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This memoir is my attempt to write the story of my sons as best I can and is the result of many years of researching a wide variety of documents—including newspaper clippings, deposition transcripts, courtroom videotapes, and birth, death, and medical records—from the five-year span in which the story unfolded. I tried to the best of my ability to recall and retell events and conversations as truthfully as possible; in order to weave a creative nonfiction story, however, it was necessary to recreate (perhaps imperfectly) some dialogue. It was not my intention to harm anyone in the telling of this story, and I apologize up front if I have.




This book is dedicated to my first loves—reading and writing—and to Mimi, who taught me how to read; to Mom and Dad, who left me happily alone in my playpen while I practiced; to my children, Hannah, Christiana, Micah, Noah, Jonah, Isaiah, and Bella, to whom I spent countless hours reading aloud; and to my husband, Andrew, who still lets me read myself to sleep. And to my sons, who taught me how to write their story.




Monday’s child is fair of face,
Tuesday’s child is full of grace,
Wednesday’s child is full of woe,
Thursday’s child has far to go,
Friday’s child is loving and giving,
Saturday’s child works hard for his living,
And the child that is born on the Sabbath day
Is bonny and blithe, and good and gay.





Prologue
The Book of Kelly





I AM PART FISH. I grew up on an island where I spent most of my summers submerged in water, which perhaps explains why I became a fish biologist. I’ve spent the better part of my career swimming and studying fish in one way or another. Water is the symbol of the womb, since we all begin life swimming around in our mothers’ bellies. From water springs life, as from the biblical flood of Noah, we emerged. Fish are a symbol of fertility, and I’ve been pregnant thirteen times.


Recently, I learned about microchimerism, which is the presence of cells in one person’s bloodstream that originated from a different person and are therefore genetically distinct from the other cells swimming around them. In humans, the most common form of this is called fetomaternal microchimerism. This occurs when cells from a fetus pass through the placenta and establish cell families within the mother. As far as we know, these fetal cells remain and multiply for several decades, perhaps even forever. This means that swimming around in my body could be cells from thirteen different babies. I am the embodiment of my children, most of whom are otherwise dead. And as I’m carrying them, they, too, are carrying me. This also means that when my children died, a part of me died, too. I knew this. I felt this. I just didn’t know exactly why. And now I do.


I was born with a book clutched in my fat little fist, and I always knew that someday, I would write one. This is not the story I dreamed I’d tell. But this is the story that life placed in my hands. I’ve spent a long time worrying and massaging it, shaping and molding the theme and structure of this story. I’ve examined the weave of my life—unraveling the many threads, following the ones that are connected, and tying up loose ends. One thing I discovered in my journey is the circularity of what I’d always been taught were linear opposites—without joy, we cannot truly know sorrow; without pain, there’s no pleasure; without birth, no death. This book contains all of these things.


They say you should write what you know, which perhaps explains why, when I first sat down to write this story, I wrote five pages about salmon. I don’t know why; it’s just what came swimming out of my fingertips. Perhaps I did so because I thought fish stories were more believable, because I was afraid that if I wrote this story, nobody would believe me. It took me seven years to weave this narrative—the tale my small sons taught me to write, even though one of them never even took his first breath. Between the covers of this book is the only place all of the children I’ve birthed will ever exist simultaneously in this world, besides their cells within me. Writing it has allowed me to spend these years watching them play together on the pages, for which I am grateful. Some days I would look up from my keyboard and half expect to see one or another of them toddling across the floor, arms outstretched, toward my waiting embrace.


This is the story of a girl who always dreamed of having a large, loving family, and it’s the story of the struggles she survived as a woman to realize that dream. It’s also the universal tale of the forces that can tear a family apart. A memoir about grief and family conflict might not be the book you feel like reading; Lord knows it’s not the story I felt like living. We are given many gifts in this life, and when some of them are delivered, we want to grab a Sharpie, scribble Return to Sender and scream, “This is not meant for me!” What I’ve learned is that we must embrace them all, whether we ordered them or not, clutching them tightly in our fists and rubbing their rough edges with our shredded fingers until they are worn smooth.


Telling the story of my sons is the last thing I can do for them besides carry their cells to my grave. My story isn’t always pleasant, though it has many joyful moments. And it may not always be believable, because truth is stranger than fiction. But if you need a kindred spirit to help you untangle the weave of your own undeniable grief or family drama, know that I wrote this for you.








The Book of Noah





Chapter One


“BREATHE, KELLY, breathe, breathe, breathe,” Dr. Chopra said through the blue hospital garb that covered her entire body like a burka. All I could see of her face were her round brown eyes ringed by a halo of coffee-colored skin beneath her safety goggles. “Don’t push, just breathe,” she added in a slight Indian accent from between my legs as she prepared my perineum—or whatever it was she was doing down there where, as my mother would say, “the sun don’t shine.” The nurse wheeled a full-length mirror over, adjusting it for my viewing pleasure.


“Ohhhh,” I said, tears blurring my view of the reflected reward for all my hard labor: the crown of my baby’s head surrounded by what used to be a small opening into my womb, now stretched like Silly Putty to allow the miracle of birth to happen. I panted and practiced my feather breathing, trying to ignore the primal screams of “Push!” emanating from every cell in my body.


“Come on, honey, you’re doing great.” My husband, Andy, encouraged me through tears of his own while stroking my arm and breathing along with me and chanting, “Feather breathing, feather breathing, whoo, whoo, whoo.” Even though this was our fourth time in the delivery room, we were awestruck by the miracle of birth, and somehow, after carrying this child around inside of me for nine months, I felt amazed and a little surprised to see a real, live baby coming out of me. I couldn’t keep my eyes off that glistening head of hair between my legs, and I panted along with my husband like a dog in heat—“whoo, whoo, whoo”—waiting for what seemed an eternity for the doctor to give me permission to push.


“Okay,” Dr. C said while Andy and I continued watching the magic mirror, “now push, easy and steady.”


I complied, straining a bit to accomplish the seemingly impossible; yet I was distracted from the yawning pain by the reflection of my baby’s head emerging in a spectrum of patriotic colors.


“Okay, stop pushing,” Dr. C said. I inhaled sharply and squeezed Andy’s large hand instead as we watched the doctor clear the nose and part the lips of our baby with a blue rubber syringe. Tears once again blurred my vision as she turned its blue face sideways. Its cheeks were streaked with red blood and white vernix and its eyes were squeezed shut. “Okay, push gently,” she said. I did. Out slipped a whole body attached to this baby’s head in a flood of life.


“It’s a boy!” she pronounced, and sure enough, all those swollen boy parts presented themselves as she wrestled with our slippery son who then gasped his first breaths, cried heartily, and turned from blue to pink before our very eyes.


“A brother for Micah,” Andy said as my eager arms reached for our baby.


Dr. C gave him a quick wipe-down, then passed my warm, buttery son through my legs to fill my empty arms. I pulled him close, pressing him against my chest and wrapping myself around him so completely I could almost feel him back inside of me. “Ohhhh,” I exhaled, naming the unbroken vowel I drew with my arms around my son. I pressed him against the rhythm of my heart and craned my neck to kiss his soft fontanel. His skin against my own was perfect womb temperature—familiar, like wearing myself inside out. Caressing his cheek with my index finger, I smoothed in the vernix—nature’s body butter—that filled his folded and wrinkly spaces, protecting his skin from the water he’d been swimming in for the past nine months. His weight on my chest felt substantial, and I wore him proudly like a medal won for the marathon I’d just endured. A flood of endorphins replaced the screaming in my cells.


