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This book is for all the families I’ve had the honor of serving as a doula. And to my son, Liam, for the privilege of motherhood.
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Prologue


Other women have babies. I watch. Help. Like Saint Christopher carried the Christ child across the river, I usher mother and babe through the raging currents of labor to delivery. Observing a new life push its way into the world is a sacred act. If I could, I’d keep watch over all babies far beyond their births. But once I’ve shepherded them out of the womb and onto their mothers’ breasts I can only say a silent blessing that the remainder of their days might pass with as much awe as that first one.

Doula is Greek for “servant.” I come from a long line of funeral directors. They’re doulas of a sort, shepherding people from this life into whatever comes next. Standing as witness and helper in that in-between space is the privilege of both doula and undertaker.

Whenever someone asks why I became a doula I see my own mother, miscarrying. It might appear that birth and death lie at opposite ends of a spectrum, as far apart as any two occurrences could be. But that’s not true. They’re mirror images. A portal opens between realms, one we call “real” because we see evidence of it around us, and another that causes endless debate since we lack confirmation of its existence.

My mother once joked that she wished someone would find a way to call from wherever they went when they died, give those of us still alive a preview of what was in store. The portal is shrouded, but I do believe there’s something beyond the here and now. Every so often, if we’re paying attention, we’re rewarded with a glimpse—or a memory, perhaps—of that other place. The veil between where we stand now and that other, unfathomable domain grows thinnest when we’re poised at the threshold, about to move between worlds.

In the midst of our lives we don’t always see where providence is leading us. I might have carried on the family business, but when I discovered that I could assist with arrivals instead of departures, I chose to celebrate life coming in. By the time I completed my doula training I had already learned that birth, like death, brings us face-to-face with the profound mystery of our insignificance and our greatness. What I didn’t know was that I was about to experience the two transitions merging in nature’s insistently cyclical pattern.

The summer my mother miscarried I made her a promise: to keep what I’d seen to myself. But that was just the beginning of a season of mourning. By summer’s end, all the losses my mother refused to talk about clamored inside me, drowning out the still, small voice of my intuition. Years of holding on to all I knew passed before I thought to question the cost of my silence. By then I understood all too well that the price was nothing less than my livelihood, nearly my whole life. And like a newborn moving down the birth canal and out into the world I had to make my way through another dark and uncertain passageway, stand trial, deliver myself.



PART I



Gestation




One


Childhood summers had an enchanted way of lasting forever. During the school year I longed for those three months in which time seemed to magically stretch out along with the daylight. Momma’s family had a cottage on Lake Michigan, far enough from our home in Chicago to make going there a vacation. Every June after my siblings and I got out of school my parents packed up the station wagon and relocated us to the lake.

The year I turned twelve I was in my room when Momma’s voice slipped under my closed door. “Caro! Are you finished packing your suitcase?” she called.

I looked at the moving boxes piled around me. There was another reason I especially wanted to get to the lake this year: two days ago we had moved from our city apartment above the funeral home into a new house in the suburbs. Momma wanted more space. I had said good-bye to all my friends from our old neighborhood but I was waiting to reach the refuge of the lake to fully mourn my loss.

“Almost.” I pitched a couple pairs of shorts into a roller bag printed with a picture of Mark Grace at bat. Daddy had given me the luggage for my birthday after I declared my undying loyalty to the Cubs’ first baseman. Sammy Sosa and Ryne Sandberg were the players most fans cheered for but I had a huge crush on the sandy-haired infielder who batted lefty, just like me.

“Well, finish up . . . Then I need you to help Samantha with hers, please, sweetie. Don’t forget you both need at least two swimsuits. And hurry, Caro,” she called. “I want to be on the road by noon.”

Momma sounded harried. I felt bad that I’d spent most of the morning hiding out in my room, puttering around more than helping. I was a little worried about Momma. Over the last couple months, when Samantha and Paulie and I came home from school we’d find her napping with our baby brother, Chris, instead of baking oatmeal cookies or banana bread. Momma worked nights as a nurse, and she was proud that she could be home with us after school. When we burst in through the front door and dropped our backpacks and schoolbags in the hall she never insisted we pick them up before snack time. “Life is short, chickadees,” she’d say as she set glasses of milk before us on the table. “It’s also beautiful. Where did you see beauty today?” Momma lived with her heart wide open, her arms drawing us close to the reassuring beat that set the rhythm for all of our lives. None of us ever thought to doubt the places we occupied in it or that it would remain open to us forever.

Recently it seemed to take all Momma’s energy to do the laundry, the cooking, the mothering. Most days I had to wake her when we got home from school; even Paulie banging the door shut behind him didn’t rouse her. She always got up when I jostled her shoulder, but I felt guilty doing so when I saw how deeply she’d been sleeping, how disoriented she was when I woke her. I’d looked for other signs that something was wrong, but except for the naps and dark circles under her eyes Momma seemed her usual self.

I tossed a sweatshirt into my suitcase then rummaged through two boxes until I finally found my Tretorns. A rush of anticipation for the lake ran through me. But then came something else: the sense that my days of carefree abandon were reaching an end. Several cousins were already teenagers and I was torn between wanting to sunbathe on the pier with them and flinging myself into the water with the younger kids, who had no qualms about displaying their delight as they splashed. Maybe this was just a normal part of taking my first tentative steps across the suspension bridge of adolescence. It was exciting and sad all at once. But I also felt an unnamable worry, which made me reach under my pillow for the cotton blanket I’d had since I was a baby. It had started out white but was yellowed with age, its waffle-textured center thinning from the way I rubbed it between my thumb and fingers. The satin binding was only attached at one corner now, and it hung from the blanket like a kite tail. I lifted my blankie to my nose, breathed in deep. The cloth smelled reassuring as hot cocoa. It eased even my worst worries. I slipped it into the smaller compartment on the front of my bag, alongside Forever, a novel I wasn’t supposed to be reading because it was about kids losing their virginity.

