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    “That is how life goes—we send our children into the wilderness. Some of them on the day they are born it seems, for all the help we can give them. Some of them seem to be a kind of wilderness unto themselves.”


    —Marilynne Robinson
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    Chapter One: Some Deer Mystery



    


    One early morning I looked out the window into the overgrown backyard and saw a deer. This was when I was pregnant with my second child, living in the country in western New York. The doe was reddish, legs long and slim, dancerlike. She was so pretty that at first I didn't notice that her stomach was swollen and her hide ragged. The doe mouthed the barren grapevine, nosed the bare ground. I realized she was pregnant.


    After that she seemed to spend every morning in my backyard grazing while I grazed indoors. Together we grew larger and larger. This seemed like a good omen. Deer have always charmed me. I like the way they live close to us, but skittish, just out of reach, so that seeing them feels like good luck. Indeed, our double pregnancies seemed like double good luck.


    One morning while I watched in my swollen state, the white-tailed doe grazed her way out of the woods and into the yard, followed by two spotted fawns. The fawns pulled up grass, raised their heads, and pranced sideways. One began to nurse. The other pricked her enormous ears and raised her narrow head—she seemed to be staring straight at me with her big brown Bambi eyes.


    After that, the three of them spent the mornings in the yard while I grew bigger, read, wrote, corrected papers, and waited for my own deliverance.


    I gave birth to my daughter a month later. I had meant to give birth in a hot tub at the birthing center a half hour away, but she came so quickly that there wasn’t even time to fill the tub.. After she arrived, though, we floated peacefully in the warm soup together.


    On the fifth day after her birth, I ventured out into the world to return some library books and pick out new ones. I was walking back up the driveway at dusk, clutching the books to my chest, when I heard my new daughter crying in the house, a high wail as thin as a thread. Her cry pulled at me, and the front of my shirt soaked through with milk. Then, I heard something in the bushes. The doe high-stepped out of the woods. Where were her twins? Hidden somewhere? Had a predator eaten them? The doe didn’t even notice me; she was that intent on the crying. Her neck strained forward, her ears pulled up and back, her eyes focused on the sound. She walked right up the cement front steps, her muzzle nearly touching the screen door.


    At first I found this charming, but minutes went by, and I was still standing in the driveway while the doe blocked the path back to my crying daughter. I grew disconcerted. I cleared my throat. She paid no attention.


    “Shoo,” I said tentatively. Her ears twitched, but she kept her muzzle to the screen, her focus on my daughter’s voice. Finally, I smacked the books together hard and the doe hopped a little, then headed back toward the woods.


    As the deer made her way into the trees, she looked over her shoulder, not at me but at the house that contained my daughter. I thought that perhaps Bambi’s mother, the Great Princess of the Forest, had delivered some blessing to my daughter, some deer mystery about grace or gentleness, a gift from the wild.


    Years before when I was in college, my best friend and I used to amuse ourselves by promising that when we had kids we'd let them loose in the wild. We'd leave food for them on the doorstep and watch the grimy, fierce pack creep out of the woods to gobble it up before they loped back into the trees together. Probably my friend thought ours was a witty, rebellious fantasy, like something from a book. But I spent the first ten years of my life on a commune in the Adirondack wilderness—one person’s rebellious fantasy is another person’s childhood.


    After I actually had kids of my own, I wanted them to live in a house and eat their meals at the table, but I also assumed it would be good if they were tough, brave, maybe even a little feral. First I had a son. He is brave in a lot of ways; he isn't afraid to wear wild clothes, perform his own music, and write poetry. When he was 16 he went on a hiking trip for four days in Big Sur with his friends. They lost the path a couple times, bushwhacked at night, slept on the trail. When he got back home, blistered and ragged, sagging under his backpack, he said, "No one actually likes backpacking. There's this mechanism that people have—they're walking out of the woods when they finish, and they forget all the pain and misery and think, that was fun.” He dropped his backpack on the kitchen floor. “But I don't have that mechanism." He's brave in an indoor kind of way, at least for now.


    But then I had that daughter, the daughter who brought the deer. She's blond, brown-eyed, built sturdy. When she was two I was hired to teach creative writing at University of California, Santa Cruz, so we moved cross-country into faculty housing on campus. Our apartment was right in front of a playground, and my daughter used to love to run out our back door to slide and swing, naked. I sat her down and explained to her that we no longer lived in the country. That people wear clothes in public places. She asked me what public meant. I said places where people gathered together, like libraries. She nodded seriously. The next day I looked up from writing to see her bolting to the playground, naked again. When I went out to stuff her into some underwear, she said indignantly, “This isn’t a library.”


    When she was three, I looked out the front window and saw her menacing a woman trying to reach our front door. She held her squirt gun in two hands, legs spread in a cop’s shooting stance, eyes narrowed, guarding the apartment.


    She thinks she's tough, and she's right. The only thing she's afraid of is injections. When she was getting her immunizations for kindergarten, she bit the nurse. The next time she had an appointment for a shot, I tried to make her brave by telling her the story of Joan of Arc for inspiration. But when we pulled into the doctor's office, she wouldn't get out of the car. I had to carry her across the parking lot while she yelled, "I'm not Joan of Arc! I'm not Joan of Arc!" She's still afraid of needles, but not much else.


    In her first year of high school she was getting a little too brave, a little too wild. It was like the imp in charge of parenting had cackled, So you want a feral daughter, do you? It was hard to keep track of where she was on weekends. She wasn’t afraid to walk alone in the dark. Friends started telling me they’d seen her around town. As in, “I saw your daughter hanging out in the park. She’s growing up fast,” accompanied by an odd smile. The vice principal of her school called. A few months later it was the police. Then it was the police again. By then, every time the phone rang when she wasn’t at home, I flinched.
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