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ABSTRACT
The History o f this House is a collection o f personal essays focusing on one woman’s
attempt to explain her profound need to preserve and understand cultural and family
history. The collection explores this theme as the narrator excavates a Native American
burial mound and postulates that her chosen profession makes symbolic headstones in
an endeavor to celebrate and immortalize the past. Her need to identify with the past is
also apparent in other essays as she assists with an autopsy, investigates her sexuality
through religion, searches for her biological mother, and comes to terms with her
position as a female athlete in a family o f male baseball players. She realizes at a
family auction that though her family tries to keep the past alive by buying and selling
tangible goods, she can never live in the past, but can only preserve and learn from it.
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Gravestones
I’d seen dead people before. Pink colored satin tucked neatly around their
shoulders, their arms folded across their stomachs like they’d fallen asleep in front of
the television, like Dad when he watches football. My cousin who I always saw in
camo had too much make-up on, his beard still a slight brown from the tobacco he
chewed. I tried to imagine what he might say if he knew he was wearing rouge. I
wondered, as I stood peering over him, what he would say if I made fun of him for not
wearing his seatbelt. At several funerals, I’d even made m yself touch the dead person.
I’d held my grandma’s leg as she sighed her last breath, and hidden in a corner when
my grandpa did the same. Not only had I worked in a medical lab where I saw severed
breasts, toes, and fetuses, but I’d also glued human bones back together in college.
Held misshapen crania in my hand the way I’d been taught: my thumb through the
foramen magnum, the hole at the base o f the skull, the rest of my fingers gripping firm
but tender around the back of the head. Like holding a lover’s face when 1 kissed her.
Strained my back from leaning over to examine these faces only inches above the lab
table in case I slipped, written on my exam Female, 20-30, Native American, sat down
the skull on the circle of Styrofoam and moved to the femur at the next exam station.
I’d done all that, pretending those bodies didn’t have families. But I’d never pulled
anyone from his grave.

It rained hard all weekend and now mud was flowing from the hill, a stream of
melted chocolate, down the footpath w e’d stomped grassless the summer before. The
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trees were rainforest green with branches spilling and climbing everywhere, but the
leaves hung like dead hands, the weight of water pushing them toward the earth. It was
seven o ’clock on a Monday morning, the grey sky spitting and already sticky hot. The
other two trucks were coming down the gravel road, wipers beating time with the
classic rock on our radio. Chris and I sighed, looked at each other, his blue eyes under
dark black eyebrows, and his nostrils flaring from melodramatic frustration. We were
looking into the bed o f the truck. At the wheelbarrow, shovels, scythes, pick axes,
screens, mattocks, bucket augers, and back at the mudflow: our only path to the top of
the hill. All three trucks were packed full of the same equipment. “Do you think w e’ll
break ground today?” I asked. Chris didn’t answer; he was singing with Freddie
Mercury, Another One Bites the Dust, his bangs swinging back and forth as he pumped
his fist in the air.
I put on the leather gloves I had in my dig kit so I wouldn’t cut my hands on the
pieces of jagged metal and mesh poking from the dryscreen. I’d decided to start up
with the hill with the most awkward object. Screens are made o f 2x4s and 1/16 mesh
wire; they weigh half as much as me and are three times as wide. These were free
standing and sturdy so we could dump five gallon buckets o f dirt into them and push it
all through, sifting out all the artifacts we missed while we were troweling. Starting
up the hill backwards, I dug my hiking boots in the mud with my heel before stepping.
I held the screen with one hand and grabbed at smaller trees on the path to pull myself
and the screen up the hill. Chris, who was carrying only four shovels and two
machetes, laid them aside on the path and helped me by pushing the screen while I
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pulled. Slipping in the mud and loose gravel, shaking water from the leaves o f the
trees, we grunted and cussed our way up the hill.
At the top, we threw the screen on its side, wiping the sweat from our faces
with our forearms, making sure not to smear sweat on our fresh scratches. Chris went
off into the bushes, though he’d just gone behind the truck before the others got there,
and I decided to wait a couple of minutes before attempting to walk back down the hill.
I followed the narrow footpath to the edge of the bluff, past the mound w e’d dug the
summer before. W e’d worked on that mound for two months, finding bits o f bone here
and there, but no human bones, and only a few points, a wooden bead. The mound
looked bare now, all the dirt that had been on top w e’d removed with paint brushes and
tooth brushes, shovels and trowels. The rain had done the rest. And now there was
what looked like the back o f a bald head sticking up from the earth, bleached by the
sun. A lone tree was left near the middle where w e’d hacked off all its limbs in order
to climb it with a deer stand for aerial photos. 1 had remembered the mound as a slight
hump in the ground, as big around as an above ground swimming pool. To an
untrained eye it would’ve looked like a little bump in the earth, to me it looked like a
very old cemetery. But this cemetery was more fun than any I’d been in; instead of
reading the slabs o f marble to find out who was below, I just had to stick my shovel in
and see who came out.

