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P A R T  1

DOT

Imagine you are born on a dot. Your dot is your home. Your dot 
is where your caretaker cradles you, where you first go to school. 
You learn about math and how there are mean kids and nice 
kids and just where you fit or don’t. It’s where you adventure for 
hours, discovering the magic in the soil and the trees and how 
your body shifts, moves, feels in it all. Your dot is the tribe you 
were born into, your vantage point in the world. You learn a lot 
while living on this dot.
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Where the Light 
Comes In (Part 1)

I hung the pictures my mother made me above the crib. She 
stitched them for my sister and me when we were little, and 
now they would be in a room with my own two daughters— 
needlepoint girls with a puppy and a cat in aged yellow frames. 
I straightened them, stepped back, and examined whether they 
were crooked.

As I situated the space for a second pair of little feet to romp 
around in, scenes flashed by— I imagined her tiny face and felt 
her skin, saw myself looking into her eyes, breathing her in.

I saw Michael and me sending newborn photos to family 
and friends, laughing at how she looked like a small wrinkly 
old man, as they always do. I saw our older daughter, Amelie, 
meeting her for the first time; how excited she would be to have 
her very own real- life sister to dress up and boss around. I saw 
us singing all the absurd and sappy songs we make up at night 
because making up ridiculous songs is kind of our thing.

I saw Amelie holding her sister’s tiny chubby hands as she 
wobbled about, learning to walk. They would run into their room 
together, screaming like mad as I chased them, telling secrets 
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under covers while I told them to go to sleep for the hundredth 
time. I saw them calling each other when one felt heartbreak 
or had a first kiss, and yelling at each other for stealing clothes, 
stinking up the bathroom, not having enough privacy, for the 
slew of other things that come with having a sibling.

I realized I had plans for these two little lives already, yet I 
was only situating yellow frames on a wall.

In weeks the pregnancy became complicated. I was put on 
bedrest, saw my trusty OBGYN every two weeks plus a special-
ist every week. The specialist informed us my placenta, which 
I named Janice, was crapping out on me. Ol’ Janice, she was a 
swell ol’ gal but just didn’t want to go the distance. “It’s common 
with smokers,” said the specialist, though I didn’t smoke. Rather, 
I drank spinach, kale, and magical human- building smoothies 
with vitamin powder. But Ol’ Janice the Placenta didn’t care. 
She rejected it all.

“She’s just small,” the specialist said.
I looked to Michael for some sort of second opinion. 

“She’s just small; she’s our little squish. She’s going to be fine.” 
Michael’s hug made me feel safe, but I could see he wasn’t cer-
tain he believed himself. 

We went about our week, had another checkup. We were 
about to head out of the specialist’s office when he calmly told 
us that not enough blood was flowing to her brain. “Don’t be 
alarmed, but things have changed and we need her to come out 
today.”

Michael called family and texted friends, “She’s coming 
soon!” And though the doctor said not to be worried, we both 
knew “not enough blood to the brain” was more than slightly 
concerning.
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We anxiously walked into the hospital, onto the labor and 
delivery floor, and there stood our friends Bre and Jamie with 
a dozen donuts. Jamie is a lumberjackish hipster with a heart 
of gold. Bre is fiery and warm and can heal anything with her 
cooking. My mother went to get me some water and blankets as 
we settled into our room. My person- for- life, Rachael, came in, 
hugged us all, ate a donut, then found her spot in the delivery 
room as my doctor put her hand in uncomfortable places.

My mother rushed in with ice, out with news to the waiting 
room as I paced the delivery room. Contractions came closer 
and closer while Michael swayed in rhythm with me.

One moment I was eating a grape popsicle, another bearing 
down with the focus of a woman warrior queen. Our baby girl’s 
heart rate fell drastically. I pushed hard. It was quick, and in a 
single minute, our world changed.

It feels like only moments ago she came from my body and 
lay on my chest. Her five- pound frame slight, fragile. Her skin 
on my skin. I kissed her head, and once again, as with my first, I 
felt the surreal emotions that come with holding your child. This 
was her, the one I almost miscarried, the one kicking my ribs 
so hard, letting me know she would be strong, the one Amelie 
would sing to at night and say, “Sister! Don’t be a stinky butt! I 
love you so much!” Here she was, finally safe.

I held her close and with awe as happy tears came. Michael 
leaned in, kissed me, touched her head. Matthew Perryman 
Jones’ “Land of the Living” played in the background. But she 
wasn’t moving much. She felt limp and motionless, not at all 
like my first baby felt. I pulled her in, wondering why she didn’t 
make a sound. I watched as her skin turned blue.

