’t confirm what I already believed was about to happen.

I stood there, staring at his boots, because I couldn’t face Sebastian yet.

Not like that.

⸻

Voices started coming back in pieces.

“This must be the parents.”

“Let’s go get Dr. Brahma.”

Movement around me. Hands. Bodies shifting.

My awareness came back in fragments, like someone slowly turning the lights back on inside my head.

But not all at once.

Just enough to know—

I was here.

And it was happening.
16C — The Decision and the Separation

They moved away from his bedside to make space for me.

That’s when I finally looked at him.

The last time I had seen Sebastian was the day before. I had gone straight to work that morning, planning to come back that evening like I always did. And when I saw him now—he looked the same.

Lying on his back. Head turned slightly to the left.

The only thing that was different was what he was wearing. It wasn’t his usual NICU setup. It was a small gown—white, with little baby designs on it—something that tied in the front. Something meant for surgery.

I stepped closer.

My body had been tight, braced, ready for the worst—but when I saw him, my shoulders dropped. My face softened. My eyes lowered. Just for a second, everything in me exhaled.

You’re still here.

My heart was still racing. Nothing about the situation had changed. But in that moment, standing over him, it was like my body allowed itself one breath before everything moved forward again.

⸻

Dr. Brahma came around and introduced himself.

By then, Justin was there—standing to my right. I don’t remember exactly when he arrived, just that he was there. Close enough to be real.

Dr. Brahma sat down at the computer next to Sebastian’s bed. He was calm. Not rushed. Not frantic. Even though everyone else in the room was already in motion—scrubs, hairnets, ready—he slowed everything down.

He pulled up the image.

The same one he had shown me earlier on FaceTime.

Black background. White outlines. The shape of a brain from above.

He pointed between the left and the right.

There was more space—more gap—on one side.

More fluid.

More pressure.

I could see that something wasn’t right. I didn’t need to understand the medical terms to know that.

He explained that they were going to go in and create a way for the fluid to reabsorb naturally. That this was the first option. That a shunt would only come later if needed.

He said it was minimally invasive.

When he said that, I exhaled.

Not relief. Not fully.

Just… something.

Something small enough to hold onto.

⸻

I nodded.

I agreed.

At some point I said, “Do whatever you need to do. I trust you.”

I don’t remember deciding to say it. It just came out.

Because there wasn’t a decision to make.

This wasn’t a choice.

This was survival.

⸻

He stood up.

And before he stepped away, he placed his hand on my shoulder—on my back—and gently rubbed it.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Mom.”

I hadn’t said I was scared.

But he knew.

I felt it in the way he said it.

And I wanted to cry in that moment—so badly—but I didn’t let myself. It felt selfish. Like if I let myself fall apart, something worse would happen.

So I held it in.

And I nodded.

⸻

As soon as he stepped away, the room shifted.

Everything sped up.

The nurses moved with purpose—checking lines, securing things, making sure the oxygen tank was attached to the cart. The team closed in around him, not chaotic, but urgent.

It was happening.

Now.

⸻

I stayed where I was.

I leaned over him and told him, “Mommy’s right here. Mommy’s not going anywhere. It’s going to be okay. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

The words came easily.

Too easily.

But the ones I wanted to say stayed inside.

Please don’t die.
Please don’t leave me.

I didn’t know who I was saying it to. Him. God. Anyone who might be listening.

So I didn’t say it out loud.

I just thought it. Over and over.

⸻

I touched him.

Stroked the top of his head. His face. Fixed his hair like that would somehow matter.

I lingered.

Because I didn’t know if this would be the last time I touched him alive.

⸻

Then they started moving him.

I didn’t move.

My body stayed planted exactly where I was.

I wanted to follow. Every part of me wanted to go with him—to walk beside him, to stay as close as I possibly could—but I didn’t.

It was like watching a movie where I was screaming at myself to move.

Go. Follow him. Don’t let him go alone.

But the version of me in that moment couldn’t hear it.

She just stood there.

⸻

They wheeled him out.

I couldn’t see him.

Not clearly.

Just the incubator. The equipment. The backs of the doctors and nurses surrounding him.

One second he was there—

And the next, he wasn’t.

No door I remember. No turn I can place.

Just gone from my line of sight.

⸻

My hands came together instinctively.

I grabbed onto my purse strap, holding it like it was something solid enough to keep me standing.

I kept my eyes on where he had been for as long as I could.

Trying to hold onto that last point in space.

⸻

“He’s a trooper,” I said.

“It’s going to be okay.”

My voice was controlled. Too controlled.

Justin stood next to me, quiet.

“Yeah,” he said.

That was it.

⸻

And then he was gone.

And the panic hit.

Not loud.

Not outward.

But inside—sharp, tight, immediate.

My breathing turned shallow. Almost like I was quietly hyperventilating without letting it show.

Because just like that—

He was out of my hands.

Completely.
16D — Waiting

The exact moment he disappeared from my line of sight, my body didn’t follow him. It turned toward the nurse instead, like I needed direction—like someone had to tell me what to do next. How long it would take. When he would be back. I just stood there. I didn’t move right away. There was nothing left to hold onto, so I grabbed the strap of my purse and held it tight, like that was enough.

When we finally walked out of the NICU, it felt like we were leaving something behind—even though he wasn’t physically there anymore. I still felt like I was walking away from him. There was this heaviness in my body, like I had to force every step forward. I remember looking down at the floor, at the square tile pattern, just trying to keep moving.

The walk to the cafeteria felt dull. Muted. Like everything around me had been turned down. We walked through the NICU doors, passed the family waiting room, made a few turns, got on the elevator, and rode down to the ground floor. I remember Justin trying to make me laugh in the elevator. I don’t remember what he said, just that he was trying. I knew I was more afraid than I was letting on.

There was another man in the elevator. Older. He had coffee or food in his hands. He asked if our child was in surgery, and we said yes—third surgery. He said they were on their sixth. That everything would be okay. That it all works out.

I remember feeling confused by that. Not angry—just confused. I didn’t understand how he could be so sure. But it was kindness. Just a stranger offering something steady in a place that didn’t feel steady at all.

We got to the cafeteria and got food. I got what I usually got—a sandwich, something to drink, something sweet. It was nice outside, so we sat on the balcony. It was windy. I remember the napkins blowing away and putting my cup on top of them so they wouldn’t move. The chairs were metal. The table was metal. The railing had these decorative gaps.

I ate, but it was forced. The food had no taste. I remember chewing ice and how loud it was—the crunch of it. And at the same time, I could hear the cars below, tires against the road. Those two sounds clashed in my head. They didn’t go together. It was like nails on a chalkboard, and I started to panic because I couldn’t control how I was hearing it. I felt out of control, so I stopped chewing.

And then Justin put his arm through the railing.

He said he could do it without getting stuck. I laughed—genuinely laughed—and told him he was going to get stuck. I pulled out my phone and started recording. He put his arm through and then said it was stuck, and I laughed harder. I thought he was joking. Then I thought maybe he wasn’t.

For a few minutes, it was just us laughing. Me telling him to use water to get it out. Me half believing it, half not. And then right as I said I was going to go get someone to help him, he pulled it out and said he was just playing.

I told him I thought he really got it stuck.

And for that moment, it didn’t matter what was true. It was just… light. It was just something normal in the middle of everything that wasn’t.

After that, we threw our trash away and went back upstairs to the family waiting room.

The waiting room was quiet. Vinyl chairs that scratched when you moved. A couch. A TV we couldn’t control. A small kitchen area. A refrigerator. A coffee station. It felt like every other hospital waiting room, but also like it existed outside of time.

We sat down. Justin moved around more than I did—different chairs, different spots. I stayed mostly still.

I avoided looking at the clock.

A few hours felt like hell inside my body. Like everything was barely functioning. Just enough to survive.

I had Sebastian’s beads with me. His beads of courage. Hundreds of them. I took them out and started stringing them. Small, oval-shaped, different colors. I focused on not putting the same colors together. That became the only rule that mattered.

Don’t put the same colors together.

Over and over.

It was something to do. Something I could control.

The thought that kept looping was simple:
Something is going to go wrong.

I tried not to imagine the surgery. When I did, I got dizzy and nauseated, so I pushed it away. Hard.

My body held the fear in my chest. A constant heat. A pressure that wouldn’t move. My breathing was shallow, like I couldn’t get a full breath no matter how hard I tried.

At one point, someone texted asking for an update. Then asked why I wasn’t asking the doctors. Told me to go ask.

And in that moment, I felt like I was failing him.

Like good moms would be asking. Pushing. Doing something.

But I couldn’t.

I just sat there. Waiting.

I told myself the doctor would come when it was done. That he was in the best place he could be. That the doctors knew what they were doing.

I don’t know if I believed it.

When my mind went to Noelle, I would hold my breath without realizing it. I wouldn’t take another breath until my lungs forced me to. Like my body had to remind me to stay alive.

I remember thinking—if something is going to happen, just do it now. Just get it over with.

By the time the waiting peaked, it felt lonely. Empty. Like I was just sitting there waiting for something I already believed was going to be bad.

Then I saw him.

Dr. Brahma was in his blue scrubs, standing just outside the waiting room. He saw us first through the glass and came around to where we were sitting.

The second I saw him, my heart dropped.

Everything inside me went silent.

It was like the world stopped spinning.

My brain started racing—everything that could have gone wrong, everything I was about to hear—but my body locked up. I couldn’t hear anything except what he was about to say. I stood up so fast I lost my balance and had to grab the arm of the chair to steady myself.

I remember thinking—if he stays standing, that’s good. If he sits down, that’s bad.

I don’t know why I thought that. I just did.

He stepped into the room, and we walked toward him. I was holding my breath, every muscle in my body tight, braced for impact.

And then he said it.

“First things first—Sebastian did great during surgery.”

That was it.

Nothing else he said mattered.

He was alive.

I felt it in my body immediately—a long inhale, like I was trying to catch up on breathing after not breathing at all. It was too much air all at once. It felt almost dangerous, like my body didn’t know what to do with it. I felt lightheaded. Weak. Like I might faint right there.

But I stayed standing.

I heard the rest—something about him going back to the NICU soon—but it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he was still here.

Justin asked when we could see him. I echoed it. We were told it would be soon.

I noticed the way Dr. Brahma stood, his hands clasped together, his voice calm, soft. Steady.

And for a second, I let myself feel relief.

But it didn’t last.

Because almost immediately, the thought came in:

So when is he going to die?

He didn’t die during brain surgery. So maybe it would be the next one.

We weren’t done.

I knew that.

Even standing there, hearing that he made it through, I was already bracing for what was coming next.
17 — After the Surgery

We saw them before we got back.

A small group—two or three doctors—wheeling him down the hallway, moving with purpose. Justin said he wanted to go immediately. I didn’t. I wanted to wait a few minutes. I don’t even know why. Maybe to prepare. Maybe to delay it.

But the second I felt that hesitation, it twisted into shame.

What kind of mother doesn’t go immediately?

So we went.

⸻

When we walked back into his pod, I couldn’t see him at first. He was hidden behind nurses and doctors and respiratory—people moving, adjusting, hooking things up. I just stood there, feeling like I was in the way, like I didn’t belong in the space around my own child.

And then I saw him.

He was swollen.

So swollen his eyes wouldn’t open. His face looked unfamiliar, stretched and tight, like his skin didn’t quite fit. The top of his head was shaved on one side, and there was a stitched incision in the shape of an L—black staples and stitches, more than I could count. It looked harsh. Too much for something so small.

They told me it was normal.

I nodded like I believed them.

But I didn’t.

⸻

I knew he had made it through the surgery. I knew that. I had been told that.

And seeing him there—physically there—was proof.

But it felt fragile. So fragile it didn’t feel real. Like if I moved wrong or thought the wrong thing, it would shatter.

So I didn’t move.

I didn’t get close. I didn’t touch him. I didn’t want to do anything that might break whatever thin thread was keeping him here.

My shoulders dropped just slightly. My body softened just enough to recognize—

he’s still here.

But it wasn’t relief.

Not really.

⸻

The first sign something was wrong wasn’t a feeling.

It was the monitor.

His heart rate started dropping.

Slow at first. Then lower.

The nurse said it was normal. That it was the anesthesia. That sometimes it just takes a few minutes to come out of it.

I nodded like I believed her.

But my body didn’t.

⸻

The panic hit instantly.

Not gradually. Not creeping in.

Immediate.

It started in my chest—tight and hot—and then spread everywhere at once. My breathing sped up without me trying. Shallow, uneven. I felt nauseated, dizzy. My skin got hot like it was stretched too tight over my body.

I sat down in the recliner without thinking. Just dropped into it.

Not closer to him.

Further away.

⸻

I told myself I was getting out of the way.

But really, I was trying to survive it.

⸻

His heart rate kept dropping.

And then the sound came.

That sharp, piercing alarm.

The same one.

⸻

It pulled me back instantly.

No transition. No separation.

Just—

Noelle.

⸻

The nurse put her hand on his chest, gently pressing, talking to him.

“Come on, buddy. Don’t forget to breathe.”

Someone called for respiratory.

Justin was standing at his bedside, and then suddenly he turned away, covering his face, crying.

I saw it.

But I didn’t go to him.

I couldn’t.

⸻

I wasn’t a participant.

I wasn’t even a mother in that moment.

I was just… there.

Watching.

⸻

I started rocking in the chair.

Not consciously. Not to calm down.

My body just did it.

Back and forth. Small movements. Mechanical. Like it was trying to regulate something I couldn’t reach.

My right hand was up near my face, my left in my lap. My legs wouldn’t move. I rocked using my body weight because my body wouldn’t respond any other way.

⸻

The sounds changed.

They felt physical.

Like I could reach out and touch them.

The alarms, the voices, the movement—it all pressed in around me. Loud and sharp and wrong.

Everything else disappeared.

⸻

My mind wasn’t in that room anymore.

It was back with her.

And I couldn’t tell the difference.

⸻

For a few seconds—or maybe longer—I didn’t know where I was.

I didn’t know if I was watching Sebastian or reliving Noelle.

It was the same.

The same sound. The same drop. The same feeling.

⸻

This is it.

That was the first sentence.

This is how he dies.

⸻

It didn’t feel like a new fear.

It felt like confirmation.

⸻

The respiratory therapist came and started working with him—gentle movements, trying to get him to breathe, to respond.

I watched their hands.

Only their hands.

I couldn’t look at anything else.

⸻

And then—

he started breathing.

⸻

It came back slowly. Not dramatic. Not instant.

Just enough.

Enough to stabilize.

Enough for the monitors to settle.

⸻

My body didn’t believe it.

⸻

My breathing slowed down after a few minutes, but it wasn’t relief. It was control. Forced control.

Inside, everything was still loud.

Still gripping.

Still braced.

⸻

I locked onto the monitor.

Every number. Every fluctuation.

If it dipped even slightly—just a few beats—I felt the panic spike again.

Over and over.

Like my body was waiting for it to happen again.

⸻

He was stable.

But my body didn’t get the message.

⸻

My heart was still racing. My muscles were locked. My eyes wide, scanning everything. Blinking too fast. Trying to keep up with something that had already passed.

It was like my body had taken over completely.

Like I wasn’t driving anymore.

⸻

I couldn’t move.

Not because I physically couldn’t.

But because it felt like if I did—if I shifted even slightly—I would break something.

Cause something.

Make it worse.

⸻

So I stayed still.

And watched.

⸻

We got lucky.

That’s what it felt like.

Not safe.

Not over.

Just—

lucky this time.

⸻

And the worst part was—

I already knew.

We were going to have to do it all again in a few days.
18 — The Days I Can’t Reach

When I try to think back on those days, there’s nothing.

Not hazy. Not incomplete.

Just… nothing.

Like the time isn’t just hard to remember—it’s gone. Like it never stored anywhere to begin with. Like I can reach for it and my hand just passes through empty space.

I know those days happened.

I have proof.

Pictures on my phone—taken every day when we visited him. Evidence that I was there. That I stood at his bedside. That I existed inside those hours.

But I can’t find myself in them.

⸻

There are fragments.

Small ones.

Disconnected.

I remember holding him a few days after his brain surgery.

I remember wanting to hold him—needing to. Strong enough that I didn’t care if he was still recovering. I told Justin I didn’t care. I was going to hold him.

And I did.

By then, the swelling had gone down. He could open his eyes. He had a pacifier—a gray one, clear—and he was off the ventilator, just on high flow.

I remember that.

Not clearly. Not fully.

Just a few seconds at a time, like flashes.

Enough to know it happened.

Not enough to feel like I was there.

⸻

Everything else is gone.

Not faded.

Gone.

⸻

I know I was going to the NICU.

I know I was standing there, looking at him, being with him.

But I don’t remember being there.

It feels like trying to remember something that never existed.

⸻

Time didn’t feel like it was moving.

Or maybe it was moving and I just wasn’t in it.

Days passed, but I wasn’t tracking them. I wouldn’t have been able to tell you what day it was, or what we did, or what anything looked like outside of those few fragments.

Everything felt muted.

Colorless.

Like the world had been turned down.

⸻

Even the moments I do remember don’t feel vivid.

They feel flat.

Distant.

Like I’m looking at them from far away instead of being inside them.

⸻

I knew another surgery was coming.

That part never left.

It wasn’t a thought I had to remind myself of. It wasn’t something I actively worried over in a loud way.

It just… existed.

Under everything.

Like a fact.

Scheduled. Inevitable.

Even if I wasn’t thinking about it, it was there.

⸻

My body kept going.

That’s the only way I can explain it.

I was moving. Eating. Sleeping. Driving. Visiting him.

But there was no thought behind any of it.

No decision.

No awareness.

Just motion.

⸻

It felt like I was managing my body instead of living in it.

Like it was something separate from me that I had to keep functioning, even if I wasn’t fully there to do it.

⸻

I remember being more exhausted than I had been before.

Not tired in a normal way.

Just… depleted.

Like there was nothing left to pull from.

⸻

Nothing grounded me.

Nothing felt real enough to hold onto.

Not the hospital.

Not outside of it.

Not even myself.

⸻

And the more I try to think back on it now, the worse it gets.

The harder I reach for those days, the darker it becomes.

Like the act of trying to remember pushes it further away.

⸻

It bothers me.

More than I want it to.

Because it feels like I lost something I should have had.

Like I failed.

⸻

I don’t know if that’s guilt or fear or something else, but it sits heavy.

Like I should remember.

Like I should be able to say what those days looked like, what I did, how I showed up for him.

But I can’t.

And there’s something about that that feels wrong.

⸻

It’s scary, too.

To think that I moved through days of my life without being fully aware of them.

That my body just… took over.

That I trusted it to do the right thing without me.

⸻

I don’t know how I made it through those days.

I just know that I did.

