





[image: Cover]


















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Newsletters


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














Dedicated to Peter Braestrup and W. Zachary Griffith


Semper Fi















Prayer for a Little Child

 



God keep my jewel this day from danger;


From tinker and pooka and black-hearted stranger.


From harm of the water, from hurt of the fire.


From the horns of the cows going home to the byre.


From the sight of the fairies that maybe might change her.


From teasing the ass when he’s tied to the manger.


From stones that would bruise her, from thorns of the briar.


From red evil berries that wake her desire.


From hunting the gander and vexing the goat.


From the depths o’ sea water by Danny’s old boat.


From cut and from tumble, from sickness and weeping;


May God have my jewel this day in his keeping.


Winifred M. Letts





















CHAPTER ONE



When I was a little child, I lived in hot places (Algeria, Thailand, Washington, DC) but I prefer the hazards, inconveniences, and forced modesty of a cold climate, so now I live in Maine. Blizzards and black ice are easier for me to cope with than cholera and political turmoil, and I like knitting sweaters more than sweating, so though my first (late) husband, Drew, was a Southerner, our children were reared where the climate provides, as Mainers say, two seasons: winter and July.


Simon’s children also call Maine home. Simon is my second husband. Between us, we have a total of six (four of mine, two of his; three boys, three girls), so, one way and another, separately and together, Simon and I have done a fair amount of parenting.


Now Zach, our eldest, and his wife, Erin, are going to have a baby. All the bliss, none of the hassle, proselytize our grandparent friends, and we are beside ourselves with anticipation and joy.


The newest family member (whom I refer to for the time being as our grandfetus) is now big enough to startle his dad-to-be with kicks and bumps visible on the outside of his mother’s belly. I’ve got booties to knit and children’s books to purchase in case Goodnight Moon and Charlotte’s Web go out of print in the next four months. And I am trying hard to remember what I did right and wrong as a parent so I can pass my experiences along to Zach and Erin as Useful Advice.


When I was having babies, the sex of a child wasn’t necessarily something one found out ahead of time. Should some other potential problem necessitate an amniocentesis, the answer to “XX or XY?” might be provided, but only incidentally. Nowadays, it’s normal to know, so Simon and I know that our grandfetus is a boy.


The baby squirrel who fell out of one of our huge, old oak trees last week was a boy, too. Did he fall or was he pushed? My theory was that the heat affected the mother squirrel the way it affects me: in winter (which is to say, most of the time in Maine), she and I are serene, cheery, cozily accommodating… but not in July.


Summer had brought a return of all our beloved sons and daughters from far-flung places. The thrill of reunion had long since waned. We all were forced to relearn the skills of parent-child cohabitation, but with new handicaps. Our college-age children had spent nine months making messes and mistakes out of range of the parental eye, while Simon and I had gotten used to greeting the morning in a clean kitchen and storing our towels in the bathroom closet rather than on our daughters’ bedroom floors. Then there were the girlfriend/boyfriend questions—who sleeps where, and for how many nights? Must they, too, be fed and permitted to hoard towels? What is the etiquette for occasions in which, for example, a significant hookup brings a dog? Or when, on the following morning, that dog pukes up a condom under the breakfast table?


One hot day, the mother squirrel and I both had the urge to kick our offspring permanently from the nest, the difference being that I yelled at everyone and retired to the back porch with a book while she followed through on her impulse.


The baby squirrel survived his rapid descent from nest and favor without apparent ill effects. Oh lordy, was he cute! And snuggly, wrapping his little front paws around my thumb with the faith of the defenseless, willing to accept me as surrogate squirrel-mom no matter that I was large, fur-free, and proffered only a single, enormous nipple that tasted of rubber and leaked. He was, frankly, a lot more fun to mother than the dipsomaniacal towel-thieves now occupying my premises.


I am a law-abiding citizen, an ordained minister, and I serve as chaplain to the Maine Warden Service, Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife. It’s my job to provide support and comfort to the families of folks who’ve gone missing when the wardens are called out for search and rescue operations; snowmobile, ATV, and boating accidents and drownings; plus suicides or homicides that take place in or around the Maine woods. But comforting a squirrel was new: I don’t ordinarily have much to do with the fish-and-wildlife part of the game wardens’ work. Even so, I can’t blithely pretend that I didn’t know that keeping wild animals as pets is illegal.


But I was entranced by the warm, quivering little creature curled in my hand, so I tried to play up my connections. I telephoned several game wardens, hoping to find one who would tell me, “Oh, it’s okay! Keep the squirrel, Kate! Being chaplain to the Maine Warden Service is ample qualification for rehabilitating wildlife!”


None did.


They were sympathetic—these guys like animals—but firm.


“It’s better for the squirrel to go to someone who knows what she’s doing,” said Warden Chris Dyer. “A baby squirrel grows into a bigger squirrel, and he’ll need space to practice climbing and leaping. The certified wildlife rehab folks have cages big enough to protect him from predators while he builds those skills.”


Besides, he told me, when squirrels reach adolescence, they become moody and disagreeable.