A nurse swiftly took her, saying something about waking her 
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up a bit. Our tiny girl lay like a rag in her hands. No cries, no 
movement. Nurses huddled and whispered, moved fast and sent 
secret glances. Michael and I held hands, confused by the rising 
tension. Then finally a single little cry, and I exhaled, smiled. A 
nurse walked around to the right side of my bed. She turned, 
faced me directly, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She 
wrung her hands a bit, eyes shifting, looking at mine, then dart-
ing to the floor. It felt like she needed to tell me something, so 
I nodded, encouraged her with a slight smile to go ahead. Her 
voice shook as she began, “Your baby has signs consistent with 
Down syndrome. She has a line in her hand, and her eyes . . .” 
and that’s all I heard. I saw her mouth moving but heard nothing.

It is right here. A two- word definition gives me a limited 
viewpoint for my child. My brain is filling in gaps, drawing on 
memories, telling me what to feel and just how to see things.

My heart pounded as the key scraped metal and my hand fal-
tered. I cursed, then tried again. Hands shaking as the key slid 
into place. It turned and I opened the car door in a craze. This 
was the escape. Because something was running fast after me. 
A feeling, a panic, an animal sprang out of ground that used to 
be solid and secure.

Maybe I could outrun it. Maybe if I held my breath long 
enough, reality would be placated, the ground would resolidify. 
Maybe if I ran, the animal would tire and retreat. I reversed, 
then plowed forward out of the parking garage, out onto the city 
street, turning.

My mind played a scene of two walking along a cracked 
sidewalk in dim light whispering words that scared me to the 
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core. Is the story I have believed my whole life a sham? Is the 
entirety of my belief constructed of circumstance and ancestry 
and nothing more?

I saw my child- self in our back yard, feet hitting the black 
mat of a trampoline and water spraying high. I landed on my 
back and looked up at the blue above, wondering just what life 
would hold for my older self. I never imagined it like this. I drove 
on, then saw myself in the hospital, saw our baby turn blue, saw 
our career crash, and saw myself as a terribly weak failure who 
couldn’t pull herself together.

These moments folded and bent the reality I knew to be true 
into an object. A thing to be walked around, viewed from differ-
ent sides and angles until I saw it as something else, until I saw 
through it. I knew it was me in all of those scenes, but somehow 
it felt like someone else. It didn’t feel like me on that trampoline 
as a child jumping high. Just how did I get from there to this?

I turned onto Interstate 25, drove fast for the mountains. I 
attempted to outrun the scenes my mind kept replaying, outrun 
the feeling that I couldn’t do this, that I wasn’t strong enough. 
Outrun the animal. The animal— was it the darkest part of 
myself? Finally aware of itself, raising its head to bite? It’s a ter-
rifying thing to see this dark side, the side that feels helpless and 
enraged. Like a domesticated animal poked and prodded until 
it turns wild and violent, desperate to free itself. It used to be a 
kind, helpful companion, but there were too many tricks. I drove 
on white- knuckled and all was silent until I found myself staring 
toward the mountains and screaming at the top of my lungs like 
a wide- eyed crazed thing. A stranger driving in the car next to 
me stared at me, open- mouthed and slightly terrified.

The first few moments that our baby experienced her first 
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breaths, first sights, first time being held in my arms, she was 
purely perfect. Then in minutes she was given a definition. 
We were given a lens for viewing her with, and my perspective 
shifted right at her very start. The definition “Down syndrome” 
is packed full of emotions, full of ideas that are only ideas, and I 
was diving headfirst into all of the darkest ones that screamed, 
“She won’t make it, and you won’t either.”

I know the feeling; we all know it. We want to thrive, live 
brilliant lives, and experience love that never disappoints or 
leaves us. We want our differences celebrated, not pushed to the 
sidelines or discarded. We want to live the human experience 
with our eyes and hearts open, but it’s often so hurtful we can’t 
help but close up.

It is the drive in every relationship— will you really see me 
and love me? But to really see someone, your perspective will 
bend and shift at some point. To be able to see, we first must 
realize that all of our constructs are illusions.

He is a person, but he is more than a person. She is a baby 
with a condition, but she is not a condition. We are looking 
through a cloudy lens, trying to see, walking around half blind, 
half asleep, until something is unlatched. Or born.

