JULIA LOFASO
Displacement

n. (as related to earthquakes): The difference between the initial
position of a reference point and its later position. In other words,
how far the ground moves.

I. Tectonic
ou have to keep your head very still when they put a needle in your

.r spine.

You have to stay very calm and try to ignore the enormity of
the pain that has gone on for twenty-four hours and led you here, to this
needle. You have to breathe, like they taught you.

They send your partner out of the room when they put a needle in your
spine. Probably too many have fainted while watching, and no doctors need
that kind of distraction when they are trying to put a needle in your spine.

The doctors who do mine are like TV doctors—one thirtyish and impos-
sibly good looking, one forty-fiveish and a fast talker—and I can’t decide
whether I find this familiarity troubling or reassuring. They work as a team,
the younger affixing tape, swabbing alcohol, and administering anesthetics
while the older barks commands about technique and positioning.

How many of these have you done? 1 ask the affixer, in a reprieve between
contractions. He just seems too young, too beautiful, too airbrushed.

He smiles behind his surgical mask, blue eyes wrinkling. Hundreds.

And then before I can react to this information a fault line is tripped. A
shudder blooms somewhere deep, expanding so rapidly it struggles at the
borders of my skin, at whatever usually separates me from death, from
wolves, from my own blood, from muddy, swollen rivers and forests damp
with pine needles and scat. And then all of those things are gone and I am
nothing but vibration and the whole world buzzes blue-white. It is a pain
that pins me, a dream in which I've lost the ability to run.

It passes. Like they all have. The older TV doctor warns me again, firmly,
that if I move at all during the insertion I’ll trigger a headache of devastat-
ing proportions.

A nurse they call Dee rolls up in a stool and cradles my head to prevent
this.

You really can’t move, she reiterates. When the older TV doctor asks me
whether I'm numb, I say I am, I think, a little bit.

Not an acceptable answer, he says. Numb or not. You can’t be a little bit pregnant.
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Numb, 1 say, and it must be true because when the needle goes in I don’t
flinch. I relax in the nurse’s kind-but-firm grip, forehead resting on scrubs
that smell and feel like stiff clean sheets.

The previous morning, several hours before I would go into labor, I had
been hooked to a machine, which listened to the heartbeat of the person
past-due to emerge from me. It was a precautionary measure, to make sure
everything was still all right in there. I was used to hearing my daughter’s
heartbeat, translated by the machine: a familiar hummingbird whirring,
one I'd heard regularly over the last nine months.

Now, as my epidural kicks in, they hook me to the same machine, and the
heartbeat returns exactly as I left it: a blur of tiny wings. I close my eyes, lis-
tening. We rest together, me and the hummingbird. And then the moment
after I realize, with clear-flowing gratitude, that somehow, miraculously, I
am no longer in pain, something changes.

I know what this heartbeat is supposed to sound like. I have memorized
it. I can picture the hummingbird. But now it’s as if I'm watching a nature
documentary slowed to observable speed—I can suddenly see each individ-
ual wing flap, hear its deafening displacement of air. At first, I feebly hope
the whole world is slowing, not just my daughter’s heartbeat.

Dread invades my calm as the space between beats increases. Logic, I
remind myself, use logic. I had heard that this could happen. I had read it
in a book. If the baby’s heartbeat slows, you’ll receive oxygen. They are ready for
this; they are prepared. On cue, the TV doctors put a mask to my face. I
close my eyes as the whirring resumes.

But the calm is gone. I am alert now, listening. When the wings slow again,
I feel it before I hear it. And then I feel the whole room tense around me.

Dee forms a question that instantly hardens into a decision. Should I call
Dr. Jin? I'm calling Dr. Jin.

I think I hear her mutter the word tectonic. Tectonic contractions. I see plates
shifting, ground collapsing, soil shaking loose like rain. I am cold now,
uncontrollably trembling.

And then, in a time frame my memory registers as seconds later, I am
moving. My bed is a stretcher and my stretcher is burning down a pixelated
hallway. Everyone is there. The TV doctors are there. Dr. Jin is there. Dee is
gone but other faces I haven’t seen are there. The ceiling goes by in a white
streak of fluorescent light but the faces, somehow stationary, bear down in
darkness: a field of drooping flowers in surgical caps, eyebrows furrowed,
masked mouths shouting numbers.

Please, I remember saying out loud to the fluorescent streak, some anony-
mous god, please, PLEASE.