“I know all about moody and disagreeable,” I said.


“Well, and that’s the ideal moment to release ’em into the wild, but if you send the little bugger out to seek his fortune in, say, October, the squirrel may be eager to go. But he’ll be facing the winter without the caches of nuts that his wild relations will have spent months setting aside.”


“Fine. I get it,” I said sadly.


“He’s a wild animal. He needs to be wild to be happy.”


Your squirrel is not your squirrel. Isn’t that what Kahlil Gibran wrote? “They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.”


So I drove the squirrel over to the Belfast Animal Hospital, which has a sideline in taking care of lost wild things. I signed forms. One affirmed my understanding that if the veterinarian’s humane and expert judgment so decreed it, my—that is, the—squirrel would be euthanized. (“Not likely,” said the receptionist cozily, “but we have to say it, don’t we?”) The other form stated plainly, in black and white, that the squirrel would not return to me. I signed and with a last, longing fingertip caress of his soft little head, I reluctantly took my leave, and went home to miss him.















CHAPTER TWO



Zach himself was born in another, even hotter July. His father and I had been living in Washington, DC, where we had family, but Drew had just been hired by the Maine State Police, so we were headed north ASAP. The photographs of our very new family show all three of us sweating profusely, surrounded by cardboard boxes.


I arrived in Maine with a newborn, a still-healing cesarean wound, a painful case of mastitis, and a husband who would, for the next four months, be home only on weekends. During the week, he would be training at the Maine Criminal Justice Academy, and Zach and I were to occupy one of two cruddy little apartments fitted into the space above a convenience store. The advantage of our new dwelling was that it was cheap, but there were certainly a few disadvantages.


The convenience store’s parking lot turned out to be where local drunks gathered when feeling convivial, and the odor of their urine rose from the asphalt to mingle with a background reek of fried food and cigarettes. The neighbors in the adjacent apartment enjoyed whim-based lifestyles in which sketchy lovers, toddlers, fights, and ferrets came and went. If all this weren’t discouraging enough, Drew was earning far less than he had been and I’d left my job behind in DC along with everything and everyone else, so even the low rent wasn’t really low enough to allow the new ends to meet.


Zach was healthy and reasonably happy: I’d love to be able to say that my awareness of our good fortune in this regard helped me to bear the unfamiliar isolation, loneliness, and relative poverty with grace. But I bitched. I wept and whined more or less continuously, to my sister by phone during the week, and to Drew on weekends. I bitched to myself, lamenting aloud my still-smarting incision and aching boobs, until my neighbors—usually inclined to forbearance by substance abuse and their own sins—got fed up and thumped the walls. At least I was lucky enough to be spared the truly crippling form of postpartum depression that can interfere so painfully (if generally temporarily) with a woman’s ability to respond to her offspring.


Indeed, in that first year of Zach’s life, I was so besotted that motherhood felt like a spiritual pilgrimage. I persuaded myself that the elders of my family—aunts and uncles who had made this holy journey before me—could desire nothing more than a chance to relive this most self-evidently definitive period of human life.


I sent a letter around, inviting them to contribute stories and advice to a parenting manual (by family, for family) I was hoping to put together. Zach happened to be the first grand- and great-grandchild, but there was no reason to think he’d be the only. Mine is a large and reasonably close-knit family yet, oddly enough, I didn’t get a single reply.


However old they might have seemed to me, my aunts and uncles were in their forties and fifties, women and men in their prime, not venerable sages. They were busy. This was probably sufficient explanation for their reluctance to contribute, though I imagined I detected a more specific ambivalence.


I wondered: What if my aunts and uncles aren’t sure about whether their parenting has actually been a success? I mean, yeesh! Just look at how some of my cousins have turned out!


There’s irony here. For every cousin dutifully chugging down the good-college-good-career track, there was another like, well, like me, who would have to bloom late if she bloomed at all. In spite of an expensive parental investment in my higher education, I’d married young, gotten knocked up, and was now completely dependent on the earnings of a man employed by what was, at the time, the lowest-paid State Police in the country. Drew and I qualified for food stamps, for God’s sake (which, frankly, I wish I’d known: food stamps would’ve helped). And we kept on reproducing with the monotonous regularity of woodlice; I wasn’t exactly a postfeminist success story. At family reunions, I was probably not the kid my folks boasted about.


But maybe no one was boasting? My cousins and I were in our late teens and early twenties, right around the age my kids are now. It is a stage of life my husband Simon has vividly dubbed “perineal.” Just as the terrible-two teeters between baby and child and the thirteen-year-old shifts uneasily from kid to teen and back again, so the late adolescent/young adult is ’taint this, ’taint that.


My Aunt Ellen’s son and daughter were Ivy League college students the first time I heard her declare that you can’t really tell how a child has turned out until he or she is forty. Lise and Tom were offended, but one’s kids take everything parents do and say so personally.


For instance, my own kids get prickly when I admit that their conceptions were accidental and unwise, even though obviously it’s not Zach, Peter, Ellie, and Woolie specifically whose conceptions a wiser person might have avoided. To the extent that their father and I used birth control, it was in an attempt to control our lives, not theirs.


