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But as the Scriptures say,

No eye has ever seen and no ear has ever heard

and it has never occurred to the human heart

All the things God prepared for those who love Him.

God has shown us these profound and startling realities through His Spirit.

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep mysteries of God.

I Corinthians 2:9–10

(The Voice)

Soli Deo Gloria
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​1. THIN PLACES
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I come from a long line of baby catchers, but I never wanted to be one, and I never wanted to be named Pearl. Funny how God can turn things like that around. Not funny in a ‘ha-ha’ way, but in a way so beyond the imagination, it’s hard to describe. Maybe you haven’t encountered God like that—I certainly hadn’t, nor did I expect to. He simply showed up one stormy August night in 1982. I have no idea why He chose me, a lanky, twelve-year-old girl living in a two-stoplight town in the northern woods of Minnesota. All I know is that He did, and it changed me. And not only me, but my family, my friends, and pretty much my entire town.

“Pearl, are you ready to go?” Mother’s voice pierced my bedroom door.

“Just grabbing my stuff,” I yelled back.

A girl born in my era wasn’t supposed to be named Pearl. Jennifer or Amy or Michelle, perhaps. But Pearl? It was a name for grandmothers, great-aunties, or second cousins twice removed. For women with silver braids wrapped around their heads and watery eyes. Not for girls with long, chestnut hair and clear, amber eyes, like me. Mother’s explanation? God gave her my name. 

I was what she liked to call her late-in-life baby. My siblings, Susan and David, were fifteen and twelve years old when I arrived. Mother had just turned forty. The pregnancy was difficult and the delivery complicated. But she said that when Grandma placed me in her arms, a still, small voice whispered, “This is a pearl of great price.” How could she name me anything but Pearl? I accepted her explanation, even secretly relished it, but I still disliked the name itself. Once I asked my friends at school to call me Patricia, but somehow Mother found out and put an end to my scheme. So, I was frustrated with Mother and irked with God. Why would He give me an old-lady name? Did He lack imagination? Was He unaware of my discomfort with my identity? Turns out, the answer to those questions was a resounding no. But for the first twelve years of my life, I was oblivious to that fact.

“Do not lollygag. This is Mrs. Norquist’s third baby.”

“Baby number three, in a hurry will always be,” I said. 

What twelve-year-old girl would know that? One who lived in my house—that’s who.

It was simply assumed that if you were a female born into my family, you would participate in the family business—the baby-catching business. My grandmother Ilsa was a baby catcher, and my great-grandmother Edna before her. My mother, Elizabeth, had earned a nursing degree and worked in the maternity clinic at the hospital. She also offered private midwifery services in the county to women who either couldn’t afford a hospital delivery or simply preferred to give birth at home. My sister Susan went to grad school to become a doctor in obstetrics and gynecology. I thought that was just a fancy way of saying “highly educated baby catcher.” Stories were told of prior generations also being baby catchers, but no one had documented proof. For me, four generations of women wrapped up in the business of labor and delivery were enough. I had determined that I wanted nothing to do with it.

“Make sure you pack an overnight bag, just in case,” Mother said as she popped her head around the doorframe of my room. “Third babies are generally in a hurry, but—”

“Every delivery is unique,” I finished Mother’s mantra.

“Good girl,” she said as she marched off.

Before her death, Grandma stayed with us for extended visits, and oh, the stories that passed between her and Mother. By my seventh or eighth birthday, I knew more about possible childbirth scenarios than most mature women. It’s not as if they sat down and taught me; I simply couldn’t help but overhear. Some kids might have been intrigued by this insight into birthing babies. Not me. I thought it was gross. Words like cervix, placenta, effacement, preeclampsia, dilation, transition, and perineum were part of everyday conversations in our house. One time I asked if I might soundproof my room so that when my friends came over, I could close the door and pretend I lived in a normal household. My request was denied. 

“Pearl, have you seen the new pair of umbilical scissors I just bought?” Mother hollered from the kitchen.

“In the pantry. By the box of lubricating jelly,” I hollered back.

“Found ‘em.”

Whenever someone asked me what my mother did, I said she was a nurse. I had learned that saying “midwife” or “baby catcher” only seemed to conjure up images of hippie earth mothers in people’s minds. This had often led to awkward questions accompanied by looks of concern for my welfare. Of course, if they had met Mother, there would have been no such worries. She didn’t have a wardrobe of flowing skirts, fringed leather vests, or tie-dyed T-shirts. In fact, her closet was full of medical scrubs and mom clothes that were more out-of-date than bohemian. And though her spiritual roots were in a Pentecostal church, she had long ago agreed to worship at Our Savior’s Lutheran Church. That was the church where my Daddy’s family had worn indents into the fourth pew from the front, on the right side. She had learned to embrace the traditional liturgies and revel in the age-old hymns. But every now and then, when we sang “Holy, Holy, Holy” or “A Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” I saw her stuff the hand not holding her hymnal into her pocket, as if to restrain it from shooting heavenward. 

For her, being a baby catcher wasn’t about rebelling against the establishment. It was about fulfilling the task she felt God had put her on the planet to do. She was passionate about giving mothers and babies the best care possible, which in her mind included the option of home birth. Many in the medical world at that time viewed this option as old-fashioned and risky, but she didn’t seem to care. Okay, maybe in that sense she was a bit of a rebel. But she wasn’t the kind that carried protest signs or stuffed daisies into gun barrels. She was the kind that quietly went about doing what she was convinced was right, regardless of what others thought. She admitted to me that being a midwife was often inconvenient, exhausting, and difficult, but most of the time, she extolled it as being exhilarating and purposeful. She loved that it positioned her in what she liked to call life’s “thin places”—places where the distance between heaven and earth became so small, you could see into one from the other.