Something calls to us, tells us there is more than what we 
see, more than what we know. It whispers, “Hey, look this way. 
I have something you have never seen before.”
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Trampoline

Reality is only a Rorschach ink- blot, you 
know.

— Alan Watts

I was six when the water splashed high, suspended, then fell with 
the sun dancing in each drop. My feet hit the black, stretched 
mat, sending a hundred watery prisms glittering up around my 
legs. Drops slid off my skin, some drying up fast from the hot 
sun while others filtered through the tight weave, from top to 
underneath, gathered themselves in a huddle, then dropped like 
gymnasts to the grass below. I bore my weight down and jumped 
harder, propelled myself higher this time, stretched out my arms 
and became a bird. My body laid out flat in midair and I fell 
back onto the trampoline, bounced until the mat shivered while 
I gazed with blue eyes into a blue sky.

I felt curious and adventuresome, the world alive with every 
crack and hum. Magic called in every tree, rock, slimy thing, 
and cloud. I looked up. In the sky resided a dog, a clown, a 
ray of sunshine breaking through a parting in the clouds, and 
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I thought maybe this was it: Jesus was finally coming back this 
very moment. I should have worn something more appropriate. 
A swimsuit showed too much leg, really all the leg, and I wasn’t 
sure what Jesus thought about that. But his dad was God, and 
God made the leg, so I assumed he’d be cool with it, considering 
it was the second coming and all. And didn’t everyone lose all 
of their clothes anyway when they were “taken up”? If I left the 
swimsuit behind anyway, revealing all my private parts to the 
neighbors plus Jesus and God, the swimsuit must be an okay 
thing to wear for the time being.

The ray of sunlight faded as the clouds merged back together. 
I guessed today wasn’t the day.

I looked into the blue sky and blinked away drops of water. 
I imagined sitting up on that dog cloud and looking back at 
myself. My body was a tiny dot. Then I imagined I flew farther 
out until I couldn’t see my body but only my little town. It too 
was a tiny little dot.

I thought heaven was way up there. I had never flown in an 
airplane, but I thought it was strange no one caught a glimpse 
of those pearly gates midflight. I started to sing and made up a 
song about living on a dog cloud. I was told in several church 
services after an hour and a half of choir songs that “This is what 
heaven is like— endless singing. So get ready!” I loved singing for 
hours but was concerned we would all get a bit bored of it after 
a while, and then what? People- watch the people down below?

The hose got dislodged from the springs, and so I picked it 
back up, threaded it under the bar, up over the springs and onto 
the mat.

I came out here to think a lot, dream a lot. I wondered about 
the meaning of life and why pain exists if God made everything. 
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And why I couldn’t be naked out here if God made this body 
of mine. Did Satan make it bad when Eve shamed us all with a 
single bite? And if God knew everything, didn’t he know Satan 
was going to be a filthy cheat? So why even create him in the 
first place? And if we pray for our enemies, who exactly is pray-
ing for Satan? And just what would it feel like to kiss or to be 
naked with another person?

Existence, wonder, nakedness— this is what I sorted out on 
this black mat. I had rollerskated on it, slept on it, eaten on it, 
jumped in water on it, put my black Lab, Bonnie, on it (plus her 
puppies, poor things). My parents would spray us with the hose 
and laugh as we tried to avoid its coldness. Once, we situated this 
trampoline between the overhang of our house and the swimming 
pool so we could jump from the roof to the trampoline to the 
pool. I thought it was the best idea of our entire childhood. And 
I thought my parents were the best parents for allowing such life- 
threatening adventures. They watched, laughing at how high we 
could get or cheering with the extra flip at the end.

I smile when I think about this risky fun. My family loved 
sports and adventure. I didn’t like the sports because I wasn’t 
very good, but I liked the adventures. I wondered why it couldn’t 
always be this way— the good times.

I heard three voices yelling from the back window of our 
house. The deeper voice was angry, yelling fast and harsh. My 
mother was there too, trying to calm my sister. I heard my sister 
scream and I knew she was getting an “ass woopin’,” as our dad 
called it. My whole body cringed and I wanted to save her but 
knew my intervention would only win me the same.

I knew how it all felt— the yelling and all the rest. I normally 
broke down crying before the belt hit because I’m the fragile one, 
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the youngest of three, and a shy people- pleaser. I also knew how 
much that leather belt cracked and stung, so my crying before-
hand was not an act but a soulful plea for mercy. My mother’s 
weapon of choice was the wooden spoon. Needless to say, her 
spankings were preferable over my father’s. She always gave me 
a second chance or pretended to spank me with the spoon as I 
let out fake cries so my siblings wouldn’t think she was easy on 
me. She and I would stifle our giggles at each pretend outcry. I 
think my prespanking sobs made her have pity. Really, I think 
we were the same and she knew I broke right when she gave me 
the disappointed look.