Closing my eyes, I collapsed against the glory of exhaustion and accomplishment, content and needing nothing more than this. After the frenzy of action I had nothing to do but lie quietly and whisper soft welcomes to my son. I inhaled our commingled breath and would have happily extended this sweet moment on beyond forever—unable then to imagine that someday only one of us would be breathing.


“Watch out,” Andy said, and I snapped out of my reverie, opening my eyes just as he cut the fat umbilical cord—still pulsing with each beat of my heart—that had connected my son’s bloodstream to mine. Blood sprayed across the hospital room as the life-giving bond I’d shared with my son was severed with a pair of scissors. A few drops landed on the mauve, flowered wallpaper. The year was 1996, and this designer color could be found in living rooms all across America, including my own. Mauuuuve. The color sounded like so many pretentious East Coast accents I’d heard growing up. I wondered if anybody would notice that sprinkle of blood and wipe it off, or if my son and I would be forever memorialized by the slightly distorted pattern.


“Now, just one more push,” the doctor said, and I barely felt the placenta emerge, enamored as I was by my son. With this third and final stage of labor concluded, we enjoyed our new, untethered freedom. I pulled my baby a little closer, nuzzling his earthy baby smell and inhaling the natural scent of myself by which we knew each other. The nurse bustled over and tucked a hospital-scented blanket around us. Safe and snug, our skin melted together.


Andy leaned over to hug us both, and we admired our new son together. “Great job, honey,” he said with a sigh. “I love you so much.” I untied my hospital gown and introduced our son’s bow-shaped lips to my nipple, which he accepted with a slight frown.


“Two boys, two girls,” I said. Either gender would have been fine with me. I’d had only one ultrasound, done by our friend, Peter, while on vacation in Jamaica, but I’d asked him not to tell us the baby’s sex. I liked being surprised. “Otherwise all you have to look forward to is labor,” I explained whenever people asked that particular top-ten question. Plus, my only real concern was that the baby was healthy.


“Come here, Hannah, come and meet your new brother,” I said to our oldest child, who was still watching the doctor and had just witnessed her first birth through her thick, red-framed glasses. Her eyes had widened along with my cervix while her brother was squeezed into the world that she, herself, had inhabited for only seven years. We’d decided she was old enough to witness this miracle she so eagerly awaited, and she’d graduated from the hospital’s Siblings at Birth class in preparation.


She stepped to our side and stroked his drying hair. “He has red hair, Mom,” she said. I noticed that her fingers appeared to have lengthened in comparison to her brother’s, which now clutched my index finger; he would be the new point against which she and her siblings would be measured. Her touch had a tenderness that belied her youth. She’d stayed home when Micah and Christiana had entered into the world. Seeing the maturity she now demonstrated confirmed our instincts and opened a window through which I glimpsed the woman that she would become.


“I just need to make a few stitches,” Dr. C said.


“Okay,” I said, trying not to think about needles and thread. Even after four births, I felt a little embarrassed talking to a doctor who sat between my legs. Fortunately, I was still numb from the epidural and had my baby to concentrate on while she sewed me up. I distracted myself by gazing into the squinting eyes of my son, who was nursing easily now, and we stared at each other, our souls connecting through our pupils.


“Look, Mom,” Hannah said, watching her brother, “he has blue eyes like you.”


“I think you’re right, honey,” I said. “Hopefully they’ll stay that color.”


I’d always imagined that my babies would be born with blond hair and blue eyes like me, and I’d been surprised each time I’d caught my introductory glimpse of the first three in the mirror. As the opening to my womb stretched and the crowning achievement was imminent, their dark-haired heads had glistened between my legs. Those first three babies had all emerged to stare at me with brown-eyed gazes instead of blue. Four times appeared to be the charm for my expectations. As they’d grown, their brown hair had disappeared and turned blond, though I never could find a trace of the hair they’d shed anywhere. I searched in vain for blue, but their eyes adored me in shades of green and brown.


Regardless of his coloring, I was filled with love for this new boy as completely as I’d been with the others who came before him, and I began yet another love affair, pasting his face onto my heart as though it were a locket. It amazed me that with each birth, my heart expanded instantly to accommodate so much love, as if it had switched sizes with my heretofore extended belly.


“Sorry to interrupt,” the nurse said, “but I just need him for a minute.” I extracted my nipple from my baby’s mouth, startling him from his repose, and reluctantly handed him over. Then I adjusted my pillow behind me and lay back with my right arm crossed behind my head, propping it up so I could watch the nurse in a position I found comfortable. She laid our son on the scale, where his arms flailed about in a classic startle reflex, unaccustomed to so much cold space around him after the confines of my heated womb and warm embrace. Andy took his first photo as she inked his feet for his first footprints, and we all laughed at their black bottoms sticking up in the air above the edge of the scale as we tried to guess what the numbers would reveal.


“Eight pounds, one-half ounces, and he’s twenty inches long,” the nurse declared—a good size for arriving two weeks early.


“No wonder,” the doctor remarked from between my legs, where she sewed the final stitches in the seam he’d split with his eight-pound exit.


“Here you go, Dad,” the nurse said. She handed Andy his package, swaddled tightly in flannel, with a flair I could never manage to imitate, no matter how many babies I birthed. “Congratulations.”


“So there you are, little man,” Andy said, cradling his new son, who looked so small in Andy’s long arms. His large green eyes twinkled, but he cautioned, “Now the work begins. It’s a good life if you don’t weaken, right, honey?” He looked up at me with a dimpled grin.


I laughed, remembering the many things our British landlord used to say when we were Peace Corps Volunteers in Jamaica. Andy placed the baby into the waiting arms of Hannah, who sat patiently in the visitor’s chair against the wall next to my bed, ready to receive her new brother. The room lights dimmed in the wee hours of the morning, and the activity level subsided around us while I watched my oldest and my youngest discover each other. Hannah folded herself around her new brother with a protective embrace. Her long blond hair enshrouded their faces, his white hospital blanket completing her red-and-blue-striped shirt.


May 18 had just begun, and the hands on the clock had shown 1:40 on this Saturday morning when our son was delivered into our lives. I silently recited the nursery rhyme that had scrolled around the top of the blackboard I’d written on when I was Hannah’s age until I reached the line for this day, most of which still lay before us. “Saturday’s child works hard for a living,” I said. I certainly looked forward to watching this child grow into a man who enjoyed working, like the one now leaning over two of his children. But just then, all I wanted to do was wrap my brand new boy in my arms and keep him a baby forever.





Chapter Two


A FEW HOURS LATER, I awoke from the deep sleep of the exhausted to a sun-filled mother-baby recovery room and the face of my new son, hungry and waiting to nurse. Struggling to get back in the swing of things, I adjusted the bed and my pillow, our hospital clothing, and our combined limbs while he squawked at me to hurry up. Maneuvering his squirming body into position opened the floodgates of memory, and I remembered the football hold. I tucked his lower arm out of the way and tickled his cheek so he’d turn his head toward me; then I tickled him again underneath his chin so his mouth would yawn open and jammed as much of my nipple into his mouth as possible to prevent blisters. His desperate lips clamped down with surprising strength, and his first intent gulps brought the labor pains of earlier that morning screaming back in full force as my uterus contracted in response to his sucking—nature’s way of tightening things up.