I raced across the hallway to the bathroom, snatched up my toothbrush, threw it in the bag, and met Mother in the front entry. She was dressed from head to toe in blue scrubs, with a matching bandana wrapped over her short, blond curls. Not the most attractive outfit, even on her petite frame. But I always admired the way the blue matched the color of her eyes. 

“Ready to go?” she asked.

“Did you call Mel’s mom?”

“Yes. They’re expecting you.”

She gripped her leather satchel as she strode out the front door, a quiet prayer already on her lips. Prayer was as vital to her as the instruments that filled her well-worn satchel. That’s what she told me, at least. Answers to her prayers came in unusual ways. Sometimes she sensed God’s hands covering her own and guiding her to do things she had never done before, especially during a difficult birth. Other times she heard a voice drop instructions into her mind. Once she saw angel wings hovering above the scene like a heavenly shield. Not surprised by this interaction with the divine, she actually relied on it. She loved feeling connected to eternity. Of course, she loved the mothers and babies, but the thing that fueled her inner passion remained this direct cooperation with the workings of God.

I didn’t quite know what to make of it all. God and I were definitely on speaking terms, but mostly it was me speaking and Him listening. I believed what Mother described about hearing from God and working with Him, but I wondered if He only did those things with certain people—like Mother. 

“I may be back before bedtime, but I’d rather you be settled at Mel’s for the night,” Mother said as she stood in the driveway behind the opened car door.

“That’s cool. We’ve already got plans.” 

I slung my bag on my back and mounted my bike.

“I’m sure you do. Be good,” she said before dipping inside the dingy tan station wagon and speeding off.

I took my time riding down 7th Street to the stop sign at Sycamore. The day was warm, but not stifling, a welcome break from the humid weather we’d been having. House after house along our tree-lined street had windows and doors stripped open to the screens to welcome the clear afternoon breeze. It was easy to navigate the well-plotted streets of St. Gerard. Those that ran north to south were numbered one through twenty-seven, and those that ran east to west were alphabetically ordered tree names: Ash to Yew, with the notable exception of Main Street, which fell between Hemlock and Iris (which, of course, was not a tree, but understandable in light of the lack of trees beginning with the letter I). My detour that day looped over to the corner of Oak and 10th Street, where the three-story brick edifice of Edison Junior High School confronted me. I stopped my fuchsia Schwinn and stared at the double doors I would pass through on the day after Labor Day. 

Everyone had told me, “It’s going to be an exciting time in your life.” But I had heard the stories. This was the place where it all began—the separating and dividing into cool kids and nerds, jocks and burnouts, pretty and awkward, popular and not so popular. None of those labels really fit me—except maybe awkward. I didn’t have a great need for popularity, but I did want to be known for something besides my oddball name. What I longed for above all else was to find the place that belonged just to me. Not just a label, but an identity.

A mosquito landed on my hand. I smashed it flat and flicked it away. 

I put my feet back on the pedals and resumed my journey, wishing I could as easily flick away the familiar ache that had begun to grow in my heart. It was the ache that longed for him, the person in my life who was supposed to help me figure this kind of stuff out. 

The ache helped me understand why Mother loved the thin places. They were her way to feel close to heaven and to Daddy. He had been a mechanic and truck driver for the paper mill down the river. Routes that had him gone more than a night at a time were not to his liking. He preferred to be home, and Mother preferred to have him home. But one night, he didn’t come home. On his way to deliver paper products during a snowstorm, he lost control on an icy highway and slid down a steep embankment. He died on impact at the bottom of a ravine. I don’t remember much about his death; I was three years old. The one clear memory from that time still lodged in my brain is the image of my mother leaning on her dresser, her blond curls shaking as her slender frame convulsed with sobs. It is one of the few times in my life I have ever seen her cry so desperately. 

My bike tires rumbled across the defunct Northern Pacific railroad tracks in the middle of 26th Street just before the turn into Whispering Pines Estates. Mel’s split-level house was situated near the end of the street on a lot twice the size of any on 7th Street. She hopped up and down on the front stoop and waved with both arms when I came into sight, her dark braids swinging wildly. 

“Hey, Pearl, what took you so long?” 

As I pulled into the driveway, she swooped over to give me a hug, which I couldn’t return since I was in the process of steering my bike into the two-car garage. Just as well. I wasn’t as keen on hugs as she was. Nobody was. Mel hugged everyone, regardless of whether or not they hugged back. I was used to it, but I had witnessed on more than one occasion some very startled responses from the generally non-hugging Scandinavian/German population of our town. Mel’s own mother couldn’t understand it. She had once told me, “The only thing we can attribute it to is that her father’s great-grandfather was Italian.”

Mel may have lived only a couple miles away, but it felt like she lived on a whole different planet. Whispering Pines was the newest neighborhood in St. Gerard, the only one with an actual name painted on a carved wooden sign at its entrance. Mel’s father was a banker, and her mother was an accountant who worked out of their house. I wasn’t quite sure why they needed such a big house when Mel was their only child, but I enjoyed the fact that they had reserved one bedroom just for me on my frequent visits.