⸻

And underneath all of it—

even in the blankness—

I knew what was coming.

⸻

Another surgery.

⸻

The brain surgery had worked.

He was still here.

But that didn’t mean anything about what would happen next.

⸻

If anything, it just felt like we had gotten lucky.

⸻

And I knew—

we weren’t done.
19A - Routine, They Said

This morning didn’t feel new. It felt familiar in a way that sat heavy in my body before I even saw him. I had come early because we were staying at RMH, and as I walked into the NICU, there was already tension everywhere—threaded through my shoulders, my chest, my legs. It wasn’t sharp like panic. It was controlled. Contained. Like something I was holding in place on purpose.

It felt like my body wasn’t fully mine. Like I was inside it, but it was running on something older than me—something that already knew what this day meant.

When I got to his bedside, he looked like my baby.

That was the first thing I noticed. Not the monitors, not the room—him. Asleep. Small. Still him.

And then I noticed the blood transfusion.

It didn’t scare me. It didn’t even register as something to question. By that point, transfusions were just part of the landscape—something that happened. I didn’t ask why. I didn’t look for meaning in it. It was just there, like everything else we had learned to accept without thinking too hard.

Other than that, he looked the same.

And underneath everything, there was this cautious excitement I couldn’t quite hold onto. A jitter in my skin that didn’t fully settle anywhere. Because this was supposed to be a good day. This was the surgery that meant progress. The one we had known was coming. The one that meant he was getting closer to going home.

When they said it was routine, something in my body softened.

That word—routine—settled over me like a weighted blanket. Not heavy in a crushing way, but in a precise, intentional way. It pressed down on all the right places. It quieted something. For a moment, I could breathe.

Routine meant they knew what they were doing.
Routine meant this wasn’t new.
Routine meant this would be okay.

And I believed it.

Or at least, part of me did.

Because just as quickly as that sense of safety settled in, something else pushed back. Hard.

It felt dangerous to lean into it. Almost morally wrong. Like I should know better by now. Like believing something would be okay was the mistake.

Hope didn’t feel safe.
Danger felt safer.

And my body held both at the same time.

It was like pressing the gas and the brake at once. Internally, everything was firing—my muscles twitching in these small, almost invisible spasms, like my body was trying to shake something loose it couldn’t release. Energy building with nowhere to go. But on the outside, I was completely still.

Frozen.

Pulled in two directions—one part of me settling into that word routine, the other part trying to smother it before it could take hold.

Compared to the brain surgery, the fear was quieter.

Not gone—just different.

It wasn’t the loud, buzzing panic anymore. It was a low hum. Steady. Constant. Like something that had moved in and made itself comfortable inside my body. This time, I knew what all of this meant. I knew the steps. I knew the rhythm. I knew what could go wrong.

Trust didn’t even feel relevant anymore.

My mind could recognize that things were being handled—that the doctors knew what they were doing—but my body didn’t care. My body had its own evidence. Its own memory. And it believed that more.

I stood at his bedside, taking pictures, taking videos. Talking to him. Touching him.

“Mommy’s here.”
“You’re gonna be okay.”
“You’re so strong.”

And for a few moments, something shifted.

I felt like his mom.

Not in the way I had before—careful, hesitant, always checking the monitors first—but in a deeper, more grounded way. Like something inside me stepped forward and told the fear to sit down and be quiet.

It didn’t last long. Just seconds.

But in those seconds, I wasn’t negotiating with fear. I wasn’t bracing. I wasn’t scanning for what could go wrong. I was just there—with him.

That was the closest I had ever felt to simply being his mom.

Underneath all of it, though, there was a quieter thought I didn’t say out loud.

Maybe we’re owed this.
Maybe we’ve been through enough.
Maybe there’s some kind of mercy here.

It felt like hope—but it also felt like bargaining. Like I was trying to make a case for why this should go right.

And even as I thought it, something in me rejected it.

When it was time to move him, everything tightened again.

Fast.

The nurse started preparing the mobile incubator—adjusting the IV pole, placing the oxygen tank underneath, wrapping him up. There was this silver thermal covering laid over him, and I remember the light catching it, reflecting back at me in a way that felt almost too bright for the room.

I asked why it was there. Temperature regulation, she said. He could get cold.

I nodded.

And for a second—just a second—I thought, you look like a little baked potato.

It caught me off guard. I almost laughed. A small, quiet chuckle to myself.

And then immediately—guilt.

What kind of mother thinks something like that right now?

But I think I needed it.
Something light.
Something normal.
Something that tethered me to reality for even a moment.

Because everything else felt like it was slipping.

As they finished getting him ready, I stood there, watching.

And that was the moment it hit me.

I’m about to give up control again.

Not because I wanted to. Not because I chose to.

Because there was no other option.

It didn’t matter that this surgery had been planned for months. It didn’t matter that it was routine. It didn’t matter that it was controlled.

Once we left that room, he was no longer in my hands.

And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.
19B — The Space Where I Didn’t Belong

Walking him out of the NICU felt like dread in motion.

Every step was heavy, like my body was moving through something thick. I wasn’t fully there. I was physically next to him, guiding the IV pole, but mentally I was already gone—carried by the moment instead of choosing anything about it. It felt like the moment itself had taken over my body. I didn’t have a say.

I stayed slightly behind his incubator as we moved down the hallway, trying to stay out of the way, like I didn’t belong in the path of what was happening. My hands were on the IV pole, trying to guide it, trying to do something right—but it kept spinning, veering off, refusing to cooperate. I kept correcting it, over and over, getting more frustrated than the situation called for.

Because it wasn’t about the IV pole.

It was the only thing I could try to control—and I couldn’t even do that.

The hallway felt wrong. Too narrow. Too bright. Like it was closing in the further we walked. I don’t remember looking around much. I just remember the feeling of it—tight, constricting, like the walls were pressing inward, like there wasn’t enough space for everything that was happening.

When we crossed through the double doors into the OR area, it felt like stepping somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be.

Sterile. Quiet. Clinical in a way that felt sealed off from the rest of the world. Like this was a space meant only for doctors and nurses—and somehow, we had been let through anyway. It didn’t feel like permission. It felt like an exception.

Like we had been allowed back there because of everything that had already happened to us.

Like the rules didn’t apply—but not in a good way.

More like we had been pitied into crossing a line.

Right outside his pre-op room was a large digital board. Black screen, bright colors—reds, greens, whites. Names stacked in rows. Surgeries. Doctors. Times.

I found Sebastian’s name immediately.

And something shifted.

Up until that point, he was still my baby. Even with everything. Even with the machines and the surgeries and the monitors—he was still mine.

But on that board, he wasn’t.

He was a name on a list.

A case.

A patient.

Seeing it like that stripped something away. Whatever fragile emotional thread I was holding onto—it snapped thinner. More distant. More clinical. Like I was being forced to see him the way they saw him.

Not as Sebastian.

But as something to be operated on.

The pre-op room was tiny. Just enough space for the incubator, the nurse, and me. I sat near the head of his incubator, looking down at him. He was on his back, asleep, small inside the space.

The room felt like it was caving in.

Even with the door open, I couldn’t breathe right. It wasn’t just small—it felt like I wasn’t supposed to leave. Like I was meant to stay in that space, contained, trapped, held in place. And in some twisted way, that feeling was comforting.

Because if I stayed there, I didn’t have to think about anything outside of it.

I didn’t have to imagine what came next.

I just had to exist in that room.

The nurse stood nearby, going over things with the anesthesiologist, reading from his chart, speaking in clinical language. Numbers, terms, information—things I could’ve listened to.

But I didn’t.

I made a conscious decision not to.

Because hearing it would make it more real.

And I didn’t have anything left to give to that reality.

When they asked if I had any questions, I said no.

Not because I didn’t have them.

But because it didn’t matter.

It wasn’t going to change anything. They were going to do the surgery whether I understood it or not. Whether I asked or not. Whether I agreed or not.

And I didn’t have anything left in me to try.

It wasn’t calm.

It was giving up.

I reached my hand through the porthole of the incubator and placed it gently on his chest. My hand was shaky. Hesitant. I tried to soothe him, lightly rubbing, patting, whispering that I was there.

But he was fussy.

Restless.

I couldn’t calm him.

And when the nurse stepped in after me, placed her hand inside, and he settled almost immediately—

Something broke inside me.

The thought came fast. Loud. Sharp.

He’s bonded with them more than me.

What does that say about me?

What kind of mother am I if I can’t even comfort him?

It wasn’t a passing thought.

I believed it.

Fully.

Deep in my chest, like something permanent had just been decided.

Time in that room didn’t feel real. It moved too fast. Like I had been given seconds when I needed hours. No matter how long we were actually in there—it wasn’t enough.

It never would’ve been enough.

At some point, something shifted in the room. The nurse became more alert—not frantic, just… ready. Like she could sense the transition coming.

And my body reacted before my mind did.

I looked at him differently.

More intently.

Like I was running out of time.

I started scanning him—his face, his features, the outline of his body, the way he was positioned, the way the blanket curved around him. Every detail. Rapid. Precise. Urgent.

It wasn’t a choice.

It was instinct.

Like I was trying to carve him into something permanent—into my memory, into my body, into my soul—before something could take him away.

I didn’t know exactly what I was racing against.

But it felt like something was coming.

Something invisible.

Something I couldn’t see but could feel chasing me.

And I needed to remember him exactly as he was before it caught up.

Underneath everything—every movement, every thought, every breath—

There was just dread.

Not loud. Not chaotic.

Just heavy.

Like something had already been decided and I was just waiting for it to happen.

And I didn’t have anything left in me to fight it.
19C — The Split

They didn’t rush in.

By the time the doctors came, the room had already shifted. The nurse had gone alert in that quiet, subtle way that meant something was about to happen. So when they said, “we’re ready,” it didn’t feel sudden.

It felt inevitable.

They moved toward the incubator, and the second they started to take him, my body leaned forward on instinct. Not fully—just enough to betray the urge. I wanted to reach for him. I knew I couldn’t touch him, but I wanted to touch something—the incubator, the blanket, anything that still held him.

I didn’t.

I stopped myself.

And the moment I realized that was it—that there wouldn’t be another touch before surgery—something in my body sank. Not emotionally. Physically. Like a weight dropped straight through my chest and stomach and settled somewhere deep, pulling everything down with it.

Despair didn’t feel like sadness.

It felt like gravity.

I lowered my eyes to the floor.

White tile, gray specks, larger diamond shapes in maroon and teal. The surface was polished enough to reflect the fluorescent lights overhead. I could see the glow stretching across it in long, distorted streaks.

I locked onto it.

Not because it helped.

Because it hid me.

My hands went to my purse strap automatically. Pulling. Adjusting. Twisting it just enough to make it crooked so I’d have something to fix. Over and over. My fingers felt clumsy, disconnected—like they didn’t belong to me—but they kept moving anyway.

If I hadn’t had the purse, I don’t know what would’ve held me together.

I could hear the wheels.

Smooth against the floor.

Not loud. Not abrupt. Just steady, gliding—until they weren’t. The sound faded gradually, growing softer with every second, like he was slipping further and further away.

Like he was disappearing.

They went left.

We went right.

It only lasted a few seconds, that split. A few steps. But it stretched. Long enough for my body to register what was happening and refuse to look at it.

I didn’t turn around.

Not once.

It wasn’t because I didn’t love him.

It was because I knew if I looked, I would collapse. Fully. Completely. I wouldn’t be able to stop it. I felt that fragile—that breakable.

So I kept my eyes down.

And let him go without seeing it happen.

The moment my brain registered that I was no longer with him—it didn’t come as a thought. It came as movement. My hands gripping the purse tighter. Adjusting it again. Fixing something that didn’t need fixing.

Staying busy so I didn’t shatter.

We kept walking, and somewhere in that hallway, a thought cut through everything else.

What if he thinks the nurse is his mom?

It didn’t feel like a question.

It felt like the truth.

My body reacted instantly—heart dropping, then my stomach following, like a chain reaction. A clean, brutal collapse from the inside out.

I saw it so clearly in that moment.

Him reaching for comfort.

Not from me.

From them.

Because they were the ones who knew him. The ones who could calm him. The ones he responded to.

And me?

Just part of the environment.

A visitor in his world.

So you’re telling me I went through all of this…
and I don’t even get to be his mom?

The thought didn’t linger.

It embedded.

Deep. Final. Undeniable.

My breathing was fast, uneven—like my body couldn’t find a rhythm and wasn’t trying to. My hands kept working the strap, twisting, pulling, gripping. That small, automatic motion was the only thing keeping me upright.

It felt like everything was being taken.

Not just where he was going.

But what I was to him.

I didn’t feel like I let go.

It felt like something was taken from me.

There was no choice in it.

No moment where I agreed or accepted it.

It just… happened.

And I had to keep moving like it didn’t.

Walking away from him felt wrong in a way I can’t fully explain. My body registered it as something unnatural, something that shouldn’t be happening. It felt like being pulled apart—slowly, deliberately—like every fiber in my chest and stomach was stretching and tearing.

It wasn’t sharp.

It was slow.

Continuous.

A kind of quiet torture that spread outward—through my torso, into my arms, down into my legs—until it was everywhere.

And there was nothing I could do to stop it.

I wasn’t with him anymore.

Not physically.

Not mentally.

Something in me had shut off completely. Whatever connection I had left—it just… disappeared. Like I had given everything I had up to that point, and there was nothing left to carry forward.

I was beyond empty.

Running on less than nothing.

Justin was next to me. I knew that. I could hear his voice at some point, faintly, like it was coming from far away. But I didn’t process it. I didn’t respond. He was there, but we weren’t connected in that moment.

We were just two people moving in the same direction.

The last thing I remember is the elevator.

Standing there. Doors closed.

The NICU nurse walking away from us, back toward where we had come from.

And me—

feeling like I had been left behind.

Not just by the moment.

But as a person.

As a mother.

Like something had decided I wasn’t needed anymore and discarded me accordingly.

Like garbage.

And all I could do was stand there and wait.
19D — The Time That Didn’t Stay

The elevator doors opened, and nothing in me arrived with them.

We stepped out, told the nurse we’d be in the waiting area, and kept moving. There wasn’t a decision behind it. No pause. No shift. Just motion.

The hospital didn’t feel different now that he was in surgery.

It felt normal.

Like this was where we were supposed to be.

Like this was just another part of the day.

We went to the cafeteria and grabbed something quickly—prepackaged, easy, something that didn’t require thinking. For the first time during any of his surgeries, I remember actually feeling hungry.

Not strongly.

Not in a way that meant anything.

Just… present.

Like my body was doing what it was supposed to do, separate from everything else.

We didn’t stay there. We took the food upstairs to the waiting room. I don’t remember holding it. I don’t remember the walk back. Just the sense of moving from one place to another, completing steps that needed to be completed.

In the waiting room, we sat down.

And I picked up my phone.

I wasn’t just scrolling.

I remember playing a game—matching colors, moving pieces, watching them disappear. Small, repetitive actions. Something to focus on. Something contained.

It felt like distraction, but not frantic.

More like… filling space.

And for the first time, my body wasn’t completely wound tight.

There was still anxiety. Still that underlying awareness of where he was.

But it wasn’t loud.

It wasn’t consuming.

It was quieter.

Steadier.

Almost… hopeful.

If someone had asked me how I felt in that moment, I probably would’ve said good.

I don’t know if I would’ve believed it.

But it would’ve been the closest thing to the truth.

I avoided thinking about him.

Not because I didn’t care.

But because I could feel what would happen if I did.

The panic was still there, just under the surface, waiting. All it needed was one clear image—him on the table, him struggling—and it would’ve taken over again.

So I didn’t go there.

I stayed with the game.

With the colors.

With something I could control.

Time didn’t feel like waiting.

It didn’t stretch.

It didn’t drag.

It didn’t even really pass.

It skipped.

Like we moved from the pre-op room to the cafeteria to the waiting room—and then suddenly, without warning, it was over.

I don’t remember noticing the doctor approach.

I don’t remember seeing him from across the room.

I just remember him being there.

Standing in front of us.

And we stood up immediately, like our bodies knew what to do before our minds caught up.

There wasn’t small talk.

No buildup.

He just said it.

The surgery went well.

Sebastian was okay.

And just like that, it was done.

The weight that usually followed those words didn’t land the same way this time.

There was relief.

But it was softer.

More contained.

Less fragile.

We asked when we could see him, and he told us soon—that they needed a few minutes to get him settled.

And this time, I didn’t rush.

I told Justin I wanted to wait.

Not because I didn’t want to see him.

But because I remembered the last time.

I remembered how we had gone back too quickly after his brain surgery. How he had been struggling. How my body had panicked, completely out of control.

I didn’t want to walk back into that again.

“I’m going to wait a few minutes,” I told him. “You can go if you want, but I can’t.”

It felt like the first time I had protected myself.

Not from him.

But from what my body might do.

Justin agreed without hesitation.

And we waited.

Not long.

Just enough.

When the nurse came to get us, it was the same nurse from that morning. She stepped through the staff door and told us he was back in the NICU—still on the ventilator, still swollen, still asleep—but resting.

Stable.

We stood up and followed her.

And for the first time that day, my steps didn’t feel heavy.

They didn’t drag.

They didn’t fight me.

They felt lighter.

Not fully.

But enough to notice.

There was something different in my body as we walked back.

Not excitement.

Not relief in the way I had known it before.

Something quieter.

Something cautious.

But still there.

Like maybe—

just maybe—

this one had gone the way it was supposed to.
19E — The Exhale That Didn’t Last

When we went back to see Sebastian after his surgery, he was asleep.

Still on the ventilator, still swollen, but stable.

That word—stable—landed differently this time. It didn’t feel fragile in the same way it had before. It felt like something I could hold, even if only for a second. I remember standing there, looking at him, and feeling my shoulders drop just a little. Like my body had finally been given permission to loosen its grip.

Not fully. Not completely.

But enough to take a breath that didn’t feel forced.

So we left.

We went back to Ronald McDonald House to let him rest, to let the storm pass, to come back later that evening.

It was raining hard when we got there. Just a strong winter storm, the kind that rolls through and leaves everything soaked but intact. By the time we settled in, the worst of it had already passed our area. The rain softened. The tension in the air eased.

For the first time in a long time, it felt like things were… okay.

Not good. Not safe.

But okay.

⸻

I was sitting on a bench in the hallway near a window, my phone in my hand, doing what I always did when it rained—checking the radar, flipping between weather apps and the local news.

Habit.

Something I’d done for years without thinking.

Justin sat across from me, also on his phone, quiet, steady. Every few seconds I’d say something—an update, a shift in the storm line, where it was heading—and he’d nod, trying to piece together what we could do.

Even though there wasn’t anything to do.

At first, it looked like nothing more than a line of storms moving south.