“Yikes.” I gasped through clenched teeth, throwing my head back onto the pillow and gazing in the direction of heaven. I panted like a Lamaze expert until the gripping pain in my uterus dissipated, which allowed me to switch my focus to the burgeoning rawness in the tender skin of my nipple. I’d forgotten this part in the three years since Micah’s birth, but now I sure remembered. Like riding a bike, I thought as I climbed back on, skinned knees and all.


As we adjusted to our first day of life together, Andy opened the door and entered our room, his dimpled grin leading the way, and his green eyes twinkling with that look that was largely responsible for the condition I found myself in. Again.


“Hi, honey,” he said, walking over to the bed to kiss me and our son. Then he noticed the tears spilling from between my eyelashes. “Hey, what’s the matter?”


“Nothing.” I laughed, puffing a little feather breath for good measure. “I just forgot how much this hurts.”


“Hey, you take it easy on your mom,” he warned our son, who squinted up at him but kept right on sucking. Andy grinned again and my heart responded in kind, remembering this look from twelve years ago when I’d first encountered it while playing a game of Hearts at the dining room table of my Jamaican host family. Glancing up from my cards, I locked onto his green eyes and noted him grinning with more than friendly intent. My stomach flip-flopped and my breath stuck in my throat as I swallowed a surprised “Oh,” snapping my gaze back to the cards in my hand. Although it would be months before I admitted it, that was the moment our romance began. Andy smiled with his whole face, and that look still had the same effect on me now as he admired our son and me proudly. I wondered if this would be our last child or not.


“Here’s your coffee, just the way you like it,” he said, proffering a warm cup of liquid salvation from Starbucks. I puffed my cooling breath like a flute player into the oval hole in the white lid and took the first careful sip of my usual: a decaf grande, 2 percent, extra-hot, light whip, two-pump mocha. The smooth vanilla whipped cream hit my tongue first, followed by the rich chocolate and coffee combination—heavenly. I considered myself low-maintenance, but my coffee argued otherwise. You can learn a lot about a person by the coffee they drink. I drank decaf because I was usually pregnant or nursing and didn’t want the caffeine to affect the baby. I drank a grande because a tall was too small and a venti was way too big for me. I drank 2 percent for the same reason—whole milk had too much fat, skim not enough. I liked it extra-hot because otherwise, I had to drink it too quickly before it got cold. I liked light whip because although the whipped cream was delicious, the baristas usually added way too much of it. And the same for the two pumps of chocolate—half the usual amount, not too sweet, just right.


“Where are the kids?” I asked Andy.


“Home. Hannah’s sleeping, and the other two are watching cartoons,” he said. Micah, three, and Christiana, four, had woken from their early-morning dreams to digest the happy news of their brother along with their Cheerios. “They wanted to come, but I told them I’d bring them all later,” he added, squeezing into bed next to us. “Cally’s watching them.”


“I’m really glad you didn’t bring them all with you,” I said. I looked forward to our other kids meeting their new brother, but I was also certain that one or more of my nieces would have insisted on coming along, and I just wasn’t ready for the onslaught of cousins yet, remembering it well from my last two births. Hannah was born in San Francisco, and we’d been alone there. But for the other two, Andy’s sister, Cody, and her four girls had filled my recovery room with chaos, fighting over who would hold the baby first. Cally was fifteen now, the second oldest of Cody’s daughters, and she, especially, pushed everyone around until she got her own way. As much as I loved being part of Andy’s big family, sometimes I really needed some privacy. “I think I’ll stay here tonight,” I told him. Because I’d given birth in the wee hours of the morning, I still had my one insurance-allotted night to use.


“Okay,” he said, “you probably need your rest.” I knew he’d also be relieved to leave my caregiving in the hands of the nurses for another night anyway. He was a loving husband but not the best nurse—that was for sure.


“You, too,” I said, as he hadn’t had much sleep either.


“You’re so beautiful,” he said, kissing me. He said this often, but I was never overly focused on my looks, even though I was a Monday’s child—fair of face. Cute, they’d called me as a girl, but I’d never connected myself to pretty, growing up as I had on an island in Rhode Island filled with ravishing dark-haired, bronze-skinned beauties. As a preteen, I’d devoured American Girl magazine, searching for the clues to a winning personality and flawless skin. But I’d always felt a bit pale in comparison. And having an older brother who nicknamed me “Beak” for my Mayflower nose didn’t help. I admired the profile of Andy’s nose and high cheekbones and hoped our kids would inherit his cute ski slope instead of my beak.


The three of us snuggled in together and drank our respective milky breakfasts, perfectly content, needing nothing more in that moment—a feeling I have not known now for a long time. There was nothing to want, nothing to wish for, and certainly nothing to regret. We were both healthy thirty-four-year-olds with good jobs and now four lovely children. Life was good. We adored our new son, and the cares of the world fell away.


All too soon the nurse bustled in and interrupted us. “Let me check your bottom,” she said, so I handed Andy his son, dutifully rolling onto my side and holding my breath while he moved over to the chair. This must be a professional term they all learn in nursing school, because her true interest lay in the region just above bottom. My mother would call the area of her examination my “ying-yang,” as in, “You are not wearing that skirt. It is clear up to your ying-yang!” I rolled onto my back, and before I could protest, she kneaded my uterus firmly for a double whammy. I grunted in response to the pain and tried not to cry out, breathing, “Whoo, whoo, whoo.”


“There you go,” she said while I panted, speechless. “I know it hurts, but we need that uterus to shrink right back down. Now, it’s time for his first bath. Dad, do you want to help me?” This must also be something nurses are taught—the propensity to call all new moms and dads by exactly those terms, lest we forget our new roles. I wondered, if we were famous, would they still address us this way? We lived in Salem, the state capital, and the governor lived in the next neighborhood over from us. Would she say to him, “Okay, Dad, I mean, Governor, would you like to help me give your son his first bath?”


She rewrapped our bundle of joy, and she and Andy wheeled him out of the room while I eased myself out of bed to take my own first shower, testing my legs like I, too, was a newborn. Gravity pressed a throbbing discomfort in my “ying-yang” as I hobbled along in their wake. I’d have happily traded my fashionable mauve-print wallpaper for a private shower, but I enjoyed peeking into all the other mother-baby rooms and seeing the hum of newborn activity as I passed by. I felt honored to be counted among them, these new moms, all busy like me with the joy and business of our bouncing new babies. I loved babies, and I loved this place—their place, our place—the mother-baby floor. Balloons, flowers, and cards decorated every happy room, some of which were bursting with extra-proud family members. Surrounded by so much newness, so much promise, I wondered what lay in store for all these new little beings. I felt right at home here, a veteran with four nicks in my maxi pad belt.


Happy to find that nobody else was in the shower room, I selected one of the stalls along the wall, closing the dressing room curtain behind me. I cautiously disrobed; my body was sore all over as if I’d come from the boxing ring instead of the delivery room. Stepping into the shower, I gave thanks for the hand-held nozzle hanging there, since my “ying-yang” was currently a full-fledged crime scene, yellow-taped and off-limits to touch. Washing my hair felt wonderful, as if it had been months instead of only one day since I’d last used shampoo. I gingerly scrubbed at the Betadine bruises and leftover tape marks with a washcloth, attempting to reach the small of my back, where the remnants of the epidural remained. I erased most of the tackier souvenirs from the night’s activities, and when there was nothing more to do, I reluctantly turned off the warm water and carefully towel dried.


