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A Reckoning

I first noticed Matthew’s eye-rolling the summer he 
turned eight. It wasn’t the typical “Mom, quit bug-
ging me” look. It was more like an ocular Ferris wheel, 
brown eyes circling around and around, taking in the 
view, enjoying the thrill. Up. Right. Down. Left. Up 
right down left. Uprightdownleft, several times, until it 
came to rest as if to take on new riders. Then the ride 
started up again. 

Sprawled on the living room carpet, Matthew was 
oblivious to me watching from the kitchen. He hand-
surfed through a pile of Legos, making a ruckus of click-
ety-clicks. The funny cowlick that defied hair gel and spit 
protruded from his crown, and his Goosebumps T-shirt 
grew a soggy ring at the neckline where he chewed and 
sucked on it in concentration. 

“There it is!” he proclaimed, his eyes taking a joy-
ride as he held aloft a tiny yellow helmet. 

Bringing attention to a child’s troublesome behavior 
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often exacerbates it, so I said nothing. But I registered 
eye-rolling in the part of my brain where back-to-school 
paperwork, grocery lists, and work deadlines already 
overflowed. I could hardly imagine adding to my moth-
er-load, but I filed Matthew’s unusual behavior under H 
for “Hmmm,” dated August 1994. Then I turned to the 
fridge to figure out what to fix for dinner. 

Nearly thirty-six, I thought I had my working mom 
act together—two kids, one husband, an old house, 
and a hyperactive border collie mutt. But some days, 
I looked at the calendar and thought, I just have to get 
through this week, then I can breathe. Sometimes I “just” 
had to get through the month until I could breathe, and 
I wondered if I’d remember how. 

That evening, Matthew played in the backyard with 
Stephen, three, and Sparky, our adopted dog. Mike, my 
husband of twelve years, sat on a kitchen chair in shorts 
and a ratty T-shirt, lacing up his work boots.

“Did you notice Matthew’s eye-rolling during din-
ner?” I asked.

“Yeah, I did.” He didn’t look up, and I stared at a tuft 
of his thick, brown hair sticking out from the back of his 
New York Yankees hat.

“I think it’s a tic,” I said.
“What does that mean?” He glanced at me curiously.
“I don’t know.” I twisted my hair in a knot, then let 

it fall, unsure of what I wanted to say. “It’s probably 
not a big deal, but I’ll mention it when Matthew has his 
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physical.”
“Good idea.” He stood and gave me a quick peck on 

the cheek. “I’d better get out in that garage before it 
gets dark.”

Mike easily put the conversation aside. Not one to 
overthink or analyze things, he returned to what he 
knew—that our ramshackle garage was falling down, 
that it might be salvaged with cables and braces and 
his architect’s ingenuity. A tic was an oddity he didn’t 
understand and couldn’t fix. He easily pushed it into a 
corner of his mind like our Christmas decorations in the 
attic, forgotten until I asked him to drag them out again.

• • •

At Matthew’s annual well-child visit the following 
week, he sat on the padded table in his underwear, still 
too young to be bashful. Swinging his legs, he alter-
nated butt cheeks in time to an invisible marching band. 
Giggling at his inventiveness, he crooked his arms and 
swung along. 

I smiled, shaking my head. “Silly goose.” 
As soon as the doorknob clicked, Matthew stopped 

all but the leg-swinging. He always wanted to behave, 
especially in public. 

“Third grade already, Matthew?” Dr. Peterson 
exclaimed, bursting through the door. “You’re getting 
to be so grown up!” 

When Mike and I were expecting in 1986, we weren’t 
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savvy enough to interview prospective pediatricians like 
parents often do today, and it probably wasn’t an option 
anyway. Our health plan, a local, fledgling HMO (Health 
Maintenance Organization), limited coverage to a finite 
group of in-network doctors. They had one pediatrician 
on staff, so that’s who we got. We got lucky. Around ten 
years my senior, Dr. Peterson had a friendly face with a 
big smile full of big teeth. A mother of three older chil-
dren, she had doctored hundreds of babies. More impor-
tantly, she never condescended to us due to our inexpe-
rience. Whatever the ailment or concern, she educated 
us in terms we understood without being patronizing. 