Mel’s mother stuck her head out the front door. 

“Melissa, come and get the cookies out of the oven before they burn—oh, hello, Pearl! There’s pop in the fridge. I’ve got a client downstairs. Don’t leave this door standing open. You’ll let all the cool air out.”

Two other things I enjoyed about staying at Mel’s: an abundance of sugary goodies and air-conditioning.

Our plan for the evening was to immerse ourselves in The Wonderful World of Disney. Mel had all the latest videos. Her mom didn’t just rent them; she flat out bought them.

“Okay. So, here’s the plan,” Mel said, her green eyes alight with the internal energy she seemed to perpetually possess. “We’ll start with a short cartoon and then you choose—Mary Poppins or Dumbo?”

Mother called in the middle of Mary Poppins.

“Baby Girl Norquist has arrived safe and sound,” she said. “Everything okay there? You can meet me at home in an hour or so if you’d like.”

“Nah, I’m fine here. We’re in the middle of a movie,” I replied from the comfort of my oversized beanbag chair. “See ya in the morning.”

And so, another baby had entered the world under Mother’s capable supervision. I wish I could say I was overjoyed by the news, but my greatest emotion was relief - relief that I was nowhere near the blessed event and relief that there were no complications. I hated hearing about all that stuff. Mother tried not to burden me with the details. But the reality was, she and I were the only ones left at the dinner table of our three-bedroom, one-bath rambler on the other side of the tracks. 

My sister Susan was a full-time medical student at the university in the Twin Cities, 200 miles south of St. Gerard. She had more homework and work than hours or days. We heard from her once a week, when she made her obligatory check-in phone call after supper on Sunday evenings. 

We didn’t hear from my brother David at all anymore. After graduating from college, he’d landed an engineering job in Billings. He and Mother had not parted on the best of terms.

It was a drippy afternoon in late May when David came to pick up some of his belongings before heading west to Montana. His girlfriend Miranda was in the car, which is how we found out she was moving with him to Billings. It seemed she had secured some kind of job for a newspaper there. Mother was not pleased.

Mother’s issue wasn’t with Miranda. We all liked her—at least, we liked what we knew of her. 

“Nice.” 

That was the word Mother used to describe her after the one weekend David brought her north to meet us. The sticking point between mother and son wasn’t the girl it was the living arrangement with the girl. 

“Living together is neither a good nor a godly idea,” Mother had stated in her closing arguments as David headed out the front door that day. David didn’t agree. I know because he disagreed loudly. 

“This is the 80s, Mom!” he had yelled. “Get a clue. Your old-fashioned standards might have worked for you and Dad, but the world is changing. Miranda and I are grown adults, and we will live as we choose. Stop trying to dictate my life.”

Those were David’s last words as he stomped off the front porch toward his ’71 midnight-blue Chevy Nova, which was jam-packed with all of his and Miranda’s worldly possessions. She sat staring into her lap in the front passenger seat, her face hidden from us by a curtain of long, blond hair. I felt bad for her and embarrassed for us all at the same time. We were not a yelling sort of family, let alone a yelling-on-the-front-porch-for-the-entire-neighborhood-to-hear sort of family. 

As I stood inside the screen door, barely breathing, David slammed his car door and peeled out of the driveway, the tires smoking and pebbles flying. Mrs. Schmidt, our “easily excitable” neighbor across the street, popped her head up from her gardening and shook her spade. Mother waved at her. Mrs. Schmidt simply tamped her large straw hat tighter on her head, shoved the spade into the dirt, and returned to her labors. 

I didn’t move until Mother finally lowered her head, sighed, and turned to come inside. She managed a weak smile and a shrug when she saw me standing there, as if to say, “I have done all I could do.” Not an easy admission for her.

We had not heard a word from David since that day.

So, with Susan busy and David gone, who else was she supposed to share with?

The summer of 1982 was not overly busy in the baby-catching business. Mother had only two home deliveries in all of June and July. She had reduced her hours at the clinic to be home with me more during summer break. Most days she didn’t leave the house until after lunch. The number where she could be reached was tacked prominently above the phone in the kitchen next to the list of chores she expected me to accomplish before watching TV or meeting up with friends. She had informed me of the boundary lines beyond which I was not allowed to stray and the friends with whom I was allowed to hang out. It was not like I was a wild kid or anything, nor did I have a long list of friends. But when David or Susan had been home for the summer, they had always juggled their work schedules to make sure I was supervised. Mother missed their help; I missed them.

My summer routine was this: get out of bed by ten or eleven, eat Cheerios with banana slices on top, get dressed, do chores, call friends to make plans, and go from there. On nice days, I met Mel and El at the city pool. On not-so-nice days, we congregated at Mel’s house. El, or Elspeth as her mom still called her, lived halfway between my house and Mel’s, in a duplex with her mom and two younger brothers. It was pretty crowded, and she was only there every other week during the summer. The rest of the time she had to stay with her dad at his farm three miles out of town. We were never invited out there. And even if we had been, Mother wouldn’t have let me go. El’s dad had a bit of a reputation. 