•   •   •

I was bumping my suitcase down the stairs when the doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it,” I hollered, curious to see who was coming to visit when we’d only just moved in. I tugged open the door. The storm door was still closed. On the other side stood a woman wearing a black T-shirt over a giant belly. A package of blueberry muffins rested atop it as if it was a shelf. Next to the woman was a girl, slender like me. She wore cutoffs and a halter top, but what I noticed most was her hair: it was the whitest I’d ever seen, and curly, twining down to the small of her back. I reached a hand to my own head. Momma had helped me put my hair in braids that morning. She had said it looked like caramel. I’d been pleased at Momma’s compliment but now I envied the dazzling gleam this other girl wore like a halo. You would never miss her, not even in a crowd. She didn’t seem too interested in her own striking looks. She was fidgeting, kicking pebbles with the toe of her tennis shoe.

“Hi there!” The very pregnant woman’s voice was deep and warm even through the glass of the storm door. I opened it, cocked one hip against it to make sure it didn’t shut again.

“Hi,” I replied.

“I’m Marilyn Hanover, your neighbor across the backyard.” The woman motioned with her head.

“Hi,” I repeated. I was too distracted by the girl to remember my manners.

Marilyn followed my stare. “And this is my daughter, Mary Grace. I’m guessing you two might be about the same age.” She sounded as if she hoped I would agree with her and lessen the awkwardness growing around the three of us.

“Are your folks home?” Marilyn asked when I didn’t offer my age.

Before I could answer Momma and Daddy both appeared, making a big to-do about my being rude and not inviting our neighbors in. Momma talked in the fake-cheery voice she used when she wanted to get something over with quick.

“Want to see my room?” I blurted at Mary Grace Hanover before Momma could thank them for the muffins and see them out.

Momma shot me a look that said she was about ready to kill me. But Daddy came to my rescue. He put an arm around her and I knew what he meant by the gesture: she could relax, he was right there with her. They’d get everything packed and in the car, this was just an unforeseen detour they might as well enjoy for a few minutes.

I looked back at Mary Grace. Her pale blue eyes searched mine and for a second I was afraid she was going to say no. I’d die of embarrassment if she did. But then she smiled.

“You can call me MG,” she said. “All my friends do.”

I grinned at the invitation, and we bounded upstairs while the grown-ups chatted in the foyer.

“Do you have any other brothers or sisters?” I asked once we were in my room. I dug around in a box, looking for a braided friendship bracelet from the stash I’d received as good-bye gifts from my friends in the old neighborhood. I wanted to give this girl something to make her like me. Suddenly I regretted that we were about to leave for the lake.

Mary Grace shook her head no. “But I’m pretty excited about this one. I can hardly wait ’til it’s born. I hope it’s a girl!”

I had two brothers and a sister. I didn’t tell Mary Grace that sometimes brothers were more fun. Paulie liked to play baseball as much as I did. Samantha was only interested in ponies and dolls and anything pink. We had to pay her a quarter to shag balls for us when we held batting practice. But I didn’t want to spoil things for Mary Grace. She admired my Nancy Drew collection, one of the few things I had unpacked. We talked about which ones were our favorites, The Secret of the Old Clock and The Mystery at Lilac Inn.

“What’s that look like to you?” Mary Grace and I were on our way back downstairs when I pointed out the odd step in the center. The stairway curved where the stair had been installed, giving it a different shape from the others, which were rectangular. Paulie had said it looked like a kite, but it wasn’t a kite. It was a casket. Every time I went down the stairs I had to step over it and make a wish.

MG looked closer, shivered. “A coffin.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Don’t step on it. It’s like, ‘step on a crack, break your mother’s back.’ Only if you land on it, you’re dead!”

We were standing side by side on the stair above the odd-shaped one. Then suddenly I was alone. Mary Grace had jumped. She flew over the forbidden stair and the four that followed, landing at the bottom, where she turned to face me. “Ta-da!” She curtsied with a flourish of one hand. Her cheeks flushed pink; her hair billowed around her. “Make a wish and fly!”

I wanted to, but I was too afraid. The leap looked impossibly far. Instead I stepped down to the stair below the coffin like I usually did, pretending that it really didn’t matter how I got down. I wouldn’t look at Mary Grace. If she thought I was a chicken, I didn’t want to know. She didn’t say anything, though, just grabbed my hand as we walked back to where our parents were saying good-bye.

After Mary Grace and her mother had gone, Momma looked at the store-bought muffins and sniffed. “The ABCs taught me to always bring homemade when you’re playing Welcome Wagon,” she said to Daddy as she slid the box into the trash can. Then she shrugged. “Maybe she’s too tired to bake. She’s so big already there’s no way she’ll make it to September.” Momma’s hand went to her own belly as if in sympathy.

Unlike my mother, I didn’t care what kind of baked goods Mrs. Hanover had given us. She had brought something far more wonderful with her, something that might make living in the suburbs okay after all—a friend.

•   •   •

After the Hanovers left I followed Momma back upstairs to my parents’ bedroom, where I folded my sister’s frilly matching skorts and tops into a suitcase while Momma packed for Paulie and Chris. We worked alongside one another in silence. The baby busied himself on the floor with alphabet blocks. Daddy had taken Paulie and Samantha outside to keep them out of Momma’s hair. I glanced at my mother. A small smile played over her features. She was frazzled about our trip, but I knew that the minute we were all in the car she’d tilt her seat back and relax. The rest of the summer stretched out for her, too, since she usually managed to finagle her work schedule down to almost no shifts while we were on break.

I heard car tires biting into the gravel drive and looked out the window. A sleek black Cadillac cruised to a stop before the front door, directly below me. I knew who it carried but was as puzzled by their arrival as I had been by the Hanovers’. What were the ABCs doing here?

The ABCs were my mother’s aunts. Shortly after the turn of the twentieth century, my great-grandmother Rosina had birthed six daughters in the apartment of the family funeral home, the same apartment that I had grown up in until just a few days ago. She had named the first five of them alphabetically: Audelia, Beatrice, Constance, Daniela, Eugenia. I knew them by the collective family nickname: the ABCs.