Then I noticed the color.

Deep red. Tight rotation. Fast movement.

My stomach tightened, but I told myself it was just a bad storm.

It had to be.

There was no way—

⸻

Then the meteorologist started naming roads.

Not general areas. Not counties.

Roads.

Familiar ones.

Ones I knew.

Ones that were right there.

My body froze.

My head made those small, involuntary movements—side to side, barely noticeable, like I was physically trying to reject what I was hearing. Disbelief moving through my muscles before it could even form into words.

I stopped breathing.

There’s no way.
There’s no way this is happening.

But it was.

The map zoomed in. The warning box tightened. And then he said it clearly:

If you are in this area, take shelter now.

I looked at Justin.

“There’s a tornado,” I said. “It’s going straight toward the house.”

⸻

Everything in my body snapped back to tension.

The breath I had just found—gone.

My legs started bouncing. My chest tightened. My thoughts scattered so fast I couldn’t hold onto a single one long enough to finish it. I wanted to move. To do something. To get in the car and drive.

But I knew.

We were over an hour away.

By the time we got there, it would already be over.

There was nothing I could do.

Justin said it out loud, trying to keep things grounded.

“We can’t get there in time. There’s nothing we can do. We’ll deal with it after.”

I knew he was right.

But it landed wrong.

It felt dismissive in a moment that didn’t deserve to be minimized. Not because of him—but because of everything else that had already happened.

Because I had just barely let myself breathe.

⸻

I kept watching the radar. Watching the storm move closer. Watching it tighten, darken, intensify.

And then the fear shifted.

Sebastian was safe. Stable. Being watched.

So my mind went somewhere else.

The house.

The cats.

I pictured them hiding—under the bed, tucked into the only place they knew felt safe. I pictured the trees around our house, how close they were, how heavy they were.

And I started begging.

Please just don’t let a tree fall on it.

The same force behind please don’t let him die.

Not controlled. Not thoughtful.

Just desperate.

Please.
I can’t take another hit.
Please don’t do this too.

⸻

The room felt thick.

Heavy.

Like the air itself had weight.

I kept checking my phone. Over and over. Radar. News. Messages. Then back again. I couldn’t stop. It felt like if I stopped looking, something worse would happen.

I texted my mom.

Asked her to go check the house.

Not to fix anything. Not to clean up.

Just to tell me if it was still there.

And then I waited.

⸻

Time stretched in the worst way.

Every second felt like it was holding something.

I just sat there, staring at my phone, barely blinking, waiting for it to light up.

When she finally got there, she texted first.

“I’m here.”

I immediately called her.

The screen shook as she walked. It was dark, hard to see, but I could make out shapes—trees down, branches scattered, the outline of the yard looking wrong.

My chest tightened again.

“Is the house still standing?” I asked.

She paused.

Then said, “Yeah. It’s still standing.”

⸻

Everything in my body dropped at once.

Shoulders. Chest. Breath.

Like something had been released all at the same time.

Relief hit immediately—but it didn’t go all the way through.

Because it wasn’t over.

There were still trees down. Damage everywhere. Unknowns waiting for morning.

But the house was there.

That was enough.

For now.

⸻

And underneath all of it, sitting just below the surface, was one thought that didn’t go away:

Of course this is happening.
I don’t expect anything less.
You took my daughter. You almost took him.
Now you’re coming for my home too?
What else do you want from me?

⸻

I had finally exhaled.

And before the breath even settled, something else reached out and took it back.
19F — The Morning After

The closer we got to the house, the quieter everything inside me became.

Not calm.

Just… quiet.

Like my body already knew something had happened and was bracing to see it.

Justin was driving. I sat in the passenger seat, looking out the window, scanning everything as we moved through town. It was sunny—too bright for what we were driving through. The light made everything feel sharper, almost unreal, like the damage didn’t match the sky above it.

The last ten minutes of the drive were when it really settled in.

This wasn’t just a storm.

Trees were everywhere—some laying across the road, others already cut and pushed just enough to the shoulder so cars could get by. Pine trees had tipped over completely, their roots pulled out of the ground, the red clay exposed in thick, tangled clumps.

It didn’t look natural.

It looked wrong.

⸻

I think the moment it really hit me was when I saw the train.

It had partially derailed near the tracks by our house. The cars were still attached, but some of them had shifted—slightly off the track, tilted just enough to know they didn’t belong like that.

And in that moment, I understood.

Whatever came through here had been strong enough to move something that heavy.

That permanent.

⸻

After that, I didn’t say much.

I just kept scanning.

Taking everything in.

⸻

When we turned onto our street, more trees. Bigger ones. Oaks that had been there for decades—snapped, pushed over, broken into pieces that didn’t match what they used to be. No leaves, just bare branches scattered everywhere like they’d been thrown.

People were outside already.

Chainsaws running. Leaf blowers. Voices. Movement.

Everyone doing something.

Trying to put things back together.

It felt eerie.

Like we had all stepped into something we weren’t supposed to see.

⸻

We pulled into the driveway.

A tree had fallen across it, but someone had already cut it and pushed it just far enough to the side for us to get through. I remember feeling grateful for that in a way that didn’t fully make sense.

We drove up toward the house.

And I looked straight at the roof.

⸻

I couldn’t believe it.

After everything I had just seen, it didn’t make sense that there wouldn’t be something—anything—on it.

But there wasn’t.

No tree.

No visible damage.

Just the house.

Still standing.

⸻

I held my breath without realizing it.

Scanning.

Looking for something I might be missing.

Waiting for the part where it all caught up.

The relief came immediately—but it didn’t settle.

Because even in that moment, there was something underneath it.

Okay… nothing hit it.

But when is the next thing going to happen?

⸻

We got out of the car, and I walked straight around the house.

Slowly.

Not touching anything.

Just looking.

⸻

The trees in our yard were massive. Some of them had been there longer than we had. Oaks that felt permanent—like they were part of the land itself.

And they were gone.

Snapped.

Uprooted.

Flattened.

I remember trying to move one of the branches, thinking it looked light enough to drag out of the way.

It didn’t move.

Not even a little.

And that disconnect—between how it looked and how heavy it actually was—stuck with me.

⸻

There was a pine tree in the backyard that had fallen just feet from the house.

Close enough that I could see exactly where it would have hit.

Close enough to know how different this could have been.

⸻

And for a second, standing there, I thought about Sebastian.

About how small he was.

How fragile.

And how he was still here.

⸻

These trees—old, strong, rooted—didn’t make it.

And somehow, he had.

⸻

I didn’t stay on that thought long.

I couldn’t.

⸻

When I went inside, the first thing I noticed was the stillness.

No noise.

No movement.

Just the familiar smell of home.

Everything exactly where it should be.

It didn’t feel normal.

It felt like fake normal.

Like something was pretending to be untouched.

⸻

I found the cats.

They were okay.

And when I saw them, something in my body softened for the first time since the night before. Not fully—but enough.

Relief came in quietly.

And then right behind it, guilt.

Because they had been here.

Alone.

Afraid.

And I hadn’t been.

⸻

I moved around the house for a bit, picking up small things, doing what I could.

Then I stood at the sink and started washing dishes.

Scrubbing plates. Rinsing cups. Letting the water run over my hands.

The water was warm—just on the edge of hot—and steady. The pressure constant. Predictable.

Something to focus on.

Something that made sense.

⸻

I looked out the window above the sink.

Justin was outside, near the fallen trees, trying to move smaller branches, talking to a tree company that had come down the street.

He didn’t say anything to me about it.

He didn’t have to.

⸻

And standing there, watching him, I felt something I hadn’t expected.

I felt cared for.

Like he understood—without saying it—that this was one more thing I didn’t have space for.

And he was trying to carry part of it.

⸻

The relief never fully settled.

My body wanted it to.

But my mind wouldn’t let it.

⸻

Because by then, I had learned something I couldn’t unlearn:

Even when nothing is taken…
it doesn’t mean it’s safe.

⸻

We still had the house.

We still had the cats.

But it didn’t feel like we had kept them.

It felt like we had just been allowed to keep them.

⸻

For now.
20A — Quiet Doesn’t Mean Safe

When I walked back into the NICU after everything, it felt normal. The surgery was over. The tornado had passed. And somehow, walking through those double doors—waiting to be buzzed in like always—felt familiar. Predictable. Almost comforting.

I entered the way I always did. Same doors. Same nurses. Same layout. Same lights. Nothing had changed.

At one point, I even joked to Justin that Scottish Rite felt like home.

And as much as I didn’t want to believe that… I did.

It was home. It was where I felt most comfortable. My body knew how to exist there. It knew where to go, what to do, how to move. I was more at ease inside a hospital than I was in my own house.

When I saw Sebastian, he was lying on his back in a cream-colored sleeper—zippered this time, not the open gowns he used to wear when everything was more critical. The edges were trimmed in black and cream stripes. He still had monitors attached—pulse ox, his PICC line, oxygen—but there was less. Less equipment. Less urgency. It was all starting to fall away.

He was getting better.

And that should have felt like relief.

But it didn’t land that way.

My body moved toward him more than it had before. I held him more. There was a pull—something in me wanting to close the distance, to connect, to make up for everything that had felt out of reach before.

But underneath that pull, there was still something tight. Something watching. Waiting.

I remember one morning I came in by myself. Justin was at work. I turned the corner toward his pod, and there was a volunteer sitting in the recliner, holding him.

An older woman. Just gently cuddling him.

And I stopped.

It felt like I had hit a wall. My body pulled back without thinking. I hesitated—took a step backward before I forced myself forward again.

It felt like I was interrupting something that already existed without me.

Like I had walked into a moment that didn’t belong to me.

She looked up and asked, “Are you Mom?”

And I said yes. Politely. Automatically. Like it was just a formality.

But inside, I was crushed.

Completely devastated in that split second.

I wanted to turn around and leave. Just walk out and not be there anymore. But I didn’t. I pushed it down and stayed, because that’s what I thought Sebastian needed. Regardless of what my body wanted, I needed to be there for him.

When I touched him, my hands were hesitant. Not visibly shaking, but there was this low buzz underneath—like a quiet vibration I couldn’t stop.

It felt like I had to get it right.

Like this was my chance to do what a normal mom does—to touch him the right way, hold him the right way, be the right kind of mom. And that pressure sat in my hands.

Even in the quiet, my body didn’t know how to be quiet.

There were no alarms going off. No one rushing. His pod felt different—less urgent than it had before. But that didn’t calm anything in me.

All I had known was loving him in emergencies. Caring for him in emergencies. Being his mom in moments where something was always wrong.

Now that nothing was happening, I didn’t know what to do with that.

I didn’t know how to love him in quiet.

My body stayed on alert. Constantly scanning. My jaw clenched tight. I swallowed hard over and over again. My heart beat so fast and so loud it felt like I could hear it moving through me.

Even when nothing was wrong, I was waiting for it to be.

I would stand at his bedside for a few minutes, taking pictures, talking to him softly. Then I’d sit in the recliner pulled close to him.

Sometimes they had him in a swing.

I remember the first time I saw that.

He was wearing a red sleeper with little firetrucks on it, asleep in this infant swing, gently swaying back and forth.

And something in me broke open—but not in a bad way.

My shoulders dropped. My body softened in a way it hadn’t before. I exhaled slowly, quietly, like I had been holding it in for months.

For a minute—maybe less—nothing else existed.

No NICU. No monitors. No surgeries.

Just my baby. In a swing. Doing something normal.

And I stood there and let myself feel it.

Just for a second.

Then I sat down on the floor next to him. The tile was cold. And as soon as I felt it, everything came rushing back in.

We weren’t out of this. He was still here. Still in the hospital.

My body tightened again. Alert. Waiting.

That’s how it always went.

Even when I tried to settle, something in me wouldn’t let me stay there.

I checked everything. Constantly. His monitor. His breathing. His color.

There was a small birthmark on his forehead, right above his nose—a reddish line. Some days it looked darker than others. Maybe it wasn’t, but to me it was.

And every time it looked even slightly different, my body reacted instantly.

Panic.

Before my brain could even catch up.

Because I had seen color changes before. I had watched them happen.

And my body had already decided what that meant.

Even when I knew—logically—that this was different… my body didn’t care.

It was always the same question.

Always the same thought.

When is it coming?

When is the next thing going to happen?

Just do it already.

Because it felt cruel to be shown stability—just enough to feel it—and then have it taken away again.

That kind of quiet didn’t feel safe.

It felt like a warning.
20B — The Drift

After everything settled, life fell into a rhythm again.

Wake up. Go to the hospital. Sit with Sebastian. Leave. Repeat.

That was it.

I was back on medical leave, so my days revolved entirely around visiting him. There was structure again. Predictability. And in some ways, that was comforting.

Every day felt like a rerun.

Like I was inside of it—but not fully present. I remember it, but it was like moving through fog. I was there, going through the motions, but something in me wasn’t fully connected to it.

I knew the routine. My body knew what to do. I was becoming more comfortable being there—more comfortable being around him. I started to feel less like a visitor and more like his parent.

I got glimpses of feeling like his real mom.

But even those moments felt like I was waiting for permission.

Like I hadn’t fully earned it yet.

Time felt different.

The days were short. Too short.

For the first time, I didn’t want them to pass so quickly. I wanted them to slow down, because every day that went by meant we were getting closer to bringing him home.

And that didn’t feel like relief.

That felt like pressure.

Most of the time, my body stayed anxious. My heart pounded constantly. I felt jittery, wired, but exhausted at the same time. I couldn’t calm down, even when nothing was happening.

When Sebastian improved—when he gained weight, when equipment was removed, when he had normal baby moments—I felt excited.

Genuinely excited.

But it never lasted.

It would hit first—quick, bright—and then my body would shut it down just as fast.

Fear would take over before I even had a chance to hold onto it.

It wasn’t a choice. It just happened.

My body didn’t trust what I was seeing.

Even as he got bigger, stronger, more stable—I still saw him as the one-pound baby. The fragile, critically ill baby who could shatter at any moment.

My eyes saw one thing.

My mind saw another.

And my body believed my mind.

Every improvement felt temporary.

Like it could disappear at any second.

It was like my body was holding up a neon sign in front of me that said:
Don’t trust this. This isn’t real. This won’t last.

And no matter how much I wanted to believe otherwise, my body overrode me.

If I tried to feel even a little bit of happiness—just a second of it—it was like something inside me shut it down immediately.

Nope. Not safe.

My heart would race. My jaw stayed clenched tight. I’d get dizzy, sometimes feel like I might faint. I’d break out in a sweat and tell myself it was just because the NICU ran hot.

But it wasn’t.

It was me.

It was my body reacting to everything I couldn’t control.

The thoughts didn’t stop either.

What if I can’t do this?
What if I break him?
What if I do something wrong that can’t be fixed?

I knew those thoughts didn’t make sense.

But they didn’t care.

They just kept looping.

And because of that, I felt robbed of the good moments.

The weight gain. The clothes. The normal baby things.

I couldn’t enjoy them the way I wanted to.

Every time something got better, I was already bracing for it to go wrong.

Everything started to blur together.

Not like before—when everything was chaos and overwhelming.

This was different.

This was quieter.

Flat.

The days just folded into each other. Nothing stood out. Nothing anchored me to time. It all just… blended.

I knew I was there. I knew I was showing up.

But it didn’t feel like I was fully in it.

One day, I was driving home from the hospital with my mom. We were on the interstate, talking, laughing about something I don’t even remember.

I knew where I was. I was driving. I was aware.

But I wasn’t really seeing anything.

Then a rock hit the windshield.

A loud pop. Sharp. Sudden.

My whole body jolted. My heart jumped straight into my throat.

And just like that, I snapped back into myself.

Fully.

Like I had been woken up from something.

It only lasted a second—but it was enough to realize how far gone I had been without even noticing.

Justin was different during this time.

He was more involved. More confident. More hands-on with Sebastian.

And I saw it.

I compared myself to it.

And I hated that I couldn’t match it.

I never said anything out loud. Not once. It all stayed internal.

But inside, it turned into this quiet cycle—jealousy, then guilt, then anger at myself for even feeling that way.

I thought he looked like a parent.

And I felt like I was still trying to figure out how to be one.

That fed right into everything else.

The fear. The doubt. The feeling that maybe I wasn’t enough.

And then things started to shift again.

Sebastian was getting better.

Consistently.

And then we were told he would be moved to the annex.

And that’s when it stopped feeling like “someday.”

It became real.

A countdown.

Not months anymore.

Days.

And that’s when it really started to hit.

He was coming home.
20C — The Countdown

When we went back to the NICU that evening, we did what we always did—got buzzed in, turned the corner toward his pod—

and he wasn’t there.

For a second, it didn’t register. It was just a different baby in his spot. And then the nurse said, “He moved to the annex.”

Just like that.

She walked us down there because we didn’t know where it was. It was at the end of a hallway—quiet, tucked away. Only a few rooms. Not like the NICU at all.

Each room had a door. A window. A couch. A TV. A bathroom.

It looked like a normal hospital room.

And that was the problem.

I felt it before I even saw him.

Pressure.

Not relief. Not excitement.

Pressure.

Like I was supposed to react a certain way—like I should feel happy, proud, relieved—but most of what I felt was fear. And I didn’t feel like I could show that. So I held it in and tried to match what the moment was supposed to be.

When I walked into the room, the fluorescent lights were on. It was dark outside. The nurse was changing lines, adjusting things. He was in his bed—his NICU bed rolled into this space that didn’t feel like the NICU anymore.

I sat in the recliner and held him.

Told him he was in his big boy room. Told him he was strong. That he was growing. That I was proud of him.

I held him for a few minutes, like I was supposed to.

But everything felt different.

In the NICU, there was always someone right there. A nurse at his bedside. Always watching.

Here, there wasn’t.

The nurse was outside the room, at a station down the hall.

And my body reacted immediately.

I tensed up. Started scanning. Looking around. I asked where they would be, made sure I knew exactly where the nurses’ station was—how far, how fast, how close.

Because if something happened… how would they know?

How would they hear it?

How would they see it?

That was the first time it really clicked.

He wasn’t a critical patient anymore.

He was getting better.

And that meant we were going home.

The nurses had told us before—usually a week or two in the annex, and then discharge.

So I knew.

This wasn’t months anymore.

This was days.

It stopped feeling like someday.

It became real.

⸻

Time moved fast after that.

Too fast.

Every day that passed felt like one less buffer. One less layer between me and being fully responsible for him.

The thoughts got louder.

What if I can’t do this?

What if I mess something up?

What if I break him in some way that can’t be fixed?

I tried to push them down, but the more I fought them, the louder they got.

⸻

One night, I was in the bathroom in his room.

Just washing my hands. Looking at myself in the mirror.

I recognized myself.

But something felt off.

Disconnected.