There are at least ten tombstones with HOLZHAUSER carved across the top in
the cemetery in my hometown. Every time I watched another family member lowered

into the ground I’d picture what my own stone would look like. I’d usually be
huddled together with my mom, the rain coming in sideways under the green canopy,
her other hand stroking the red carpet covering the folding chairs. I had picked a place
for my own grave by the time I was twelve Christina Holzhauser mother, wife,
daughter, friend. January 18, 1980 and then I would figure a suitable year. Maybe
something like 2070 which still seemed fake it was so far away.
After every interment, f ’d run off, over and down the hill to where the older
graves were, where there was a better view of the river. 1824 was the oldest stone I
could find, or read. Mom always told me that as long as we remembered the person,
they were not dead, not entirely. But there is no way that anyone alive now remembers
the person from 1824, evidenced by the mere squatness of the stone and its severe
erosion. And that means that they are completely dead and that, to me, is like never
living at all. Someone in 2170 might look at my weathered headstone, trying to make
out the name, assigning me a face, wondering what I did in my lifetime. But then
again, maybe no one would ever know my name, or see my grave.

Three more screens needed to be brought up, along with two wheel barrows,
four shovels, the large Rubbermaid tubs we used for keeping our artifact bags, and the
survey equipment which was not only some o f the heaviest equipment, but also the
most expensive. I rested a minute while looking out over the valley. Even if there
w asn’t a burial up on that hill, it would be worth the climb for the view.
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A small ledge jutted out from the side of the cliff, one hundred feet above
the ground, just big enough for someone to eat her lunch there, just small enough to
make someone worry about stepping the wrong way. From that ledge, I could see a
thin fog hanging in the valley and the river bottom waking to slowly kick off the sheet
that covered it. Miles of rolling hills in each direction were bright green from the
recent storms with only a gray sliver o f a road cutting through the color. The road
wound under me, under the bluff, and crossed the small river by the bridge. And the
road and that bridge, that was the reason we were there.

When I started work with the Department of Transportation the summer before,
they told me it w asn’t likely that human remains were left in the mounds; they’d been
potted a hundred years ago for artifacts. Was it possible they got everything? Even if
there were bones left, they’d be tossed about, out o f provenience, and therefore
worthless to us because the information was lost. Pot hunters, the archaeologists we
see in the movies, dig for money, for priceless artifacts and we made fun of them.
Anytime we were digging a site you could hear the shovel clink as it skimmed
something other than dirt. The person outside the pit would say, “What is it?” And the
person shoveling would lean over, stoop down to get a better look, “The Jade Idol.”
W e’d laugh every time. Usually what w e considered the most valuable (charcoal for
Cl 4 dating and holes full of pieces of chert flakes which proved someone made tools
there) looked like junk to anyone else. Legally, we were required to give the artifacts
to land owners if they asked for them. When we handed one old fanner a bag full of

6
flakes he snorted, handed them back like we were lying or crazy. He walked off
through his com field, the July heat carrying the noise o f those thick leaves brushing
his arms. We watched the tops o f the rows rustle until he went over the horizon. It’s
likely what those potters on the mound found was nothing, or worse than nothing;
rotten old bones.

I found a rotten old bone the first day I worked with the state. “It was dug up
last year,” the lab manager told me when he handed me the brown lunch sack full of
dirt and artifacts. “It’s from the mounds.”
“You mean burial mounds?” I was excited.
He nodded and when I asked if there might be any human remains in the bag he
just laughed in my face and assured me that they were certain none were left to be
found. In the artifact lab, I was standing over a sink with a strainer full o f dirt and chert
flakes, scrubbing each one with an old toothbrush, the bristles rubbed to little brown
stumps. It’s a mindless task that’s saved for interns, the hazing ritual of archaeologists.
Patty’s Bar was across the street and I was watching some business man walk into it at
noon when I felt something familiar in my fingers. Pulling my eyes away from the bar,
the idea of a cold beer, I saw what I was holding was much whiter than most usual
chert colors. I scrubbed it lightly, the contact o f toothbrush on the object felt too
familiar. It w asn’t chert at all, but a human molar. It had been two years since
graduation, two years since the last time I saw one out o f context o f a human mouth,
but in my gut, I knew. But I didn’t want to show anyone if I was wrong. 1 waited. I
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shoved a finger far back in my mouth to see if it felt the same. That was my first
day on the job. The archaeologists had overlooked it in the screen while they were
digging, just thrown it in the bag with the bits of rocks and animal bone.
The situation I was in was tricky. A number o f things could go wrong. I kept
the tooth hidden for about ten minutes, doubting m yself then convincing m yself I knew
I was right. There weren’t supposed to be human remains. Human remains are bad for
the state; that means indigenous people, which means lawsuits and paper work. If I
was wrong, I’d look like a total fool, but if I was right, I was going to dig my first
grave.
I took the tooth to the head o f the lab.
“Right, upper, number two,” I said. Jack the lab guy shook his head,
“Nah, you’re sure that’s human?”
“Pretty sure it is. It is.” I said.
He walked away muttering he would take it to the archaeologist whose
specialty was physical anthropology. Jack and Kathi came back in less than a minute.
She smiled, “Good eye.”