The only scheduled place I had to be that summer, besides church on Sundays, was a community art class Mother had signed me up for on Wednesday afternoons at First Presbyterian Church. My pals elected to remain poolside. El would situate herself under a beach umbrella with one of her four-inch-thick novels, her unruly, red hair tucked into a floppy sun hat, while Mel preferred to slather on baby oil and stretch out on her towel in her unfairly filled-out lime-green bikini. Her reading material of choice? The latest copy of Teen Beat. So, I went to art class myself.

The first day of class, I locked my bike onto a tree next to the church’s brick façade and followed the signs. An arrow pointed down the stairs into the fellowship hall. When I checked out who was in the class, I considered turning around and heading back out into the sunshine. It wasn’t just my friends who weren’t interested in being part of the class—it was every person in town under the age of fifty. Actually, it was every person in town, period, except two women who appeared to be about the same age as Mother and a gentleman who looked ancient—he was probably seventy years old. 

The teacher seemed familiar for some reason, but I couldn’t pinpoint why. She was a tall, willowy woman with frothy, salt-and-pepper hair, dressed from head to toe in a floral-print dress topped off with an embroidered jean vest. Clearly, she did not shop in St. Gerard. When she spotted me, she strode across the room to meet me, her clogs pounding out a steady rhythm on the concrete floor. She pulled me into the space with a friendly but professional handshake. An aroma of oil paints, homemade bread, and Shalimar perfume wafted from her presence.

“Bonjour. I’m Teacher Anne. Your mother told me to expect you. I’m so pleased you could join us. We are few, as you can see, but we are mighty,” she offered with a final strong pump of my hand and a wink. “Let me introduce you to the others.” 

Good manners demanded I stay for at least the first class. Besides, I was intrigued by the chance to learn more about art. I sort of had a feeling it could help me find that place I was looking for—the place I belonged. In school, my teachers praised my art projects, although they were few and far between. Our school district didn’t place much emphasis on development of the fine arts. Most of the attention and money went to athletics. And although I was tall for my age and looked like I might be good at basketball or volleyball, I pretty much stunk at any activity that had anything to do with a ball.

As Teacher Anne led me toward the others, I suddenly remembered why she looked so familiar. Once during the previous summer, Mother and I had ventured out on one of our rare nights on the town. After we ate burgers and drank root beer out of tall, frosty mugs at the Corral Drive-In, we went to see a movie at the Uptown Theater. That night there was a display of artwork in the lobby, with a picture of the artist alongside the paintings. It was Teacher Anne. Mother told me that she and Anne were old friends. I didn’t bother to dig any deeper at the time, though the wistful look on Mother’s face begged for more details. The paintings had stolen my attention. Teacher Anne made canvas and paint seem like living things. The colors, the lighting, the movement all sucked me into the frames for so long that we missed the previews of coming attractions. 

I wanted to learn how to paint like that.

Teacher Anne and I approached the other students, seated in a row behind a long table with art pieces spread out in front of them.

“I asked your classmates to bring samples of their favorite artwork to share with the class,” Teacher Anne said. “But don’t worry if you didn’t bring anything. Now that I think about it, I can’t remember if I even mentioned it to your mother.” She bopped her forehead with the palm of her hand. “It was a very brief conversation.”

The first woman stood from her chair and reached out her hand. She looked familiar too. 

“Pearl, this is Mrs. Grant,” said Teacher Anne.

The word roly-poly came to mind when I looked at Mrs. Grant’s flushed cheeks and friendly, blue eyes. She was nearly as round as she was tall. Her denim jumper strained around her tummy, and her ankles puffed out over the tops of her sensible, brown shoes.

“Hello, Pearl. So lovely to see you. You probably don’t remember me then now, do you?” 

Mrs. Grant encased my hand in both of her plump hands, and the ends of her silver, bobbed hair swung forward along her rounded chin line. 

“Uh, I kinda do.”

“Oh, dontcha worry about it,” she laughed. “You were just a baby when I used to take care of you in the church nursery.”

The lights went on. She was the lady who always stood inside the double door of the nursery, shuttling babies and their bags of goodies in and out of their mothers’ arms before and after services. I always thought she was much taller. 

“These are her charcoal sketches. Aren’t they remarkable?” Teacher Anne said as we perused three sketches laid out on the table before Mrs. Grant.

I could only nod in agreement as I gazed at her work. The pictures were so detailed, I had to bend closer to see whether or not they were photographs.

Next to Mrs. Grant’s sketches lay two vibrant watercolor paintings. One depicted a field of wildflowers and the other a lake at sunset. 

“Are these yours too?” I asked Mrs. Grant. 

“Oh no, no. Those beauties flowed from the gifted hands of my friend Delores here,” she said, indicating the athletic-looking woman in the chair next to her.

“Pearl, this is Mrs. Wilson,” said Teacher Anne, continuing the introductions. 

“Hello. Pleased to meet you,” Mrs. Wilson said with a nod. 

She remained seated in her chair, which sat several feet back from the table, her long legs extended in front of her. Discarded tennis shoes and socks lay on the floor. She leaned forward with hands on her thighs, as if stretching with Jack LaLanne. Her crisp, khaki pedal pushers and vibrant-yellow polo shirt were completed by a matching yellow visor stuffed into her abundant, auburn hair. 

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t stand up,” said Mrs. Wilson. “I just got off the golf course. My lower back is aching, and my dogs are barking.”

“Pleased to meet you too.”

At the end of the table sat the old man. When he got up, he didn’t seem quite so old. Yes, the crown of hair around his head was pure white, but he was lean and muscular, like the kind of guy that still chopped his own firewood. In front of him stood the sculpted head of a woman. I moved closer to inspect it. 