Similarly, when Aunt Ellen made the “don’t count your chickens until your eggs turn forty” remark, I think she was identifying the moment that her own human life began to reveal its trajectory—she was the one who was forty, after all, not her daughter or son. She had “turned out.”


At forty(-ish), Simon and I met and married just in time to share the parenting—for better or worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health—of a half-dozen perineal persons, three sons and three daughters all sauntering, sprinting, staggering, tiptoeing, and/or being yanked up to and across the threshold of adulthood. Their transition will, willy-nilly, be our transition, too. Once grown-up, they won’t need parents and we’ll be finished, perhaps in all senses of the word.


In the meantime we, too, are going to be a little “perineal,” another pair of ’taints waiting to go where our elders and their elders, all the way back to the beginning of human time, have gone before.


My aunts and uncles’ silence makes more sense to me now. I, like my Aunt Ellen, am not yet prepared to render judgment about whether, on the whole, my childrearing has been successful—nor even what success might look like when and if it comes. On the other hand, given the impending arrival of the first representative of the next generation, it would be nice to think that Simon and I might have at least a few practical tips to offer and a little wisdom to pass along.





A useful recipe for Play-Go




2 cups ordinary white flour (cheapest available)


2 cups warm water


1 cup salt


2 tablespoons vegetable oil


1 tablespoon cream of tartar







a drop of food coloring


a drop of peppermint oil









Mix all ingredients together in a saucepan and cook over low heat, stirring constantly. The mixture will thicken and look sort of like mashed potatoes. When the dough pulls away from the sides of the pot and forms a ball—or, my favorite test, when you can pinch it and it doesn’t stick to your fingers yet it holds its shape—turn it out onto the counter and let it cool a bit. Then knead it.
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Dear Zach,





You and your siblings liked to play with this while it was still warm. It is a soothing activity for fractious, cranky little ones. While this dough isn’t a particularly good medium for real sculpture, it’s a lot of fun to squash, roll, poke, and smash. Yes, you all took a bite of it at least once, but the taste proved discouraging enough to make parental intervention unnecessary. Still, I put peppermint oil in as a scent instead of vanilla because it seemed cruel to make the dough smell like cookies. And by the way, you were the one who called it Play-Go.


















CHAPTER THREE



When my children were very small and learning how to speak, there were glitches. Zachary, for example, was very fond of lurgik. Forced to estimate, I would say Zach said lurgik for maybe six weeks, until his ear and tongue aligned and he began asking for yogurt. His father and I, on the other hand, went on saying lurgik for years. We were charmed into it the way we were charmed into repeating Peter’s equally short-lived but adorable “I yuv you, Mama!”


Surely we weren’t the only parents to find our offsprings’ transient speech impediments irresistible and catchy? Nor could ours have been the only family in which the jargon of one member’s occupation turned up in ordinary conversation? I’ll bet my local pharmacist’s family proclaims its affection in doses and warn one another of side effects.


As “PKs” (preacher’s kids), my children grew accustomed to being greeted, soothed, and lambasted with biblical verses, and since I am also a law enforcement chaplain and their dad was a State Trooper, our family’s slang is strongly tinged, too, with the language of police work.


I can (mostly) keep myself from referring to our family car as a “vehicle” and I’ve yet to answer the question “Do you have children?” with “Affirmative, three Caucasian males, three Caucasian females, last seen headed southbound…” but I have been known to answer Simon’s suggestion that we meet up for lunch with a brisk “10–4, what’s your 20?”


Like soldiers, truckers, and anyone who communicates over occasionally untrustworthy radio waves, American police use numeric codes to supplement or replace the spoken word. The codes vary from place to place: “10–4” always and everywhere means “affirmative.” But in Maine, the code for “subject has mental health issues” is “10–44,” whereas officers with the LAPD would describe him as “51–50.”


The last words I heard Drew utter weren’t actually words at all. It was early morning and he was leaving for work. His State Police cruiser was still in the driveway, the driver’s side door ajar, his German shepherd K-9, Rock, turning circles in the backseat, “flattening the grass” and settling in for a day on patrol.


I was standing on the driveway in my bare feet, though it was April and a light snow had fallen the night before. The strong spring sunlight was already starting to melt the snow off the black asphalt, which was beginning to warm. “4–12 Augusta, I’m 10–8,” Drew said to the dispatcher. Neither the dispatcher nor I needed to translate this remark into English (Trooper James Andrew Griffith is on duty and ready for service).


The dispatcher answered, “10–4, 4–12,” and I mused affectionately to myself, What a cool job he’s got. No wonder he loves it, as I went back into the house to finish getting ready for the day—though not for the day it would turn out to be.


A little more than an hour later, the dispatcher was advising units statewide of a 10–50 involving a State Police cruiser and a box truck fully loaded with ice: she was calling for a 10–57. I heard the sirens and looked out the window in time to see the flashing red lights of the first ambulance racing down Route 1 on its way to the accident.