Beatrice, who went by “B,” was my grandmother. She lived next door to the funeral home, where she had raised my mother and Momma’s four brothers with the help of her spinster sisters, Audelia and Constance, who lived on the other side of the funeral home. Eugenia had died in infancy and Daniela was also gone before I was born.

In the city my siblings and I had been cradled in the bosoms of Momma’s “mothers.” They were built-in babysitters who watched us whenever Momma was working and Daddy got a call to pick up a body. Aunts A and C cooked dinner every night in our kitchen since it was the largest, and we all ate together around the formal dining room table. The biggest shock of the last two nights wasn’t eating takeout instead of a home-cooked meal; it was how quiet it seemed in our new house, how wrong not to have B reading the obituaries aloud while C stirred the gravy and A set the table with a lace cloth one of them had crocheted. But while I missed the comfort of the familiar, I had also felt a secret thrill. Life in the suburbs would be different without the vigilant family eyes watching over us.

The front door creaked in protest but the ABCs marched in as if they owned the place, not bothering to ring the doorbell or knock. I trudged downstairs to meet them, Momma on my heels. The ABCs were prim and proper, dressed in print wrap dresses. They wore matching shoes and pocketbooks. By the time I moved into the kitchen, they were in the small bedroom behind it that my father had claimed for an office, changing from their outfits into the housecoats and slippers they wore indoors for cleaning.

“The Italian bucket brigade has arrived,” Daddy whispered under his breath with a wicked wink as he came in from the garage. He passed by me on his way to the refrigerator, where he pulled out a Pabst Blue Ribbon, popped off the cap and took a long swig.

“Just one,” he reassured Momma, who was giving him the same kind of look she’d shot me when I’d invited MG to my room. “I’m fine to drive, Lucille, just wetting my whistle.”

“Exactly what I’d expect to hear from a goddamned Irishman,” my mother retorted. But there was a twinkle in her eye and a lilt to her voice that delighted me. This was how my parents flirted, with an edge to their conversation but beneath it the passion I sensed hadn’t dimmed, not even after four children.

“Goddamned Irishman” was B’s nickname for Daddy. I thought he must have loved Momma an awful lot to put up with all the women who came along with her. We didn’t really know Daddy’s family; he’d grown up an only child in St. Louis and his parents had both passed away when he was in his twenties. Daddy had married Momma and made her family his own, though as far as I could see, the ABCs didn’t believe he was necessary to us. It occurred to me that maybe Daddy was glad about our move too, despite the commute he had to make to work now.

“Why would anybody want to live out in the boondocks?” My grandmother emerged from the back room and stood before the sliding glass door that opened out from the kitchen onto the backyard.

B had a point. Unlike our cozy city life, suburbia seemed an odd limbo—it was loaded with planned developments and strip malls that didn’t feel real. Our new house was on over an acre of land that was not yet landscaped. I moved nearer to B and looked out too. There were no trees in our yard, not even any grass. Nothing but dirt and rocks.

Daddy sidled up alongside me. “B, it’s a whole lot of nothing right now.” He stared out onto the wide expanse before us. “But Big Girl here needs some room for her own Wrigley Field if she hopes to make history as the first female player for the Cubs someday, don’t you think?”

Daddy jabbed me lightly in the arm. I stifled a giggle. B was a lifelong White Sox fan who thought anyone rooting for the North Side team instead of her local South Side sluggers was an idiot.

Before B could flip her lid at Daddy’s antics, Momma hustled us out the door toward the car. I heard her thanking the ABCs for all their help. They were going to unpack our new house while we went to the lake.

“Tell them not to touch my room!” I leaned across my baby brother in his car seat and hollered out the window of the station wagon. I was squished between Chris and Samantha. Paulie was in the rear, on the seat that faced backward, reading comic books. I would have joined him there, but watching things pass by in the opposite direction made me want to throw up.

My great-aunts stood on the driveway, three slender figures in their sixties and seventies, mops, buckets and brooms at the ready. With their rouged cheeks and tinted curls, they were glamorous even in their housecoats. I knew that when we returned at the end of the summer everything in our house would be put away, neat and clean. And that Momma and I would spend the first week back playing hide-and-seek with the cutlery, plates and other items concealed in whatever cabinets the ABCs had chosen. But we would see the ABCs again long before autumn. They’d follow us up to the lake in a few days, just as soon as they finished setting up Momma’s new house. We all needed taking care of, Momma as well as us kids.



Two


For most of the three-and-a-half-hour drive Daddy plied us with rounds of “There Were Three Jolly Fishermen” and “John Jacob Jingleheimer Schmidt” as we sped along the Skyway, which arced around the lake. He sang off-key but we didn’t care because we’d all inherited his bad ear.

“Remember why it’s called the Skyway, Sammy?” he asked my little sister after announcing that we had just crossed over the Illinois state line into Indiana.

“Why, Daddy?” Samantha scrunched her nose as she waited for the answer. Her My Pretty Pony lay in her lap. She’d been brushing its mane and tail for the last half hour.

“Because if you take it past our place in Saint Joe all the way to the UP, it goes up, up, up, right off the earth and into the wild blue yonder!”

Daddy loved to make up tall tales like this for us. He also told lots of jokes. Most adults thought that undertakers had to be somber, but Daddy was the funniest man I knew. “Life isn’t a dress rehearsal,” he liked to say. He believed that if you couldn’t find something to laugh about you’d cry yourself into an early grave, and there was no fun going on six feet under that was worth taking life too seriously.

Chris stirred from his nap, his hair matted to his forehead from the sun streaming in through the window. It was only June but already the temperature had climbed into the high eighties. Chris rubbed his eyes with his chubby fists. I had taught him a new trick and scooched sideways to see if I could get him to do it now.