I remember thinking: It’s over. You’ve come all this way for nothing. You
did not in your wildest dreams account for this possibility. You've opened

THE IOWA REVIEW 189



yourself up to this horror with a failure of imagination. She’s about to be
gone before you ever meet her, and where will that leave you? What even
are you now, without her?

Dr. Jin bends down beside me, running while talking. I haven’t spoken to
her since the beginning of my labor twenty-four hours ago, when she said
she could tell by my voice on the phone that I wasn’t in nearly enough pain
to come in yet.

Now she says: We think we should do a C-section. Is that ok? Do you want to
talk to your husband first?

The utter lunacy of asking permission. There’s no decision to be made.
No options. Just get her out alive, 1 tell the doctor.

I remember a hard landing, my stretcher an off shape forced into place. A
white sheet comes down, blocking my bottom half. Probably it was pulled
in from the side, but in my mind, it drops theatrically, from the ceiling.
Red-brown iodine douses my stomach—I know this only from my partner,
Dan, who is rushed in right after and thinks I am covered in blood, thinks
that everyone is dead but him. I feel liquid and then the older TV doctor
shouting next to my ear: Is it cold? Is it cold?

A little, no, I don’t know.

That line again: You can’t be a little bit pregnant. IS IT COLD?

YES, 1 shout, still not knowing if I'm telling the truth.

A blank frame slips into my memory then, or maybe it all just happened so
fast. Or, maybe the thing that I most suspect, which is that the blank frame
was me: I had left.

Dan, who appears next to me around now, tells me later that my pupils
were as big as moons and I looked at him like I had no idea who he was.

I have zero recollection of hearing my daughter’s first wails, but when I
do, something must break. I am back and I am hysterical, blind, a swirling
mass of fight-or-flight instinct in a body too numb to fight or fly. But these
are not sobs of relief. This isn’t some show of motherly ecstasy. I am beside
myself. Am I paralyzed, I demand to know. WHY CAN’T I MOVE?

I remember isolated moments cinematically, garish flashes that seem
viewed, not experienced: they wheel a baby by the right side of my head in
its see-through plastic crib, its ubiquitous pink-and-blue striped newborn
blanket, and she doesn’t register as mine, or even real. She looks anima-
tronic. Only a small fraction of me is convinced that she exists.

She is gone, wheeled away. There is my body to attend to, the wreck of it.

It’s going to feel like pressure, someone medical says, like pulling, both of
which are unnecessary similes to describe a process that feels exactly like
what it is: someone grasping the separated parts of me and lashing them
back together.
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After I'm sewn, still baby-less, Dr. Jin strokes my head, soothing: You did
the right thing when I asked you. You knew exactly what to do. You did exactly what
a mother does.

I nod at her. I thank her. I appreciate her saying this: I really actually do.

But since I am also convulsively sobbing, and have been for some time,
there is talk of giving me Xanax, an idea I shoot down with crystal-cut
ferocity, outraged that anyone would dare try to mitigate my exquisitely
appropriate reaction, that anyone would dare take it away from me so fast.
The audacity of trying to tame me when it makes so much more sense to
be wild. I need to do THIS right now, I say to someone, trying desperately to
drag this person into the truth of my situation, which is that it’s possible
to be simultaneously lucid and unhinged, inarticulate and all-knowing. Just
let me do it.

II. Aftershocks

In birthing classes, they hint that you ought to avoid a C-section, though
they never say why. Instead, they teach you how to breathe, how to time
contractions, how to push, how to get through the other type of birth.
They also give you a passing education about what will happen if you have
a planned C-section for a known reason—you will receive an epidural,
and you may select in advance, in a leisurely manner, items from a menu
of events including immediate skin-to-skin contact, the preservation of
cord blood, or a generous swabbing of antibody-rich vaginal fluid for your
newly lifted newborn. But they don’t tell you as much about what hap-
pens if you suddenly, unexpectedly need to be sliced across the middle.

In my case, I am separated from my baby for a full night. She is taken to
someplace called the CCN, an acronym I soon learn is a few steps down the
danger scale from that scarier acronym, the NICU. She has some mucus in
her lungs, the nurses tell Dan, mucus that is usually squeezed out manually
via passage through a narrow birth canal. She also isn’t as warm as they
would like her to be, so they want to keep her under observation. She is
not allowed, at this point, to leave. Which presents a problem, since I am
similarly immobile, and also not allowed to leave. So we shelter in place,
apart from each other, after sharing one body for almost a year.

I begin to question whether either of us are real, or if any of what has
just happened, happened. My midsection, numbed and lumpy beyond
recognition, has deflated by half. To have it looking that way and to not
be holding a baby does little to convince me I haven’t slipped through a
tear in the universe.