For eleven years, I had been 10–8, 24/7 as Drew’s A-unit and mother of our four little B-units. Suddenly I was a State Trooper’s widow, which doesn’t have its own code.


Feeling called to explore new ways to understand and serve the human needs he had encountered as a law enforcement officer, Drew had made plans to attend seminary and, eventually, to seek ordination as a minister. Without knowing it, he’d left a trail for me to follow toward my own service, one made not of breadcrumbs but of brochures and application forms for the Bangor Theological Seminary. A year and a half after his death, I entered and began work toward a master’s degree in Divinity.


Meanwhile, finding itself in need of a chaplain, the Maine Warden Service asked Lieutenant Bill Allen to telephone that State Trooper’s widow, the one who, rumor had it, was going to seminary and becoming a minister.


Bill has an appropriately deep, Hebrew prophet–like voice, and though he probably asked in English if I wanted the job, I received and accepted my literal “call to ministry” in spiritual Creole: 10–4, God. 412-A will be 10–8.


Simon is an artist and a teacher, but when he married me, he married into the Maine law enforcement family and was even new baptized—as my spouse, he’s 2107-A. Along with adding four children to his life, he’s had to adjust to such novelties as the occasional armed, uniformed person showing up at the house just to be friendly (or maybe to use the bathroom).


His relationship to the world at large has changed, subtly or not so subtly: “Does your wife attend executions?” acquaintances ask, upon hearing that he is married to the Chaplain of the Warden Service.


“She works with game wardens, not prison wardens.”


“So, what does she do? Bless the moose?”


I bless ’em whenever I get the chance, along with bears, deer, and the occasional otter, not that these four-legged denizens of the woods actually require (let alone request) my benedictions. More often, Simon explains, the chaplain’s blessings are joined to the much more urgent, practical assistance given by game wardens to the two-legged, wandering, accident-prone, and occasionally fratricidal species that makes up the citizenry of Maine and our seasonal visitors.


I offer comfort and support to the anxious families and friends of people who have met with an accident, gotten lost in the woods, or drowned in a lake or river. I provide pastoral care to the wardens themselves, who are tasked with rescue missions or, when rescue is impossible, with recovering remains and managing heartbreak.


In return for explaining the work and mission of Maine’s game wardens to civilians, Simon gets a taste of the entertainment so reliably and generously offered by the public to off-duty law enforcement officers. He is given the dramatic details of the last speeding ticket his interlocutor received.


Simon’s children, Ilona and Cobus, have meanwhile learned to greet their stepmother at the door with the compassionate query, “Did they find the body?”


With longevity comes the presumption of expertise, and I’ve been doing this work for quite a long time now, so I am often invited to speak about death and its related issues (grief, trauma, the care and handling of bereaved persons) around the country.


On a flight to one such speaking engagement in Mobile, Alabama, I was seated beside a woman who noticed that I was knitting a baby bootie. She struck up a conversation. Once the blessing of convicts versus the blessing of moose issue was out of the way, the woman began to tell me all about the father of her unborn and as yet unconceived child.


This happens a lot, by the way, and not just to me: clergy colleagues confirm that when a member of the traveling public finds out he or she is in the presence of a person of the cloth, they are moved to share their joys and deep concerns. A very old woman wonders whether she is morally obliged to tell her husband that one of their septuagenarian children isn’t actually his. A muscular young European wonders aloud whether he might actually be a woman (and only then admits he’s German).


Once, when I happened to be going through security wearing a clerical collar, I had a TSA officer follow me all the way to the departure lounge so he could tell me about the love of his life. She was a prostitute, he had been a young grunt on R & R from the Vietnam War, and in 1970 they had spent four days together in a hotel room in Bangkok.


“It wasn’t how it sounds,” the TSA guy said mournfully, shaking his grizzled head. “It was really special. And I never saw her again.”


My flight was called then. All I could offer was a prayer; a request for God’s blessing for him and his erstwhile lover, to be borne aloft along with the white-knuckled entreaties I’d be mumbling as the jumbo jet hauled itself into the sky.


The woman on the flight to Mobile was telling me about a man she’d never met. She felt as though she knew him. She was even, she said, at least a little smitten with him though she was (a) a lesbian and (b) old enough to be the guy’s mother. Having read all about him in a catalogue of donors sent to her by a sperm bank in California, she’d sent away at once for what she called “his vials.” Packed in dry ice, these were probably waiting at home now, in her mailbox, in Mobile.


I said, “Wow.”


Southern accent aside, this woman was eerily like me. She had short, graying hair and a Birkenstocks-and-socks fashion sense. She was even, like me, a Unitarian Universalist, and though she wasn’t a mother yet, she certainly wanted to be one, so we had that maternal instinct in common, too.


But while the genes and the timing for my children’s births were pretty much chosen by the brainless force of youthful passion, here was a mature woman making these choices as deliberately and consciously as modern science allows.


Fascinated, I asked, “What do women look for in a sperm donor?”


She chuckled. “I can’t speak for all women, of course. Everyone’s different!”


Well, actually, she could’ve spoken for all women, or at least for a substantial majority of the customers of American sperm banks. She, like most, chose a donor who was white, tall, physically fit, mentally healthy, and intelligent (by which is really meant “has been to college”).