“Give me a hands kiss, Monkey Boy.” I pursed my lips and Chris cracked a toothless smile. The dimple in his left cheek deepened into a hollow I poked at gently with my finger. He placed a hand on either side of my face and I felt the sweet warmth of his breath, milky from the bottle he’d had before he went to sleep. Babies were so yummy, so full of pure love that they weren’t afraid to show. I loved Paulie and Samantha, but my youngest brother, over ten years my junior, seemed as much my child as Momma’s. I had felt cheated by missing out on watching him be born but the hospital didn’t allow kids in the delivery room, not even siblings. Instead I had to wait at home with the ABCs and my other siblings, clamoring to beat them all to the phone every time it rang in case it was Daddy calling to tell us whether we had a new brother or sister. As an infant him had been like a living doll. From the day Momma and Daddy brought him home, I doted on him with an abandon I didn’t feel comfortable expressing with Paulie and Samantha, who at nine and seven felt more like my peers.

Chris laid a wet smack on my waiting lips. A burp erupted before he moved back and I made a funny face. “Ewww, Monkey!” I crossed my eyes, pretending to be grossed out. Chris laughed, then he reached a hand out again and patted my cheek, as if to say he was sorry for belching in my face. I ran itsy-bitsy spiders up his arms ’til we were both laughing so hard I thought we might pee in our pants.

We followed the lake as we drove, hugging its shore for a long while. It looked so big that I doubted we’d ever make our way around. But we always did, and soon we turned off the expressway onto two-lane roads. They wound through farmland interrupted only occasionally by a small town with a post office, tavern and sometimes a gas station. Farm-stand carts dotted the countryside at the ends of farmers’ driveways, offering whatever was in season on the honor system—you took the produce and put your money in the bucket provided. We stopped at one and Momma came back to the car with a flat of strawberries and a rhubarb pie, Daddy’s favorite. An old hound ambled out after Momma but he was moving so slow that he only made it halfway down the drive before we were gone.

“We can make preserves with these tomorrow.” Momma handed a few plump berries over the seat to me and Samantha. My mouth watered at the thought of vanilla ice cream drenched in the sweet, tart jam.

Soon we came upon the mushroom farm, the landmark where we turned onto the road that led to the cottage. We peered hard out the windows, looking for what was different from the year before. “Howard’s got two new foals in the pasture.” Daddy pointed as we went by Schnell’s Dairy Farm, where we bought our milk and ice cream, and Samantha oohed and aahed at the small horses grazing there.

Next we passed Ruby Lou’s, the general store that carried basic groceries, dry goods, fishing bait, and the best assortment of candy a kid could hope for. We were related to Ruby. She was the ABCs’ little sister, though she was so different from the rest of them I never would have guessed it had Momma not said so.

“Momma, tell us about Ruby.” Suddenly I wanted to hear the story again, be reminded that our family lineage included members more fascinating than the ones we had just left in our house.

Momma sighed and I thought she was going to say she was too tired, but then she started up instead. “Well, you know she was a little bit of a surprise, coming along eight years after your great-grandma had Aunt D,” she said as she warmed to the subject. “All the sisters waited in the parlor outside their parents’ bedroom door and tried to guess whether your great-grandmother would give the new baby another E name or move ahead to the F’s—Frances, Florence, Fiona. But Rosina fooled them. She named her Ruby Lucille.”

“Why, Momma?”

Momma shrugged. “Great-grandma Rosina was superstitious. I think she thought that if she broke the naming pattern the baby would live, unlike Eugenia.” Then Momma turned and smiled at me over the seat back. “Or maybe she had a hunch that Ruby would be really different from her sisters. She is, isn’t she?”

That was for sure. I looked down at the denim shorts I was wearing with a red tank top. Ruby wore denim too, Uncle Stu’s old jeans, held up by brittle twine cinched around her waist. No high heels for her; she walked the sawdust-covered floors of the store barefoot or in brightly beaded moccasins hand-sewn by the few remaining Potawatomi Indians in the area.

We rounded a bend and came to the post office, housed in an old barn with a distinctive silo painted red, white and blue. An eagle was painted on the dome, perched with wings wide open, poised for flight. Across the road sat a small clapboard church. It looked friendly and welcoming, with tiger lilies blooming in a riot of orange alongside it. I didn’t like going to Mass at home but now I looked forward to the coming Saturday evening, when I could pick lilies of the valley from near the rickety pine fence that bordered our property and take them wrapped in tinfoil to the side altar where the Virgin Mary stood. I liked to light a candle to her and leave the flowers there as my own special offering. My parents took us to Mass Saturdays instead of making us get up for the only Sunday service, which was at eight thirty A.M. That was the Mass the ABCs attended. Then they drove to the next town over, which had a large chain grocery where they picked up doughnuts and coffee cake, along with the Sunday newspapers from the city so they wouldn’t have to miss the obituaries while they were out of town.

Daddy steered the car into the drive, then stopped at the top of the hill. I shut my eyes tight then reopened them to the dazzle of the beauty around me. The land sloped downward and I drank in the lush green of the lawn, divided only by the circular gravel drive bordered by round white stones that resembled a giant pearl necklace.

An oak tree towered in the grass encircled by the curve of the driveway. Below it stood a white wooden cross. We’d conducted the funeral of our salt-and-pepper Jack Russell terrier, Sparky, there last year. I’d wanted to be the priest but Paulie insisted girls couldn’t. Ruby intervened and said I could be the bishop. I “ordained” my brother in a yellow brocade bathrobe. He performed the service the same way we had seen it done at countless family funerals, burning incense and dousing holy water over the grave. Then we watched while Daddy buried the casket containing our beloved sidekick with a few deft shovels of earth, tears spilling freely down his cheeks as he tossed the dirt then reset the sod back in place.

I blinked back tears at the memory and looked in the other direction. Gnarled apple, peach and plum trees huddled in the orchard behind the garage. It was white clapboard like the cottage, weathered but chipper from the fresh coat of paint Daddy had given it last year. Then I turned my attention forward. If I squinted I could just barely make out glimmers of the lake shimmering a hundred yards ahead in front of the cottage itself.