“That there’s a sculpture of my wife,” he said. 

I stared at the stone’s lifelike features. His voice was softer than I’d expected. 

“She’s very pretty,” I said.

“Ya. She was.” As he extended his hand, he added, “You can call me Fritz.” 

The moment our hands touched, his eyebrows furrowed and his lips tightened. His eyes held mine, and I caught a glimpse into his inner world. He was sad—very sad. He dropped my hand and bowed his head. 

“Nice to meet you, Fritz,” I said, trying to sound as if I hadn’t noticed anything unusual. 

“You too.” 

He sat back down without lifting his head.

Teacher Anne suggested I take a seat next to Fritz. She took her place on a stool in front of us and began to talk. I don’t remember what she said. My brain was swimming. I wondered why Fritz was so sad, what dogs had to do with golfing, and when I should make a break for the door. Why was Teacher Anne’s conversation with Mother “very brief”? I thought Mother said they were friends. The chatter in my head was like a flock of crows over a cornfield. 

“Pearl, are you okay? Would you care to join us?” Teacher Anne stood directly in front of me on the other side of the table. How long she’d been there, I had no idea, but long enough for the others to leave their seats and move to the back of the hall. “We’re going to get started on our first project.”

I nodded and attempted an eager smile. She nodded, too, and turned to catch up to the group. I slipped from my chair, still uncertain if I should follow her or flee the premises. Then I caught sight of what awaited the class at the far end of the hall. Easels with blank canvases, paints, brushes, and palettes for five stood at the ready. A sudden hunger sprang up inside me, more desperate than any physical hunger pang I had ever experienced. It was as if I had an art stomach inside of me that had functioned up until then on tidbits and morsels and it was growling for something with more substance. And I knew. Not only would I stay—I had to stay. 

Every Wednesday that summer, I reveled in the hours spent in that basement hall pursuing my budding love affair with the world of art. Wednesday after Wednesday, my classmates and I donned the aprons Teacher provided to spare our clothing from flying substances and dug into whatever project she had planned for us. I wasn’t sure if Mother would call it a thin place or not, but for me, it was the closest thing to heaven on earth I had experienced. 

At least until the night of August the third.
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​2. STORM CLOUDS
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A muggy silence hung outside my opened bedroom window that night. The frogs and crickets had ceased their chirping hours before. Grandma used to say that was a sign stormy weather was headed our way. The only interruption to the calm was the occasional thud of a moth thwarted in its efforts to reach my bedside lamp by the mesh of the screen window. I should have been asleep, but I sat atop my blankets, back against the wall, knees pulled up close with my sketchbook propped on top of them. Still in my shorts and T-shirt from the day, I was absorbed in a sketch for art class the next day. In my determination to make my pencil scratches resemble actual bird wings, time slipped by unnoticed until the telephone’s jangle disrupted my concentration. A peek at my alarm clock told me it was 12:48 a.m. Baby call. 

I stopped drawing and listened. Mother answered the extension in her bedroom on the second ring. I heard a muffled version of the usual list of questions. Her ability to be alert and in control when she emerged from a deep sleep always surprised me. When her feet hit the floor and the hall light flicked on, I knew the call wasn’t just a preliminary update or premature panic. It was time. I picked up the colored pencils scattered across the bedspread and reached for my tote bag hung on the footpost at the end of the bed.

My door creaked opened, and Mother poked her head around the corner. Her eyebrows rose when she found me awake and moving toward my sweatshirt. 

“I heard,” I said. “I’ll get the blankets.” 

“Good girl. We need to leave as soon as possible. We have some ways to drive, and it sounds as though this baby is in a hurry to arrive.”

Since our numbers were thinned to just Mother and me, it meant, among other things, that I had to accompany her if she got called to a delivery in the middle of the night. Before, I had simply stayed home with David. Mother allowed me to be home alone for several hours during the day, but not at night. If she had time, she tried to make arrangements for me, like she did the day of the Norquist delivery. But in my experience as the daughter of a baby catcher, I found babies didn’t always allow for advanced planning. 

I had gone with her before when necessary, but I wasn’t very helpful. If I had shown any interest, she would have found a few simple tasks to keep me involved. Instead, my one assignment was to be in charge of the receiving blankets, to make sure we had several along and to keep them warm. One would be used to quickly dry the baby before placing him or her on the mother’s bare chest for what Mother called “skin time.” Another would be used later to swaddle the newborn snugly in a bundle to be passed around to dads or grandmas or aunties or whoever else attended the birth. 

“Give her a kiss. Hold her close. Whisper a welcome,” Mother would gently coach those new to the world of parenthood. She believed newborn babies needed a sense of security, welcome, and love as soon after arrival as possible. 

I took the blanket-keeper assignment seriously. My simple technique to keep them warm was the use of body heat. I found a cozy place where I was close enough to hear Mother’s voice when she called but far enough away to avoid the nitty-gritty of the birthing business. Sometimes I read or sketched, but since it was usually the middle of the night, I often just snoozed with one ear open for Mother’s voice. When she needed the blankets, a firm, calm command came: “Pearl, I need you now.” And “now” meant now. 