The sperm banks locate themselves near college campuses for a reason. Their donors are mostly cash-hungry college students, and this apparently suits everyone just fine. Though no one mentions it, “college educated” is also a marker of social class; nobody, however liberal, seems to be trolling inner cities and trailer parks for potential sperm donors. In fact, women pay a premium for the genetic contributions of students with degrees from Ivy League schools.


I didn’t raise this, or any of the many thorny issues I might have otherwise been tempted to hash out with her, partly because it was going to be a long flight but mostly because I am a middle-aged, Birkenstocks-and-socks liberal and we don’t judge. (Though I couldn’t resist remarking that her donor sounded as much like George W. Bush as Bill Clinton.)


After meeting that mother-to-be on the plane to Mobile, I passed an idle afternoon online delving into the commerce of “reproductive material.” For this I was punished in the all-too-familiar way: I am and shall be in perpetuity subject to frequent e-mail solicitations from several Californian sperm banks. They offer me “vials” from their most exciting new donors in blurbs that could have been cribbed directly from Match.com except that, unlike single men looking for a date (and possible LTR), sperm donors do not admit to human needs.


Call me Mr. Charming! Invited a recent sample. 5′11″, Caucasian (German/Irish/English), hazel eyes, athletic build with a great smile, Virgo, loves animals…


This pretty much described Drew. With just a few tweaks (Dutch, blue-green eyes), it could describe Simon as well. Obviously, I have a type.


Back when I was first dating Drew and beginning to meet his family, I noticed he didn’t look all that much like his parents and siblings. I don’t mean there wasn’t a family resemblance: I suspected no secret adoption or hidden extramarital paternity. Drew just looked different.


Then one day I was browsing through family photo albums, and there, gazing calmly out of a sepia-tinted 1920s studio portrait, were Drew’s eyes. There was his mouth and the shape of his chin. It was a photograph of Drew’s great-great-uncle Lacey, whose traits had evidently jumped two generations.


So while the implication of the sperm bank’s listing, clearly, is that would-be customers are to imagine themselves giving birth to a smiling, hazel-eyed, athletic animal lover, the kid could just as easily turn out to be a shy, gray-eyed ailurophobe like the donor’s Aunt Clarice.


Moreover, when Drew was a twenty-year-old college student, he could have replied with cheerful negatives to sperm bank inquiries about the prevalence of cancer, heart disease, and mental illness among his close relations, since these had yet to fully reveal themselves. Had I decided, at twenty, to sell a few nice, fresh eggs, I could ignorantly but honestly have advertised these, too, as genetically Grade A.


So, okay, the control implied by a sperm-and-egg catalogue is an illusion. Reproductive science may reveal all eventually, but for the time being, every baby comes as the small, mysterious bearer of the genes of vanished eons.


The more interesting question is why, given this illusion, would seekers of donor sperm or eggs (or sometimes both) choose what they choose? The qualities my companion on the flight to Mobile openly declared herself to be seeking in a bio-dad weren’t her own—though she was white, she wasn’t tall, for instance, nor an Ivy Leaguer (I asked)—but more to the point, they are not the qualities the bumper stickers on her car would suggest she held most dear.


No, I didn’t see her car. I didn’t need to. I could look at the bumper stickers on my own car and draw what I’m sure were the right conclusions: peace, diversity, sharing and caring, the brotherhood and sisterhood of all humankind. Love is all you need.


I would have fallen into baffled silence if my companion on the airplane had announced she was in search of a spouse but was only interested in upper-class Caucasian supermodels. On the other hand, all other things being equal, I’d just as soon the grandchild for whom I’d been knitting that bootie was born handsome, healthy, and smart, if only to spare him the difficulties inherent in being homely, sick, and thick. So aren’t I also hoping that, when the genetic cards are dealt, my grandchild will receive a winning hand, or at least the best the deck has to offer? Not my bunions and tendency toward melancholia, that is, but maybe his uncle’s indefatigable good cheer or his grandfather’s open-mindedness and nice, straight teeth?


When Woolie was about three, Drew and I began actively considering the adoption of a fifth child. I called a nonprofit adoption agency one day, and spoke to a nice woman about the process.


“My husband and I would like to maintain the present birth order in our family,” I explained apologetically, “which means that we could really only consider adopting an infant under the age of three. Is that possible?”


Before we got to that, Drew and I would need to be evaluated and educated as adoptive parents, which was, she said, a fairly lengthy process that could take up to six months to complete. Once we’d passed muster, there were three adoption programs we could choose between.


“First, we’ve got what we call Healthy White Infant.”


“We have four children already,” I said. “So we feel we’ve done the Healthy White Infant thing pretty thoroughly. What else do you have?”


“Well, there’s Overseas Adoptions.”


“Aren’t there other American babies who need a family?” I asked.


“Well, there is the third program,” she said. “Special Needs.”


“Really? But what about healthy nonwhite babies?” I asked.


“They’re in Special Needs.”