Like I was looking at a version of me that was about to become someone else, whether I was ready or not.

And that’s when it hit.

He’s really coming home.

Not eventually.

Not someday.

Soon.

My heart started racing. For no clear reason—just sudden, sharp, immediate.

I walked back out into the room.

He was awake. A little fussy.

And I remember thinking—

Please don’t cry.

Not because of him.

Because of me.

Because I didn’t think I could handle it.

I didn’t think I could comfort him the way he needed. I didn’t think he would respond to me the way he did to the nurses. I didn’t feel that automatic connection people talk about.

I felt like I was trying.

And that it still wasn’t enough.

⸻

At the hospital, there were monitors. Nurses. Immediate help.

At home, there would be none of that.

We were being sent home with oxygen. With an NG tube. With equipment we had been trained on—but training and doing it alone weren’t the same thing.

At home, there would be no one watching him but me.

No one stepping in.

No one double-checking.

I was the safety net.

And that felt like something I had been handed that I wasn’t built to carry.

There was no gray area.

Either I handled it perfectly—

or I failed.

Justin would be there at first. But eventually, it would just be me.

And I didn’t trust myself.

⸻

He seemed ready.

Confident.

He picked up the equipment faster. Asked questions. Moved through things like it made sense to him.

And I saw that.

And compared myself to it.

And it didn’t feel reassuring.

It felt threatening.

Like proof that something in me was missing.

I never said it out loud.

But internally, it didn’t stop.

Why can’t I be like that?
Why am I so scared?
What’s wrong with me?

It fed everything else.

⸻

Around that same time, the nurses gave him his first real bath.

In a little baby tub.

We weren’t there.

They took pictures for us.

And I remember looking at them and feeling it immediately—

another quiet loss.

Another first I didn’t get.

I didn’t change his first diaper.
I didn’t see him open his eyes for the first time.
I wasn’t the one who comforted him first.

And now—

I wasn’t even there for his first bath.

It wasn’t dramatic.

It just sat there.

Heavy.

⸻

And then the final piece dropped.

Before discharge, we would each have to room in with him.

Alone.

Twelve hours.

No nurse stepping in unless we called.

We would be the only ones responsible.

It was a test.

And I already believed I was going to fail it.

But I didn’t have a choice.

He was coming home.

And I was going to have to prove I could do it.
20D — The Test

I chose the overnight shift.

Eleven at night to eleven in the morning.

Part of me told myself it made sense—he’d be asleep, it would be quieter, easier.

The truth was, I was hoping he wouldn’t need me.

⸻

When I got there, I stopped at the nurses’ station and told them I was there for my twelve hours.

She said, “Okay. If you need anything, just let me know.”

Otherwise, it was on me.

I walked into the room and the door closed behind me.

And immediately—

it felt different.

The air was thick. Not just quiet—heavy. Like breathing at an altitude my body wasn’t used to. Every inhale felt shallow, like I couldn’t quite get enough in.

The room was dark except for the soft blue glow of the baby monitor and the thin strip of light underneath the door. Everything else was still.

Too still.

Every sound felt amplified. My footsteps. The shift of fabric. Even my own breathing.

Sebastian was asleep.

Swaddled, still, peaceful.

And my body didn’t relax.

⸻

The first thing I did was check the monitors.

Then the feeding pump.

Then the bottles—making sure the nurse had left enough formula.

I set my purse down.

And then I just… froze.

Because it hit.

Oh shit. This is real.

No one was standing at his bedside.

No one was watching him but me.

No one was coming unless I asked.

⸻

I put my hand on his chest to make sure he was breathing.

Even though the monitors were fine.

I needed to feel it.

My body was so tight it hurt. My heart was pounding so loud it felt like it filled the entire room—steady, heavy, relentless. It never slowed down.

Not once.

I stood there, hand on his chest, listening to my own heartbeat like it might give out at any second.

And in those first few minutes—

I didn’t feel like his mom.

I felt like someone pretending to be.

⸻

I kept the door cracked.

Not enough to be obvious.

Just enough that I could glance toward the nurses’ station.

Every few minutes, I checked.

Not because it made me feel safe.

It didn’t.

It just made me feel… less alone.

Even when no one was there, I needed to know it still existed. That there was somewhere to go if something went wrong.

Because if something went wrong—

it was on me.

⸻

The whole time, it felt like a test.

Not practice.

A test.

Like they were evaluating me—whether I could take care of him, whether I deserved to take him home, whether I was even his mom in the way I was supposed to be.

And I didn’t know what passing looked like.

I just knew what failing looked like.

Failing meant he wouldn’t come home.

Failing meant I would be the reason.

⸻

I didn’t sleep.

Not for a second.

Even when he was still, even when everything was quiet—I stayed in the recliner, watching the monitors, waiting for something to change.

I thought if I stayed awake, I could catch it before it got bad.

I thought if I stayed awake, I could prevent failure.

⸻

When he woke up, it wasn’t loud crying.

Just fussing.

Small sounds.

And my body reacted immediately—tight, alert, panicked.

Not because of him.

Because of me.

Because I didn’t think I could handle it.

⸻

I prepared his feed before the machine even beeped.

Poured the formula. Checked the line. Flushed it.

Everything felt familiar—

and completely overwhelming at the same time.

Like I had seen it all before, but now it mattered differently.

Now it counted.

Now it was mine to mess up.

⸻

When I changed his diaper, it didn’t feel like something simple.

It felt high-stakes.

Like one wrong move could cause damage I couldn’t undo.

My hands second-guessed everything.

Every touch.

Every movement.

⸻

When I tried to soothe him, it felt mechanical.

Like I was checking boxes instead of connecting.

Pat his back. Adjust the swaddle. Try to burp him.

But underneath it all was panic.

Am I doing this right?
Am I hurting him?
Is he crying because of me?

I wanted it to feel natural.

I wanted it to feel like I was his mom.

But it felt forced.

Like I was reaching for something that wasn’t reaching back.

⸻

Except once.

Just once.

He was fussy, wrapped too tightly in the swaddle. I unzipped it a little, let him stretch.

And he settled.

Just like that.

I remember saying quietly, “Mommy knows what you need sometimes, doesn’t she?”

And for a second—

it clicked.

That was the only moment in twelve hours that felt real.

⸻

The rest of it—

was survival.

⸻

Around five or six in the morning, after a feeding, I propped him up slightly with a pillow.

And within seconds—

he spit up.

Everywhere.

His swaddle. The pillow. The sheets.

And I panicked.

Completely.

I moved too fast, hit the table next to me, and one of the empty bottles fell.

The sound—

was deafening.

Sharp. Loud. Echoing in the silence like it went on forever.

And in that moment, before anything else—

I thought:

This proves it.

I can’t do this.

⸻

I stepped to the door, cracked it open, and told the nurse he had spit up.

My voice felt small.

She said she’d bring clean sheets.

I went back in.

And I started crying.

Quietly.

Controlled.

Not because I wanted to stay quiet for him—

but because I didn’t want her to hear me.

Because if she heard me, it meant I wasn’t handling it.

And if I wasn’t handling it—

I was failing.

⸻

“I’m sorry,” I told him.

“I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m trying.”

He wasn’t even upset.

He just lay there, calm.

And somehow that made it worse.

⸻

When the nurse came in, I wiped my face quickly.

Didn’t look at her directly.

Stayed small.

She acted like it was normal. Like babies spit up all the time.

And I knew that, logically.

But it didn’t matter.

Because to me, it wasn’t normal.

It was failure.

⸻

The hours dragged.

Slow. Heavy.

I watched the clock.

Not because I didn’t want to be there—

but because I needed it to be over.

Because it didn’t feel like bonding.

It felt like performing.

Like being watched, even when I wasn’t.

Like I had to prove something I didn’t believe I had.

⸻

By the time it ended, my body was done.

Not tired—

wired.

Shaking.

Like I had held everything in place for twelve hours and couldn’t hold it anymore.

I walked out and went straight into the discharge meeting.

Because that was next.

Because of course it was.

⸻

If that night proved anything, it wasn’t that I could do it.

It was that I would do it anyway.

Because I didn’t have a choice.

And next time—

there wouldn’t be a nurse down the hall.

There would just be me.
20E — The Edge of Home

When I went back to the annex after rooming in, everything looked the same, but it didn’t feel the same.

Physically, nothing had changed. Same room. Same recliner. Same monitors.
But something had shifted.

There were no more excuses left.

He was coming home in a couple of days—whether I was ready or not.

And I wasn’t.

Part of me felt dread. Another part of me wanted it to be over—to finally leave, to stop living in this in-between space. I told myself maybe I’d be a better mom at home. Maybe without people watching, without feeling like I was being evaluated, I could just… figure it out.

But underneath that was pressure. Heavy, constant pressure.
Like something sitting on my chest. I could still breathe, but it took effort.

Everything started to feel like a last.

The last time walking into his room.
The last time standing beside his bed.
The last time leaving without him.

The one that stayed with me was the night before discharge.

February 13.

I had just put him in his car seat for the test. He was asleep, swaddled, resting against those brown-and-white plaid sheets. Thick, oversized squares. I don’t know why I remember them so clearly, but I do.

I stood there for a second longer than usual.

And I thought,
This is the last time I’m walking out of here without you.

The next time I came back, he would be leaving with me.

That realization didn’t feel exciting.
It felt final.

⸻

There were still things happening—small moments that should have felt normal.

The feeding therapist came in one day to try a bottle.

Justin was at work, so it was just me.

She asked if I wanted to try.

My instinct was to say yes immediately. Not because I felt confident, but because I didn’t. I needed someone to show me how. I needed to know I could do it.

My hands were shaking when I held the bottle. I brought it toward his mouth—but I stopped short. I didn’t push it close enough. I thought he wouldn’t be able to breathe.

She gently said, “You can bring it a little closer.”

I felt embarrassed.
Like I had just proven something.

But for once… I didn’t spiral.

For once, I stopped it.

I told myself, You’re a new mom. You don’t know this yet.
And instead of turning it into proof that I was failing, I let it be what it was—a first try.

It was the smallest shift.
But it mattered.

⸻

The car seat test made everything real in a different way.

I brought the car seat in. Put him in it. He was asleep. Peaceful.

I asked the nurse if I needed to stay.

She said no. “He’ll be fine.”

I nodded like I believed her.

But when it clicked—

He’s not coming home in a couple days… he’s coming home tomorrow.

My breath caught.

I didn’t let it show.
I just stood there, looking at him.

Everything we had been through… it was all leading to this.

⸻

In those last few days, the hospital felt predictable.

Safe.

I knew where everything was. I knew who to ask. I knew what to expect.

Home felt like the opposite.

Unknown.
Unstructured.
Dangerous.

At the hospital, if something went wrong, someone would fix it.

At home, it would be me.

If he stopped breathing—what would I do?
If the NG tube came out—what would I do?
If the monitor alarmed—what would I do?

I didn’t want reassurance. I wanted certainty.
And there was no way to get that.

⸻

He looked different, too.

Stronger. Bigger. More like a baby.

He wore real clothes now. Zippered sleepers. Little outfits.
He was awake more. Moving. Looking around.

One day I walked in and they had him on his stomach for tummy time. His head wobbled as he tried to lift it, just for a second.

I took pictures.

And for a moment, I didn’t see the wires.
I didn’t see the oxygen or the NG tube.

I just saw him.

A baby.

⸻

But the feeling underneath everything never left.

I’m not ready.

It looped constantly.

I’m not ready—but it’s happening anyway.

I didn’t feel like I had a choice. I didn’t feel like I could stop it. It felt like being pulled toward something I couldn’t escape.

Like a cliff.

Daytime. Quiet.

I could see it coming long before I reached it.

And I was digging my heels into the dirt, leaning back, trying to slow it down.
But I was still moving forward.

Closer.
Closer.
Closer.

Right at the edge, my body would freeze.
Look around.
Like maybe there was another option.

There wasn’t.

So I did the only thing I could do.

I stepped off.

And it wasn’t a jump.

It was a fall.

20F — The Day We Took Him Home

We got to the hospital around ten that morning.

Walking in felt different before anything even happened.

The stakes were higher. We had been coming in as visitors to our baby for months. Now we were leaving as the people fully responsible for him.

My body was tight. Tense in a way that felt deeper than nerves. It felt like the safety of the hospital was about to disappear.

⸻

When we walked into his room, he was already dressed.

A white long-sleeve onesie.
My First Valentine’s Day written across it in red.

I had brought an outfit. I had planned it.

And just like that, it was gone.

It felt like something had been taken from us again. Another small moment we didn’t get to have. I could have changed him—but I didn’t. I didn’t want to upset him, didn’t want him to cry. My nerves were already stretched thin, and I just… let it go.

⸻

Before we left, his doctor came in one last time.

He went over feeding instructions again—how much, how often. Then he said we could use our judgment.

I didn’t feel like I had any.

Using my judgment felt like too much power. Too much room to get it wrong. Following exact instructions felt safer, even if it wasn’t what he meant.

I looked around the room one last time.

It felt unfinished.

But it also felt like everything had shifted. Like whatever came next was on me.

⸻

Walking out with him felt like a rush.

I was dizzy. It didn’t feel real.

One minute he was under the hospital’s care, and the next he was in the world—feeling fresh air, sunlight, everything for the first time.

That shift in responsibility didn’t happen gradually.

It just… happened.

⸻

When we stepped outside, the light was blinding.

I dropped my gaze immediately, narrowing my vision just to block it out. I didn’t stop walking. I didn’t think about it.

I just kept moving.

Automatic.

He still had the soft fabric goggles on from his eye exam, resting over his face inside the car seat.

⸻

Justin loaded everything into the car.

I got in the back seat next to Sebastian.

When the car seat clicked into place, everything slowed.

Just for a few seconds.

Like time paused long enough for it to register—

he’s really in my car.

And then it snapped right back into motion.

⸻

I stayed in the back because I didn’t know what might happen.

If he cried.
If something went wrong.

I wanted to be right there.

He slept the entire drive.

And the whole time, I watched him.

His breathing. His color. The monitor.

Over and over, quietly in my head:

please stay okay until we get home.

⸻

Outside the car, everything looked normal.

Traffic. Stop-and-go. People moving through their day like nothing had changed.

We had made this drive hundreds of times.

But this time, he was with us.

And that made everything feel completely different.

⸻

We pulled into the driveway around five.

He stretched in the car seat, just as we stopped.

I took a picture of him before we even got him out.

I remember thinking—almost like a quiet thank you—

thank you for letting him sleep the whole way.

⸻

We carried him in through the garage.

I set the car seat down in the kitchen.

And nothing clicked.

No big moment. No shift.

Just tension.

I stepped back, fumbling with something on the counter, moving slowly. I didn’t want to be the one to make the next decision. I wanted Justin to be the one to say where he went, what we did next.

Eventually, we put him in the bassinet by the couch.

We took pictures.

I couldn’t stop taking pictures.

⸻

The house felt different.

Quieter.

More dangerous.

More real.

⸻

The first thing I noticed was what was missing.

The NICU sounds.

The monitors.

Especially the heart rate monitor—those three distinct beeps. Two short, one long. I didn’t even realize how much I depended on that sound until it wasn’t there.

At home, the monitor was different.

It didn’t sound the same.

It didn’t feel the same.

⸻

That night, the monitor kept going off.

His oxygen dropping below eighty-five.

Every time it sounded, panic hit instantly.

He’s not getting enough oxygen. He’s dying.

There was no pause between the alarm and the fear.

We tried to fix the sensor. Adjust it. Reposition it.

Sometimes it stayed quiet a little longer.

Then it would go off again.

⸻

That was the moment it fully landed.

No one else was coming.

No nurse.
No doctor.

Just us.

⸻

My body froze.

Completely.

I couldn’t move, even though everything in me was screaming to do something.

I felt ashamed of that. Like I should have been able to act immediately.

But I couldn’t.

⸻

Justin was there, helping. Trying to figure things out.

And that helped, in a surface-level way. It made it feel less like I was alone.

But it didn’t touch the panic.

That stayed.

⸻

If I strip away everything I thought I should feel…

It wasn’t joy.

It wasn’t relief.

It was panic.

Hot, constant, running through my entire body.

⸻

If the last few days in the hospital felt like standing at the edge of a cliff—

Then this was the landing.

It wasn’t a soft one.

It was impact.

Hard. Immediate.

The kind that knocks the air out of you and leaves you stunned, looking around, trying to understand where you are.

⸻

And the only thought left was:

Is this real?
21A — The First Days Home

The silence changed the second the garage door shut.

Justin had gone to pick up a second oxygen concentrator so we wouldn’t have to carry the one from upstairs to downstairs every time we moved Sebastian. He found one online almost an hour away and asked before he left, “Are you gonna be okay?”

I said yes.

It wasn’t really a question I knew how to answer any other way.

I was sitting on the couch in the living room when he left. Sebastian was asleep in the bassinet beside me. The TV played quietly in the background, some random daytime show I couldn’t have repeated back if my life depended on it. The oxygen concentrator hummed beside the couch. His monitor glowed softly.

Then the garage door closed.

And the whole house felt exposed.

Not quiet. Exposed.

Like the second Justin left, everything shifted onto me completely. No second set of eyes. No backup. No one else in the room catching things I might miss.

I remember checking Sebastian’s monitors almost immediately after Justin left. Then pacing between the kitchen and the living room. The house suddenly felt smaller, tighter, like I couldn’t move without bumping into something. The oxygen tubing crossed the floor. The feeding tube line hung from the IV pole. Everything felt too close to me.

I kept hoping Justin would come back sooner than expected even though I knew logically he couldn’t.

Within minutes, Sebastian started crying.

Not just fussing. Crying.

The second it started, my body reacted. My heart raced so hard it hurt. My breathing went shallow immediately. I remember looking at the clock first because he was on a feeding schedule. I checked the chart with the times and milliliters written down and thought: It’s not time yet.

My instinct said he was hungry.

But another part of me — the hospital-trained, terrified part — immediately shut that instinct down.

The doctors know best.
Follow the schedule.
Don’t mess this up.

So instead I tried everything else first.

I picked him up carefully, trying not to tangle him in the oxygen tubing or feeding wires. I tried patting his back. Rocking him. Walking slowly through the living room. But the tubing wrapped around my legs and caught around my wrist and IV pole and every time it happened I grew more frustrated with myself.

I felt trapped physically in the same way I felt trapped emotionally.

Every movement felt clumsy.

Every mistake felt amplified.

And the more upset he became, the more my panic escalated with him.

What kind of mother can’t soothe her own baby?
What kind of mother doesn’t know what her child needs?

The thoughts came rapid and vicious.

Meanwhile he kept crying.

I remember trying to stay calm because I believed he could feel my nervousness. I thought if I acted confident maybe he would calm down. But inside I was spiraling.