Pulling aside the dressing room curtain, I made sure I was still alone, then stood on my tiptoes to see myself in the small mirror above the sink on the wall across from me. But I couldn’t really get much of a view. One thing was certain: my belly had deflated from the day before, but it was definitely not what you’d call flat. I massaged it as if I’d never touched it before, thinking that only yesterday I’d been kick-ball-changing at Jazzercise. Tomorrow, sit-ups, I thought. Unlike beauty, fitness was something I worked at. I hitched up my belt and strapped on a clean maxi pad, ancient technology and something now used only for childbirth. Then I put on two clean Johnnies—one forward, one backward—and waddled back down the hall to my breakfast and the “New Baby” stack of paperwork, feeling like I’d been dipped in the river and born again.


I’d devoured two plastic bowls of Raisin Bran and two bananas with the ravenous appetite of a nursing mom and I was halfway through filling out the stack of forms when Andy and the nurse returned, wheeling before them a clean, sleeping baby boy in his Plexiglas cart.


“We need to decide on a name,” I said to Andy while he parked the baby and snuggled in next to me. “It’s the first line item on every one of these forms.” I loved words, and naming my babies was one of my favorite parts of having them. “Obviously, Emma is out.”


But before I could give voice to the boys’ names we’d considered, Andy said, “Well, while we were bathing him, he looked at me with a wisdom that seemed greater than his age. With his reddish hair and that look, I knew—he’s a Noah.”


And so he was.


I eyeballed my sleeping baby and said “Noah” out loud a few times, feeling it in my throat like a breath of fresh air. I’d always liked the story from Genesis about Noah and the Ark—all those animals rocking side by side in a boat made from gopher wood. I’ve lived near one ocean or another all of my life, and I spent the summers of my childhood floating over Atlantic waves on my back with my ears underwater, all sounds erased except my own thoughts. I’d watch the herring gulls circling beneath the clouds overhead and listen to the sounds of the ancient flood that had drowned the rest of the earth’s creatures. How lucky I felt to be held so easily by that salty element.


“Okay. Let’s call him Noah. Noah Patrick.” I said, adding Andy’s middle name.


“Noah Patrick Moore,” we recited, expanding the name to include my own maiden name, a practice we began when Micah was born. And so it was that Noah Patrick Moore Kittel was named conclusively after God’s chosen one, reminding us of God’s promise to preserve life. And although the rain had fallen steadily for forty days and forty nights that spring, on that day, the sun finally shone on Oregon—just like in the scriptures—while our newly expanded family floated along in our ark, two by two, singing, “Rise and shine and give God your glory.”
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The tidal demands of the day lapped impatiently at the door, and Andy went home to take the girls to a school relay race. He returned with Micah, who, like Hannah, appeared to have grown overnight in comparison to Noah, his hands and feet magnified by his brother’s tiny appendages. I was so happy to see him—it felt as if I’d been away for ages instead of hours. Before I’d left for the hospital the night before, Andy had taken a photo of the kids and me with my protruding belly, but Micah had wanted no part of it, frowning for the camera. I worried that he would be unhappy about being kicked out of his spot as the youngest, but he was all smiles. He kissed his brother’s hands and feet and cheeks and was completely enamored by him.


Micah spent most of that day in bed with me and Noah, fascinated by every aspect of his new brother. And by the bed controls. “Why is he doing that, Mommy? Can I move the bed up? What’s he doing now? Do you want to lay down?” He questioned me constantly with the typical curiosity of a three-year-old boy who loved anything that had a motor or made noise. Micah would even vacuum for me because it included those qualifying traits. Once he discovered the TV remote next to my hospital bed, he was kept busy for a while.


While Micah settled on Rugrats, I tucked Noah into his transparent crib next to us where we could watch him sleep, and I called my mom. “It’s a boy!” I announced, my voice traveling three thousand miles in a flash to her eagerly waiting ear. I could picture her sitting at our kitchen table underneath the wall hanging of a Rhode Island Red rooster with Moore embroidered along the top; it had silently crowed over our family dinners for as long as I could remember.


“Well heavens to Betsy, I’ve been dying to hear,” she said. “Now you have four, just like me, funny, except I had boy, girl, boy, girl, and you have two and two, of course. So, what did you name him?” Always her first question.


“Noah. Noah Patrick Moore Kittel,” I said, waiting for it.


“I love it,” she said to my surprise. When Hannah was born, I had chosen Isaac for her name if she’d been a boy, thinking this would please my mother because one of our ancestors on the Mayflower was Isaac Allerton. We’d heard so much about Isaac growing up, I’d half expected him to show up for Thanksgiving dinner some day. “Isaac!” she exclaimed when I told her. “But he was a scoundrel.” Somehow that salient detail had been lost in translation. After that, I avoided discussing baby names with anyone until they were written in ink on the “New Baby” forms I’d just finished filling out for Noah.


“Hmm, the quilt I made might be a little bit girly for him,” she mused aloud. “It’s got some pink in it, but it also has green … it’s adorable, with mice, which is kind of boyish, and I made a pillow to match … but you’ll see it soon … oh, I can’t wait to hold him!” I answered all her questions about the birth, including assuaging her doubts about Hannah being scarred for life from having been there to witness it, and then she asked, “So, what does he look like?”


“He has reddish hair, and I think his eyes will be blue.”


“Really? Red hair? Well, bless his heart. Mimi always wanted a redheaded boy, and I hope his eyes will stay blue, sometimes they change, you know.” Mimi was her mom and my beloved grandmother, gone now for over a decade. Mom asked, “Does he have all his fingers and toes? Mimi always counted to make sure they were all there. She also made sure the eyes weren’t too close together,” she laughed, adding, “they aren’t, are they?” My mom’s family hailed from Maine, where the incest rate was rather high.


“No, his eyes are just perfect, and his ears don’t stick out either,” I said, preempting the question I knew she’d ask next. “I think Mimi would approve. I wish she could meet him.” I said the last bit to myself, missing Mimi as always. “So, how was your big party?” I asked, changing the subject. While I’d labored the night before, my mother was being feted at her retirement party; she had left her job as school secretary, or, as my dad put it, “the pulse of the school.” My dad had just retired from his career as an electrical engineer, and they were preparing to sell their house in Rhode Island and live the New England snowbird dream: six months in sunny Florida and six months in Maine.


“Oh, it was nice, very, very nice,” she said. Then she sighed. “But Uncle Don had to get up and tell everyone stories about when we were growing up and how my nickname was ‘Bones.’ He told everyone that I was so skinny the dog tried to bury me in the backyard.”


“That’s kind of funny, Mom.”


“Ayuh,” she said, always reverting to her Maine vernacular when the topic arose, like talking about her only brother, “but he was three sheets to the wind, and I was so embarrassed in front of the superintendant and everyone.”


“Well, when he retires you can tell all the firemen about his nickname, too.”


“Bumps,” she laughed. “Ayuh, I will. I’ll tell them all about how he fell down and bumped his head all the time. I don’t get mad, I get even.”


We talked awhile longer, and she said, “Oh, I wish I was there; give Noah a great big hug and kiss from Grandma. I’m taking my sweatshirt to get his name put on it right now.” We said our goodbyes. She’d wanted to be there for each of my children’s births but had always just missed them one way or another.


I hung up and pictured her navy blue sweatshirt with “Grandma’s Crew” embroidered on the front, beneath which the monogram store kept adding gold anchors with the names of her grandchildren as they came along. Noah’s anchor would be the seventh, the bulk of the decorations being my children.