The state departments of transportation have archaeologists in order to comply
with Section 106, a document which guarantees historical preservation. Whenever the
state rebuilds a road or bridge, archaeologists have to survey the land first. Most of my
job was digging small holes around the state to see if anything was there at all, or just
taking pictures of old culverts and the scraps o f farmhouses left to the elements. At the
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end of the day Chris and I would be sunburned, covered in poison ivy, and on the
verge o f heat stroke. If I started complaining too much, Chris would pull at the neck o f
his sweaty shirt, exposing the tattoo over his heart o f Freddie Mercury. I’d smile and
nod and after a long shower in our hotel rooms, w e’d all go drinking. In the case o f the
mounds, the road was being moved because it flooded too much. The road happened to
wind past a jutting bluff which overlooked the confluence o f a small river and a creek.
The people who lived nearby in towns with rural populations had voted to blow up the
bluff instead o f having the road shut down for one week, because then they’d have to
drive an extra ten miles to get to town.
Imagine my surprise when I learned that the locals knew about the mounds on
top.
One of the engineers working on the new design, itching to get going on the
project (as most others who worked for the department were) climbed the hill long
enough to say, “Hurry up or there’s gonna be skulls flying outta this hill ‘for long!

Outside o f my grandma’s house in my hometown, lies an old tombstone. The
location o f it has always troubled me. Lying flat, like it was knocked over years ago,
moss growing on it because it’s on the north side of the house. But the foundation of
the house is only inches from the thing. No one on my dad’s side of the family knows
where it came from. The thing is sticking out from under the house like the Wicked
W itch’s red striped socks. Dad tells me that for a long time a porch was built on top of
it. When they tore down the porch there it was, but no one seems to know anything
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about it. When my cousins and I would play football in the yard on Thanksgiving,
I’d stall before going back inside to the smell of Grandma’s rolls, just so I could look at
the tombstone there in the yard and imagine the house was accidentally built on an
entire graveyard.

It takes weeks to actually dig any archaeological site. Usually, the first few
days are just paperwork and a lot o f waiting to be told what to do. One o f our first tasks
at this site was to move the huge mound of rocks w e’d piled there the summer before.
W e’d piled the rocks from the first mound onto the second, smaller one, because the
engineers told us the bluff would only be blown back so far. But the engineers had
changed their minds, so we were back to get whoever was in the ground so the road
workers wouldn’t have the thrill of seeing skulls roll out o f the rock debris. We put on
leather gloves and set to work, straining our backs lifting the rocks w e’d put there as
well as the stones th ey’d put there. We uprooted them from the position they’d been in
for well over three thousand years. The rocks were heaved into wheel barrows and
taken to another place on the hill where they were dumped in piles again; creating our
own archaeology from the archaeology. We joked about how this mound would fool
archaeologists a hundred years from now. I said maybe this w asn’t a burial mound at
all, but the result o f some man punishing his child, making him pile rocks and then
move the pile again until he’d thought long and hard about what h e’d done. Everyone
smiled.
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The mound we were making was growing when Aaron, one o f our bosses
said, “Do you hear that?” We listened, confused as hell, as he dropped a stone onto the
other stones. “The noise,” he said. We listened again; it was the chalky thunk and
squeak that only soft limestone onto limestone can make. “This must be the sound
they heard that day,” he said, “when they buried him.” We listened, his usual sleazy
smile had faded; he let another fall from his grip. We stared at the cracks between the
rocks, heard an old Chevy gurgling down the highway. Every rock I threw into the pile
became the one I placed, to hear the sound, to show my respect, to get those chills from
loving what I was doing.