“You’re kidding. You mean an essentially healthy, newborn African-American infant…”


“Yes.”


“Put us down for that program, then,” I said. “Because that’s what we want.”


“African-American newborns are among the easiest babies to locate and adopt,” she said brightly. “Once you’ve passed your home inspection and completed the training, we could probably have an infant for you within three months. In fact, we have a little boy up for adoption who was born just yesterday in Jacksonville, Florida.”


“Is the poor guy going to have to wait three months?” I said.


“No, no… you’ve misunderstood: the average wait is relatively short for Special Needs kids because the demand is low. In fact, the chances are quite good that this little boy won’t be adopted at all.”


“For God’s sake!” I squeaked. “Send him up here—we’ll take him!”


The agency woman laughed. She thought I was kidding.


Not long after this conversation, Drew died, and even I could grasp that this meant the end of the adoption idea. But to this day, I think about that little boy down in Florida, hoping some lucky family found and adopted him, and that he is well and waxing strong in spirit.


Being adopted, by itself, is statistically correlated with vulnerability to various difficulties—health and otherwise—and while these are neither inevitable nor insurmountable, one might as well acknowledge the risks and be prepared to address them.


This particular little boy—I call him Jacksonville, in my mind—would, like any child, have had his own, distinctive (and therefore “special” in the more general sense) requirements: Perhaps he’d take a little longer at potty training, or have to carry around an EpiPen in case of bee stings; maybe, as he grew, Jacksonville would demonstrate unusual precocity in mathematics, and have a “special need” for extra tutoring to keep him from getting bored in school.


I’m not naïve; I know that being an African-American child in a Caucasian family would present its own peculiar challenges, though my brother had already adopted my nephew, so little Jacksonville would have had at least one black cousin. There would have been at least a few African-American kids in his school, all of them the adopted children of Caucasians—I don’t know if that would have been reassuring, misleading, or just plain weird.


A (white) Maine friend took his daughter to New York City, hoping to expose her to a wider range of cultures and experiences. Standing in the middle of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the little girl gazed wide-eyed at the teeming, multiethnic multitudes. “Oh Daddy!” she exclaimed. “Look at all the adopted people!”


It might have been extra important for little Jacksonville to visit New York, and Washington, DC, and hang around our old friends whose whole families are African-American. And maybe being the adopted child of our family wouldn’t have been the best imaginable situation for Jacksonville. But adoption, by definition, takes place because alternatives are believed to be worse or are unavailable for the child. I might not have been a perfect adoptive mother for Jacksonville any more than I have been the perfect biological mother for my biological kids, or the perfect stepmother to my stepchildren. But I would have done my best for him, in his biological mother’s stead.


There’s another “if only” to add to the list of good things that might have been if only Drew hadn’t died.


Always scheduled for the week of May 16, Police Week is an annual gathering in which tens of thousands of law enforcement officers from the United States and abroad arrive in our nation’s capital to participate in solemn ceremonies honoring the fallen. The families and friends of officers who have died in the line of duty are there as well, to find and trace the engraved names of a loved one on the polished granite of the National Law Enforcement Officers Memorial at Judiciary Square, and to be recognized and comforted in their loss.


I first went to Police Week as a widow in 1997. A decade later, I was invited as a chaplain to give the invocation at the annual candlelight vigil. This time, two game wardens, Jason Luce and Josh Smith, were with me as moral support and arm candy.


Jason is, like his chaplain, a history buff, happy to discuss the causes, conduct, and moral salience of, say, the Civil War or World War II for hours. He and I had entertained each other in this way on the long drive from Maine to Washington while Josh dozed peacefully in the backseat. Appetites whetted and with Josh in tow, we went to Arlington National Cemetery, the monuments, and the national Holocaust Museum between the scheduled law enforcement events. These sites were thronged with police officers, recognizable even in mufti by their clipped hair and ingrained habit of keeping their arms akimbo to accommodate a phantom gun belt. It was in the company of cops, therefore, that I visited my father’s grave at Arlington, stood between the statue of Lincoln and the steps on which Martin Luther King Jr. described the Dream, and watched a film at the Holocaust Museum that made me cry.


In this film, two young soldiers ride a motorcycle along a street. The street is in one of the ghettos created by the Nazis to confine and starve thousands of victims prior to their eventual deportation and murder. Like so much of the photographic evidence we have of Nazi atrocities, this film was shot by German troops, presumably to show to friends and relatives back home, so as their motorcycle comes toward the camera, the two young men grin and wave. Over to one side, crouched in a doorway, are a small boy and girl. They are scrawny, hollow-eyed, and the little boy is having a seizure in his sister’s arms.


The film is no more than a minute in length, and it is shown in continuous loop on a permanent screen, so the wardens and I could watch it again and again. Again and again, the two young men—healthy, smiling—ride toward the camera, again and again they pass the little kids in the doorway.


The first time I watched, my focus was on the children, suffering. Those could be my babies.


Then I looked at the handsome young men on the motorcycle and realized: They could be my babies, too.