A few friends stopped by to meet Noah, and by the time Andy returned with Hannah and Christiana, my room had a healthy collection of flowers and balloons to cheer it up. Christiana was the last to greet her new sibling, and she climbed into the bed and held him for so long—smiling and laughing at him with her usual sunshiny attitude—that Hannah grew impatient, saying, “It’s my turn.” Christiana was the embodiment of Sunday’s child—“bonny and blithe and good and gay.” They both fussed and cooed over Noah, calling him “my baby” and taking over my bed like he really was theirs.


“Let me take a picture,” I suggested, now that my arms were suddenly empty. They all tumbled onto Andy in the visitor’s chair, squirming around to make sure they could each touch a part of Noah. Hannah and Christiana squeezed in on either side of Andy, with Micah in the middle with his brother. I looked through my viewfinder at my kids, two matched sets each three years apart. Four happy faces and one wondering baby smiled back at me. This will make it easy for hand-me-downs, I thought. Because that was the type of thing that preoccupied me as a mom in those days.





Chapter Three


THE NEXT MORNING, I laid Noah on the white blankets of the hospital bed to dress him for the first time. His arms and legs were all scrunched up in the fetal position, and I pried them gently apart one at a time, unfolding each limb and slipping them into his too-big going-home outfit before they could spring back into place. I stopped to admire him in the onesie I’d chosen for its neutral color. It had looked so tiny in the store, but now he was swimming in soft, white velour, a one-piece with two doves and three hearts embroidered on the yoke. I brushed my thumb over the textured hearts and thought, Two doves for Noah and one heart for each of his siblings. He looked like an angel, and I wrapped him as tightly as I could in a thermal blanket, also white. “Noah,” I leaned over and whispered in his ear, still getting used to the feel of this new name on my tongue, “Are you ready to go and see your new home?”


When Andy and the kids came bustling in, I strapped Noah’s squishy, womb-shaped body into his car seat and rang for the nurse.


“Can I get our placenta?” I asked when she arrived pulling a wheel-chair through the door behind her. She tried not to look shocked, but I’d already requested that they save the placenta for us to take home. A tradition we’d upheld for each of our children was to plant a birth tree, nourishing it with each baby’s placenta. Hannah had a dogwood tree in California, and Christiana and Micah had twin redwoods planted on the coast of Oregon at their Uncle Buster’s house. Now we’d have to figure out what to plant for Noah and where to put it.


“Let me check on that,” she said and left, returning after a bit with a covered white plastic container like you might find filled with a quart of ice cream.


“I got it, Mom,” said Micah, bounding across the room toward her, always eager to help.


“No, thanks,” Andy said. He stepped in to take it from the nurse and then continued on out the door to get the car.


“Thanks, anyway, honey,” I said to Micah, cringing at the thought of him tripping and spilling the contents on the floor. The nurse wheeled me down the hall, into the elevator, and out of the hospital to our waiting blue minivan. I didn’t like being coddled and felt a little silly in my chariot, but with the kids around me carrying balloons and flowers, I assumed the role of the proud matriarch in our impromptu parade.


“I’m sitting next to Noah,” Hannah declared in no uncertain terms, jumping into the middle bench seat next to the new car seat and establishing her birthright as soon as Andy unlocked the doors. “Hey, we want to sit by Noah,” Christiana said. Micah nodded his agreement.


“Hannah is the oldest,” Andy said, “so she can sit next to Noah. You’ll all have to take turns from now on.” One more thing for me to keep track of, I thought, wondering if I should add this to our busy wall calendar.


Christiana and Micah gave in, tumbling into the third row, where they helped each other buckle into their own car seats.


“I see Noah,” Christiana said, realizing that they could see their baby anyway since he was facing backward in his own car seat.


“I see Nowee, too,” Micah said, already nicknaming him as he did with everyone.


On that sunny Sunday in May, flowers bloomed in all the yards we passed while we took our first trip in our new family configuration. Driving up the hills of our neighborhood in south Salem, I admired the white blossoms of the star magnolia trees, which were bursting into bloom, exploding on the end of each naked branch like fists springing open with splayed white fingers. Springtime in Oregon means a Technicolor treat with carnelian rhododendrons and bubblegum pink camellias and fancy, flowering fruit trees draped protectively over yellow daffodils and red tulips and purple hyacinths, all blooming under the sweet-scented spell of Daphne odora, snips of which women wear in miniature glass vases pinned to their pastel sweaters. Nature provides this opulent coat of many colors as just reward to every Oregonian, replacing the scratchy wools of monochromatic winter, whose color is gray and whose flavor is dreary and whose caustic perfume is wet pavement and mud. Spring: the perfect season to rejoice and bring forth our own new life. We added the sweet baby smell of Noah to the bouquet surrounding him. His cheeks were tender like tulip petals, and he would unfold with the fiddlehead ferns.


Our driveway was at the end of a short private drive, and beyond us was a large, hillside cemetery that overlooked the Willamette River, as did our house. Having grown up following my mother around cemeteries, I liked to walk along the paved roads that wound their way around the gravestones, where no traffic threatened.


“They make the best neighbors—nice and quiet!” we said.


“Let me take your picture in front of the rhody,” Andy said when I got out of the minivan in front of our home. I scrunched Noah out from under the straps of his car seat and held him up like a Lion King cub. The sun warmed his cheek, and a breath of air whispered his name while all the elements of nature conspired to introduce themselves gently.


Andy managed to get only one photo with just Noah and me for the baby book before the other kids, unable to restrain themselves any longer, tumbled into us, laughing and happy, squealing, “Let me hold him, no, let me, hey, look No-ah, let’s show Noah his house.” As I entered through our red front door with Noah held securely in my arms and the kids falling in all around us, Noah’s simple baby joy transformed the house and recharged the air more effectively than any of the feng shui I’d attempted. “Come on, Mom.” The children pulled me forward, anxious to get their hands on him.


I eased myself carefully into my rocking chair, where I would be spending a lot of time nursing and holding my new boy, gazing out the large windows that overlooked the valley and river below from our hillside. I laid my son on my lap and cradled the back of his tiny head. We gazed at each other, blue eyes to blue eyes. “Welcome home, Noah,” I said quietly. Then I sang to my new son the lullaby I had composed for Hannah and continued to sing to each child that joined us, extending it to include each new arrival. “Mommy loves you, Mommy loves you. Mommy loves Noah, and Daddy does, too, and Hannah does, too, and Christiana does, too, and Micah does, too. Everybody loves you.”


By the time Noah was born, we’d been renting our modest ranch house from Andy’s sister, Cody, and her husband, Chris Martin, for two years. The Martins had purchased the house several years before we’d moved in so that Cody could get rid of a bunch of trees that grew in the yard around it. Their own sprawling ranch house was located diagonally across the street on the hillside above us, where Cody liked to keep tabs on the neighborhood from her kitchen and living room windows, and those trees had been obstructing her view down the hill. After the trees were eliminated, she’d decided to keep the house for a rental, and when we sold our house in Portland, she begged us to rent this one from her while we decided where we wanted to buy next. “You’ll be doing me a favor,” she’d said, setting the rent at a reasonable rate with the understanding that we would pay for all the maintenance, keep up the yard, and generally improve the place.


These neighbors were not so quiet, and soon Cody came bustling through the door with all four of her daughters in tow: Cally and Cassi, flanked by their older and younger sisters, Charissa and Chane—a whole lot of C’s. Chane, the youngest, was a few years older than Hannah, and the C’s were all about two years apart.


“Your family picks up where mine leaves off,” Cody often said. “We’re like one big, happy family.” She referred to all seven, now eight, of them as “my kids.” I sighed, knowing our peaceful family moment was over.