Eventually I laid him back in the bassinet because I didn’t know what else to do.

I swaddled him tighter. Tried gently rocking the bassinet. Tried patting his chest.

Nothing worked.

And finally I leaned over the bassinet while he cried and I cried too.

Quiet crying. Helpless crying.

The kind where you’re trying not to completely fall apart because there’s no one else there to take over if you do.

My arms rested inside the bassinet while I patted his chest.

“Sebastian, I don’t know what’s wrong,” I whispered. “I know you can’t tell me what’s wrong, but Mommy’s trying. I’m trying.”

He kept crying.

And I remember thinking that maybe we were both overwhelmed in that moment.

Eventually the feeding time finally came.

I poured the formula into the feeding bag with shaking hands and programmed the pump exactly the way they taught us at the hospital. The second the feeding started, he calmed down almost immediately.

Just hungry.

That was it.

And the guilt hit me hard and fast because somewhere underneath all the fear, my instinct had actually been right from the beginning.

Mom said feed him.

Trauma said follow the schedule.

Trauma won.

I remember feeling angry at myself afterward because I had stopped trusting my own judgment before I’d even really had the chance to use it.

After he finally settled and fell asleep, I laid down on the couch beside the bassinet. I didn’t mean to fall asleep. My body just shut down.

The feeding monitor eventually started beeping loudly once the feed finished, but I never heard it.

The next thing I remember was Justin waking me up.

“Hey,” he said quickly. “The monitor’s going off.”

I bolted upright immediately, heart racing, panic flooding my chest before I even understood where I was. For one split second I thought something terrible had happened to Sebastian.

“What’s wrong?” I asked immediately, scanning him.

The monitor was just beeping because the feeding had finished.

That was all.

But I remember feeling ashamed that I had slept through it at all.

Like even my exhaustion felt dangerous.

Later that week, Justin was up in the attic working on something while Sebastian slept in a little jungle-themed bouncer beside me in the living room. I sat on the edge of the fireplace watching the stairs while Sebastian napped.

I could hear Justin walking around above me.

But somehow the sound made him feel farther away instead of closer.

Emotionally, I still felt completely alone.

I kept watching the clock while Sebastian slept, silently begging him to stay asleep longer because sleep felt safe. When he was asleep, he didn’t need anything from me. And if he didn’t need anything from me, then I couldn’t fail him.

I remember gently bouncing the seat with my foot while my body buzzed with nervous energy.

Any minute now he’ll wake up.
Something’s gonna happen.
You’re not gonna know what to do.

That loop never stopped.

Even though logically I knew Justin was inside the house, emotionally my nervous system still acted like I was completely by myself.

The living room became our entire world during those first days home. The bassinet sat beside the couch during the day and beside my side of the bed at night. The monitors stayed close enough for me to hear every alert. The oxygen concentrator hummed constantly.

The house didn’t feel peaceful yet.

It felt fragile.

But there were moments — tiny ones — where instinct started slipping through anyway.

In the mornings, after he woke up, I would carry him downstairs in my left arm while he stretched against my chest. Those moments felt different from the NICU.

Less performance.

Less observation.

More natural.

I would look at him and notice tiny things. His eyes opening wider. More hair than the day before. The way he stretched after waking up.

And for a few seconds at a time, I stopped seeing monitors and tubing and schedules.

I just saw Sebastian.

My son.

At home.
21B - Settling Into Survival

About a week after Sebastian came home, Justin went back to work.

He left around five in the morning. The house was still dark. Sebastian was asleep in the bassinet beside my side of the bed, swaddled and quiet. I got up when Justin did because by then my body automatically woke early. I remember making the bed carefully so I wouldn’t wake Sebastian, then carrying the baby monitor downstairs and turning the volume all the way up before sitting on the couch.

Me and Justin did our normal goodbye. I love you. Have a good day. He asked if I wanted my mom to come over and help.

“No,” I said. “I got it.”

I tried to sound calmer than I felt. I told him I’d send pictures throughout the day and keep him updated.

But after the garage door shut, the silence in the house changed immediately.

It felt exposing.

I sat on the couch with the TV running quietly in the background for noise and stared at the monitor every few seconds. I kept the volume turned up so loud that even if I looked away, I’d still hear him. I remember trying to mentally hype myself up.

You’ve been doing this for a week already. Nothing bad has happened. You know how to do this.

But underneath all of that was the real thought:

It’s all on me now.

Not a test anymore. Not rooming in. Not practicing.

Real life.

And in my mind, real life meant: if I fail, Sebastian dies.

I watched the clock constantly that day waiting for Justin to come home. Time moved painfully slow. I didn’t know what to do with Sebastian all day long. I didn’t know how to tell if he was tired versus hungry. I didn’t know how mothers just… knew things.

The self-doubt started creeping back in immediately.

If he cried, I tried to walk myself through possibilities logically. Maybe he’s hungry. If not, maybe he needs to burp. If not, maybe rock him. Maybe he’s tired.

I was constantly coaching myself through motherhood step by step because nothing felt instinctive yet.

I stayed mostly in the living room and kitchen because I was afraid to be too far away from him. If I went upstairs to use the bathroom, I only did it when he was fully asleep. Even then I rushed.

The house felt small in a way it never had before. Like I couldn’t move freely inside it anymore.

I still tried to do normal things. I vacuumed the living room with a small cordless vacuum while he slept. I washed dishes. I kept the TV on because I wanted him to get used to ordinary sounds instead of tiptoeing around him constantly.

But physically, my body stayed on edge all day. Jittery. Jumping at every sound. Like adrenaline was sitting right under my skin.

One afternoon while Sebastian was asleep, I decided to shower.

I hadn’t showered in several days and I felt disgusting. I remember putting the monitor right outside the shower curtain with the volume turned all the way up. I left the bathroom door open too. Even before I got in, I was rushing.

The plan was simple:
five minutes.
Get clean.
Get out.

At first my body stayed tense under the water. Then slowly, for the first time all day, I relaxed.

I remember standing there rinsing my hair with my back toward the water, just letting it run over my head and shoulders. The warmth felt unbelievable. Honest to God, it was probably the best shower I had ever felt in my life.

And then Sebastian started crying.

The panic hit instantly.

My stomach dropped. I rushed to rinse the soap out of my hair, shut the water off, wrapped a towel around myself half-wet, and ran out of the bathroom.

The thought that hit hardest was immediate and brutal:

How selfish of you.

You should’ve waited until Justin got home.

Sebastian calmed down eventually, but I never got back in the shower that day.

Truthfully, after that, I stopped showering unless Justin was home.

One night not long after, I was standing in the kitchen wiping down the counters before bed while Justin watched TV in the living room. Sebastian was asleep.

The house was quiet.

Then suddenly I heard it.

A NICU monitor.

Not vaguely. Not imaginatively.

Clearly.

The exact rhythm of the alarms from the NICU.

I froze instantly and turned around so sharply my whole body moved at once instead of just my head. For a few seconds, I genuinely believed I was back there. I heard multiple monitors layered together like they had always been.

The kitchen stopped feeling real.

I remember standing there completely disoriented because I honestly could not tell which version was real anymore — whether I was standing in my kitchen imagining the NICU, or standing in the NICU imagining my kitchen.

Nothing snapped me out of it. I just slowly came back after a few seconds.

But afterward I stood there shaken and detached, embarrassed by what had just happened. I never told Justin about it. I kept it to myself.

Even after Sebastian came home, my nervous system never really left the hospital.

The sounds followed me home first.

The oxygen concentrator became comforting because it meant he was still breathing. Silence scared me more than noise. If things stayed too quiet too long, I’d walk over and check his monitors, then check his chest to make sure he was moving.

Eventually the concentrator faded into the background, but during those first weeks it sounded impossibly loud.

Every cry still sounded like an emergency to me.

I never really learned different cries the way other mothers seemed to. Hungry, tired, gas — it all sounded the same. Panic hit my body before logic ever had a chance.

But little moments started slipping through anyway.

Small moments.

One evening after a feeding, I sat on the couch beside Justin while he played a video game. Sebastian had been fussy, and I was holding him against my shoulder trying to burp him. After he finally burped, I kept gently patting his back.

And then he just… relaxed.

He fell asleep against me while me and Justin talked quietly beside each other like it was normal.

For a few minutes, I could actually breathe.

Not survival breathing.
Real breathing.

I remember sitting there thinking:

Wow.
I’m really doing this right now.

Those moments never lasted very long, but they mattered because they gave me something to hold onto.

Proof that maybe I wasn’t failing as badly as I believed.

Still, mornings stayed hard after Justin went back to work. Every morning felt like my confidence reset back to zero overnight. By the time I woke up, all the progress I thought I’d made the day before was gone again.

The outside world felt irrelevant during those first weeks. I barely noticed it anymore. Everything narrowed down to the living room, the monitors, the feedings, the oxygen tubing, the bassinet beside the couch.

Responsibility and dread sat underneath everything.

And deep down, even while caring for him every day, I still carried the same terrifying belief underneath it all:

that I was just a placeholder for the nurses he had bonded with first.

Every cry sounded like an emergency.
21C - This Is Our Life Now

The days settled into routines after Sebastian came home, at least on the surface.

Justin would leave for work around five in the morning. I’d wake up around the same time and the very first thing I would do—even before going downstairs for coffee—was check on Sebastian. Most mornings he was still asleep in the bassinet beside the bed, swaddled tight, oxygen cannula still in place. I’d stand there for a few seconds just watching his chest rise and fall before quietly making the bed so I wouldn’t wake him.

Then I’d carry the baby monitor downstairs and start the day.

For about six weeks, my entire world became the house and Sebastian.

Everything revolved around feedings, oxygen levels, naps, medications, schedules, and equipment. The living room became command central. The oxygen concentrator ran constantly beside the couch with its steady humming noise. The feeding pump sat nearby attached to the IV pole. I kept baskets filled with medical supplies within arm’s reach—extra tape for his oxygen tubing and NG tube, diapers, wipes, syringes, creams, cloths, extra tubing. The room felt crowded all the time, not with cozy family clutter but with things I believed were keeping him alive.

Eventually I started resenting the living room for that exact reason.

It stopped feeling like a place where families relaxed together. It felt like a place where I kept Sebastian alive.

We barely left the house in those first weeks unless it was for doctor appointments. Groceries were delivered. Errands felt dangerous. Even carrying him from upstairs to downstairs was a production because of the equipment. The oxygen concentrator, monitors, feeding pump, oxygen tanks—it all had to move with him. Some rooms in the house started feeling inaccessible because the stairs made everything harder.

And yet at the same time, little pieces of ordinary life slowly started slipping in around the edges.

One day Justin asked if I could drop a package off at the post office for him. It already had a label on it. I just had to hand it over and get a receipt. The post office was maybe two miles from our house.

It should have been simple.

Instead, I stood in the living room mentally rehearsing the trip while holding Sebastian’s car seat.

Okay. We’re going to drive there. We’re going to park. We’re going to carry him inside. We’re going to hand over the package. Then we’re coming home.

I gripped the steering wheel with both hands the entire drive there. I kept checking the rearview mirror to make sure he was okay. I parked close to the entrance so I wouldn’t have to carry him far. I left him in the car seat and carried the whole thing inside with me, setting him beside me while I waited in line.

The post office itself felt strangely quiet compared to home.

It was the first normal place Sebastian had ever been outside the hospital or doctors’ offices. I didn’t notice whether anyone looked at him or not. I was too focused on getting him back home safely.

But when we pulled back into the driveway and nothing bad had happened, I felt this overwhelming rush of relief.

I remember carrying him inside and saying, “Hey, we did it.”

I laughed a little after that.

Maybe next time we could work our way up to the grocery store.

That tiny ten-minute errand felt enormous to me. It was the first time I thought maybe life could continue. Not go back to what it was before, because I knew that was impossible. But continue forward somehow.

Around that same time, we gave Sebastian his first bath at home.

He was almost six months old.

The kitchen light above the sink was on, and Justin stood beside me while I lowered him carefully into the warm water with a soft blue cloth draped over him so he wouldn’t get cold. I remember being nervous because I’d heard so many babies hated baths.

But Sebastian loved it.

He didn’t cry at all. He just sat there wide-eyed and calm while I poured warm water over him carefully, shielding his face with my hand. When we realized he actually liked it, me and Justin both laughed.

Not nervous laughter.
Real laughter.

And for a few minutes, I wasn’t thinking about monitors or oxygen levels or emergencies.

I was just washing my baby in the sink.

It felt strange doing something so normal after months of survival mode. I didn’t know how to be a normal parent anymore. But that moment felt easy in a way almost nothing else had.

Around the one month mark, something shifted.

Not dramatically.
Quietly.

I realized this wasn’t temporary anymore.

This was our life.

Seeing Sebastian move through our house every day made it real in a different way than the hospital ever had. We weren’t visiting him anymore. We weren’t surviving hour-to-hour waiting for disaster.

We were the parents now.

Not pretending.
Not practicing.
Not preparing.

Actually doing it.

And slowly, without fully realizing it, I started trusting myself more.

At first I followed his feeding schedule with absolute rigidity because that’s what the hospital taught us to do. The schedule felt safe. Controlled. Predictable.

But Sebastian was hungry more often than the schedule allowed.

I could see it.

And eventually I made the decision to go against the schedule and feed him anyway.

I remember feeling nervous the first few times I did it, but I also knew deep down that I was doing what he needed. Every time I listened to my instincts instead of the paper schedule and nothing bad happened, it felt like I reclaimed a tiny piece of myself.

Like I was taking my power back as his mother from the hospital.

The more I trusted my instincts, the calmer both of us became.

And with that came moments where I stopped performing motherhood and just existed inside it.

I started picking out sleepers for him because I wanted to, not because it was practical. I learned the little expressions he made when he was sleepy. In the mornings I’d carry him downstairs tucked against my shoulder while he stretched awake, and sometimes I’d just stop and stare at him.

You have more hair today.
Your eyes opened wider today.

Tiny things.

But they felt huge to me.

There were moments he seemed soothed specifically by me, and those moments felt almost unreal. One evening I sat beside Justin on the couch while he played a video game, and I held Sebastian against my shoulder after a feeding. I patted his back gently while talking to Justin, and eventually Sebastian burped, relaxed, and fell asleep against me.

I remember sitting there thinking:
Wow.
I’m really doing this.

And for a few minutes, I genuinely enjoyed it without fear swallowing the moment whole.

But underneath everything, grief was still there constantly.

Always.

Every happy moment with Sebastian carried the ache of what Noelle never got to experience.

During his bath, I thought:
She should be here too.

When he smiled for the first time or looked at a toy or stretched awake in the mornings, my mind automatically wandered toward her. Would she have liked this? Would she have smiled like that? What would she sound like?

The grief never left the room.

Sometimes it became so overwhelming that I couldn’t fully feel joy in the moment itself. I started taking pictures constantly because I felt split in half emotionally. Grief demanded so much of me that I couldn’t always access happiness while it was actively happening.

So I preserved the moments instead.

I think some part of me hoped that later—once the grief softened enough to let me breathe—I could look back at those photos and finally experience the joy fully.

Like I could revisit the moment once grief and joy stopped fighting each other inside me.

I also noticed myself changing emotionally during those weeks.

I became more unapologetic.

One coworker told me one day, “You can’t always listen to doctors one hundred percent of the time. Sometimes you have to trust your instincts as a mother.”

Before everything happened, I probably would’ve smiled politely.

Instead I looked at her and said, “If I hadn’t listened to the doctors one hundred percent of the time, Sebastian would be dead.”

The silence afterward was uncomfortable.

But I didn’t apologize.

And honestly, shocking myself by saying it out loud felt strangely empowering.

I realized I didn’t need other people to understand what we had lived through. I didn’t need them to agree with me. I didn’t need normal advice for a situation that had never been normal.

By around six weeks after discharge, Sebastian was off oxygen. Then eventually off the feeding tube too. His appointments became more spread out. He still looked tiny and fragile, but less breakable somehow.

And for longer stretches of time, I finally started feeling like his mother.

Not because the fear disappeared.

Not because the grief disappeared.

But because I slowly stopped asking permission to trust myself.
21D — The Emergency Never Left

By the time Sebastian had been home several weeks, life looked more stable from the outside.

The appointments had started spreading farther apart.
The oxygen was gone.
The feeding tube was gone.
The monitors were gone.

People around us acted like that meant the crisis was over.

But my body never got that message.

I thought bringing him home would make things feel safer. I thought once we were out of the hospital environment, once we were no longer surrounded by emergency alarms and doctors and constant fear, my nervous system would finally calm down.

It didn’t.

Even during peaceful moments, my body stayed braced for disaster. Calm felt temporary. Happiness felt suspicious. I didn’t trust good moments because I believed something bad always followed them. My body anticipated a low for every high. Peace never felt pure. It felt borrowed.

I was always waiting for the next shoe to drop.

Even when Sebastian got stronger, the fear didn’t disappear—it shifted. His progress made me panic less about him dying and more about becoming fully responsible for him. Every milestone meant more decisions fell onto me. Every piece of equipment removed was one less structure holding me up.

When he came off oxygen and the monitors disappeared, it should have felt simple. Freeing.

And it did.

But it also felt disorienting.

For months, survival had been attached to wires and tubing and schedules and machines. Suddenly I could just pick him up and walk somewhere. No untangling cords. No moving equipment first. No planning every movement around oxygen tubing or feeding pumps.

I remember one morning scooping him up from the bassinet and carrying him downstairs without stopping to move machines first. My body almost paused waiting for the extra steps, but there weren’t any.

I could just go.

It felt dreamlike.

One afternoon I took him outside and sat with him on the backyard swing. It was nice outside—warm without being hot. He sat against me looking around while the swing moved slowly back and forth. No tubes twisted around his body. No wires pulling tight. No feeding schedule hanging over the moment.

His face was bare.

I remember staring at him because he looked unfamiliar for a second. I had spent so long seeing him covered in tubing that seeing his full face unobstructed almost startled me.

I remember thinking, Wow. You’re so beautiful.

And immediately after that:

I never thought we’d see this day.

I sat there holding him while he looked around the yard, and for a few minutes it felt like something inside me unclenched. Not fully. Never fully. But enough to breathe.

Those moments existed more often now. Tiny moments where instinct reached him before panic did.

Moments where he would fall asleep on my shoulder after a bottle while I sat next to Justin on the couch. Moments where he laid across my legs staring at the ceiling fan while the house stayed quiet. Moments where he cried simply because he hated a llama tummy-time pillow and not because something was medically wrong.

That one actually made me laugh.

I remember putting the little llama pillow in front of him one morning and telling him, “Mommy got you this.”

And he immediately started crying.