Early humans left bodies where they dropped and kept going because they were
still nomadic, and they realized that the body was useless without the person inhabiting
it (though they probably couldn’t understand these thoughts). But after humans figured
out agriculture they started to bury the dead, not out o f respect, but desperate need.
Dead things stink. So people put their loved ones underground to hide the smell, or
burned them so they’d take up less space. Rituals are formed out o f necessity, so after
just kicking some dirt over the dead, people probably starting burying things with the
guy. His favorite projectile point or shell necklace—in the case o f Egyptians, their
servants and favorite pets. After language developed a bit more, people started saying
things over the body.
My education also taught me that crying at funerals is a social construct. Some
cultures laugh hysterically, throw a party, or ritually gnaw the bones after a few months
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o f marinating underground. We feel a loss, but our long lost ancestors didn’t
grieve. I cry at funerals. But the whole time I’m tell m yself I look stupid, that I’m
taught to do this, shut-up you can control this. Be logical. You 're crying because
you ’re taught to cry.
Unfortunately, I’ve grown-up in funeral homes and cemeteries, reuniting with
long lost relatives over coffee in the basement at visitations. I looked forward to sitting
with my family and friends, catching up, the smell of funeral flowers stuck in my nose.
I’ve been to more internments and the like than most people. People tell me, anyway,
they’ve been to two funerals— ever. I laugh. I can’t count how many. “Big family” I
say. What I mean is “unlucky” or “fuck you.”
I’d always heard you should never step on a grave, but there is no way to
excavate what’s under you without being on top. I discussed this while Kathi assured
us she’d dug Native American burials, and nothing bad happened to her. I believed
what she said. I hardly felt superstitious, but just in case I spoke to the mound before
putting my trowel into the soil. “I’m here to help you,” I said inside my head. I
imagined the dirt had the power to kill me if I put my trowel to it with impure
intentions. For a moment, I considered my fate, looked deep inside myself. I figured
the spirits knew I was here on a rescue mission.
After having cleared the roots and large rocks, I put my trowel to the ground
and began scraping. You know someone does archaeology because one forearm will
be twice the size of the other, and that same hand will be three times as callused. You
have to be careful troweling the dirt, beginners like to shove the pointed end far into
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the ground and pry it up that way. Doing that compromises the integrity of the
provenience. The public would make fun of us because w e’d take weeks to go a few
feet into the ground. What they don’t understand is that we take only ten centimeters at
a time, the edges o f our trowels so sharp people sometimes cut themselves. We shave
the dirt over and over and over until w e’re satisfied w e’ve gone as far back in time as
possible.
I was combing the soil with my trowel, gathering dirt into my five gallon
bucket, when my trowel hit something and pulled it, just a little, from where it had
been resting. I put my nose inches from the bone, careful not to inhale the dirt I’d
loosened. Again, it had been a few years since college, but I knew what it was. “I
have his foot.” I said. Chris gave me the rock and roll sign; first and pinky fingers in
the air and he nodded his head. I recognized the metatarsal, even covered in black dirt.
I pushed it back into place in the dirt, where it had been for centuries; I knew we had to
map it exactly. I kept troweling beside it, a little jealous, figuring the skull would be at
least five feet away, in someone else’s unit. Three more metatarsals emerged from the
ground. The rest of my coworkers stopped what they were doing to see our first find.
Until then, the archaeologists in charge had been uncertain if there would be any bones
there. 1 used the brown toothbrush and one o f the many chopsticks w e’d stolen from
Chinese buffets to remove each fleck of dirt surrounding the foot. The perpetual smile
on my face might have looked like satisfaction, but was more amazement than
anything.
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It was in third grade that I ripped the page out o f an old National
Geographic and took it to Mrs. Elley’s class. Mom was concerned, “Why didn’t you
just take the whole magazine?” I didn’t know why. I’d pull the picture out o f my
pocket every chance I could, unfold it, careful not to rip it, and stare. A baby girl
swaddled in a parka, the fur around her face twice the size o f her head, and she’d been
frozen that way for 3,000 years. But I could see her eyelids, the wrinkled, leather
brown skin. Until that day when people asked what I wanted to be I’d said, “A
doctor.” From then on when adults asked the same question I said, “An archaeologist.”
Only when they asked would I explain what that was.

Digging that mound was all I’d thought about for weeks. I hadn’t slept well in
days, wanting to break ground and find my first human beneath the fertile Missouri
soil. Then, and only then, would I do what I’d dreamed of since I was eight years old.
Chris and I were given two separate units at the apex o f the mound. We dug
with partners, but not each other. At first I was sad, because he was my best friend and
we talked about music while we dug. But then, I figured whoever found something
first would have to show it to the other. This doubled my chances o f being one o f the
firsts to see anything. Maybe I only ripped the page out of the magazine so I could feel
the thrill of discovery every time I fished the paper out of my pocket and unfolded it.
That little frozen girl was always just a few layers away.
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I had just finished mapping the few bones I’d found o f the foot, had used
the transit to determine the depth, when I heard someone say, “skull.” I yanked the
bones from their spot and put them in a paper bag, labeled them and realized the person
saying skull was in the unit next to me. Skulls are exciting because they can give the
most accurate information as to the skeletons’ age, ethnicity, and sex. I glanced into the
meter by meter square unit. Fifty centimeters below surface, 3 centimeters above a
rock shelf, there was % o f a mandible wedged between two rocks. Since the jaw bone
was still mostly covered in dirt and in the ground it looked like someone w ho’d just
chewed up a bunch of Oreo cookies and smiled, the cookie bits stuck in between and
on all of the teeth. As usual, I put my face inches from the bone, smelling the must o f
wet ground that had been covered for hundreds of years. Without touching the
mandible, I looked at the teeth. Native Americans have shovel-shaped incisors while
Caucasians and Africans have blade shaped front teeth. A shovel-shaped incisor looks
no different when you see someone smile, but if you look at the backs of their teeth,
there’s a ridge which creates a kind o f pocket. I was infamous for asking my Mexican
friends in Houston if I could just look in their mouths. It was hard to see the incisors
on this jaw because they’d been worn to nothing. The molars were just as bad,
completely flat on the surface from grinding nuts or more likely, all the sand h e’d eaten
accidentally, the bits that had fallen into his food from the pottery made o f earth. “He
was old,” I said. Which could’ve meant he was forty, old for people thousands o f years
ago. Chris cocked an eyebrow, “He?” I checked the angle o f his jaw bone, almost
ninety degrees. I was positive.
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I’ve heard that people who watch autopsies or surgeries have the most trouble
when the knife is taken to the hands or the face. In my own experience, I’d had trouble
looking into the eyes of the woman whose autopsy I was helping with. A face
personalizes the dead, is the thing humans look for to recognize individuals. To see
someone on the street with a severely scarred face is one thing, but to watch as
someone cuts around the forehead and pulls the flap of skin back until it rests on a
person’s neck is quite another. Looking at the mandible personalized the bones for me.
It was half of some m an’s smile. H e’d probably had kids, grandkids who loved to see
him laugh, though I imagined it happened rarely. I was digging up someone’s grandpa.
On top of that, I was digging up the ancestor of someone who was still alive and
probably pissed at me for doing so. But I was one o f the first people to see these
remains since the day he was put here by his family and friends. When no one was
looking I would run my fingers over the bones hoping I’d suddenly gain psychic
powers and I could see him, or a snapshot o f his life. I hoped, too, that he could feel
that touch and know I was only there to help.