“Let me hold my baby,” she now commanded to the chagrin of her girls, who were already fighting over their turn to hold their new cousin. I wondered if I should install one of those “Take a Number” dispensers like they had at our grocery’s deli counter. Cody was a formidable force and not easy to dissuade from any course she chose. I never liked people holding my newborn babies, but I reluctantly handed Noah over to her. She took a seat in the other rocking chair next to me, a matched set that she’d loaned to us, as she had no use for them. They weren’t mauve, but they were comfortable.


“So, what did you name him?” Cody asked.


“Noah.”


“Noah. Noah Moore,” she said, adding my maiden name. “No More,” she concluded, snorting heartily at her play on words. I was not amused. I knew it to be her badly disguised pronouncement that four children were enough—no more than she herself had.


Andy’s sisters had decided we had enough kids, and they expressed their opinions more and more frequently. Our fertility and family planning had become a casual topic of conversation, and it annoyed me that they considered even the most personal aspects of our lives to be their business. Andy was the youngest of eight. I was the second of four and was accustomed to being the oldest sister. But I had gained three of them when I married Andy, suddenly inheriting seven advice-giving older siblings, plus my in-laws.


Cody was the fourth child and the youngest of Andy’s three sisters, but she acted more like the oldest, reigning over the others with her opinions and lifestyle. Eleven years older than us, she and Chris had the social and financial security that Andy and I aspired to. Chris had his own dental practice, and their social circle was filled with Salem’s professional elite—doctors, dentists, and lawyers—and they often included us in their gatherings. Initially, I admired her greatly and enjoyed her company, content to follow around in her wake. Boisterous and nervy, Cody had a blatant disregard for rules, which she never thought applied to her. I am also independent and adventurous, but she was usually way ahead of me as she moved about her day on high speed. I could barely keep up.


“Awww, he has red hair like me,” she said, holding our son out at arm’s length from her red designer sweat suit, which her manicured nails matched. “Hey there, I’m your Auntie Cody,” she informed his frowning little face as the sunlight streamed in through the window behind us and sent a blinding prism of light ricocheting off her large diamond earrings and into Noah’s squinting eyes.


Noah’s cousins all had their turns to hold him and then they finally went outside to play and Cody, too, left us in peace. I could hear Andy mowing the lawn, something I usually did but would not do in my present condition. Maybe next week, I thought as I sat and rocked my new baby, enjoying the calm after the storm and thinking about the addition of this fourth baby into our family. I was growing weary of renting our house from Cody. In the beginning we’d blended our families nicely, eating many communal dinners together. Plus, having three teenaged nieces as willing baby-sitters across the street was a lifesaver for a mother of three—now four—little kids. I was so tired from the labor and delivery that I couldn’t think about a move just then, but I knew we needed to make some changes soon.


I held on to the perfect miniature hand of my new son, checking on his tiny fingernails like Mimi would have, and thought, Now I have one hundred nails to clip. Christiana came back inside and squeezed into the rocking chair with us. I reached my free left arm around to include my sunny four-year-old girl in my embrace, tucking her brother’s feet into her lap.


“Mommy, I wanted to come see Noah be born,” she said, sniffing a little and gently stroking her brother’s perfect little toes.


“I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t know,” I said, squeezing her a little tighter. Like Micah, she seemed to have matured overnight, and I wondered why I hadn’t thought she was also ready to witness her brother’s birth. We rocked and admired Noah together, a scene that would be repeated often with Noah and his three siblings in various combinations. I felt really bad that Christiana had missed out on Noah’s birth. I honestly didn’t know if she would have another chance and didn’t dare offer her a “next time” as a balm to her wound.
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With his cousins across the street and the neighborhood full of their friends, Noah soon became the magnet that attracted the teenaged boredom clinging to them all. I looked forward to Hannah’s return home from school each day, but I began to dread the after-school rush of the others. Noah had so many young visitors, all clamoring to hold him. My nieces felt free to walk in and out of our house like it was their own, and Cody did the same, never respecting our privacy. We were relaxed about it for the most part, but it grated on me more and more as time went by, and I wished we’d known about “establishing boundaries” when we first moved in.


“Please stop bringing your friends over,” I finally asked Cally after I was home for a few days. I felt so tired all the time and just wanted some rest. She stomped off unhappily. “Like shoveling shit against the tide,” my mother would say.


I looked forward to nap time and that day was no exception. Micah and Christiana picked out two books each, though even on a good day I could barely get through all four books without putting myself to sleep. Noah was asleep already, so I put him in his cradle next to my bed, collapsing onto the mattress, where Christiana and Micah snuggled in on either side of me with their blankies, sucking on their favorite fingers in preparation—Micah his thumb and Christiana both her pointer and middle fingers. Sure enough, I barely got through the last page of Go, Dog, Go before we were all sound asleep, but soon I was awakened by my nieces screaming and jumping on their trampoline outside my bedroom window.


We had a paved sport court at the corner of our front yard, which was a safe, off-street surface for the kids to ride their bikes or play with their trucks and balls. It was also a nice flat spot for a trampoline, and Cody had decided some months back that she needed to put hers there because her own yard was too sloped. Before I knew it, the big blue trampoline was on our lawn, half on and half off the sport court. Cally was chubby, and Cody had bought the trampoline as yet another attempt to get her to lose weight. I tried to issue a protest, but Cody had insisted, saying, “Cally needs the exercise.”


“One, two, three, four, I declare a butt war, ready, go.” I heard Cally chanting, and I realized she was back and probably not leaving anytime soon.


I lay there trying to ignore the noise, but my thoughts flipped back to the week before when Micah had fallen off the trampoline, luckily landing on the grass instead of the pavement, while Cally and Cassi were having a butt war with him on board. When he came into the house crying, I reminded him not to jump with them and walked outside to tell them—again. They weighed two or three times as much as my kids, and when their posteriors hit the canvas, my kids flew up in the air.


“Girls, I told you not to jump when my kids are on with you,” I said. They kept right on taking turns launching each other into the air by landing on their butts with their legs crisscrossed underneath them, counting each bounce and ignoring me.


“Oh, it’s fine, we watch them,” Cally said in between landings.


“Really? Then how did Micah fall off?” I said, frustrated once again by her back talk. I turned around and strode back into the house, so tired of feeling like I was in a battle with her for control over my own kids. I agreed Cally needed to lose weight, but not with my kids as collateral damage.


Now, unable to fall back asleep, I extricated myself from between my sleeping children and tiptoed into the girls’ bedroom across the hall. Looking out the window, I saw Cally and Cassi jumping with abandon once again. I was so tired. Opening the window a bit, I called out quietly, trying not to wake my kids, “Hey! Can you guys please be quiet or come back later?”


“No,” Cally yelled, “you’re just the renters.”


And they continued jumping.


My name, Kelly, means “warrior” in Gaelic and the Irish blood in me wanted to march right on out there, leap up onto that trampoline and slap her right across the face. But my Mayflower ancestors took me by the hand and led me back to bed, where I wedged myself in between my sleeping children and tried to rest. Which now I certainly could not. I wasn’t sure what bothered me the most, their blatant disrespect toward me or the fact that they didn’t leave. I thought about how I would never have dreamed of talking to my own aunts or uncles like that at any time in my life, even now. The trampoline was driving me crazy, and I didn’t want it in my yard any longer.


I lay there listening to my nieces counting their jumps, screaming and laughing, and thought about calling Cody at the office, but I decided I’d talk to her about it later, knowing it wouldn’t be easy. I was still in bed when Cody came down later that day after work. “Hey,” she said, “why are you in bed?”