I turned my body over and peered face- down through the 
woven mat. Water collected and hugged itself seconds before 
falling.

I don’t think my parents knew how much it hurt to hear 
yelling and fights, to cover my ears and hum so I didn’t hear the 
details. I assumed it was what all parents did— got sick of each 
other after a while.

I knew pieces of my parents’ childhood. My father was sent 
away at nine years young to work for a family, and hasn’t stopped 
working yet at seventy- two. He has parted his hair on the same 
side of his head since he came out of the womb— on the left.

My mother, a middle child, was curly- headed and taught to 
be what most 1950s American girls were taught to be— polite. 
She has the most beautiful dimple in her cheek when she smiles. 
She worked as a secretary to help put my father through college, 
then gave up her career to raise my brother, sister, and me. We 
were homeschooled before homeschooling was cool. She gave a 
lot to us. We’ve given her, in turn, her share of joy and yelling 
matches, hugs and stress.
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I knew a lot of the good stuff about my parents’ younger 
years, but not much of the struggles. I think that’s because there 
are truths that are hard to share.

I remember laying my head on my grandmother’s lap and 
playing with her fake fingernails as she watched MASH on TV. 
Her nails were long, skin soft right at her fingertip. We didn’t 
talk about anything deep as I lay there cuddled up to her. Mostly 
school, makeup, and her desire to perm my hair.

Grandpa was a quiet man, but as sweet as they come. He 
always let me play in their attic, and for some reason I can only 
picture him in an old blueish- gray work suit with a pocket on the 
left— his left, my right. I think I interpreted my grandparents’ small 
talk to mean there was nothing complicated about their lives.

But she left them once— four boys and a husband.
She came back I’m not sure how many months later, and 

I think that explains a lot about my father. There are circum-
stances that leave marks on us and continue to leave marks on 
the ones we love if left unresolved. Divorce was threatened a lot 
in our house, and my assumption was that it was threatened in 
my parents’ childhood more than mine. My brother, sister, and 
I were asked only twice who we wanted to live with. I never 
answered. And the question made me angry.

It just didn’t make sense with all of the Sunday- best act. 
It felt fake. You could just sense that everyone else wanted to 
throw up their hands and admit they didn’t have it all figured 
out. But no one wanted to give the first confession.

I knew my parents were trying, but the trying was leaving a 
mark on all of us, especially my mother. I felt like her protector, 
her advocate and safe spot within our home. She and I, we saw 
eye to eye on everything. My dad had to scoop me up in his 
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arms for us to see eye to eye. He was tall in stature and short in 
temper. My favorite memories are of him turning on his record 
player and scooping me up to dance. Eventually he would put 
me down, grab my mother by the waist, and do the two- step. 
They’d dance in rhythm, then later fight in rhythm.

Right now, they were fighting in rhythm with my sister, poor 
girl. The arguing stopped, and I was glad, but I knew what the 
house would be for the rest of the evening— tense and cautious, 
the air healing up from a rough fight. I heard from the window, 
“This hurts me more than it hurts you,” and thought, I doubt it. 
I let out a breath as the water dripped from my hair to my nose 
smashed on the mat. I saw Bonnie, our black Labrador, under-
neath, wet coated. She knowingly put her nose to mine.

I relaxed my body, then I stood and jumped high again, 
closed my eyes so my body could feel the free fall more vividly. 
We do that as children— close our eyes so our bodies see things.

I loved the good times, all the dancing and water fights and 
playing chase in the dark. I couldn’t quite reconcile how there 
was so much fun but also so much anger, like a rollercoaster that 
makes you shout with joy on the uphill, then shriek in terror 
because it’s just straight down and too fast. Families are often a 
mixed bag instead of just one thing. And so it’s confusing to know 
just what is happening, just what is fun or too rough of a dance.

I wanted to feel safe and see things beyond this little spot 
I knew. Maybe I’d see the other side of the world someday, 
see how different other people’s lives were from my tiny New 
Mexico town. Maybe I was here to stay.

I dropped to my back again and let the water pool, silvery 
ribbons hugging my body ever so slightly. The cloud dog was 
gone, just a blank blue space now.
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