After the mandible I had to go to the bathroom, so I wandered to the girls’ side
of the hill. While the guys went next to the bluff, behind any tree, the women trekked
further out, on the opposite side to where the woods became a valley in the hill. After I
checked for ticks and zipped my pants, I looked into the valley. Tall golden grass was
waving in the slight breeze, the sun beating down. And that’s where I saw him, the
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owner o f the foot. I saw a tribe of Osage coming down through the valley, filing
past me with a man at the front o f the procession, lying on a shoddy wooden gumey.
One foot had fallen off the platform and was bobbing to the rhythm of the men
carrying him; his muscles were toned in a way modem humans could never achieve
because he used his body to hunt and build and lead. I stretched out my arms, facing
the valley, and closed my eyes. I was flying above the man so I could see his face.
And then I pictured m yself in his place.

-

It was local knowledge that the mounds were up on the hill. But the people
chose to blow up the bluff rather than drive around for a few days. What I’m not sure
of is if they knew those mounds were burial mounds. But, then again, what ancient
culture took the time to make a mound for no good reason? Though most Missourians
probably couldn’t find a burial mound in their back yard, they knew they exist.
They’re all over the state. In fact, one is only five miles from my house, on a bluff
overlooking a creek. And like the other mounds, at the point o f the bluff, for the best
view. On the eastern side of the state is a park where there are almost a hundred
mounds in the area, all privately owned. Driving down the highway at dusk, on our
way back from digging, Chris and I saw someone had put a cattle loading platform on
one of his mounds. Chris slowed down, pulled the truck over a little to the side o f the
road, “Sick,” he said as he turned down the radio. I imagined myself finding one o f his
relative’s graves and using it as a stepping stone in my back yard.
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I’m afraid the locals didn’t mind blowing up the bluff because the person or
people there were Native Americans. I’m certain that if there was a tombstone lying on
top they wouldn’t have been so quick in their decision. Maybe people deal only in
symbols. When we visit graveyards we cry over the tombstone, not the three by six
feet hole beneath us. I ’ve never seen anyone touch the ground and cry. And when a
tombstone has fallen over, w e’re so sad, never mind that our loved one has rotted
beneath our feet, bugs crawling in and out o f their faces. Some coffins, preserved
accidentally in the right climate have been found to contain adipocre “body liquor,” a
dark brown, fatty goo that was once a living breathing person. I can’t help but envision
all o f the stages of decomposition when I visit a graveyard. A fresh hump of dirt
symbolizes rigormortis and severe bloating, the grave from 1824 could be bits o f a
skeleton; a foot in a brand new leather shoe.
If there was a gravestone, one that the locals could read, not the symbolic one
we dug for, then maybe they would reconsider. If the history of the mounds was
written on paper, in English, then maybe the remains we found that day would be
resting in their original position, still lying above the valley and the creeks.