“I don’t know. I’m just so tired all the time,” I said. “I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck. Plus, the girls woke me up jumping on the trampoline.”


“Well, you do feel a bit warm,” she said, feeling my forehead. “Let me make some phone calls.” She left to find the portable phone, totally ignoring the trampoline thing, and returned to say, “Bob said he can see you in the office tomorrow morning at nine.” Bob was our neighbor and one of her doctor friends.


I mustered some energy, screwed up my courage, and said, “Cody, can you please move that trampoline back to your own yard? The girls jump in the afternoons and wake us all up at nap time, and I’m just so tired.” I was just about to tell her what Cally had said to me, but she interrupted.


“No,” she said, “you’ll have to live with it. I’ll tell them not to jump after school.” And she left.


The next day, Dr. Bob listened to my lungs and diagnosed me with walking pneumonia. Cody called the next afternoon and asked, “Well, what did the doctor say?”


“He said I have pneumonia,” I said.


“Well, no wonder you’re so tired.” She snorted. “See? It’s not the trampoline after all.” And she hung up.


I put the phone down, shaking with sickness and frustration. I knew that even if she told the girls not to jump after school, they wouldn’t listen for long. I got out my blood pressure machine and sat down at the kitchen counter, taking a few deep breaths and closing my eyes for a minute to calm down. Then I strapped on the cuff, hit the On button, and waited for the digital numbers to stop blinking for the final result. I’d been monitoring my blood pressure off and on during my pregnancy, and the doctor had induced labor two weeks early with Noah because it had started to elevate. The numbers froze on 160/100, which was quite high. No wonder. I thought about my conversation with Andy the night before about the trampoline incident. He wasn’t home as much as I was, but he totally understood my frustration, especially with our nieces and their rotten attitudes.


“I just can’t believe Cally said that to me,” I said. “They treat us like we’re their cousins or something, certainly not like we’re their aunt and uncle.”


“I know,” he said. “I would never have talked to my aunts and uncles like that either. But it’s probably a reflection of what she hears at home—that part about us being the renters. Maybe I’ll talk to my sister about it.”


“Seriously? You think your sister says stuff like that about us at home? I wish you would talk to her, then.” I hoped he would have better luck than I had.





Chapter Four


I TOOK FOUR MONTHS leave from my job after Noah’s birth. I had planned to fly back east with the four kids to introduce Noah to his East Coast family and to take a break from my West Coast family for a while. “East meets West,” my mother called Andy and me, since I hail from the Rhode Island coast and he from the Oregon coast. The trip from the left coast to the right was like returning to my natal stream, and I’d made the pilgrimage every summer since we married, usually staying for three or four weeks. Because I’m a fish biologist, my family joked that this was my spawning season, since most of my eggs were fertilized while I swam in the gravels of these waters, my babies emerging like alevin, or baby salmon, in the subsequent springs.


One week before Christmas the previous year, Andy was downsized from his job; after trying three positions in the telecommunications sector, he decided to realize his dream of self-employment. He purchased a portable sawmill and was happily custom-cutting wood for people who wanted to use their own trees to build a house or who wanted special fiddleback maple or pillowed walnut to make furniture or instruments. He met interesting people and was outside all day and active. He loved it and came home each evening smiling and covered in sawdust from doing “real” work, with our border collie, Huck, wagging his stubby black-and-white tail in the back of Andy’s gray pickup truck. Micah was so proud of his dad for working with a noisy motor and getting dirty. Every day, when the pickup pulled in the driveway, he ran out to inspect it and Andy. Though his schedule was flexible, Andy typically couldn’t travel for as long as we did, but he would join us for part of the time, making one of the flights with us. We always spent equal time at the Atlantic Ocean in Rhode Island and Pocasset Lake in Maine, and this year he planned to join us once we were at the lake.


Over the years, I’d spent many a plane ride walking a fresh-legged toddler up and down the aisle, stopping to greet each and every passenger while praying for the next three hours to be over soon. I’d managed the three kids by myself for the past few years, filling one row of seats, with Micah on my lap, and toting the usual mix of sippy cups, treats, board books, crayons, diapers, toys, wipes, and extra clothes. By the time Noah arrived, I’d learned that sometimes it was easier to fly without Andy. Strangers would offer to help a mom on her own, but if her husband was there, they’d assume she was all set, even if he was sitting across the aisle reading his paper. This year, with four kids in tow and no Andy, I knew I needed help, real help, so I called on my younger sister, Erin, who worked as a nanny in Rhode Island and therefore had some flexibility. (When she’d gotten married the summer before, I’d been her maid of honor, and she’d threatened me, “Don’t you dare get pregnant for my wedding”—a valid concern, as I’d spent the bulk of my own married life with a baby on board. I hadn’t, but Noah was conceived right afterward.) Erin said, “Sure, I’ll come out for a visit and fly back with you.” And she did. I dressed the girls in matching flowered dresses, and between Erin and myself, we managed to have a smooth trip, arriving in Boston to the humidity of August.


My parents were at the airport to pick us up, and the kids fell all over them, hugging and kissing them. We drove the hour south to Rhode Island, where Noah met his East Coast aunts and uncles and three cousins for the first time, and it was then that I realized my kids automatically pronounced their East Coast “aunts” like they’re spelled and their West Coast “ants” like the insects. And this was also true for the way my own nieces and nephews addressed me. My parents were always happy to see us, and we spent a couple of weeks with them in Rhode Island while the kids turned browner and blonder with each day by the ocean.
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“Come on, Mom!” The kids ran up to my beach chair one sunny afternoon and tugged at my arm. “Bring Noah in the water.” I strapped on his sun hat and followed them across the warm, fine-grained sand. But Noah didn’t like the ocean that summer—too cold or rough, perhaps—and when I tried to dip his feet in, he tucked his fat legs up underneath him. A cool breeze blew off the water, washing the smell of seaweed and clam cakes over us while the gulls screamed overhead. I held Noah and walked back and forth in the shallow waters, dragging and kicking my feet for extra resistance while watching the other kids play in the waves. “Noah, Noah,” I sang, kissing his salty neck as he looked back over my shoulder and remembering how I’d thought of my younger self floating in these waters when we’d named him.


“Don’t go past your waist,” I called to Micah, who always wanted to follow the girls in deeper.


“No-wee,” they called to Noah before diving into the waves. I turned him around to face them and he studied them all, preparing himself for the aqueous culture of his family.


Each morning, after hanging the day’s laundry on the line, I filled a kiddie pool with the hose in my parents’ backyard. By the time we returned from the beach, the sun had transformed it into a bathtub for the kids to play in. They splashed and shampooed one another’s hair, rinsing off the sand and salt before dinner.


“Time to shuck the corn,” my mom called from the back porch one evening.


“I’ll help you, Dwamma,” Micah answered with his own particular pronunciation of “Gramma.” He climbed out of the pool and went up the stairs, ready to devour the fresh silk from each ear he peeled, an unusual treat all three kids had learned to enjoy from Andy, who also often peeled an ear of fresh corn and ate the whole thing raw.


My mom is a farmer’s best friend, the original Community Supported Agriculture pinup gal. She’s a fresh vegetable fanatic, and August is her high holy month, fresh picked corn her communion. Fresh corn. Every night. We learned at her side, and would never commit the heresy of buying corn from a grocery store.


“Who knows when that was picked?” she’d sneer, wheeling her cart right on by. “It’s probably from Florida.”