By the time I had zipped up my sweatshirt, swept my hair into a ponytail, and packed my art supplies, Mother was in the front hallway. Garbed in green scrubs and a navy windbreaker, she wrapped a scarf around her freshly permed hair and grabbed the leather satchel from its post atop the bookshelf in the entryway niche. I retrieved two cellophane-wrapped blankets from the tidy stack on the shelf below. 

“Looks like we’ve got a thunderstorm headed our way,” she said as she opened the screen door. 

A wind gust whipped it from her hand and smacked it against the house’s wooden siding, emphasizing her forecast. I stepped out into the night behind her, locked the front door, and jammed the screen door back in place before running to the car. The neighbor’s beagle barked and ran along the fence, sending up an alarm that could be heard blocks away.

“That’ll make Mrs. Schmidt happy,” I said as I crawled into the passenger seat. 

I wondered how long it would take for Mother to get a call from our self-appointed neighborhood overseer.

We backed down the driveway and turned north toward Main Street. The dog continued to howl. Mother didn’t respond to my remark. Her lips moved in silent prayer. I assessed her grip on the steering wheel. It was a notch above firm. 

“Where’re we headed?” I asked. 

“The Furness farm.”

“I thought you said her baby wasn’t due until September.” 

“True.”

“Is she alone out there?” I asked, although I knew it was a sensitive question. 

I had overheard, as one often does in a small town, that Mr. Furness had packed up and disappeared a few months back. No one knew why, but that didn’t stop them from guessing. Mother probably knew the reason, but she wouldn’t say. She wasn’t fond of gossip.

“No. Her mother has come to help,” Mother answered, her eyes straight ahead.

When we reached the two-lane road we called a highway, she zoomed to seventy-five miles per hour—in a fifty-five zone. I felt prompted to join her in silent prayer. The leather satchel sat between us on the seat. The blankets covered my lap, and my tote bag rested at my feet. Mother turned on the wipers when the first large plops of rain exploded on the windshield. The night grew darker as clouds raced past the moon and small branches skittered across the road.

Soon raindrops pounded on the roof and sheets of rain flew past our headlights. Mother reduced her speed to sixty as water filled the grooves made by years of trucks, tractors, and trailers on our obscure county road. It was not a good night to be out and about. It was the sort of night when the town’s tornado sirens interrupted the thunder peals and we headed for the basement, packing flashlights and radios. I didn’t enjoy these kinds of nights; I enjoyed being out in them even less.

After what seemed an eternity, we pulled into the Furness farm’s long driveway, our tires crunching over the gravel bumps and ruts. The two-story farmhouse sat back from the road, hidden behind a row of thick spruce trees. After we passed the windbreak, it was still hard to distinguish the house’s outline from the surrounding darkness. All was pitch-black. 

“Power must be out,” Mother said more to herself than to me. 

I guessed she was making allowances in her mind for this new variable in her delivery strategy. As always, I was glad she was in charge, not me. 

Our headlights flashed past the large front windows as we drove around the side of the house. A shadowy figure stood inside the back door, illuminated by a flashlight. Mother pulled in next to the back steps, threw the gearshift into park, and turned off the car. She grabbed the leather satchel and ran, head bowed, into the rain toward the back door. I put up my hood, stuffed the blankets and tote bag under my sweatshirt, and dashed full tilt through the storm after her.

Mrs. Furness’s mother flung the door open as I approached, and the wind slammed it shut behind me. She acknowledged me with a terse nod. A small wisp of a woman, a thick, silver braid hung halfway down her back atop a sleeveless, button-down shirt. Mother removed her sopping wet windbreaker and head scarf and hung them on a peg by the back door. She slipped off her muddied shoes before the two women headed toward the bedroom at the end of the hallway, where a faint glow seeped under the door. A stifled moan betrayed a woman in labor.

“Glad ya made it,” Mrs. Furness’s mother remarked. “Quite a storm out there. Haven’t had power for about twenty minutes now. Found a big lantern and some candles. Hope that’s enough light for ya.”

“We’ll make it work. How’s she doing? Have things slowed down, or still moving pretty fast?” said Mother, her voice beginning to fade as they moved away.

“Well, contractions are starting to pile one on top of the other . . .” Their voices muted as they shut the door behind them and left me in the dark.

It was fine with me to be left out of the actual work of labor and delivery. I preferred it that way. But to be in the dark without a flashlight or candle in a strange house was a bit awkward. I slipped my shoes off and shuffled to the kitchen table that I had seen by the glow of the flashlight. I removed the blankets and tote bag from under my sweatshirt and set them on the table. A sharp cry came from the bedroom. I stiffened. Mother’s muffled instructions reached me through the closed door. Her calm voice soothed my nerves. My soaking wet sweatshirt chilled my neck and shoulders. I took it off and stretched it over a chair back. 

I plopped down on a chair next to the table and wondered what to do next. I knew there was probably a more comfortable chair in the living room, but where that was and what I might have to maneuver around to get there were unknown. I decided to stay put, scooting the chair back to the wall and resigning myself to trying to sleep upright. Goose bumps broke out on my arms and legs. I made an executive decision to unwrap one of the blankets from its packaging and swaddle my own shoulders. 