Matthew politely answered her casual inquiries 
about his summer, his friends, the upcoming school 
year. When she finished, Dr. Peterson gave him a canis-
ter of stickers to choose from and turned to me.

“Any new concerns in the family?” 
“Did you notice his eyes?” I whispered from behind 

my hand while Matthew dug in the jar.
She stared at Matthew for a minute.
“Matthew,” she said, “are your eyes bothering you?”
“Uh-uh.” He shook his head back and forth 

vigorously.
“Are they itchy?”
“No.”
“When I was a little girl,” she said, “I rolled my eyes 

when they felt itchy.”
I knew that wasn’t the problem. 
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“You can stop it, can’t you, Matthew?” 
Don’t you know any child psychology? I thought. You 

can’t ask a kid a leading question and expect an honest answer. 
For ten seconds, while Dr. Peterson counted, 

Matthew stopped eye-rolling. As soon as the time 
ended, his eyes made up for lost time. 

Doesn’t that tell you something? 
But my face revealed none of my annoyance. My 

smile remained plastered in place. When the doctor 
concluded that Matthew had a “habit tic”—a growing 
pain he’d outgrow—impotent words dribbled from my 
mouth. “Oh, good,” and “That’s great,” two of my go-to 
responses for just about everything. And of course, 
“Thank you,” not only to be polite, but to stay in the 
good graces of a person I liked, in hopes she’d like me 
back, which was everything. 

• • •

When I was six, my mother brought me to her hair salon 
for a trim of my long, thick hair. The petite hairdresser 
with a tall pile of bleached curls took an inch or two off 
my length, then, brandishing her thinning shears, left 
billowing piles of blond fluff on the floor and a pen-
cil-thin ponytail on my head. I felt as light as a butterfly. 
When we got home, I flitted around for my dad, show-
ing off my skinny hair. My mom waited for me to flutter 
away before she said anything to my dad, but she didn’t 
wait long enough.
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“All Karen’s beautiful hair,” I heard her whisper. “It’s 
ruined.”

I didn’t understand. Mommy sounded mad, but I 
saw her smile at the lady and tell her my haircut looked 
nice. I thought they were friends. Mommy said, “Thank 
you.” Mommy was so nice. She would never really be 
mad at someone. 

At six years old, I had learned some important rules: 
1.	 When you’re mad, act like you’re not, at least 

until you get home. 
2.	 Be nice, even if you don’t mean it. 
3.	 Always be agreeable, even if your hair is 

ruined. 
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I’m Fine

One evening when I was twelve, my parents went out 
with friends, leaving me in charge of my four younger 
siblings in our five-bedroom raised ranch in the suburbs 
of Pittsburgh. I don’t know why my parents didn’t ask 
my thirteen-year-old brother Brian to babysit. Maybe he 
didn’t like doing it. Or maybe they asked me because 
I liked the responsibility. Or maybe because, in 1970, 
babysitting was considered a girl’s job. My parents were 
progressive in many ways—my dad changed diapers and 
my mom easily wielded a screwdriver and hammer—
but otherwise, our family conformed to traditional gen-
der roles.

After my parents drove away, I sat on the couch in 
the family room with my younger siblings. Mary Beth, 
eight, and John, four, cuddled close to me as I read them 
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a book. Paul, ten, too old and already too prickly to cud-
dle, hunched over a bowl of Cheerios in the adjacent 
harvest-gold kitchen, listening. Mark, the baby, sat on 
my lap, helping to turn pages. When it was his bedtime, 
I rocked him to sleep with a bottle, singing Puff the Magic 
Dragon.

My parents wouldn’t have gone out that night if they 
knew one of us was sick to the point of throwing up, 
but one of us was, and Mary Beth did. After I got the 
younger boys settled for the night, my sister curled up 
in my parents’ bed with the lights out. Across the hall 
in the bedroom she and I shared, I sat on my twin bed, 
flipping through Teen magazine ogling pictures of Davy 
Jones, the cutest of the Monkees. 

Mary Beth appeared at the bedroom door, her brown 
hair disheveled, her face pale.