I can’t claim to be serenely immune to the kind of fear that prompts all of us to seek assurance and safety (or the illusion of it) amid the existential uncertainty of our own and our children’s lives. All actual or potential parents have known this fear and sought to quell it through prayers to God or deals with the Devil or even by those attempts at “good breeding” that long predated high-tech reproductive technologies that some might think of as informal eugenics.


Parents try to immunize their kids against mediocrity with Baby Einstein tapes, soccer clinics, and SAT prep courses. How odd it is that for all of us, not just the customers of sperm banks, the characteristics we try to inculcate are not those we are, in the end, most proud of. In the choices we make about and for our children, we are often encouraged to be Richard Dawkins–style Darwinists seeking to maximize our children’s ability to compete against their peers—socially, academically, athletically, and ultimately financially. But as I stood with my brethren before that awful film, these “advantages” seemed completely beside the point.








Dear Beloved Co-Parent Simon,





Our children are intelligent and healthy, and yours are even athletic. But have we adequately seen to the setting of each child’s moral compass, have we fostered the courage to heed it? How can I be absolutely sure that our children will not end up like those healthy, smiling boys on the motorbike?


















CHAPTER FOUR



As a community minister, I occasionally preach from a church pulpit about the usual theological themes, but the obvious sometimes bears repeating: I am never called to the scene of a woodland calamity to give a sermon. Chaplaincy, above all, is about showing up; demonstrating by sheer presence the truth of the line in the 23rd Psalm: “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I need fear no evil for thou are with me.”


A chaplain is called to seek and find the Word in the world, in the places and moments where human beings are wavering on the thin edge—by a hospital bed, in a prison cell, at the scene of an accident, at a fire, in the midst of battle, or on the shores of a cold body of water—where the theological rubber must meet and hold the road.


The chaplain’s job is to be present, but those the chaplain serves with—nurses, doctors, law enforcement officers, firefighters, soldiers, or Maine game wardens—are there not to feel, believe, or be: they are there to do something.


One December day in central Maine, Warden Diver Tony Gray, for example, had to swim through winter water so thick with ice crystals it had the consistency of a Slurpee.


With thickly gloved hands, he gripped the handles of an underwater planing board tethered by a long, upward-slanting polypropylene towrope to the stern of the Warden Service dive boat. At little more than strolling speed, the boat traveled the surface of Masquinongy Pond, trailing Tony.


Relieved of the need to provide forward propulsion, Tony could spend his air and energy scanning the submerged landscape through the slightly fogged lens of his dive mask. He was hoping to discern a human form or catch the pearly gleam of Caucasian skin amid a crepuscular green-gray clutter of shoals, stones, and submerged tree limbs. Periodically, he glimpsed an undulation in the murk—the black flippers of his dive partner and fellow warden—and he could hear, through static, the deep voice of Warden Bruce Loring.


“Air check… air check… Tony… Rick… do you copy?”


Never entirely reliable, underwater communications gear (or comm gear) seems always to be most fickle when most urgently required: Tony’s answer wasn’t clearly heard the first time he gave it, nor the second, though naturally Warden Bruce Loring’s muttered “goddammit” came through loud and clear.


Tony is a young man with an appealingly expressive face. Once back on the boat, and warmed until his lips were no longer blue, he would hear my words of good news: Tony, buddy, do you copy? This day, and your work, is holy!


As a chaplain, I represent the love that is the will of God, but Tony and his comrades are the ones who actually do it, even on days like this when, beyond doubt, the man Tony had been searching for was dead. The Warden Service Dive Team couldn’t give his family a rescue, only the hope that they might be allowed to know and tell the end of his life story, and it was definitely not the end they wanted.


“A son shouldn’t die before his mom,” the missing man’s mother declared later that evening. “It isn’t natural.”


Clad in a T-shirt that revealed sundry intricate tattoos on her plump forearms, she was sitting on the living room sofa in her trailer, a box of Kleenex in her lap and a wastebasket half full of Kleenex by her feet. Her hair was the color of a manila envelope, gray at the roots, and her fingernails were scarlet.


I sat near her, on a squashy chair that smelled strongly, though not unpleasantly, of damp hay. Even stripped of all the layers I’d worn while out on the dive boat, I was sweating. The air was very warm. There was a Christmas tree in the corner, but it was artificial and had no scent. There was a faint—but very faint—whiff of cigarettes: smoking was prohibited in the trailer on account of the grandbabies and also because the missing man’s mother was trying to quit.


“I haven’t given up hope,” she said.


“Can’t give up hope,” her boyfriend echoed, and sighed so lugubriously that it was clear he’d given it up long ago.


“Miracles happen. Don’t they?”


“We would be so glad to find your son alive, Barbara,” I said, aware that my expression probably conveyed just how unlikely this was.


“Call me Barbie. Everyone does.”


I smiled. “Barbie,” I agreed.


Barbie shot a glance at my clerical collar. “I’m praying,” she said. “Not just when you’re here, I mean. I tried to find my old rosary, even. Looked all through my dresser. Don’t know where it is now, but I used to have one.”


“I can bring you one if you like,” I said. “Would you like for me to contact a Catholic priest?”