The wind continued to howl. I couldn’t sleep. Outside the kitchen window, the treetops whipped dramatically from side to side. The rain came down in windswept sheets and pummeled the roof. The storm’s racket partially masked the clamor of labor in the bedroom. My eyelids grew heavy, mesmerized by the dancing treetops. Just as I closed them, the bedroom door opened. Purposeful footsteps headed my way. I opened my eyes in time to see Mrs. Furness’s mother reach for the phone on the kitchen wall. The shadows from the flashlight made it hard to read her expression, but the phone shook in her hands. After one or two punches of the buttons, she stopped and rattled the receiver. She tried several more times and gave up. 

“Lord, have mercy,” she muttered as she headed back to the bedroom without a glance in my direction. I think she had forgotten I was there. 

This was not good. A pit of worry settled in my stomach. I drew the blanket tighter around my shoulders and decided it might be a good time to pray. I wasn’t exactly a prayer warrior like Mother or Grandma, who seemed to know just what to say to God on every occasion. But I knew the basics, like, “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep,” which didn’t quite seem appropriate for the occasion. So, I started with another tried-and-true opener.

“Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name,” I whispered. “Uh, we could really use some help here. I know You already know that, but I know You like us to ask. So, I’m asking. Please give Mother wisdom and Mrs. Furness strength. Please keep the baby safe and, uh, let Thy kingdom come and Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. If you could arrange for the storm to stop and the lights to come back on, we sure would appreciate that too. For Thine is the kingdom and power and glory, forever, amen.”

No sooner did I say “amen” than the bedroom door flung open. Mrs. Furness’s mother came down the hallway at a trot. She grabbed keys from a hook near the back door, swooped up her jacket, and catapulted herself out into the storm. A gust smelling of wet dirt and hay blew in before the door slapped shut behind her. The flashlight beam bounced across the yard as she darted to the garage. She yanked the door up in one heave and disappeared inside. A split second later, a white Chevy pickup backed out and sped down the driveway, spewing water and gravel in its wake. 

In that same moment, the call came. 

“Pearl, I need you now.”

I froze. Was it time for the blankets already? 

Then a bit louder, “Pearl, I need you now.” 

Defrosted, I unfolded myself from my perch by the table. I grabbed the wrapped blanket and moved warily toward the light at the end of the hallway. At the bedroom door, I halted in midstride, unsure where to step next. A large, metal lantern on the floor emitted a strange uplighting. Bizarre shadows danced on the walls and ceiling. Several candles flickered on bedside tables. They gave off a mingled pine and vanilla scent, mixed with the unmistakable odor of a body hard at work. Mrs. Furness lay on her side in the middle of the bed, with one leg draped across Mother’s shoulder in the side-lying position. I surmised from my file of unsolicited midwifery knowledge that Mother had arranged her in this position because the baby had been coming too fast. 

Mrs. Furness gripped the headboard slats, her eyes clamped shut. She let out steady swooshing breaths. Beads of sweat dampened her face and dripped down the creases of her neck. Her cotton nightgown was scrunched above her waist, clinging to her upper body like a wet washcloth. At Mother’s feet lay a dark-colored towel. A sticky-sweet odor arose from its heaped folds. My stomach lurched. I fought down the gag reaction in my throat. 

“Pearl,” Mother commandeered my attention. “Set the blanket down on the chair next to the door and go into the bathroom.” She pointed down the hallway. “Bring me as many towels as you can find.” 

I snatched up a candle and jumped into action. I was relieved to have an excuse to leave the room. I found several towels hung on a towel bar and an entire stack in a linen closet. I gulped in the fresh air in the hallway before stepping back into the thick, heated atmosphere of the bedroom.

“Hand one to me,” Mother said as she eased another dark towel from under Mrs. Furness. 

She reached for the towel I held out. Her gloved hand dripped with darkness as well. I realized it was blood. The towels were saturated with blood. Lots of blood—too much blood. I swayed and leaned back against the doorjamb. 

“Pearl, stay with me,” Mother ordered. “Set the other towels down on the bed where I can reach them, and hand me the Pinard horn off the dresser.”

I followed her instructions. She pressed the trumpet-shaped opening of the Pinard horn to Mrs. Furness’s belly and bent her ear to the smaller end of the metal cone to listen for the baby’s heartbeat. I held my breath. Mother’s brow was creased when she handed the instrument back to me.

“Come. Quickly. Sit here,” she said, indicating the spot she occupied. “You will need to help hold this leg up when the next contraction comes.”

“But, but I don’t know—”

“It doesn’t matter, sweetheart. I will tell you what to do.”

Mrs. Furness moaned and tensed as a fresh contraction overwhelmed her. There was no time to ask where her mother had gone. My legs felt wooden as I stepped obediently to take Mother’s place on the bed.

“Good. Stay right there,” Mother instructed. “Get underneath this leg and hold it steady.”

Gingerly, I lifted the leg off Mother’s shoulder. It was heavier than I’d imagined and slick with sweat. I arranged my shoulder to serve as a prop. Mother got down on her knees next to the bed and positioned herself to see the baby’s approach.

“Okay, Violet, it’s time to push. Baby needs out now. Let the contraction do the work, and push when you feel ready,” she instructed.

Violet. That’s a pretty name, I thought.

Mother continued her encouragement in a practiced, steady tempo. 

“Good, Violet, good. Now push. Breathe. Push. I can see the head. You’re almost done. Here comes the head. Good. Good. Relax and breathe. One more contraction, and we’ll be done.”

Violet went limp, her eyes closed, breath shallow, one sweaty leg still propped on my shoulder. She seemed to have given up. My mind raced and my heart pounded. 