“I threw up in the bathroom.”
“Okay, go back and lie down. I’ll take care of it.”
In the tiny bathroom off my parents’ bedroom, the 

sink—not the toilet—brimmed with a putrid slurry. I 
loved to nurture, but Mary Beth was my sister after all, 
so I yelled at her for throwing up in the sink, which was 
now clogged. I dunked my bare arm through what felt 
like soupy oatmeal to pull up the stopper, gagging as my 
nails filled with slime. But I got the job done. 

What I accomplished that night felt like a badge of 
honor. It meant I had what it took to be a mom. When 
I did become a mother years later, if all that had been 
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required was to be loving and nurturing and able to deal 
with the occasional explosion of bodily fluids, I would 
have been fine. But my resume full of experience had 
not prepared me for Matthew.

• • •

Two days after my due date in August 1986, I lay on 
the exam table, maternity dress hiked above my bump, 
underwear pushed below. A petite obstetrician mea-
sured my belly. Did she just make a face? She measured 
again, furrowing her brow. 

“Have you had any leaking?” 
“No, not that I’ve noticed.” 
“Hmm.” She looked at my belly again. “You are 

rather small.” 
Was she asking if my water had broken? It hadn’t, 

and my armpits moistened as my mind raced. I had 
given up alcohol, caffeine, painting my nails, and high-
lighting my hair. I had taken my vitamins. How could 
something be wrong when I had done everything right?

Within the hour, Mike met me at the hospital, and 
we had barely enough time for a hug before rushing 
to radiology for an emergency ultrasound. It revealed 
a dangerously low level of amniotic fluid, a condition 
called oligohydramnios. A physician or radiologist must 
have conveyed the information, but I have no recol-
lection of an actual person speaking. I remember only 
key words—uncommon… dangerous… risk… birth 
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defects—and the fearful looks Mike and I shared.
I spent the next week in the high-risk maternity 

ward. My roommate was a sweet woman about my 
age—twenty-seven—also admitted toward the end of 
her pregnancy. Mike and I became friendly with her and 
her husband. By my second or third day, it became clear 
she was having a miscarriage, and her husband pulled 
the curtains around their gloom. I was all too aware of 
what was happening, all too aware it could happen to 
me. Then, hearing sobs from behind the curtain, Mike 
quickly pulled me into the hall and into his arms, where 
I cried. 

A passing nurse stopped and gently lay her hand on 
my shoulder.

“Would you like us to put you in a different room?” 
She nodded her head in presumption of a “yes.”

She asked the wrong question. Or rather, asking was 
the wrong tactic. Had she told me I was being moved, I 
would have been grateful. Had she made the decision, 
I would have complied. But I didn’t want to inconve-
nience the nursing staff; they were so busy, after all. 
And I didn’t want my roomie to feel bad for driving me 
away. 

I managed a weak smile and shook my head.
“No. I’m fine.”
Mike and I roamed the halls for a while before peek-

ing back into my room. The woman and her husband 
were gone, as was, presumably, their baby. 
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Finally, my doctors decided to induce labor, and on 
August 13, 1986, we became a family. 

“It’s a boy!” a nurse cried. 
“It’s a boy!” I screamed, drumming my feet in the 

stirrups. 
A bevy of neonatologists whisked away our high-risk 

boy. Thankfully, none of the oligohydramnios scares had 
been realized, and the specialists quickly gave our five-
pound, eleven-ounce son the all-clear. Small for a full-
term baby, his APGAR was nonetheless perfect, and I 
took credit. What an exemplary mother I was already. 
Just look at my perfect child! 

When at last I held our newborn in my arms, Mike and 
I took one look and whispered reverently, “Matthew.” 
His dark eyes blinked at me. I felt I had known him for-
ever, and we locked gazes, our souls embracing like long-
lost friends. “Matthew, it’s me,” I cooed. “It’s Mommy.” 
He frowned and his chin trembled, wrinkling like a rai-
sin. I caressed his cheek, knowing that throughout this 
child’s life, I’d do anything to soothe his sorrows.