The new house in the suburbs seemed like a foreign land, and our apartment above the funeral home in the city had been too close and cramped. The cottage was the place that had always felt like home to me. From the small pond where we caught frogs and minnows to the old playhouse cabin that had been Momma’s before it was passed along to us, this land and water were where I felt most alive. For the next three months, Paulie and Samantha and I would be unleashed to roam the five acres of woods with our cousins, to perform endless shrieking cannonballs off the pier, to live wild and bare, skin tanned to chestnut, hair sun-streaked. Every summer we morphed from compliant children who wore uniforms to school, did homework and obeyed their parents most of the time into something nearer to our true nature, the creatures our grandmother sometimes accused us of being: savages.

•   •   •

Before I was free to chase butterflies and play badminton or croquet I had to help get things unpacked. I spent the afternoon hauling suitcases into the house with Daddy, then putting clothes away in dresser drawers musky from mothballs. Summer meant no homework but there were still chores. Most of them I didn’t mind, like weeding the garden or shucking the corn, since I could do them outdoors. I also enjoyed washing the dishes. Back home we loaded the dishwasher, but we did them by hand at the cottage. I liked standing at the sink with my arms submerged to the elbows in a tub of hot water, soap bubbles rising around me. B usually dried. My grandmother had a gruff demeanor but it covered a soft heart. Dish duty seemed to soften her. She was more apt to smile or even tell me a story about her own childhood at the cottage when her hands were busy swiping a dish towel over platters and gravy boats.

I was doing the season’s first load of dinner dishes that night when someone came up the back porch steps. It was already dark outside and the kitchen light was on, so I couldn’t make out who was out there. I heard a soft thump. Whoever it was knew the trick for unlatching the hook from the eye—a swift, sure blow of a closed fist in just the right spot and the hook flew up and out of its bed, just like that.

“Hiya, kid. You made it.” Ruby stood in the doorway that separated the back porch, where we ate our meals, from the kitchen, holding a brown paper sack. It wasn’t officially summer yet but her face was tan from working in the fields where she grew the beans, lettuce, carrots, and herbs she sold in the store. Her gray-streaked hair was braided in a single plait that snaked down to the faint curve of her bottom. Ruby was wearing a man’s long-sleeve blue and tan plaid work shirt, knotted at the belly button. Ruby had always raided her husband’s closet but since Uncle Stu had passed away a few years ago, she’d stopped wearing anything remotely feminine. The ABCs clucked and groused among themselves about what they called her atrocious appearance, but we all knew that if anybody breathed a word of dislike to her it would only make Ruby more determined to dress down. Which was why, after I’d overheard their complaining, I’d run right down to her and tattled on them.

I dried my hands and let my favorite relative hug me. The ABCs were voluptuous, all womanly hollows and curves. But they didn’t let us too close to their bodies, requiring instead a perfunctory kiss on parchment cheeks caked in face powder. Unlike the others, even in middle age Ruby remained tall and slender as a sapling. “I’m grown from the ground up,” she was fond of declaring, and I always pictured tree roots sprouting from the soles of her feet, connecting her to her beloved land.

“What’s in the bag?” I asked shyly. I didn’t want to seem eager but Ruby always brought us the most fascinating gifts—snakeskins, dried flowers, relics from her collection of religious artifacts, and Mary Janes and Bit-O-Honeys from the candy jars in her store.

Ruby glided a few steps farther into the kitchen, blinking at the glare from the overhead light. “Supplies,” she murmured vaguely, holding the bag up and shaking it so I could hear its contents rustle. “Gotta have a fire to celebrate the arrival of the lost boys. And girls, too, of course.” Ruby grinned, the chipped bottom tooth in the front of her smile adding to her backwoods look. Then she cocked her head and looked hard at me. “How’s your mother? Everything okay?”

I wanted to ask why it wouldn’t be but decided against it. Ruby had a keen instinct. If she was picking up on Momma’s recent fatigue she’d tell me what it meant soon enough. Right now I wanted to enjoy the fire without worry. Ruby was fond of rituals, of marking life’s passages with ceremonies that combined the Catholicism she’d inherited from her devout Italian mother with bits and pieces of Native American customs picked up from Earl and Lucinda, a Potawatomi mother and son she’d been friendly with as long as I could remember. So I just nodded my head that all was fine.

“Well then, we’d better get to it before the cavalry shows up.” Ruby smirked as she mentioned her sisters. “Go rustle up your brother and sister,” she said, then retreated back into the shadows of the porch to wait.

I rounded up my brother and sister as instructed, grabbing sweatshirts for all of us since the air had cooled when the sun went down. Momma was on the front porch resting on the chaise but Daddy came out and shook Ruby’s hand before shooing us out the back door with her. “Keep an eye on the posse, Big Girl,” he reminded me, even though we both already knew I would, not just tonight but for the entire summer.

Ruby led us through the darkness. We couldn’t see much as we waited for our eyes to adjust, but the backyard was alive around us. It was too cold for mosquitoes but a few hardy fireflies blinked around us.

“Keep an eye out for the forest friends,” Ruby called back over her shoulder as she trotted on. “The wood nymphs, fairies and goblins like to roam after dark.”

At Ruby’s words, Samantha slowed her pace until I was alongside instead of behind her. Her eyes were wide. She was still young enough to believe in the possibility of such creatures, especially when Ruby talked with an air of authority about them. Crickets chirped, cicadas whirred, an owl “whoo”-ed as we passed the tree where he was roosting. Samantha grabbed for my leg at the sound and almost took me down but I didn’t holler at her; the grounds were spooky at night, even with Ruby there.

We were almost back at the road before our great-aunt finally stopped off to one side of the garage, in front of a large circle of charred grass. Ashes and a few lone branches littered the barren patch of the bonfire pit.