“Pearl. Look at me. When this next contraction comes, the baby will arrive. You will then carefully set Violet’s leg down. After I cut the cord you need to have a blanket ready. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I, uh, think so,” I stammered, still shocked to be doing what I was doing.

Mother returned her full attention to Violet as a new contraction shook her back into action. 

“One more, Violet. One more.” Mother’s guidance and reassurance continued unabated.

Violet gripped the slats with a ferocity that came from who knows where. A guttural cry burst out as she gave everything for this last push. I braced my hands under her leg and watched in utter amazement as Mother guided a tiny, messy newborn out into the world. Violet collapsed into her pillows, her hands still attached to the slats. I eased her leg down and stealthily backed off the bed, unwilling to disturb her after her epic struggle. She didn’t move.  

Mother stood next to the long, low bureau where a plastic drape lay strewn with her instruments. Next to the plastic was a small mattress covered with a sheet where she placed the infant. She was so intent on her task, she didn’t feel me behind her. I peered around her side to catch a glimpse. It was a boy; he was stone-still. 

Mother reached for a suctioning bulb and inserted it into his mouth. She extracted it and checked his pulse. Then she turned him over and laid him on his belly across her forearm as she briskly massaged his back and feet. His arms hung limp, and his legs slipped floppily off Mother’s arm. She turned him over again, placed him on the mattress, and started chest compressions. He remained motionless. Silently she worked, trying one thing after another as the minutes piled up. I watched and willed him to move. He didn’t. Finally, a moan from Violet drew Mother’s attention. She turned to me, the lifeless infant in her hands, a glint of tears in her eyes.

“Wrap him nice and tight and hold him while I tend to Violet. Can you do that?”

“But, Mother,” I whispered, “he’s not moving.”

Mother set the baby in the blanket, placed him in my arms, and peered into my eyes. “Pray, Pearl. Pray.” She kissed him on the forehead before she turned to the bed. 

My mouth was dry and my palms sweaty. I placed the baby on the bureau to swaddle him as Mother had taught me. I couldn’t tell for sure what color his skin was in the dim, flickering light; next to my skin, it appeared gray or blue. His little lips looked as though someone had applied a deep shade of burgundy lipstick. His hands and feet were perfect. I tentatively stroked his fingers. So soft. So cold.

“O Lord Jesus, please help,” I whispered. 

I wrapped him tightly. I had no welcome to whisper. He had passed us by and gone directly from the womb to some other place. I sat down on the straight-backed chair and stared into his face. The room and Mother and Violet and the raging storm outside all faded away. His face captivated me. 

When I lifted my head to see how Mother was doing, the room began to spin. My heartbeat roared in my ears. Darkness closed off the light, like a slow-motion camera shutter. The next thing I knew, I was tilting off the chair, unable to stop myself. 

My only thought: “Don’t let go of the baby. Hold on to the baby. Hold on . . .” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​INTERLUDE: JOHN
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Massive evergreens line the rocky shoreline of the lake like sentinels. Echoes of the birds warbling from their heights bounce off the water in a fading fugue to places unknown. I settle onto the smooth grooves on the wooden bench where we meet for these types of conversations, and I wait for Him. He will come. He always does. No matter what else is happening with whomever, wherever, He will meet me. 

I am still astonished by my access to Him. He is, after all, the King. The truth is, I am still astonished by a great many things. This limitless stuff takes some getting used to. Just when I think I have a grasp on it, the possibility boundary expands yet again. In another place and time and sphere, I might have described it as “a real trip.” 

“Hello, John.”

He has arrived without a sound. I stand to greet Him, though my natural instinct is to fall on my knees. That was, in fact, what I did at our first meeting. But He gently drew me to my feet and insisted from then on that I stand and greet Him as a friend. I do as instructed, but my knees still buckle a bit at His presence. He kisses my cheek as He envelops me in a warm embrace.

“Good to see you, My friend,” He says. “Let’s sit.”

After a few pleasantries, we sit in comfortable silence, shoulder to shoulder, and gaze across the vast, glassy surface of the water. There is an issue I want to discuss, but it can wait. There is, after all, no hurry in this place. And I have learned that if I wait, if I allow Him to lead the way, He always has something amazing in store—something designed, it seems, just for me. 

What will it be this time? I steal a glance at His strong profile. His gaze remains focused on the middle of the lake. A slight smile tugs at the corners of His mouth, underneath the trimmed outline of His beard.

“Watch there, John,” He says, pointing to a spot about a hundred feet from the shore.

I lean forward, my arms on my legs, my toes tapping. 

Then suddenly, from that very spot, a wave alive with color erupts. Up and up it goes, until it crests and splashes back down into the water, sending giant ripples out in every direction across the lake’s surface. 

“What was that?” I say.

“Keep watching.”

Up it rises again, fifty feet closer to the rocky beach. I snap upright against the back of the bench as I realize what is headed our direction. The wave is alive. Hundreds, if not thousands, of fish fly upward in a shimmering wall of flesh. Their bodies spin as they hover above the water, their scales brilliant hues of green, pink, red, and purple. For one breathtaking moment, they hang suspended in the air and then plunge back into the water, a foaming wake behind them as the entire school abruptly turns toward the right. A three-foot swell speeds our way and crashes on the rocks. I jump up, trying to avoid the spray that spews from their midst, but to no avail. The droplets shower me from head to toe. 
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