“Oh,” she said. She looked around with an air of vague alarm, as if I might suddenly conjure a priest out of the warm air. “No. That’s okay. I’m not really… I just, you know… believe. Still.”


“Have to believe,” muttered the boyfriend.


The boyfriend had no tattoos or other visible alterations to his flesh, and he spoke in sentences devoid of the profanity that was sprinkled lavishly in and among Barbie’s utterances. Dropped in seemingly at random, Barbie’s f- and s- and various b-words contributed little to her meaning, and I found myself automatically disregarding them the way I might a lisp or nervous tic. Still, the boyfriend’s clean speech sounded strange by contrast.


“Keeping the faith,” he was saying. “That’s very important.” He took a deep breath, coughed violently, and wiped his eyes.


“Yes, well, nevertheless, Barbie, if there’s going to be bad news it’s worth being prepared for it. Right now, all the evidence we have would indicate your son did not make it back to shore. I would love to be wrong about this, but…”


Barbie gave forth with a sob. While she wept, her boyfriend patted her back gingerly.


“I’ll fuckin’ kick that boy’s ass,” Barbie sobbed.


Late at night, two young men, Donald and Dick, decided to paddle a canoe across Masquinongy Pond. Their motivations were not entirely clear, possibly even to them. Alcohol was in the mix, of course, along with some other extralegal stimulants of holiday cheer. But the most credible chem-free reason for the undertaking would eventually be revealed by one of Donald’s ex-girlfriends. Apparently, Dick and Donald planned to paddle a mile or so across the water, rob the little gas station/grocery at the boat landing on the other side, then leap back into the canoe to make their getaway. This was unquestionably stupid, but these were persons whose age and gender placed them at the statistical apogee of organic, human brainlessness so often mistaken for or exploited as courage.


By their own standards fully equipped (they brought a bottle and a dog, though no life jackets), Donald and Dick climbed into the canoe, skidded and smashed their way across the broad, white ribbon of shell-ice that edged the shore, and paddled out into deeper water where half-submerged tree limbs, ice floes, and other all-but-invisible hazards lay in wait.


Predictably, they hit something. Donald, the larger of the two men, evidently forgot the rule about standing up in boats. He stood up. The canoe turned turtle, and the two men and the dog fell into the water.


Upon surfacing, the dog set off for shore and Dick had the presence of mind to grab her tail as she swam past. With the dog’s guidance, he was able to swim for land. Staggering up the boat ramp by the little grocery store, Dick and the dog were spotted by the store clerk, who locked the animal inside his warm shop, turned the sign on the door to “Closed,” and drove Dick to the hospital to be treated for severe hypothermia. En route, Dick managed to chatter out the information that he hadn’t been alone in the disaster, and the store clerk called the police. The search for the still-missing Donald began.


“He was a good boy,” Barbie told me, holding my gaze with watery eyes, imploring me to believe her in spite of what we both knew: that her good boy had not grown into a good man. On his official arrest record, along with petty thefts, assaults, driving-to-endanger, and OUIs (his license had finally been taken away, which explains—sort of—why Donald took a canoe to a robbery), were a couple of arrests for domestic violence. He’d hit his mom at least once.


The Maine Warden Service divers spent a couple of long, extremely cold days being towed behind the dive boat, searching for Donald. Other wardens, along with a number of hardy civilian volunteers, walked the snowy shoreline looking for evidence that Donald had somehow made it to dry land. Local police knocked on doors and checked empty lakeside summer cottages and camps in the hope that Donald might, in some hypothermic fugue state, have sought shelter.


I divided my time between perching on the gunwales of the dive boat, plump as a winter cardinal in snow pants and scarlet float coat, and, outer layers removed, nestling into that warm, squashy chair in Barbie’s trailer. Enfolded by its slightly damp, smelly upholstery, I paged through photo albums.


“What a beauty,” I said with perfect honesty. Donald had been a peachy little guy, with a curly tuft of dark hair and large, lustrous eyes. It was just possible to see the resemblance between the baby, wreathed in the heartbreaking, gummy smile so characteristic of a happy infant, and the adult, now bearded, scowling from the mug shot that was the most recent photo available for distribution to the searchers.


“Even then, I couldn’t keep him out of trouble,” Barbie confided. “Even when he couldn’t hardly walk, he’d climb out of his little crib and I’d find him outside, chasing the cat around the dooryard with a stick.”




OEBPS/images/9780316259330.jpg
A NMUEBMOIR QF
MOTIEIERIEOOD), HOPE & SERVICE

Anchor

Flares

“Kate Braestrup is at the very top of her game with Anchor and Flares.”
—Kelly Corrigan, author of Gliter and Glue and The Middle Place

Author of the national bestseller HERE IF YOU NEED ME

KATE BRAESTRUP
| — .





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780316259330_c.jpg
Anchor

Flares






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
Anchor

o
Flares

A MEMOIR
OF MOTHERHOOD, HOPE, AND SERVICE

KATE BRAESTRUP

(L)

LitTLE, BRowN AND CoMPANY
New York Boston London