Every autumn, we spent weekends burning the leaves and branches that just a few months earlier had provided a canopy from the blazing summer sun. Everyone old enough to hold a rake helped gather the fallen crimson and yellow castaways onto old bedsheets. The younger kids dove into the piles, scattering the leaves like full-body kamikaze pilots, then took bumpy rides as Daddy and my uncles hoisted the bundles to the bonfire.

Most years we packed up and winterized the cottage sometime in October. But last year had been special. The weather had cooperated and we’d celebrated Thanksgiving there. Daddy roasted the turkey in the smoker and after the outdoor cleanup and leaf burning we turned our ravenous appetites to the feast the ABCs had prepared. There were nearly twenty of us gathered in the cottage’s small dining room—my family, the ABCs, Ruby, my uncles, aunts and cousins. Holiday gatherings were fun when you belonged to a big family. The rarely used radiators hissed moist background music for the meal. Afterward, as we ate Ruby’s contribution, pumpkin pie made from pumpkins grown in her garden, Samantha and our cousin Caleb yanked the wishbone apart. I wasn’t part of the contest but I had no wish to make anyway; there was nothing I wanted, other than that we might all continue to be together forever.

As Ruby crouched near the fire pit and pulled supplies from her sack, I hoped that we could have Thanksgiving there again that year. But I didn’t wish it to come anytime soon. I didn’t want the summer going by too fast.

“Find yourselves a stick,” Ruby told us. A pile of objects sat at her feet. There was a dinky plastic statue of the Virgin Mary, a small woman carved from wood with a gold spiral painted over her heart that Ruby called the healer, a bottle of olive oil, a pile of newspapers, a box of wooden kitchen matches, four avocados and an owl feather. Ruby moved the bag behind her a few feet then rearranged the branches in the fire pit. Samantha and Paulie and I scrounged around until each of us had a stick. Paulie’s was huge and he swung it around like a sword, grinning at the whooshing sound it made as it cut through the air.

Ruby glanced over at him but said nothing as she crumpled the newspapers and fit them under and between the branches. Then she grabbed up the avocados. They jingled as she handed one to each of us, keeping one for herself. Paulie, Samantha and I giggled; they weren’t real fruits but plastic versions filled with rice—rattles.

“This is the ceremony to welcome the season,” Ruby intoned. Her voice deepened, and we snapped to because we didn’t want her to think we were goofing around. “Before we light the fire we need to open the Directions.” Ruby turned to the right until she faced the street. She raised her right arm high, then looked around to make sure we all did the same.

Ruby began the ritual. “To the winds of the south,” she said, shaking her rattle as an invitation for unseen forces to join us. She motioned for us to mimic her and we all shook our rattles hard. Then Ruby turned right again, calling upon the energies of the west, then the north, then the east, until she’d made a complete circle. She dropped to one knee and placed a palm down onto the pine needles blanketing the ground. As if she was touching a loved one, her face softened as she caressed the earth, asking Pachamama to root us all firmly to her belly that summer. Finally Ruby stood up again and, rattling vigorously, raised both arms skyward. “Father Sun, Grandmother Moon, all the Star Nations, bring the light of the cosmos here to be with us in our ceremony tonight!” she called out.

The spectacle might have seemed bizarre, but we were used to Ruby’s eccentricities. I welcomed any invitation to be involved with what the ABCs called her “hocus-pocus.” I tended to run nervous, like Momma and B. But I always felt calmer after doing something with Ruby, whether it was peeling apples in her kitchen or something more esoteric, like this fire. She always opened the Directions before doing any spiritual act, and I’d learned them by heart from her long ago.

When she was satisfied that the space was ready, Ruby lit the fire. She started chanting, words I couldn’t make out, but it didn’t matter. I hummed along and soon Paulie and Samantha caught on and did the same. We all gathered around the fire, holding hands and swaying a little from side to side.

Ruby doused the fire with olive oil three times, murmuring to the blaze with each pour. After a few minutes, she spoke to us. “The fire is friendly fire now,” she declared. Flames leapt and licked at the night air, a pleasing blue tip dancing at the head of each orange shape springing up from the wood. “Hold on to your sticks now, kiddos, and think about what you want this summer to bring.

“What do you wish for? What do you want to learn?” Ruby’s eyes shone in the firelight, and I saw a kind of certainty there that I longed to feel but sensed came only when earned from years of paying close attention to the lessons of one’s life. So I closed my eyes and blew my wish into the stick as Ruby had instructed: that this summer might take me one step nearer to becoming the woman I was meant to be. Who that was or how I’d get there I didn’t know, but I prayed that I might still find my way.

I laid my stick on the pyre and watched it burn awhile, then helped my siblings put theirs on too, wondering what they had wished for. I guessed Samantha had asked for a horse, but I’d have to ask Paulie about his wish later. He was prone to thoughtfulness so he might not have gone after a new bike or a Jet Ski, but instead asked that we all be happy this summer. Affection for him surged in my heart. I was glad we were there, and I realized I’d been missing him lately without knowing it. During the school year we got busy with our friends but at the lake we spent more time together.

After Ruby deemed the “official” ceremony over and we closed the Directions in the same way we had opened them, she went over to her paper bag and brought out a chocolate bar, a bag of marshmallows and a box of honey grahams. “You’ll each need another stick if you’re gonna roast the ’mallows,” she grinned. Samantha stared openmouthed with delight at the unexpected payoff of having attended the ritual. We gorged ourselves on the sticky, smoky treats until we were too full to eat another bite.

“I’m gonna stay here and tend the fire ’til she dies out,” Ruby said eventually. “You’d all better get on back to the house now before your Momma starts wondering about you. Off you go, follow the moon, now, straight into your beds.”

We hugged Ruby good-bye and took off, pretending we were the fairies and goblins she had spoken of earlier. The three of us raced wordlessly through the night toward the beckoning glow cast by the cottage, where we knew without a doubt that Momma and Daddy were waiting to hear about our exploits with our wizardly relation.