As four o ’clock came we started putting the large boards and tarps over our
pits, in case it rained. A few o f us grabbed the paper sacks with the remains. I made
sure I’d written everything correctly on the bag. Metatarsals, Phalanges, Unit 4, Level
2, C.H. There were about ten of us then, trekking back down the hill in single file,
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because the trail is only so wide. Chris was behind me, I could smell him, like Off!
and sweat and dirt.
I started the truck to let the air conditioner get going as we loaded our gear in
the back. The remains went into the suburban, with one o f my bosses. We drove back
to the office like that, the suburban in front, the other two yellow trucks tailing, rolling
along the hills and dips, past herds o f cattle'and old convenience stores, past schools
and cemeteries.
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In the Flesh
In the specimen processing room of the histology lab I was pulling pieces of
skin from numbered containers, arranging them on the knife scarred cutting board for
the pathologist. The forceps we used to pinch each piece o f skin from the biohazard
bottles became shaky in my fingers thinking about my two o ’clock appointment at the
medical examiner’s office. It was only an hour earlier, during lunch, that I made the
arrangement, a mouthful o f ham sandwich. I fought with specimen #681: a squishy,
strawberry-colored colon polyp and wondered at my enthusiasm to go to the autopsy. I
hadn’t really thought about what I had agreed to do. A cold, dead person would be cut
into bits right in front o f me. I laid down the colon polyp in its new container and
reached for the next specimen; #682, a four-month old fetus.
<>
My senior year o f college I signed up for hours in a human osteology lab where
the only objective was human skeletal reconstruction. There w asn’t really any training
required, though I’d taken an osteology class the semester before. But I guessed there
wasn’t much to know except how to squirt glue. I listened to community radio and
stared for 80 hours that semester at hundreds of bone fragments lying in crumpled
aluminum foil, as easy to reconstruct as a 1,000 piece puzzle o f clear blue sky. But
when I could make the pieces fit, if I glued them correctly, they became a skull, an
arm, a 3,000-year-old South American who my professor had dug up years ago. The
degree I sought was biological anthropology; nearly graduated I planned on a master’s
degree in forensic anthropology. The semester before was the first time I’d touched a
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human bone, in class, the professor saying bones retain fat for up to ten years. We
all unconsciously wiped our hands on our pants. It was the only class I really showed
up for, spent money on coffees while trying to memorize the identifying characteristics
o f every bone in my body, laying the book open on the table so people who walked by
would see exactly what I was doing, black and white pictures of deformed bones
mixing with the photographs of a Houston coffee shop. It was that semester that I let
m yself believe the interest I had in dead people was no longer weird, but scientific.
When I was little, I’d drag home cow skulls and try to pull their teeth and Mom would
yell at me to at least wash my hands when I was done. Since I started college she’d
just say, “I guess someone has to do it.”
One day while I was struggling in the osteology lab to make sense of the
puzzle o f bones my professor handed me a Ziploc baggy, heavy with soil, “I need you
to wash this,” she said.
“Wash the dirt?” I asked.
“Kinda. There should be some bones in there.”
She walked toward her office. I shouted behind her, “What, did you dig this
out o f your yard or something?”
“Yes,” she called back, shutting her door.
One of the graduate students who worked with my professor was sitting at her
desk and said, “It’s the baby.” I assumed she meant that the bones were the baby, like,
the project she’d been working on. The way someone would call her manuscript her
baby.

Our professor had a couple of things buried in her back yard. Because o f
her profession, it was legal for her to procure leftovers from some medical lab and then
bury them— with the intent that the flesh would decompose. W e’d already helped
scrub a m an’s tibia and fibula which had been amputated clean. I guess I was
expecting something like that in the bag. Taking the bag to the sink in the artifact
washing room, I pulled the yellow and blue make green seal apart. The dirt smelt of
dead rat. I stepped back from the sink, bumping into a chair, holding my breath.
Inching closer again I dumped the dirt into a mesh strainer, expecting to see a large
human bone appear from the dirt. I ran luke warm water into the strainer; the smell
grew with the warm water until I grew used to it. Mud splattered onto my clothes as I
wiggled the strainer under the tap, like I was draining macaroni, and I saw something
emerging from the soil. It looked like an over-cooked chicken wing, dark brown and
leathery. I reached out my finger to touch it when someone walked up to the door way
of the room and said, “Jesus Christ, w hat’s that smell?” He started to step away. I
realized I couldn’t smell it anymore and followed my finger to the muck and saw it was
resting on a fetus. “It’s a baby,” I said. I jerked my hand back and froze, my gaze
transfixed on the almost human in the basket. I picked up the basket by the handle and
brought the fetus closer to my face—to make sure I was seeing what I thought I was
seeing. There was a fetus with no head with a penis the size of a mouse dropping.
After speaking to the fetus, apologizing for what I was about to do, telling him he
would help us understand the human body, I pulled his skin off, like I was picking a
chicken bone clean.
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<>
Surely, if I could rip a fetus apart with my bare hands and tolerate the smell of
rotten placentas in the histology lab (this happened at five o ’clock every morning and
sometimes I was hung over) then I could help with the autopsy. I slid the fetus’
container across the table, behind the polyp and rechecked the
num bers.. .680,681.. .and I stopped at 682, and -watched as the fixative solution rocked
the fetus, the not yet baby, back and forth, its eyes still tightly shut.
I flicked the light switch off and left for the autopsy.