 Near midnight, our threesome arrived in my dark-
ened room where two other new moms slept quietly in 
their corners. After Mike left, Matthew started to cry, 
mewing softly like a kitten. I tried to get his tiny mouth 
to latch onto my huge nipple, but despite breastfeeding 
classes and my mother’s example, having breastfed all 
six of her children, I clearly lacked the skill. Matthew’s 
face turned red with exertion, and the mewing became 
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bleating, then bawling as I labored for twenty minutes 
to get him attached. When I finally succeeded, I let him 
nurse for five minutes as I had learned, then gently 
eased my finger into his mouth to break the suction. 
The noisy battle continued on the other side until, after 
another twenty minutes, Matthew got a grip. I glanced 
nervously at the two other beds. They must hate me. 

For the rest of the night, every hour, it seemed, 
Matthew and I performed our dance of intimacy:

Twenty minutes of crying, five minutes of nursing, 
switch. 

Twenty minutes of crying, five minutes of nursing, 
stop. 

If the breastfeeding instructor had warned of these 
difficulties, I must have tuned out, doubting the infor-
mation’s relevance to me. The first of my friends to have 
a baby, I had no wise counsel of a confidante. And I’m 
sure my mother never complained about nursing being 
hard. The problem, I assumed, lay within me. I was sup-
posed to be a natural. What happened? 

• • •

Mike showed up late the next morning because he had 
other priorities. Six weeks before my due date, a week 
before closing on our first house, the bank approved 
our mortgage application with a contingency: the elec-
trical service had to be brought up to code within three 
months. Hiring a contractor cost a small fortune, so 
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days after we moved in, Mike knocked holes in the walls 
and began rewiring every light fixture, switch, and out-
let in the 1920’s three-bedroom, one-bath Dutch colo-
nial. Most pregnant women couldn’t wait to deliver by 
their ninth month. Not me. Our home was no place for 
a baby. If Sweetpea wanted to hang out in my womb a 
while longer, it was fine with me.

When Mike finally arrived at the hospital, we oohed 
and aahed for a couple of hours over our beautiful baby. 
Then I shooed him away. There was nothing I needed 
from him there, while at home he had a maze of wires 
and Swiss-cheese walls to tackle. The nursery still had 
no power, and the electricity wouldn’t finish itself. “I’ll 
be fine,” I told him. I’ll be fine, I told myself.

After he left, I rolled over and sobbed into the pil-
low. But we were adults now; my emotional needs paled 
in comparison to practical concerns like functioning 
electrical outlets. A mom had to place the welfare of her 
children and her family above her own. It was part of 
the sleepless nights, spit-up, poopy diapers scenario for 
which I’d mentally prepared.

• • •

The day of our closing, Mike wanted to rent a carpet 
shampooer, worried about the baby crawling around on 
the shag wall-to-wall in the living and dining rooms. 
After the stress and excitement of signing a thirty-year 
mortgage, I pined for the couch in our old apartment 
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where I could put my feet up and blast the air condi-
tioner. But I waddled along with Mike for “moral sup-
port,” as he called it, to the supermarket and then our 
empty house. We didn’t think to bring a chair or cush-
ion, so I eased myself down on the floor in the corner 
and watched Mike push and pull the bulky machine 
across the rooms. “It looks good, dear,” I said, thinking 
to myself, I don’t give a damn how it looks.

On moving day, during a record-breaking heatwave, 
I felt every one of the forty-plus pounds I’d gained in 
pregnancy. I directed friends with incoming boxes until 
the U-Haul was empty and our home looked like a ware-
house. Two friends hung on after the others had left, but 
it felt rude to excuse myself and lie down. I stayed in the 
kitchen, offering beers, making small talk, lusting for 
the cool white sheets in my newly made bed upstairs. 

Couldn’t they see I was exhausted? Couldn’t Mike? 
Why didn’t someone give me an opening to leave? Karen, 
you must be tired. You should rest. But without explicit per-
mission to take care of my needs, I remained, barefoot 
and pregnant in the kitchen.

A few days later, most of the kitchen boxes had been 
emptied. Before work, Mike opened the fridge to inspect 
its contents.

“Karen, can you get some chicken started on the 
hibachi after you get home from work?” 