Not panicked crying. Not pain. Just offended baby crying because apparently he hated the llama pillow with his entire soul. I remember laughing and snapping a couple pictures before putting it away.

It was the first time in a long time that something felt funny instead of catastrophic.

But even as those moments appeared, my nervous system still lived inside the emergency.

Every cry still hit my body like an alarm. If I couldn’t soothe him immediately, I spiraled. One difficult moment could erase every ounce of confidence I had built that day. It felt like I could never get far enough ahead of the fear to actually keep it.

And outside the house, ordinary life started feeling absurd.

Going back to work made that painfully obvious.

People expected normal conversation again. Normal politeness. Small talk in hallways. Casual complaints. Social performance.

I couldn’t do it anymore.

I didn’t have the energy to perform fake nice while barely holding myself together internally. The fake pleasantries drained what little emotional energy I had left. I was over here gripping tiny slivers of happiness wherever I could find them while people complained about things like coffee orders or test scores or rain.

I remember sitting in a meeting listening to complaints about student testing data and thinking:

You have no idea what survival actually feels like.

It wasn’t even anger anymore. It was disconnect. I realized I was not living in the same emotional universe as the people around me.

One moment in particular made that painfully clear.

A coworker told me, “I’m sorry for the loss of your baby girl.”

And without even thinking, I responded:

“Well, she’s not lost. She died. So there’s that.”

The coworker immediately looked uncomfortable. Like they didn’t know what to do with me after that.

But I didn’t care.

Not in a cruel way.

In an honest way.

The comment had landed hollow. Too polished. Too socially acceptable. I didn’t have the emotional energy to soften reality anymore just to make other people comfortable around my grief.

That was one of the first moments I realized trauma had stripped something away inside me.

Or maybe it uncovered something that had always been there.

Before all of this, I probably would have apologized immediately. I would have backtracked. Softened it. Made the other person comfortable again.

Now I just let the truth sit there.

And that shift terrified me sometimes.

Because underneath everything—the motherhood, the grief, the survival, the fear—I no longer fully recognized myself.

I didn’t know who I was becoming.

I only knew I couldn’t go back to who I had been before.
21E — Pieces of Peace

Living in a house that technically looked normal again was confusing.

From the outside, the emergency appeared over. Sebastian was off the monitors. The oxygen was gone. The feeding tube was gone. We started going to grocery stores again. I was managing the house, taking care of Sebastian, and trying to settle into something that resembled ordinary life.

But internally, nothing felt ordinary.

It felt like I was still living inside a nightmare while pretending I wasn’t.

Even after Sebastian got stronger, I stayed suspicious of calm. If he got a cough or seemed extra sleepy or cried differently, my mind immediately spiraled toward disaster.

I knew it.
This is it.
Something’s wrong.

The thoughts were automatic by then. Constant. Fear had become my body’s default setting whether I wanted it to be or not. Peace felt temporary, almost borrowed, like there was only a limited amount of it available to me at any given time. Sometimes I avoided fully relaxing into good moments because some part of me believed I would use all the peace up too quickly.

I was always waiting for something bad to happen afterward.

As much as my body physically rested more once we were home, emotionally I never stopped bracing. The exhaustion lived deeper than being tired from having a newborn. It sat inside every part of me. There was not a single muscle or cell in my body that felt untouched by what had happened.

And yet little moments of calm still found their way in anyway.

A few months after Sebastian came home, me and Justin started taking him on walks around our neighborhood in one of those little umbrella strollers. At first I only felt comfortable going if Justin came too, but eventually I started taking Sebastian by myself.

I looked forward to those walks more than I expected to.

I would point out random things while we walked.

“Look at that bird.”
“Did you see that squirrel?”
“That’s a big tree.”

Sebastian would just ride quietly while I talked to him.

What mattered most to me was how simple it felt.

No machines.
No monitors.
No cords to untangle.
No feeding pumps to move first.

I could just pick him up, put him in the stroller, and go outside.

That was it.

The simplicity of it almost felt deceptive after everything we had lived through.

Ordinary life slowly started returning after that, but emotionally I still felt disconnected from the world around me. I noticed it most at work.

I went back for one final year of teaching, and honestly, it was probably the year I gave the least amount of fucks in my entire career.

People complained about testing schedules and meetings and minor inconveniences, and I remember sitting there thinking:

You have no idea what survival actually feels like.

One faculty meeting during state testing season especially stuck with me. An administrator joked with everyone and said, “Let’s just survive testing week.”

I understood they were trying to lighten the mood.

But hearing the word survive used casually like that felt almost surreal to me. I remember sitting there realizing we were not living in the same emotional universe anymore.

Around that same time, I asked my principal if I could take a bereavement day for the one-year anniversary of Noelle’s death. A few days later she declined it, explaining that because the death was not recent, it did not qualify under county policy.

I emailed her back almost immediately.

Just because it’s not recent to you doesn’t mean it’s not recent to me.

I told her I relived Noelle’s death every day, so yes, it still felt recent.

Later she came to my classroom to smooth things over in person. She said the things people are socially supposed to say in situations like that, but it all felt rehearsed and hollow. I remember telling her, “No one really knows unless they’ve been through it.”

After that, we never really looked at each other the same way again.

Before all of this, I probably would have softened my response. I would have worried about sounding rude or making someone uncomfortable.

But trauma had stripped a lot of that away from me.

Or maybe it revealed parts of me that had always been there underneath.

I became blunter. Less willing to perform socially just to keep other people comfortable. Less patient with shallow conversations and fake niceties. It became exhausting pretending everything was normal for the sake of everyone else.

Even with Justin, there were moments where something sideways would come out sharper than I intended. One time he told me, “You’re mean.”

I remember calmly responding, “What I said may have been mean, but being mean is not the same thing as being mean-spirited.”

At the time, I wasn’t even fully sure where that version of me was coming from.

I only knew I could not go back to the person I had been before.

At the same time, grief remained tangled inside every happy moment with Sebastian.

Always.

When he hit milestones, I celebrated him while grieving Noelle simultaneously. Holidays hurt. Birthdays hurt. Watching him grow hurt sometimes because every new milestone quietly reminded me that there should have been two babies experiencing those moments together.

I constantly imagined who Noelle would have become.

Sebastian’s hair turned very blonde as he got older, with bright blue eyes that almost looked crystal clear in certain lighting. Noelle had dark hair when she was born, and I used to wonder if she would have kept it. I wondered what colors would’ve looked prettiest on her. I wondered if she would’ve liked vegetables the way Sebastian did or preferred fruit instead.

Small thoughts.
Ordinary thoughts.

But they followed me everywhere.

I started writing to her in a journal during those years. I would print pictures and glue them inside. Sometimes they weren’t even important pictures. Just random snapshots from daily life. A road. A store. Sebastian playing. Holiday mornings. Little moments I wanted to share with her somehow.

I would update her about Sebastian’s milestones like she was still listening.

Maybe some part of me believed she was.

As Sebastian got older, I started bringing him into our room and showing him her picture. He would point and ask, “Who’s that?”

And I would tell him, “That’s your sister.”

Eventually he started asking when he could see her.

That question broke something open inside me every single time.

How do you explain death to a toddler when you still barely understand how to carry it yourself?

So I would tell him we’d see her someday.

And afterward I would sit there realizing that loving Sebastian and grieving Noelle were never going to become separate experiences for me. They were permanently intertwined. But during those first years home, I still believed joy and grief were competing with each other inside me. I thought I had to choose one or the other emotionally.

That was part of why I took so many pictures.

Sometimes grief demanded so much space inside me that I couldn’t fully feel happiness while it was happening. So I documented everything instead, hoping maybe someday I could revisit those moments once the grief softened enough to let me fully breathe inside them.

There were also moments where peace slipped in quietly before fear could interrupt it.

One evening Sebastian was sitting in a little ball pit in his room while me and Justin sat nearby watching him play. He started laughing hysterically at a pillow for reasons none of us understood. I remember thinking: She would have laughed too. 

I remember calling Justin over saying, “Look at this. He thinks the pillow is hilarious.”

And then me and Justin started laughing because Sebastian was laughing.

It felt so normal.

So easy.

My shoulders relaxed before I even realized it had happened.

Moments like that became tiny pieces of peace scattered throughout our days.

Not permanent peace.
Not healed peace.

Just brief moments where my body unclenched enough to exist inside the present instead of inside survival.

At night, after the house finally quieted down, I would rock Sebastian before bed in the dim light of his room while he finished his bottle. I always sang “Hickory Dickory Dock” because it was his favorite nursery rhyme.

No matter what kind of day it had been, those moments always felt calm.

The day was over.
He was safe.
I was still there.

Sometimes I would sit in the rocking chair long after he fell asleep, holding him in the dark while the house stayed quiet around us.

And somewhere in those quiet moments, without fully realizing it yet, I think I was beginning to understand that peace was never going to return to me all at once.

It was going to come back in pieces.
22A — Functioning

From the outside, my life looked normal again.

I woke up early every morning, got myself ready for work, got Sebastian ready for the day, and dropped him off at my mom’s before going to teach. I cleaned the house. Ran errands. Paid bills. Made dinner. Spent time with Justin and Sebastian. We sat outside together sometimes or went to stores as a family. I participated in birthdays and holidays and all the little routines that make up ordinary life.

I reprised every role that was expected of me.

Mom.
Wife.
Coworker.
Daughter.

And from the outside, I think people assumed I was doing better.

Coworkers assumed I was doing better.
I think Justin probably assumed I was doing better too.

The truth was, I had simply become very good at performing.

That’s really what that period of my life was:
going through the motions.

I thought if I jumped back into normal life hard enough, eventually my emotions would catch up with my behavior. I thought routines meant stability. I thought functioning meant healing.

So I performed healing constantly.

I joked at work.
Answered texts normally.
Participated in holidays.
Smiled during conversations.
Automatically told people, “I’m okay,” even when nothing inside me remotely resembled okay.

At some point, I became so convincing that I briefly started believing the performance myself.

That scared me.

Because underneath all of it, emotionally I was completely overloaded.

One afternoon, while Justin and Sebastian were downstairs at home, I told Justin I needed to go upstairs to the bathroom for a minute.

I don’t even remember exactly what mood I had been in beforehand. I just remember feeling snippy and irritated all day in a way that sat deeper than simple frustration.

The bathroom lights were off when I went inside. The only light came through the window above the sink. I closed the door behind me and sat there quietly for a few minutes not really thinking about anything specific.

Downstairs, I could hear Sebastian moving around faintly.

Then suddenly I lost it.

Not gradual crying.
Not a few tears.

I started sobbing so hard I could barely breathe.

Even though nobody else was upstairs, I still didn’t want to be heard. I grabbed a washcloth and held it over my mouth trying to muffle the sound while I cried. At one point I remember doubling over onto the bathroom floor because I physically could not catch my breath through the sobbing.

And the entire time, I kept glancing up at myself in the mirror.

Not staring.

Just looking.

I felt almost compelled to physically see what the trauma was doing to me. I wanted proof that it existed somewhere outside my own head. Not in a philosophical way. Just in a real one.

I remember looking out the bathroom window toward the treetops and sky while trying to breathe and saying out loud:

“I miss you so much. I can’t breathe.”

And in that moment, I genuinely couldn’t.

After a while I wet the washcloth, wiped my face off, and slowly pulled myself back together. I stayed upstairs a few more minutes until I could pass for normal again.

Then I went downstairs and resumed the day with Justin and Sebastian like nothing had happened.

I never told Justin about it.

Part of me wanted to.

But another part of me felt ashamed that I was still falling apart like that internally after everyone else seemed to believe we were surviving this so well. I was afraid if I talked about it, he would ask questions I didn’t know how to answer or try to reassure me in ways that would feel hollow even if he meant them sincerely.

So instead I kept it inside.

That became a pattern.

I wanted connection desperately, especially from Justin, but I was also terrified of vulnerability. Some part of my brain had started associating attachment with loss. Loving someone deeply no longer felt emotionally safe to me after Noelle died.

And because I didn’t know how to explain any of that, I just became angrier instead.

Justin used to ask me sometimes, “Why are you so angry?”

I don’t think he meant it critically. I think he genuinely wanted to understand.

But I never knew how to answer him because the anger was everywhere.

I was angry at the doctors.
Angry at God.
Angry at myself.
Angry at the world.
Angry that other people got to continue living normally.
Angry that life expected me to continue functioning normally too.

No one explicitly told me what they expected from me after everything happened, but I still felt the pressure constantly.

Keep going.
Keep functioning.
Keep participating.
Keep smiling.
Keep moving.

And eventually I started resenting the fact that the world required functioning at all.

Work made that feeling worse.

I knew how to teach well. I knew exactly what administrators wanted from me. I knew how to manage students, lesson plans, meetings, testing schedules, all of it.

But after everything happened, the environment started feeling fake to me.

People talked slower around me sometimes. Filtered their words more carefully. Coworkers tiptoed around certain topics. I think everyone expected me to come back different somehow, but when I returned trying to slide back into my old personality, it confused people.

The problem was that version of me no longer fit.

Before all of this, I was still blunt and rough around the edges, but I softened things more. I apologized more easily. I cared more about smoothing situations over and being socially acceptable afterward.

Afterward, I just didn’t have the emotional energy for any of that.

It wasn’t that I intentionally wanted to hurt people.

I just genuinely stopped caring how my honesty landed sometimes.

I remember sitting in meetings listening to complaints about lesson plans and testing schedules thinking:

None of this is life or death.

And once you know what actual life-or-death feels like, it becomes very difficult to pretend everything else carries the same emotional weight.

At the same time, I also felt deeply isolated.

Even surrounded by people.

Coworkers would ask about Sebastian and try to check in compassionately, but part of me rejected it automatically because my brain interpreted it as performative.

You didn’t ask when he was in the NICU.
You didn’t even know his name before this.
You only care now because I’m standing in front of you.

Whether that was fair or not didn’t matter emotionally. That was how it landed inside me.

The emotional exhaustion itself became physical eventually.

I was tired constantly.

Not ordinary tired.
Not “working mom” tired.

It felt like every part of me was carrying weight all the time. Even simple outings felt draining sometimes. There were days Justin wanted us to go do something as a family, and occasionally I forced myself to go because I thought that’s what I was supposed to do.

Other days I just couldn’t.

I would stay home because I physically did not have the energy to keep performing normal life for another few hours.

Inside, everything felt tangled together so tightly that I couldn’t separate one emotion from another anymore.

Grief.
Fear.
Anger.
Exhaustion.
Guilt.
Relief.
Love.
Resentment.

It all existed as one giant knot inside me.

And anytime I stopped distracting myself long enough to feel any of it, everything flooded in at once.

The grief ambushes usually happened during ordinary moments.

Not dramatic ones.

One afternoon Sebastian was walking downstairs in his pajamas while I stood nearby watching to make sure he didn’t fall. And suddenly I started crying because my brain immediately thought:

She should be walking beside him.

That was how grief worked by then.

Not loud all the time.
Just constant.

Every milestone reminded me that time was continuing whether I wanted it to or not.

During my final year teaching, I had a student named Noel in one of my classes. Most of the year I called her by her last name instead of her first because saying “Noel” out loud physically hurt.

A couple times I accidentally used her first name anyway while taking roll.

Every single time, my voice caught halfway through it.

Like I had been punched in the chest right before speaking.

I would pause, take a sip of water, push everything back down, and keep going with class like nothing had happened.

That became my specialty:
pulling myself together just enough to continue functioning.
22B — What Avoidance Cost Me

At first, avoidance felt productive.

As long as I stayed busy enough, distracted enough, functional enough, I could keep everything moving forward without having to sit still long enough to fully feel what had happened.

While I was still teaching, that was easier.

There was always something demanding my attention. Lesson plans. Meetings. State testing. Classroom management. Emails. Students needing help. Work gave me structure, and structure gave me somewhere to hide emotionally.

But even then, the cracks had already started showing.

I became more withdrawn around people. More irritable. Smaller inconveniences started feeling catastrophic inside my body. If something didn’t go according to plan, I reacted harder than I normally would have. I snapped at people faster. My patience disappeared quicker. It felt like it was taking more emotional energy to hold myself together than it would have taken to simply fall apart.

And when I eventually stopped teaching to stay home with Sebastian full-time, the avoidance became harder to maintain because suddenly there was more silence.

More unstructured time.

More room for my thoughts to catch up to me.

So I stayed busy on purpose.

I picked up hobbies and crafts. I focused on Sebastian’s therapy appointments. I cleaned. Organized things. Ran errands. Kept moving constantly.

Anything to avoid sitting still too long.

Because every time life quieted down, the emotions started pressing harder against the surface.

I kept Noelle’s memory box in the attic during those years. At the time, I told myself I was protecting it. Keeping it safe for someday when Sebastian was older and ready for it.

In reality, I think I was trying to keep the grief physically out of sight.

Not because I didn’t love her.
Because I loved her so much that fully facing her absence still felt emotionally life-threatening to me.

One afternoon, while Sebastian was asleep and Justin was at work, I was dusting in our bedroom when I came across a tiny crocheted pumpkin hat Noelle had worn in the NICU.

It was dark orange with a little green stem on top.

I picked it up carefully and just sat there holding it for a minute.

At first I wasn’t crying. I was just thinking quietly about her life. Reflecting.

Then without warning, I lifted the hat to my face and smelled it.

The scent was gone completely.

And I remember saying out loud:

“I don’t even remember what you smelled like.”

The crying came instantly after that.

Not dramatic crying.
Not panic.

Just pure grief.

The kind that feels clean and unbearable at the same time.

I remember feeling embarrassed for smelling the hat even though nobody else was there to see it. The entire room disappeared emotionally in that moment. I couldn’t have described anything around me if someone had asked. It felt like the only thing existing in the world was me missing Noelle.

After a few minutes, I carefully placed the hat back where it belonged and continued dusting like nothing had happened.

That was how avoidance worked by then.

The grief would break through briefly, and then I would immediately push it back down and continue functioning before it spread too far.

There were other moments too.

Any time I heard “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star,” I could physically feel my body wanting to cry even if no tears actually came. It felt like my body remembered something I was actively trying not to remember myself.

Walking through stores became complicated too.

Even while shopping for Sebastian, my eyes automatically drifted toward the little girls’ clothes. Dresses. Tiny shoes. Shirts with flowers on them.

I never stopped walking.
Never broke down publicly.

But emotionally it felt like grief was grabbing at me constantly from the corners of ordinary life.

And the older Sebastian got, the more dangerous fully feeling everything seemed to become.

I was terrified people would think I was ungrateful for him if they knew how consumed I still was by grief.

I loved Sebastian deeply. Watching him grow stronger and healthier meant everything to me.

But grief for Noelle existed alongside that love constantly, and I worried people would interpret one emotion as canceling out the other.

So instead, I kept everything buried as deeply as I could.