The medical examiner’s office was a couple of country miles out of town
situated next to someone’s house, an insurance agency, and a gas station. I had trouble
finding the place even though I had been warned that it looked like someone’s house.
The paint was peeling and the porch was leaning. I wouldn’t have been surprised if
several howling cats darted out from under the porch.
I’d never been inside a morgue, but I’d seen plenty of my relatives embalmed,
their hands folded across their chest, the baseball cupped in my uncle’s hands. I braced
m yself for the odor I was convinced would make me gag and stepped through the
cracked door frame into what appeared to be a guest lounge. I hadn’t even seen what
color the carpet was before a woman named Jo came out o f the back room. While
holding a Virginia Slim between her leather lips, she announced, “Y ou’re here to help
the doctor!” I was pleased that she knew why I was there, because in the car I was
trying to find my most adult voice and putting together a short speech as to what I was
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doing. But she knew and she didn’t care that I was dressed like I’d just come in
from fixing a fence. Working in the basement o f a medical lab had benefits. No clients
bothered us, so the dress policy was lax. I was warned by my boss the first day to wear
old clothes, because “we work with body fluids and chemicals.” I wore all of my facial
piercings, thrift store t-shirts with holes in the armpits, and comfortable Australian
work boots. And my boss was right; there w asn’t a day when I didn’t have Pap smear
juice splattered on lips and a cocktail o f bile and formalin splashed onto my shoes.
As fast as she’d appeared, Jo disappeared behind a door, so I sat down in one of
the orange plastic chairs lining the walls. I looked at the carpet; it was the kind you
find in taverns; indoor/outdoor with those black lumps as if someone’s chewing gum
had lost its flavor in the middle of a pool game. There were cigarette burns too. Most
of them were on the floor around Jo’s desk which I imagined was once the centerpiece
of a garage sale display. I waited for the doctor to get there, considered having a cup of
coffee. And in a back room I saw, from the waist up, a naked person lying on a
surgical steel table.
Alone in the lounge, I stared at the corpse of someone’s grandma. I shivered,
mostly because I imagined m yself lying completely naked on that metal table, and also
because I was intrigued by a dead naked old woman. Her neck was resting on a
wooden block that cocked her head back like those sinks hairstylists have which are
meant to be more comfortable but never are. The old woman didn’t seem to mind.
The positioning made her mouth hang open like she had a cold and couldn’t breathe
through her nose, or like some people when they watch t.v. Her hair looked fixed like a
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wet dirty mop that had dried. She looked stiff, the part of her I could see, but I still
expected her to sit up and ask, “Who the fuck do you think you are, staring at me like
that?” If a corpse can look relaxed, she did. She didn’t move an inch.
Doctor Shaw finally came through the door and Jo helped him move the body,
something she seemed to have done hundreds of times before. Without putting on
protective clothing, or even gloves, and while holding another Virginia Slim between
her yellowed incisors, she grabbed the grandma by her head and performed some sort
of chiropractic readjustment so that the doctor could cut her more accurately. The old
woman’s arms were lying at her side, showing the soft flesh of her forearms, palms up,
a drawing in an anatomy book, “Is that okay for you, Doc?” And he motioned for me to
come on into the back room.
I walked past the body on the table, not looking on purpose, completely
uninterested, like when I see people in wheelchairs and want them to think I don’t care.
I went to the corner of the room to get my protective clothing: blue booties and blue
gown. I was so excited I was fumbling with the booties, nearly slipping on them. My
fingers shook as I tried to tie the gown on. And then I picked up a mask that had a
plastic shield attached to the top and decided I didn’t need it, I’d look tougher to the
doctor without it. But he shook his head at me, “You’ll want to wear that.” I
shuddered a bit to think o f what he might do to make blood squirt in my face and tasted
metallic adrenaline in my mouth.
Dr. Shaw and Jo left to get something, and I was alone with a dead body. I
looked around, trying to relax, and saw a bright yellow smiley face hanging on the wall
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above the woman. It was about five feet wide and had “Have a Nice Day,” written
in wavy letters underneath. In a small gray room with a neon sign and a pale old
woman, I saw the woman first. I imagined Jo putting up the sign one day between
cigarette breaks saying to herself, “This’ll liven the place up a bit.” When Dr. Shaw
came back into the room he found me staring at the sign, “ I see you found Mr.
Smiley.” He walked toward the table, and I followed.
While he was readying his instruments I poked at the grandma’s left forearm
with an unsteady finger. It was much like having my gums numbed at the dentist’s
office. Though I know my chin is flesh, it feels like a lump o f clay to my fingers.
The doctor explained the circumstances of the woman’s death. She’d had a
mild heart attack days earlier, recovered, and died suddenly in the hospital about
twelve hours ago. Her children thought the doctors were involved in foul play and
demanded an autopsy. I wondered how mad these people would be if they knew that I
was there, with no official medical training and only a sick curiosity, with that fucking