“Sure.” At the moment, I meant it. Mike longed to 
cook out on our tiny deck, and I hated to disappoint 
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him. Plus, I got home a good hour before him. If we 
waited for Mike to start dinner, I’d starve. 

“It’ll be so great,” Mike said. “Just think. Our own 
deck!” 

I arrived home from work drugged with fatigue. But 
I lit the coals, rinsed the chicken, and got it sizzling. 
Then I collapsed in a low-slung lawn chair, our only out-
door seating. To get out of it to tend the chicken, I had 
to pull on the deck railing to heave myself up, peeling 
my sweaty thighs from the vinyl strips. When Mike got 
home, dinner was cooked, and I was fried. 

It never occurred to Mike that I should rest, and it 
never occurred to me to tell him. Since I never told him 
about my needs, he had no way of knowing what they 
were. In fact, he may not have realized I had needs at all.

• • •

By the time we came home after two nights in the hos-
pital, the nursery’s lights and electrical outlets func-
tioned, and its surfaces shone, thanks to Mike. He car-
ried Matthew upstairs and gently placed him in his new 
white crib. I closed the pastel curtains I’d sewn, trying to 
block the afternoon sun. Mike and I held hands, shoul-
der to shoulder, looking down at Matthew’s thin legs, 
his arms drawn in tight. How apropos that I’d dressed 
him in a sailor onesie—he practically swam in it.

I tried to sense that heart-throbbing, all-consuming 
love I’d read about, but it wasn’t there. Yes, I felt amazed 
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and in awe of this child we’d created. Yes, I loved him. 
But I couldn’t summon the deep feelings I’d expected. 
It felt like needing a good cry but not being able to start 
the tears. 

Mike kissed me and left to go downstairs. I wanted 
to unpack, but Matthew’s twitches, wheezes, and whim-
pers kept me glued in place. In all the years I babysat 
as a teen, I had little experience with newborns. Even 
with four younger siblings, I never realized these tiniest 
of tots were so restless. Or maybe they weren’t—not 
like Matthew. As an adult, I’d heard other mothers say 
they could spend hours watching their babies sleep, but 
every grunt made me uneasy.

My mom wasn’t an obsessive worrier. I suppose with 
six kids, the many immediate needs left her little mental 
energy to expend on what-ifs. But I had a college friend 
whose mother wouldn’t let him drive back to town the 
summer after graduation. Apparently, she worried he’d 
have an accident. I didn’t get it at the time. 

But six years later, as I hovered over my own flesh-
and-blood, I got it. At that very moment, with Matthew 
propped on his side between the crib pads and a rolled-up 
baby blanket—the recommended SIDS-prevention posi-
tion at the time—I became a worrier. The awesome 
responsibility of motherhood and all its potential disas-
ters hit. I worried if I left the room, Matthew would 
stop breathing. I worried he’d choke. When he started 
walking, he’d fall down the stairs, when he got his first 



19

bike, he’d fly over the handlebars, when he drove, he’d 
fall asleep behind the wheel. Finally, I tore myself away 
to unpack, but every few minutes, I peeked in to make 
sure Matthew was still breathing.

In those early days, I rarely fed Matthew in bed at 
night so as not to disturb Mike. My siblings had chipped 
in on a rocking chair for us, but it hadn’t yet arrived. 
Until then, I perched on a wooden folding chair with no 
support for my arms or feet. I could have gone down-
stairs to nurse, but I was too tired and too complacent 
to bother. 

When my mom flew in from Pittsburgh a few days 
later and saw my awkward nursing set-up, she sug-
gested carrying up one of the living room chairs. I pic-
tured she and Mike dragging the swiveling, upholstered 
beast stair-by-stair to the nursery. I didn’t want them to 
go to all that trouble. 

“I’m fine,” I assured her. 
Had Mom insisted I get a comfortable chair or 

ordered me to take a nap or seized the baby so I could 
shower, I would have agreed. I had no problem doing 
what others wanted. But my mother was agreeable, 
too. She wasn’t one to impose her advice. Finally, she 
suggested a pillow under my arms and a box under my 
feet—advice I could heed without causing a fuss. 