The problem was that avoidance started becoming just as exhausting as the grief itself.

I genuinely believed that if I let myself fully feel everything all at once, I would emotionally collapse in a way I would never recover from.

Not metaphorically.

I thought I would stop functioning completely.

I thought I would cry forever.
I thought I would become unreachable.
I thought I would dissociate so badly I might end up hospitalized.
I thought I would become incapable of parenting Sebastian.

So in my mind, avoiding the grief felt necessary for survival.

At the time, I thought I was protecting myself.
Protecting Justin.
Protecting Sebastian.

But in reality, the pressure was building underneath everything.

And the more overwhelmed I became internally, the harder it became to maintain relationships around me.

Especially with Justin.

That was the part that hurt the most.

I wanted connection from him desperately because he was the only other person in the world who had lived through all of it beside me. Other people knew pieces of the story, but Justin had actually been there.

And yet whenever he tried to emotionally reach me, I shut down.

Sometimes during disagreements, I would just go completely silent. Justin would get frustrated and ask why I wasn’t communicating, but it wasn’t that I didn’t want to communicate.

I genuinely didn’t know how.

Everything inside me felt tangled together so tightly that I couldn’t separate one emotion from another long enough to explain it out loud. Silence felt safer than saying the wrong thing and feeling misunderstood afterward.

So instead I withdrew.

And then later I would resent him for not understanding what I never fully allowed him to see.

That contradiction ate at me constantly.

I wanted comfort while simultaneously resisting it.

I wanted connection while being terrified of vulnerability.

Some irrational part of my brain had started associating emotional attachment with danger after losing Noelle. It felt safer to stay emotionally guarded than risk feeling exposed.

Even when the isolation itself was devastating me.

Physically, my body was beginning to react stronger too.

I had headaches constantly. I felt emotionally exhausted all the time. Some days I moved through routines automatically, almost mechanically, like I was overriding my own body just to keep participating in normal life.

The panic reactions became strongest any time I had to drive past the hospital where Sebastian and Noelle were born.

Even thinking about driving near it was enough to make my body tense.

The closer we got, the worse the reaction became.

My breathing would get shallow. My chest tightened. It felt like the inside of my body was vibrating while I sat there outwardly composed pretending nothing was happening.

Most of the time I avoided looking directly at the labor and delivery section entirely.

Justin never noticed.
My mom never noticed.

I was that determined to keep it hidden.

One day while waiting in the car during one of Sebastian’s speech therapy appointments, I remember sitting in complete silence for a few minutes after putting my phone down.

No music.
No scrolling.
No distraction.

And out of nowhere, a thought crossed my mind:

What if facing the trauma is easier than avoiding it?

The thought scared me enough that I immediately dismissed it.

But it stayed with me afterward anyway.

Because deep down, my body already knew something my mind still wasn’t ready to admit yet.

I could feel myself cracking underneath the performance.

And I knew I wasn’t going to be able to outrun it forever.
22C — Turning Around to Look

The shift started in early spring of 2025.

Up until then, most of my energy had gone into surviving day-to-day life and trying not to drown emotionally. I stayed busy constantly. Parenting. Running the house. Distracting myself. Avoiding stillness wherever I could find it.

Then one afternoon I was at my mom’s house, and during a casual conversation she mentioned something I had never seriously considered before.

She wondered out loud whether the rapid increase in my blood pressure medication during the last twenty-four hours before delivery could have affected Sebastian’s placental abruption.

I remember saying, “I don’t know.”

And technically that was true.

But on the drive home afterward, something inside me shifted.

It felt almost instantaneous.

I remember driving home with Sebastian and replaying the conversation in my head over and over again. By the time we got back to the house, the questions had already started multiplying.

Not vague questions anymore.

Specific ones.

What exact medication was I on?
What dosage?
How quickly was it increased?
What was my baseline blood pressure beforehand?
What exactly happened in those last twenty-four hours?

It felt like a switch flipped somewhere inside me.

And within hours, I became obsessed.

At first I started searching online trying to understand things generally, but almost immediately that stopped feeling sufficient because I didn’t want general answers anymore.

I wanted answers about us.

So I started requesting records.

All of them.

Mine.
Sebastian’s.
Noelle’s.

I requested records from every hospital stay, every doctor, every specialist. OB records. MFM records. Nurses’ notes. Doctors’ notes. Lab work. Monitoring strips. Delivery records. NICU documentation.

Everything.

At the time, I knew it would amount to thousands of pages eventually, but I didn’t care. Organizing them could come later. In that moment, the only thing that mattered was getting every possible piece of information into my possession.

Physically, it felt like a mission.

Compulsive.
Necessary.

Like something inside me had decided:
You are going to figure out what happened.

I got both paper and digital copies of most of the records, but the digital versions quickly became my primary focus because they were easier to search, easier to compare, easier to obsess over.

And once the records started arriving, I hesitated before opening them.

Because somewhere deep down, I understood I was crossing an emotional line.

I remember thinking:
Once I know certain things, I can’t unknow them.

But by then, the need to understand had already outweighed the fear.

I opened them anyway.

And that’s when everything escalated.

I became completely consumed by the records.

Not casually interested.
Consumed.

I had them saved on my phone, tablet, and computer. I reread sections repeatedly. Took screenshots of important pages. Highlighted details. Searched medical terminology constantly. Built timelines both digitally and by hand.

Everything became color coded.

Blue for Sebastian.
Pink for Noelle.
Yellow for me.

If something felt especially important—monitoring gaps, missing documentation, inconsistencies, things that made my stomach drop—I highlighted it in green or underlined it in red.

I went through every page line by line.

Every sentence.
Every timestamp.
Every note.

If something was missing, I noticed.

If something contradicted another section, I noticed.

If documentation suddenly stopped during a critical period, I noticed.

And once I noticed those gaps, the obsession intensified even more.

Because suddenly the search had fuel.

I knew it.
I knew something was wrong.

That feeling became almost addictive psychologically in the worst possible way because every missing piece created another question, and every question made me dig harder.

What else did they miss?
What else wasn’t documented?
What happened during the gaps?

The records slowly stopped feeling like paperwork and started feeling like a puzzle I was desperate to solve.

I created live running documents on my phone filled with questions that came to me randomly throughout the day. If I couldn’t immediately research something, I wrote the question down so I could return to it later.

The thoughts came too fast to keep up with otherwise.

One question always led to another.

I lost track of time constantly.

Sometimes I would sit on the couch casually scrolling through records the same way people mindlessly scroll social media. Other times I sat at the kitchen table with printed copies organized into carefully stacked sections while I highlighted and cross-referenced timelines.

Everything was hyper-organized.

Nothing looked chaotic from the outside.

The house itself still looked normal. Sebastian’s toys were still scattered around the living room. Dinner still got made. Laundry still got folded.

But mentally, my entire life had narrowed down to searching.

Even physically, the obsession started affecting me.

I had headaches constantly. My eyes hurt from staring at screens and records for hours at a time. I became jittery and easily startled because my brain stayed locked into such an intense state of focus. If Justin walked up behind me while I was reading, my whole body would physically jerk sometimes from the adrenaline.

But I barely noticed what was happening inside my body because I stayed so mentally detached while researching.

It was only during moments like showering or driving—times when I physically couldn’t stare at records—that I would suddenly realize how hard my heart was beating or how exhausted I felt.

Even then, I usually pushed right back into researching as soon as possible.

I didn’t want interruptions.

If we had errands to run or places to go, I felt irritated because all I wanted to do was stay home and keep searching.

And the strangest part was:
half the time, I didn’t even know exactly what I was looking for anymore.

I just knew I had to keep going.

I think deep down, I believed the records would eventually give me something emotionally solid enough to hold onto.

Answers.
Proof.
Validation.
Control.

Maybe even permission to stop blaming myself.

I became fixated on the question of how Sebastian could have gone from looking healthy in utero to suddenly needing emergency delivery.

I replayed conversations repeatedly in my head while comparing them against documentation. I wrote down memories as soon as they surfaced because I was terrified of forgetting something important. Sometimes when Justin got home from work, I would ask whether he remembered certain conversations or comments from specific hospital stays.

And if he added details I had forgotten, I immediately wrote those down too.

The biggest focus became the final forty-eight hours before delivery through discharge.

Especially the monitoring strips.

I obsessed over documentation gaps during periods where I was supposedly on continuous monitoring but there were stretches without clear evidence that continuous monitoring had actually happened. Then I would compare those strips against nurses’ notes and doctors’ documentation and find more missing pieces.

That was the part that emotionally consumed me the most.

Because every gap felt like both validation and torture at the same time.

Validation because it reinforced the growing belief that something had been missed.

Torture because I couldn’t fill the gaps back in no matter how hard I searched.

And the more I searched, the more focused my anger became.

Before that period, my anger had been everywhere at once.

At myself.
At life.
At grief.
At the universe.

But once I started digging through the records, the anger sharpened into something much more specific.

Now it had a target.

The hospital.
The doctors.
The systems.
The missing documentation.
The contradictions between what I remembered being told and what was actually written down.

Reading the records poured gasoline onto the anger.

At some point, I developed what felt almost like a revenge mentality emotionally—not violent or dangerous, but desperate for some kind of black-and-white acknowledgment that I wasn’t crazy.

I wanted proof that my instincts had mattered.
Proof that I had been seen.
Proof that we weren’t just another case moving through a system.

And without realizing it fully at the time, researching became my biggest form of emotional avoidance.

Because as long as I stayed focused on facts, timelines, terminology, and missing documentation, I didn’t have to fully sit inside the grief itself.

The records let me look at everything from a distance.

Almost like I was investigating someone else’s tragedy instead of my own.

Feelings started becoming secondary to searching.

In my mind, emotions could wait.
The records couldn’t.

Feeling my grief almost started seeming optional, while solving the puzzle felt mandatory.

And for a while, I genuinely believed that if I could just put every missing piece together correctly, I would finally be able to relax.

Finally breathe.
Finally move forward.
Finally feel okay again.

But the search never actually ended.

Every answer created another question.

Every missing piece created another hole to obsess over.

And once I learned certain things, I couldn’t emotionally go backward anymore.

One of the hardest moments came when I found documentation showing Sebastian had needed resuscitation immediately after birth.

Nobody had ever directly told me that.

Finding it in the records hit differently than hearing it would have in real time. Reading it alone on a screen years later made the information feel cold and permanent in a way I wasn’t prepared for.

I remember feeling furious.

Furious that I hadn’t known.
Furious that his life had started that way.
Furious that I had to discover it buried inside paperwork instead of being told openly.

And once I knew it, I couldn’t unknow it.

There were many moments like that while going through the records.

Moments where I realized I had crossed too far emotionally to ever return to not knowing.

The obsession lasted intensely for months.

By then, my ability to truly relax had almost disappeared completely. Even during quiet moments, part of my brain kept circling the same thoughts:

Maybe one more document.
Maybe one more detail.
Maybe one more missing piece.

And one afternoon while Sebastian was napping and Justin was at work, I was sitting on the couch casually scrolling through the records again.

The house was quiet.

I remember eventually laying my phone down in my lap and staring off toward the right side of the room out of the corner of my eye.

Not really looking at anything.

It felt almost like the emotions themselves were standing there in my peripheral vision waiting for me to acknowledge them.

And for the first time, I think some part of me finally understood something the records could never fix.

Facts were not going to save me from feeling this.

I remember sitting there physically exhausted, almost tiny inside my own body, realizing that no amount of timelines or searching or missing documentation was going to remove the grief sitting underneath all of it.

The records had given me information.

But they had not given me peace.

And somewhere deep down, I think I already knew what that meant.

The only way through it now was to finally stop looking away.
22D — You Have to Go Through It

By early fall 2025, I knew avoidance was no longer working.

I was exhausted all the time. Not normal tired. Not busy-parent tired. This was deeper than that. Running errands felt physically taxing. Going to the grocery store felt like work. Even small things drained me. It felt like I had spent years sprinting internally while pretending to stand still on the outside, and my body simply could not keep up anymore.

The records were no longer helping either.

At first, searching through them had felt productive. Necessary. Like I was solving something. But eventually every contradiction only created more questions. Every missing note opened another hole. Every answer became five more unanswered questions behind it.

The searching never actually brought relief.

It only kept the machine running.

And I realized something terrifying:

I was more afraid of continuing to avoid the trauma than I was of finally facing it.

Facing it felt enormous. Dangerous. Final. Once I started truly confronting it emotionally, I knew there would be no going back. But avoiding it had become unsustainable. I could feel myself collapsing under the weight of constantly outrunning it.

I couldn’t keep up anymore.

That was when I started realizing the only way to deal with the trauma was not just to face it, but to start walking toward it.

Around that time, I found a therapist who specialized in exposure work.

I was skeptical immediately.

At that point I already knew regular talk therapy was not helping me. I could sit in an office and explain things logically forever. I could describe events. I could intellectualize every emotion into the ground. But none of that changed what was happening inside my body.

So when the therapist explained exposure work—spending time with the memories until they became physically less threatening—I honestly didn’t know if I believed him.

But I was desperate enough to try something different.

During our first session, I referred to Sebastian by name easily. But every time I mentioned Noelle, I called her “my daughter” or “she.”

The therapist let me do it for a while.

Then finally he interrupted me.

“What’s your daughter’s name?”

Time froze.

I was staring down at my hands in my lap when he asked it. I remember thinking:
He already knows her name. He read the intake paperwork.

So why is he asking me?

I looked up at him without moving the rest of my body. He held eye contact and waited.

He didn’t repeat the question.
He didn’t rescue me from it.

And suddenly I realized this therapist was not going to let me avoid things the way everyone else had.

Or the way I had been letting myself.

I stopped breathing for a second. My throat tightened immediately. It felt strangely dangerous to say her name out loud in that room. Exposing. Intimate.

Finally I swallowed hard and said quietly:

“Her name was Noelle.”

Even saying it felt different than thinking it privately.

It felt like the first direct question I could not escape.

And deep down, I think I knew right then this work was going to hurt far more than I was prepared for.

Early on, I remember asking him repeatedly if there was another way to do this.

“Do we have to do this?”
“Do I actually have to sit with the memories?”
“Do I have to drive to the hospital?”

I kept rephrasing the question, hoping eventually the answer would change.

It never did.

One day he looked at me and said:
“Do you know the book We’re Going on a Bear Hunt?”

I told him yes.

And he said:
“You can’t go over it. You can’t go under it. You have to go through it.”

Something inside me stopped when he said that.

Not because it comforted me.

Because I knew he was right.

It wasn’t:
Okay, I can do this.

It was:
Oh fuck. There really is no escape.

I realized then that avoiding the trauma had never actually protected me. It had only delayed it.

And my body already knew that long before my mind admitted it.

Over the next several months, we started exposure work.

At first it mostly involved sitting with memories in session—retelling parts of Noelle’s death over and over until my body stopped reacting like the memories themselves were dangerous. The sessions looked normal from the outside. Just two people sitting in chairs talking.

But internally, it felt like psychological warfare.

My speech became fragmented whenever I tried talking through certain memories. My breathing changed. My thoughts scattered. Sometimes I physically froze while speaking.

And eventually the work moved beyond the office.

In spring 2026, I intentionally drove to the hospital parking lot for the first time.

The assignment was simple:
Sit there for thirty minutes.

That was it.

A few days before that exposure, me, Justin, and Sebastian had gone back to the hospital to visit Susan—the nurse who had taken care of me during pregnancy. I had contacted her beforehand and told her Sebastian was doing well and asked if she wanted to see him.

She did.

So we brought him.

I thought I was ready for that visit.

I wasn’t.

The next day at therapy, the therapist immediately noticed something was wrong. I tried holding myself together while explaining what happened, but as soon as I said:
“I took Sebastian back to the hospital yesterday…”

I completely broke apart.

I cried so hard I kept accidentally holding my breath between sobs. The therapist had to repeatedly remind me to breathe.

“Take a breath.”
“You need to breathe.”

That session wrecked me.

And at the end of it, he told me:
“I need you to go back.”

This time alone.

And just sit in the parking lot.

A few evenings later, after Sebastian had gone to sleep, I got in the car and drove there.

The windows were down during the drive. I had music playing quietly, though I barely heard it. At some point before I even reached the hospital, I started crying out of nowhere.

“I don’t want to do this.”
“I don’t want to do this.”

I just kept repeating it out loud to nobody.

I tried talking myself out of going the entire drive there.

It’s late.
I’m tired.
I can just do it another day.

But the therapist had warned me that avoidance would try to disguise itself as practicality.

“Avoidance is the enemy.”

I kept hearing that sentence in my head while I drove.

So I kept going.

When I pulled into the hospital parking lot, my body reacted immediately.

My throat closed up so tightly it felt like words physically would not come out if I tried speaking. My heart started racing. My vision felt strange and unfocused.

All I kept thinking was:
Just park.
Just park.

I backed into a parking spot facing the hospital. I couldn’t see the entire building from where I sat, but I could see enough of it. The dark brick exterior. The tinted windows. The awning leading into Labor and Delivery.

And I knew exactly what floors held what memories.

NICU.
Postpartum.
Labor and Delivery.

Every time my eyes landed on those sections of the building, memories came flooding back so hard it felt like they physically slammed into me.

At first I tried holding everything in.

For maybe two minutes, I sat there trying to stay composed.

Then the dam broke.

And once it broke, I could not stop crying.

I cried the entire thirty minutes.

Not in waves.
Not on and off.

Just nonstop.

Everything came rushing in at once.

Noelle.
Sebastian.
The pregnancy.
The records.
The surgeries.
The fear.
The guilt.
The helplessness.
The anger.

It all collided together into one massive knot inside me.

And strangely, once I stopped fighting the emotions, something shifted.

It was still overwhelming.
Still terrifying.
Still physically exhausting.

But it also felt like relief.

For those thirty minutes, I stopped wrestling the grief into the ground. I stopped performing control. I stopped trying to outrun myself.

And the emotions I had treated like enemies for years almost felt relieved to finally be acknowledged.

The only way I can describe it is this:

The emotions killed me with kindness.

Not gentle kindness.
Not comforting kindness.

More like a crushing weighted pressure finally wrapping around me after years of resistance.

It felt like the exhaustion of fighting myself temporarily stopped.

During those exposures, I talked to Noelle out loud constantly.

Mostly apologies.

“I’m sorry.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m trying.”
“I’m trying my best with Sebastian.”
“I don’t know if I’m good enough.”

The thoughts were fragmented and repetitive. Sometimes I sat in silence for thirty or sixty seconds at a time, and those brief moments were the only times my body could fully take a breath.

Physically, the exposures were brutal.

Shallow breathing.
Adrenaline surges.
Chest tightness.
Numbness.
Tunnel vision.
Exhaustion.