Three


The day I left childhood behind I was supposed to be mowing the lawn. Daddy drove back to the city for work early that morning. For most of the summer he would come up only on weekends. The ABCs were due any day, but for now we were on our own with Momma. She had asked Paulie and me to take turns cutting the grass with the push mower because the tractor wouldn’t start. But I wanted to go down to Ruby’s. Sleep hadn’t come easy after the fire last night, and once I’d finally drifted off I’d had vivid, restless dreams about being back there, this time surrounded by shadowy figures. Some looked human, others like wolves, eagles and giant cats that might have been cougars or leopards. Their shining eyes gleamed knowingly as they prowled the perimeter. I hadn’t felt frightened in the dreams but I wanted to ask Ruby about them before I forgot any details. So I promised Paulie that if he cut all the lawn I’d move the pearly stones bordering the circular drive out of the way and back into place later. This was the worst part of the job because it required thirty-two rounds of stooping over and shoving each heavy rock out of its bed ’til your back was sore and your fingernails broken. My easygoing brother was shrewd enough to agree to my offer immediately. I hustled out and moved the rocks, then stole down the road toward Ruby’s, my exhilaration at seeing her quashing the sliver of guilt I felt at disobeying my mother.

My great-aunt knew things before they happened. She got what she called visions, and they were often right. This fascinated and spooked me. Once I’d told Momma about them. She’d frowned and made me promise I wouldn’t pay any attention to what Ruby said. But nothing could keep me from going to her place whenever we were at the lake. I always dreaded and hoped that Ruby would whisper more things in my ear.

When I stepped into the store, Ruby was perched atop a high stool behind the counter. Usually she busied herself with stocking the shelves or tallying numbers with a pencil in a ledger she kept for bookkeeping. When I saw her sitting so still there, I knew she’d been waiting for me.

“How old are you now, kid?” she asked when I blurted out that I wanted to know about my dreams last night.

“Twelve last April,” I reminded her. I leaned my elbows on the countertop, one foot tracing a circle in the sawdust to dispel some of my antsy energy while I waited to see what she’d say or ask next. Unlike with most adults, with Ruby you couldn’t guess.

“Right.” Ruby turned her eyes on me. I tugged at my tank top. It had slid up my midriff, away from my shorts. Ruby had the fan going on the counter and it sent a breeze across my bare skin. That and my great-aunt’s scrutiny made me shiver. “You’ve not had your moon time yet, have you, sweet girl?”

“You’re not bleeding yet,” she clarified at my blank stare.

I was sorry that I’d put my hair up in a ponytail that morning; now there was nowhere for me to hide. “No, ma’am,” I mumbled, feeling the heat of a blush ignite on my cheeks as I confessed. Most of my friends had already gotten their periods and as the days went by I was beginning to fear I’d never join them.

“Well, don’t fret.” Ruby turned away and rummaged through a drawer below the behemoth antique brass cash register. “This is your season. Sometime while you’re here you’ll be initiated into the power of the feminine. You’ll learn that we carry the life force right inside our wombs.” Ruby grabbed something from the drawer. She looked up at me again, a joyful knowing lighting up her face. No one had ever described getting your period as something powerful. Most of the girls I knew thought it a nuisance. They called it “the curse” or being “on the rag.”

“Just remember, power uses you if you don’t wield it well. And it treats you even worse if you refuse to take yours up at all.” Ruby’s tone had turned into a warning.

I nodded as if I understood, but the admonishment bewildered me.

“Well, then.” My deception seemed to have escaped Ruby’s sharp eye. “Let’s ask the cards about your night journeys.” She laid a tarot deck onto the counter. I wanted to ask her more about my period but she told me to shuffle the cards. Embarrassment kept me from speaking up while I drew three as she directed.

Before Ruby could decipher the cards Samantha came in, pushing Chris in a rickety old stroller. He was gnawing contentedly on a teething biscuit, crumbs and drool adorning the bib skewed rakishly around his neck.

“Mom’s been hollering for you.” Samantha gravitated toward the jars of penny candy lining a shelf below the counter. She ran a finger over the silver lids, biting her lower lip as if fighting the urge to thrust a hand into one of the bins. My sister had a fierce sweet tooth. Her arrival annoyed me. Samantha was only seven but she had already learned to look out for her own best interests first, a trait I both hated and envied. Our parents believed boys and girls equally capable of doing dishes and raking leaves but Samantha had them convinced that she was allergic to grass. Her only chore was dusting. Paulie and I had to split the rest of the list between us.

“Where’s Paulie?” I was sure he’d spilled the beans to Momma about my whereabouts, which meant I was in for it good.

“He’s still cutting the grass but you better get on home because Momma said to find you quick.” Smarty-pants shot me a sassy look that told me all I needed to know: it was only the second day of summer vacation but it might very well be my last.

I trudged out of Ruby’s store. It was nearing noon and the sun beat down, chastising me. I passed the Anchor Inn, where a lone Harley sat parked out front by the giant rusted anchor that lent the tavern its name. The field next door was empty except for Stretch, an old brown horse, who stood tied under an oak tree. His coat was mangy, and flies buzzed around him, his tail waving in a frenzy to keep them at bay. The horse had a penis so long it dragged a good several inches on the ground. Usually we all stopped to lean on the fence, gaping and gawking at Stretch’s extraordinary member. But today I didn’t even glance his way. Something urged me to hurry, and I made it home in less than the five minutes the walk usually took.

When I reached the cottage Paulie was guiding the push mower up another long row, his head bobbing to music playing on his Walkman headphones.

“ ‘Eye of the Tiger’!” he yelled over the mower’s roar as if he’d heard me wondering, and I rolled my eyes and stuck my tongue out in return. Survivor was his favorite band; he’d nearly worn out the cassette, he played it so much.

I plodded up the stairs feeling hot and crabby and sorry for myself over being interrupted at Ruby’s. Momma lay on her bed with her back to me. It was rare for us to be alone, and I wanted to lie alongside her in the close, stale air of the bedroom without the interruption of another kid calling, “Mommaaa!” Instead I stood in the doorway, poked just my head into the dim room.