In stages, I am released to what will eventually be my hospital room.
I remember an in-between place first, a room with the overhead lights
switched off, in which I am separated from other stretchers by thick gray
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curtains. I can see brighter rooms beyond the curtains, fluorescent leakage
that brings to mind chemical disaster. I think of Denis Johnson’s genius in
“Car Crash While Hitchhiking,” when he describes the light from under a
hospital door as “a slab of brilliance ... as if by some stupendous process
diamonds were being incinerated in there.” My mind is calming, in this
dark room, sustaining thoughts again, but the shaking won’t stop. I am
cold, vibrating in all the places I can’t feel, and my shoulder is killing me.

Dan is sometimes with me, sometimes not. He goes back and forth,
checking on our baby. I remember him sitting next to me saying when I'm
well again we’ll go to Hawaii, whichever island has the volcanoes you can
watch from a safe distance.

At some point, I know, the young, blue-eyed doctor shows up and sits
stretcher-side like an apparition. I remember wondering, doesn’t he have
other epidurals to do? How many has he done since the last time I saw him?
Hundreds? How unbelievably nice that he would come and check on me. I
allow myself to fantasize, for a moment, that I'm special. How lucky that
this beautiful man has sacrificed his break on my behalf! I admit to none
of this. I can barely even speak above a whisper.

When I ask him why my shoulder hurts, he tells me it’s experiencing
referred pain from my incision. I am numb in all the places that should
actually hurt, so my body found a way to express the pain elsewhere. I
remember thinking: Remember that. Squirrel that fact away. Then I ask
him, with childlike longing I find inexplicably embarrassing but also impos-
sible to keep out of my voice: Is my baby ok?

He tells me yes, and I 100 percent don’t believe him.

In the next place, my hospital room, I lie beside a large window through
which I can see across the East River to the twinkling, night-lit power
plants of Queens, where I live. This view, also, feels lucky. There is one
other mother in the room, separated by a curtain, asleep or else murmur-
ing groggily to her partner in Portuguese. There are two pneumatic sacks
strapped to my calves: all night, they fill and deflate with a sigh that wakes
me repeatedly. Over and over, I count to twelve, the time it takes the sacks
to run through a breath cycle. Over and over, I hear beeping from beyond
the door. I convince myself that every time I hear it, my baby is in trouble.
Her heartbeat has slowed. She can’t warm herself.

Dan assures me that no, she’s fine, she’s amazing. He comes back with
pictures and videos I don’t remember seeing then, which doesn’t mean I
didn’t. Or it’s possible I told him I wanted to see her in person first, that
none of it would mean anything until I could see her in person.

I remember my mother insisting on talking to me that night. She was
worried, as a mother would be. I remember not wanting to get on the
phone, Dan telling me I should. I remember thinking, why? What does
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it matter? Nothing matters. I remember looking at my reflection in that
big dark window and whispering, not wanting to wake my roommate. I
remember my mother saying when I saw her the next day, with tenderness
and accusation twined in her voice: You just sounded so sad. I remember
thinking: it was not my job to act like I was ok.

It wasn’t personal. It was just that I felt beholden to nothing but the pain
in my body and the daughter I hadn’t met yet. The simple fact was that I
had no room for anyone else. For maybe the first time in my life, I didn’t
care what anyone thought or expected of me.

I think back, sometimes, to Dan saying I looked at him without seeing,
and it seems like an accurate reflection of how I felt, or how I needed to get
through things: Dan was there; the doctors were there; our families were
waiting at home for an update; but I felt as if we—my daughter and [—had
stumbled alone into a howling wilderness, and we’d need to use all of our
senses to escape it.

We were our own world, a closed system, negotiating each other’s surviv-
al with the help of a highly trained support team. It occurs to me only now,
four years later, that maybe the one I was talking to while rushing down
that fluorescent hallway, the one I was pleading with, was my daughter. She
was the one I was trying to reach, to contact, to believe in. She was the only
one who could save me from heartbreak, if only we could save her in time.

Every time I think back to that night, I think I'm finally over it. But then
every time the light in my memory brightens to fluorescent, I find myself
shaking exactly as I did then. Part of me doesn’t want to forget the feel-
ing, maybe, of all-consuming fear that amounted to nothing truly danger-
ous, that ended in inconceivable, overwhelming relief. Part of me wants to
believe every earthquake can end this way: with no death toll, everyone
accounted for, a five-inch furrow on the body’s changed landscape that
regains feeling slowly, and then fades.
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