Growing up, we were all taught how to pick out the freshest ears. “Make sure the silk is still moist,” she warned us. We were rarely allowed to pick out an ear all by ourselves without her approval. She was known to sneak a quick peek at each ear when the farmer wasn’t looking, pulling the husks down just a bit to make sure the kernels were not too big or too small, and we learned from her that a dozen equals thirteen, in case there were pesky borers lurking under the husks that would need to be cut out.


“Cattle corn,” she declared the big-kerneled losers, shunting them aside.


As children, we knew every fresh vegetable stand within a thirty-mile radius of our house. “You need to eat a green and a yellow vegetable every night,” she counseled us as we moaned over the less-favored accompaniments to our standard meat-and-potatoes dinners. The day we got out of school was reserved for picking strawberries in Rhode Island to make jam; and the last days of fall for picking boxes of apples in Maine that perfumed our cold, winter garage with their sweet, earthy scent. Then we made the sad switch back to Stop & Shop and waited for winter to blow its final cold breath.


“Did I mention I’m joining the DAR?” Mom asked me after she and Micah had shucked the corn, which was now steaming on the stove. I sat at the kitchen table under the Rhode Island Red, nursing Noah.


“No, what do you have to do?” I asked.


“Well, basically I can submit the same lineage paperwork I used for the Mayflower Society,” she said.


“Your mother is more interested in her dead relatives than the ones who are still living,” my dad said as he stepped in from the hallway. He opened the fridge and extracted a cold Bud, the only beer he drank. He popped the top with a click-swoosh flourish so familiar to me and assumed his usual kitchen position, leaning back against the kitchen sink to take the first swig. I remembered how grown-up I’d felt as a girl on the rare occasion the click-swoosh was followed by Dad offering me the first cold sip of his beer. And though I didn’t really like the taste, I loved the moment, and accepted every time. While Mom traces her lineage back to the Mayflower, Dad is a purebred Irishman whose family didn’t trace their history much past the last pub.


“Well, some of the dead ones are nicer than the living,” Mom said, turning from the stove to shake her corn tongs at him.


I watched them spar and thought about my nieces and the trampoline incident. For me—half English, half Irish—my blood cells would carry out their ancient battles all my life. From Mom and Mimi, we learned to try to get along with everyone and never say anything unpleasant. From Dad, we learned to seethe silently. Either way, there was a whole lot of clamming up in our household.


My dad was born in New London, Connecticut, in the same hospital I would emerge from to later utter my first word—donut, not a very auspicious verbal debut. When my mom was in the winter of her senior year of high school in the small mill town of Winthrop, Maine, where she and her brother, Bumps, had lived their whole lives, Grandpa accepted a job at Electric Boat and moved his family to the Nutmeg State. “I never got over it,” Mom said, and I wondered if that included meeting Dad. Mom had been a small-town success story—the top chair in the International Order of the Rainbow for Girls, Eastern Star division, with a steady boyfriend, Ray.


“Dinner’s almost ready,” Mom said, shooing Dad aside to drain the corn.


“I’ll be right back,” I said, heading down the hall of our raised ranch to my girlhood bedroom, which hadn’t changed since I’d left. I changed Noah’s diaper on my pink quilted bedspread that matched my sister’s and laid him down in his porta-crib in between our white twin beds. I popped his pacifier, which we called a binky, into his mouth while singing, “Mommy loves you.” Erin and I had matching dressers, but our beds differed in that mine had a bookcase headboard. I’ve always loved books, and my mother liked to tell how as soon as I could sit up in my playpen, I was content to sit for hours and read and didn’t like anyone to bother me. Books are still some of my best friends, and sometimes I wished I still had a playpen to escape to.


On the way back to the kitchen, I stopped in my parents’ room to grab towels for the kids, glimpsing in my peripheral vision the gold-framed double photo of my parents, a permanent feature on my dad’s dresser. I spent my childhood studying these two high school photos of my attractive parents—Bill and Carol, Carol and Bill—forever linked side-by-side by tiny gold hinges. Mom’s stylishly bobbed brown hair frames her hazel eyes—eyes my two brothers inherited—and her arms are gracefully folded and resting in front of her in a pose I’d never seen her recreate as she went about her daily household chores. Dad sports a blond crew cut and the smiling blue eyes my sister and I see the world with. I’d memorized every detail of their color-enhanced sepia selves, fascinated by these younger versions of the people I knew as Mom and Dad. And I wondered how Ray would have looked framed in gold instead.


I headed back down the hall to make sure my kids were ready for dinner and thought about how my childhood bedroom would soon be full of sleeping Kittels. The girls would share Erin’s old twin bed and Micah would sleep on the floor, with Noah alternately in his porta-crib and in my bed with me to nurse. Even though the room my brothers, Brian and Mark, had shared was available—and still contained their old bunk beds—none of my kids liked to sleep alone, so they all squeezed in with me. I didn’t mind.


Our family of four was relatively small when I was growing up. Most of my friends were Irish, Portuguese, or Italian, and all were Catholic, with seven or eight kids per family being the norm. I always wanted to be part of a big family and aspired to have one someday. I dreamed of losing myself in my friends’ busy, sprawling houses. So when I found out Andy was the baby of eight, it was like a dream come true.


We played a lot of board games growing up, and the Game of Life was one of my favorites. I considered myself a big winner when my little plastic car was filled to overflowing with tiny pink and blue stick babies that had rounded ends for heads. I didn’t care how much money I acquired. I cherished my plastic brood and was especially thrilled if I had twins, squeezing them all into our convertible and propping them up in the middle spaces when the six proper holes were full. An oversized house and a plastic car overflowing with round-headed pink and blue babies while I navigated my way through the Game of Life—that was my dream. And I was well on my way to fulfilling it.


[image: Image]


After our weeks spent playing in the Atlantic, we headed on up to our lake, Pocasset, in Maine, where we settled into our lake routine, which included daily walks to the sandy beach, where the three older kids learned to swim in the calm, clear waters. I made sure all my kids mastered their swimming skills at a young age, since we were always near some kind of water from coast to coast. I waded in the shallow green water, dipping Noah’s feet in; unlike the ocean, this he liked. We watched tiny fish slowly swim up to and around our legs, yet any sudden movement sent them darting away beyond our reach. When Noah yawned, I nursed him discreetly under a beach towel before laying him down to nap, tucked under the mosquito net. There he would dream for hours on the beach in the shade of a large white pine—the official tree of the Pine Tree State—that has stood watch over the sands and multicolored Adirondack chairs for longer than I can remember.


My family has been summering on Pocasset for generations, and I’ve spent some number of weeks there every summer of my life. I know the sweet taste, silky feel, and fresh smell of Pocasset like I was born and reared in it and would have to find it someday using only my senses. I know every rock and cove and the entire teddy bear–shaped shoreline by heart. It lives in my memories and runs through my veins. It feels like my lake, our lake, which is why I call it so.


“Mom, can we take the boat to the General Store?” Christiana asked one day when I’d just put Noah down for a nap. Every day, one or another of my kids asked to take this trip across the lake to the small town of Wayne.


“Go ahead. I’ll watch Noah,” my mom said. He was too small to be buckled into a bulky life jacket, and boat rides were no fun for him, so I was happy to leave him.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BREATHE

A Mewir of Motherhood, Grief, and Family Conflict

KELLY KITTEL

SwP

el s






OEBPS/images/9781938314797.jpg
BREATHE

A Mewoir of Motherhood, Grief, and Ezmc’/y Conflict

KELLY KITTEL





OEBPS/images/common.jpg