“Did you want me?” My words held a defensive tone I hoped might deflect the anger I anticipated from her. My voice was the only cool thing in the cottage.

“I need you.” She barked a little cry of pain, drew her knees into her chest, then rolled from her side to her back several times, making that same sharp cry. It sounded like it was coming from deep inside her. I thought of a fox stuck in a trap. I didn’t say anything. Just watched. After a minute I backed away from the cavelike bedroom. I had always adored my mother. But like the flames of last night’s burn a flash of anger lit in me, sparked by a fear that until now I’d been too afraid to admit had been growing inside me for weeks.

“I need you.” Momma forced the words out again with three quick gasps and rolled her legs off the sagging mattress. It protested as she stood up. She clutched her arms around her hips as if holding on to something to keep it from falling away. A round red spot marked the bed, jagged edges seeping across the white cotton.

I stood there, transfixed by the gaping stain. Momma staggered past me and down the hall. The cottage had been poorly designed, with the bathroom located at the farthest possible point from the three bedrooms. Momma pushed on through the dining room and past the living room fireplace with the exaggerated sway of a gorilla, one leg forward, then the other, crouched low to the ground. A dark trail dripped from between her legs, reminding me of Hansel and Gretel. When she reached the tiny bathroom she didn’t bother to shut the door. I crept forward and sank down until I was slouching against the vanity cabinet directly across from where my mother had collapsed groaning into the bathtub, nightie hitched up around her thighs. The hem had gone from pink to deep maroon, blood-soaked. Panic surged in me, setting my heart beating as hard as if I’d run all the way home from Ruby’s. I rebuked myself; I should have run, should have known something was wrong when Samantha showed up.

Momma doubled over, gasping. An involuntary yelp took us both by surprise and I jumped up, went to the side of the tub.

“Mommy?” I squeaked. I hadn’t called her that in years.

“It will be okay,” Momma said, trying to reassure me. “It has to come out, then it will be okay.” But she didn’t sound convinced, and my fear said she was lying. Nothing would ever be okay again. I couldn’t say so because an invisible hand gripped me, tightening around my throat. I remembered my wish last night, that I might become a woman. And Ruby’s prophecy just a little while ago, that this would be the summer I’d discover the power of the feminine. This wasn’t what I’d meant, I pleaded silently.

Momma grimaced. It hurt to see her in so much pain. My hands went to the indentation between my legs, as if by pressing there I could somehow staunch the blood flowing out of my mother. The room spun and a sharp sound filled my head. I rocked back and forth, pushing against the bony shell over my privates with the heels of both hands harder and harder until the pressure felt worse than the gruesome images playing in my mind of Momma lying dead in a crimson pool, the victim of a bloodletting.

“Shut up.” Momma looked toward the doorway as if she feared someone might hear. She shoved the door with her foot and it banged closed. That’s when I realized it was my screams, not hers, echoing in the small space.

“Get me my inhaler.” She coughed, a wet wheeze that ratcheted my worry higher. I was right; she was dying, if not from bleeding to death then from an asthma attack. I stumbled backward to the vanity, seeking out the medicine she needed to breathe. My fingers grazed an empty pill bottle on the countertop, sent it toppling. I wobbled as I reached out and picked it up, then fumbled for the inhaler with my other hand. I held the inhaler out to her but something kept me from moving nearer. Instead, I looked through the window at the far end of the room. Lake Michigan shimmered there, and although I hated my cowardice I wished that I could tear out of the cottage and dive into that beckoning water, drown out what Momma had called me to witness. She grabbed the inhaler, shoved it in her mouth, took a drag. We were so close in the tight room that the sweet mist of the medicine floated into my mouth too. It burned a fiery trail down my throat, like the drunken cherries Daddy gave me from his Manhattans, and I shut my eyes, as if I could transport myself out of there by doing so.

Momma moaned. I flinched, reopened my eyes and forced myself to stay where I was. The harder side of me, the pragmatic part that believed like Daddy that death was a natural part of life, told me to quit acting like a child. I had to shut out my terror and help my mother. Everyone always said I was so mature for my age. I could handle this, whatever it was. Except that I hadn’t the slightest clue what to do, couldn’t come up with a single idea for how to make things better.

Momma’s moans turned to shrieks. I started crying first but then I saw tears on her face too as the pain took hold. Ruby had said bleeding put a woman in touch with her power. But if this was what getting a period meant, I wanted to be a boy. I wanted to die before I bled like my mother was bleeding.

“Stop looking and do something.” Momma’s features contorted with pain.

“What?” I begged, eager to know how I could save the one person I loved nearly beyond reason. “What should I do? Do you need a . . .” I hesitated, the word still unfamiliar enough that I dropped my voice to a near-whisper. “A tampon?”

Her cry grew desperate. I was failing her somehow. “Go downstairs.” She winced again. “Bring me a container.”

I stood there, closer than I’d ever been to the mysteries of womanhood. Suddenly I was so afraid. Afraid to tell my mother I didn’t understand, afraid she’d see that I wasn’t old enough for whatever she needed me to do. I glanced at the window again, wishing the ABCs were there to rescue us.

“Go to the kitchen. Call your father at the funeral home and tell him to drive up here. Then bring me a Tupperware, medium sized. With a lid that fits.” I didn’t move. She closed her eyes when she realized she had to explain what was happening. “I have to save the parts of the baby to take to the doctor.”

Suddenly I understood.

Chris wasn’t even two, yet here she was, pregnant again. Then a spooky wisdom that felt much older than me brought another flash of certainty: Momma had caused what was happening now. I’m not sure what frightened me more, the understanding or the raw clarity with which I knew it to be true. My eyes fell on the pill bottle still clutched in my hand. Before I could think I blurted, “Did you take something? You did. You took something.” My voice rose as I thrust the pill bottle out where she couldn’t deny it. The bathtub seemed filled with blood. Rage barged in next to my fear. Momma had done something awful and now she was about to leave me.
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