I would slump down in the driver’s seat and pull my legs upward as much as the car allowed because my body wanted to curl inward protectively.

And afterward, I felt completely drained.

Like I had run a marathon without moving.

When the thirty minutes ended, I wiped my face off, drove home, and zipped everything back up again automatically. My eyes were swollen and red, but I tried not to think about it. I just drove.

The world outside the car felt strangely quiet afterward. Still. Not unreal exactly. Just softer somehow.

And underneath all the exhaustion, there was one tiny realization:

It fucking hurt.
But it didn’t destroy me.

That realization became important.

Because for years I had truly believed that fully feeling the grief would kill me emotionally. I thought if I let myself access it completely, I would become unreachable. Nonfunctional. Gone forever inside it.

But slowly I started realizing my body was not betraying me.

It was trying to protect me from something it genuinely believed would kill me.

The problem was that my old survival methods no longer worked.

For years, I had fought the trauma mentally:
through logic,
through control,
through suppression,
through intellectualizing,
through avoidance.

That armor had gotten me this far.

But it was no longer enough for the kind of war I was actually fighting.

This was no longer something I could think my way through.

The trauma had reached my body now.

And I finally understood that if I wanted to survive it, I would have to stop circling around it and start walking directly through it.

Not once.

Over and over again.

Until my body eventually understood what my mind already knew:

The memories were painful.

But they were not dangerous anymore.
22E — Carrying Love Instead of a Sentence

For years, I believed suffering was proof of love.

Part of me believed that if I stopped hurting, even for a moment, then I was leaving Noelle behind. Happiness felt disloyal. Relief felt wrong. If I laughed too hard or enjoyed a peaceful moment too fully, guilt followed close behind it like a punishment.

I remember telling my therapist early on, “I want to stay sad because that’s where Noelle lives.”

He didn’t look shocked by that. He didn’t rush to correct me. He just nodded gently like he understood exactly why my brain had built that belief.

And at the time, it made perfect sense to me.

Sadness felt safer than joy because I didn’t know who I was without it anymore. Grief had become intertwined with my identity. Misery felt loyal. Self-punishment felt loving. I truly believed that continuing to suffer honored her life somehow.

Looking back now, I can see that I had confused love with punishment.

One of the first cracks in that belief system came during a therapy session when I was talking about guilt and blame. I kept saying over and over, “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t do anything to deserve this.”

And my therapist stopped me.

He said, “You didn’t do anything worth punishment.”

I remember pausing because I had never thought about it that way before.

Then he asked quietly, “So why are you punishing yourself?”

The room went still after that.

Because until that moment, I don’t think I had realized how much of my life had become organized around self-punishment. I thought I was carrying grief. I thought I was carrying love for Noelle. But really, I was carrying guilt that did not belong to me.

Another day, I was rambling through all the reasons I felt responsible for her death. I was spiraling through shame and blame and all the familiar thoughts that had lived inside me for years. He listened patiently until I finally stopped talking long enough to breathe.

Then he said, “There’s a difference between carrying love and carrying a sentence.”

That line hit me immediately.

I remember looking up at him so fast because something inside me recognized the truth before my mind fully caught up to it.

A sentence.

That was exactly what I had been carrying.

I had built an emotional prison and convinced myself it was love.

Carrying a sentence meant refusing rest. Refusing softness. Refusing peace. It meant believing I deserved suffering. It meant withholding comfort from myself because part of me believed comfort was betrayal.

It meant treating grief like a debt that could never be paid off.

And then came the sentence that changed me the most.

I was sitting in session talking about how much I hated myself. How guilty I felt. How angry I was at myself for surviving when she didn’t. I was talking in circles, saying the same cruel things I had said to myself for years.

He let me ramble for a while.

Then finally he asked, “Can I say something?”

I told him yes.

And he said:

“To hate and punish yourself is to hate and punish the only person Noelle knew as love.”

That sentence landed harder than anything else anyone had ever said to me.

Because he took all the cruelty I aimed at myself and turned it around so I could finally see it clearly.

I remember sitting there stunned.

It physically hurt to hear.

Because I would never intentionally hurt someone Noelle loved.

And suddenly I realized that I had been doing exactly that for years.

That realization did not magically erase the guilt. It didn’t suddenly heal me overnight. I still spiraled. I still punished myself. I still had moments where grief swallowed me whole. But after that day, something fundamental shifted.

Now when guilt resurfaces, I recognize it faster.

Not always immediately. Not perfectly. But faster.

I can feel it beginning in my body now. The fragmented speech. The pauses in the middle of sentences. The tightening in my chest. The urge to withdraw inward and disappear into self-blame. I know those signs now. They are scars my body carries from surviving something enormous.

And scars are different from open wounds.

Exposure work slowly changed my relationship with emotions themselves. Before therapy, I believed emotions were all-or-nothing. I believed if I let grief in, it would consume me permanently. I thought if I started crying, I would never stop.

But exposure taught me something different.

Emotions rise.

They crest.

And eventually, they fall.

Not because the grief disappears. Not because the loss matters less. But because emotions are movement. They are not permanent states.

Painful does not mean dangerous.

That became one of the hardest lessons my body had to learn.

The grief still hurts tremendously. Some days still flatten me emotionally. Some days I still cry so hard it feels like my ribs ache afterward. There are still moments where panic returns and guilt resurfaces and I feel pulled backward into old thought patterns.

But now I understand what is happening when it happens.

And that matters.

There was one evening when I was transferring photos off my phone and I came across pictures of Noelle. I sat there quietly looking at them. And I cried.

Not panic crying.

Not shame crying.

Not drowning.

Just grief.

Pure grief.

I missed her.

That was it.

No spiraling. No punishment. No trying to solve anything. No trying to suffer enough to prove my love.

I just missed my daughter.

The cry only lasted a few minutes. Then I wiped my face and continued what I was doing. Not because I was avoiding it. Not because I shoved it back down.

But because the emotion had moved through me naturally.

That was new.

Loving Sebastian began changing too.

I stopped seeing joy with him as betrayal toward her.

Not completely. Not overnight. But slowly.

Sometimes he would laugh at something ridiculous and I would feel happiness and grief at the exact same time. And instead of those emotions fighting each other inside me, they simply existed together.

One evening he was playing with a toy cash register that had a microphone attached to it. He picked it up and announced very seriously, “Cleanup on aisle four! Cleanup on aisle four!”

I remember laughing so hard because it was so unexpected and so perfectly him.

And for a few seconds, I was just there.

Not in the hospital.
Not in the records.
Not in the grief.
Not in the future.
Not in survival mode.

Just there.

Listening to my son laugh into a toy microphone.

Those moments are not permanent. They don’t erase anything. Exposure therapy did not heal me in some clean, inspirational way. I still carry grief every day. I think I always will.

There are still moments where I spiral. Still moments where suffering feels familiar and self-punishment feels tempting. There are still nights where grief knocks the air out of me unexpectedly.

But now I understand that grief is not proof of love.

Suffering is not proof of love.

Punishment is not proof of love.

Love is love.

And eventually, slowly, painfully, I stopped measuring my love for Noelle by how much suffering I could survive.
23A — The Air Feels Different

Present day looks loud.

There are toys scattered across the living room floor—monster trucks, dinosaurs, buses, magnetic tiles, tiny plastic animals missing random legs. In one corner of the living room there’s an indoor jungle gym I never thought I would own, but Sebastian climbs it constantly, hanging upside down while my cats watch him like they’re equally confused about how this became our life.

He’s almost four now.

One of his favorite things is a little red scooter bike he rides through the house. When he backs it up, he says, “Beep beep,” completely serious, like he’s directing traffic.

Most mornings are simple.

I go upstairs and get him out of bed. We come downstairs together and he eats breakfast—usually Eggo waffles because apparently toddler loyalty to Eggo waffles is unbreakable. While he eats, I let him watch one of his shows. The mornings feel routine now in a way I once thought was impossible.

Sometimes we run errands afterward. Sometimes we stay home. There isn’t a massive mental production behind leaving the house anymore. I don’t have to calculate oxygen tanks or feeding schedules or emergency supplies. I just grab my keys and tell Sebastian to put his shoes on.

That still catches me off guard sometimes.

There was a time I didn’t know if we would ever get here.

Now there are little shoes by the front door and sticky fingerprints on the refrigerator and dinosaurs shoved into couch cushions.

Sometimes grief still arrives quietly in ordinary moments.

One day Sebastian walked up to our cat Archie and said, “Let’s go play, Archie.”

It was innocent. Sweet. Completely normal.

And it knocked the wind out of me.

Not because something bad happened, but because grief lives in those tiny moments now. I watched him standing there, talking to the cat like he was another toddler, and all I could think was:

She should be here for this.

She should be running beside you.

She should know you.

The grief now feels different than it did during the survival years.

Back then it felt panicked. Sharp. Trapped inside my body like it was trying to claw its way out. Everything felt dangerous. Every emotion felt like something that could consume me permanently if I let it.

Now it still hurts. Deeply.

But it moves.

It doesn’t get lodged inside my chest the same way anymore. I can miss Noel and still continue washing dishes afterward. I can cry and still continue my day without feeling like I’m abandoning her by surviving.

Sometimes I look at photos or videos of her now and the grief shows up softer.

Not smaller.

Just softer.

Not long ago I was transferring photos off my phone when I came across a video of Noel in her incubator. She had a little Styrofoam brace on her arm from an IV, and in the video she accidentally bonked herself in the face with it.

Not hard. Just one of those random newborn movements.

And instead of spiraling into panic or thinking about all the machines around her or the fact that she would die only weeks later, I laughed.

An actual laugh.

You could hear me in the video whispering to Justin, “Oh look, she just bonked herself,” and then quietly laughing because we didn’t want to wake her up.

For the first time, I wasn’t watching the video through the lens of tragedy.

I was just watching my daughter be a baby.

And grief was still there. Of course it was.

But joy was there too.

At the same time.

That used to feel impossible to me.

Watching Sebastian grow still overwhelms me sometimes too.

We were warned for years that because of everything he survived—the prematurity, the brain surgery, the complications—there could be developmental or intellectual delays later on.

And now he’s sounding out words phonetically before he’s even four.

He recognizes colors most kids his age don’t know yet. He understands number patterns. He catches onto things frighteningly fast.

Sometimes I stop and just stare at him while he’s talking because I still can’t fully process that this tiny little boy survived.

There was a time I was afraid to even touch him.

Now I’m tickling him on the living room floor while he laughs so hard he can barely breathe.

That contrast still destroys me sometimes.

But not in the same way anymore.

There are tiny recalibrations happening now that I almost miss if I’m not paying attention.

Like hearing him laugh at something ridiculous and allowing myself to laugh too without immediately punishing myself afterward.

Or thinking about taking him to Disney World someday.

Or redecorating a room in the house just because I want it to feel cozy.

Those thoughts sound small, but during the survival years I couldn’t think like that. Future thinking felt impossible. Everything was about getting through the next hour, the next day, the next appointment.

Now there are moments when life feels lighter for a few seconds at a time.

Not easy.

Not healed.

Just lighter.

One afternoon not long ago, Sebastian and I were driving to the store. The windows were down. The radio was playing quietly. Sebastian was in the backseat focused on a toy.

And I remember resting my arm out the window and thinking:

The air feels different.

I still don’t fully know how to explain that.

It just felt cleaner somehow.

For a few minutes, I wasn’t spiraling. I wasn’t reliving anything. I wasn’t trying to survive anything.

I was just there.

Driving with my son.

Feeling the air against my skin.

And then there are moments so ordinary they almost seem ridiculous until I realize what they mean.

I was in the grocery store once looking for snacks for Sebastian when an employee mentioned a certain kind of Cheez-Its.

I laughed and said, “I’ve never seen those before.”

And she looked surprised and said, “We’ve had those for years.”

Years.

I stood there staring at a box of Cheez-Its thinking:
What else haven’t I seen?

How much of the world disappeared while I was surviving?

That moment lasted maybe five seconds before I grabbed the box and moved on.

But it stayed with me.

Because survival narrows your world until all you can see is pain.

And healing—real healing, not fake inspirational healing—is sometimes nothing more glamorous than noticing things again.

The grief stayed.

The guilt still exists too, if I’m honest.

There are still nights when shame and blame wrap themselves around me so tightly I can barely separate them. There are still moments where my body believes I abandoned Noel even though logically I know I didn’t.

Therapy did not erase that.

Exposure work did not magically cure me.

There are still days grief absolutely crushes me.

There are still moments when panic floods my body before my mind can catch up.

But now I recognize it sooner.

Now I know what it is.

Now I know it won’t last forever.

I still keep photos of Noel out around the house. There’s one on the refrigerator of her wearing the crocheted pumpkin hat from her first and only Halloween.

Sometimes while I’m washing dishes, I glance over at it and think:

You really didn’t like that hat, Noel.

And I’ll quietly laugh to myself before continuing on with my day.

Not because I’ve moved on from her.

But because loving her no longer requires me to destroy myself.

Every Christmas we still take out the weighted teddy bear made to match her birth weight. Sebastian takes a picture with it every year.

I hope someday he understands why.

I hope someday he understands how deeply he was loved too.

I used to think peace was something huge. Permanent. A finish line I either reached or failed to reach.

Now I think peace comes in pieces.

A laugh in the kitchen.

A toddler saying “beep beep” while backing up a scooter.

A box of Cheez-Its.

The feeling of air through an open car window.

A memory that hurts and heals at the exact same time.

The grief stayed.

The love stayed.

And life—quietly, stubbornly—kept moving anyway.
23B — Grief Reveals Us
Before any of this happened, I thought I was logical. Independent. Someone who could handle things. I didn’t need people. I didn’t rely on them emotionally. I was fine.
Grief didn’t change me.
It just stripped away everything I used to hide behind.
It ripped off the performance.
The version of me that smiled and said “I’m okay.”
The version that apologized for taking up space.
The version that stayed quiet so other people wouldn’t feel uncomfortable.
The version that made herself smaller so everyone else could stay comfortable.
All of it got torn away. Not gracefully. Not beautifully. Just gone.
At first I thought grief had turned me into someone new. Someone sharper. Meaner. More blunt. But the longer I sit with it, the more I think grief only showed what was already there. The need to perform. The habit of punishing myself to prove I cared. The belief that suffering was the only honest way to love Noelle.
I spent years trying to get back to the old me. Going back to work. Following routines. Acting normal. Smiling when people asked how I was doing. I thought if I could just force myself back into that shape, the grief would eventually loosen its grip.
It never did.
Every time I tried, it cost more energy than it was worth. Pretending took more out of me than simply being honest.
So I stopped.
Not because I became enlightened.
Because I got tired.
Putting down the grief was not an option. So the performance went instead. 
Tired of filtering myself.
Tired of apologizing for existing.
Tired of performing “okay” for people who had no idea what okay even meant anymore.
Some days I still spiral. Some days the guilt and blame wrap around me so tight I can’t breathe. Some days I still catch myself thinking I abandoned Noelle when I left the hospital, even though I know that’s not true. The old thoughts still feel more natural than compassion ever will.
But there are other moments now too.
Small ones.
Sebastian backing up his scooter saying “beep beep” completely serious.
Laughing so hard at something stupid that I don’t immediately punish myself afterward.
Standing in the grocery store staring at a box of Cheez-Its I’d never noticed before, realizing how long I moved through the world without actually seeing it.
Those moments don’t erase anything.
They don’t fix me.
They don’t mean I’m healed.
They just exist alongside the grief.
Love and grief.
Joy and devastation.
Relief and guilt.
I used to think I had to choose one or the other.
That loving Sebastian fully meant somehow betraying Noelle.
That feeling peace meant I was forgetting her.
Now I’m starting to understand that grief didn’t change who I am.
It just showed me who I’ve always been underneath the performance.
And maybe that’s enough for right now.
Not healed.
Not fixed.
Not inspirational.
Just someone learning—slowly, messily, imperfectly—that love doesn’t have to be measured by how much suffering I can survive.

23C — Pieces
A normal moment recently where grief was present but no longer consumed the entire room happened while I was folding laundry.
Afternoon light spilled across the bed. Clothes lay scattered everywhere. Downstairs, Sebastian was laughing—full, unrestrained toddler laughter, the kind that sounds like the funniest thing in the world.
I stood there folding shirts and socks while his laughter drifted upstairs, and I missed Noelle. Deeply. Not in the old drowning way. Just a soft, steady ache sitting quietly beside the sound of my living son.
When I finished, I looked up at the dresser mirror before going downstairs. Sebastian was still laughing below me. I stood there missing Noelle and loving Sebastian at the exact same time, and then my next thought was:
This mirror is really dusty. I need to clean it.
I smirked at myself.
It felt absurd and normal and human all at once. Like life had slipped me one of those tiny pieces of peace and then attached a little note that read:
PS. Clean the mirror.
For those few seconds, I was mommy to both of them at the same time. Not one replacing the other. Both.
When moments like that happen now, my whole body softens. The spiraling shame and panic disappear. Time slows. I stop running. I notice things I normally miss—like dust on a mirror.
The moments never last long. I still don’t fully trust them. Part of me is always waiting for the grief to crash back through the door. But I’ve learned not to grab them too tightly. I just let them exist.
What I understand now that I didn’t before is that emotions can feel unbearable without actually destroying you. Grief is not proof of love. Suffering is not proof of love. Survival mode, while sometimes necessary, has a cost. It protects you, but it also isolates you—from other people, from yourself, from ordinary life happening right in front of you.
Healing was never becoming untouched. It was turning around and facing the trauma after years of trying to outrun it. It was walking toward it anyway.
Because fuck you, that’s why.
Some days that feels angry. Some days it feels graceful. Other days it feels like dragging yourself forward out of pure stubbornness. All of it is real.
Not long ago Justin took Sebastian upstairs for bed. I stayed downstairs picking up toys in the soft lamplight. I was holding one of those ridiculous oversized crane trucks, trying to figure out where it belonged, when the thought came:
I should also be picking up Barbie dolls and baby dolls and little girl toys.
The thought hurt. But it didn’t consume me. I didn’t spiral.
I just stood there in the dim living room holding the crane and whispered out loud, “Oh, Noelle. This crane drives Mommy nuts.”
Then I put it back where it belonged and kept cleaning.
That’s what grief feels like for me now.
Not gone.
Not healed.
Not neatly resolved.
Just woven quietly into ordinary life—into laundry and dusty mirrors and toy cranes and evening lamps and laughter drifting downstairs.
I will always miss her. Grief will keep changing shape. But I also know now that if I stay numb, if I stay running, if I stay in survival mode forever, I will miss the tiny moments where love still exists right beside the grief.
And lately those moments feel less like something I have to earn and more like something I am finally learning how to notice.
Life kept moving.
Grief stayed.
Love stayed too.