yellow smiley face sign mocking the dead person on the table.
Dr. Shaw grabbed the scalpel and made a very large “Y” incision which ran
from shoulder to shoulder, the stem of the “Y ” ending just above her pubic hair. I had
imagined that the skin would make a tearing sound, like paper, but it was noiseless and
sliced as easily as the skin of a firm tomato. Since her heart had beat its last, there was
no blood squirting or gushing. While he did this, I stooped down to get a better look at
her underside, remembering that blood settles with gravity after the heart stops beating.
There was a large purple area on her back, the backs of her thighs. “Livormortis?” I
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asked Dr. Shaw. He smiled, “That’s right.” Like opening the curtains in the
morning, he pulled the flaps o f skin back and draped them, making her left breast rest
on her left arm, very near my hand. I made sure to not move away, to show him I was
all science.
I was used to looking at deformed breasts. In the histology lab we received one
nearly every day floating in an old ice cream tub filled with formalin fixative. Though
the Central Dairy label was faded, it was easy to read under the patient’s number
written across the lid. The slogan was on the side, “Fresh as a Missouri Morning.”
Breasts lose their beauty once you’ve seen what lies beneath; small yellow fatty bags
that look like bubble bath beads, translucent lumps, skin. The women I worked with
always joked that men wouldn’t be so interested in the fat bags if they saw what was
under the supple skin. People fascinated with them might learn that a breast has no
personality, and I’ve seen doctors slice a nipple off like filleting a fish. A quick swish
of a scalpel and it’s left faceless and deformed. It wiggles on the cutting board like
yellow Jell-0 mold. I’ve become disenchanted with my own breasts and those of my
lovers after dumping hundreds of the contents of Central Dairy ice cream tubs into a
colander, draining the fixative solution from them, and letting them plop into the red
biohazard trashcan.
But the breast that was in front o f me now was still attached to a body, if only
by a small flap o f skin. Dr. Shaw pulled a large knife from the shiny steel tools lying
beside him and began cutting the cartilage that attached her ribs to her sternum so that
he could get to her organs. The knife moving back and forth sounded like someone
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cutting a loaf o f stale French bread. I focused on her toes while he cut. Her
toenails were thick and yellow. I imagined she used scissors to cut them, or maybe she
didn’t cut them. I smirked when I realized she w asn’t wearing a toe tag. He pulled the
rack o f ribs off like the lid o f a cookie jar, exposing her glistening insides and began
removing them, one by one. He told me to grab the clipboard that was lying on the
table as he methodically weighed the organs before cutting them in half, half again, and
more halves. The doctor gave me a number in grams that I was to write on the sheet by
the respective organ, “Liver: 1400 grams.” I looked over the autopsy sheet and found
‘liver’ and put down the number with my neatest handwriting, spelling out the word
‘gram s’ so there would be no confusion. Then it occurred to me that my handwriting
was on someone’s death worksheet. As long as that paper survived, so would my
handwriting. I was immortalized somehow; it proved that I was still alive in that room
full o f death.
Dr. Shaw kept asking if I’d like to touch the organs, and so I did, not because 1
felt a need, but to prove to him that I was a professional, that I was made for this sort of
work. He let me come because I mentioned my interest in forensics. He cut out a lung
and held it up for me. “Do you smoke?” he asked shaking his head at the grey black
organ in his hands. Lungs, as most people believe, are not bags o f air, they are shiny
and meaty just like other organs. When cut on a transverse axis, the insides o f her
lungs looked speckled; like a big slimy marshmallow rolled in dirt. She was 65.
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My grandma was 71 when she died. I was 9. She had been struggling with
diabetes for years. The woman who bore nine children, who talked fondly of the horse
and buggy, who made me eat hotdogs and ice cream every time I visited her, was lying
in a hospital bed. Her teeth were smiling at me from inside a glass on the bedside table
leaving her mouth looking shiny as a baby’s. I’d never noticed how long her hair was
until I saw it spilling down her shoulders onto her chest. She always wore a bun and a
blue dress.
Mom was behind me telling me to “touch her.” My small hand shook as I
reached for her shin. I touched her because Mom told me to. Through the hospital
sheet, she felt far away, less than human. I wondered what she was thinking as she lay
dying: was it about grandpa and the farm my mom grew up on? I remembered the
outhouse that I found so much fun to use, the life that mom seems uncomfortable
talking about. “We was poor,” is all she’d say.
Grandma was motionless, old and unfamiliar. The hand Mom had on my
shoulder tightened when Dad pulled her closer. As far as I could tell nothing had
happened, but I knew it had.

“Oh, lookie here!” Dr. Shaw’s fingers were fumbling with red cubes o f meat on
the cutting board. From far away, he m ight’ve been cutting stew meat, but it was her
heart. “Here it is.”
“What is?” 1 asked.
“She had another heart attack,” he said.
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I stepped closer to see what he was talking about. I didn’t know you could
see a heart attack. His bloody blue-gloved index finger pointed to a very small purple
spot in the left ventricle. “Right there.” His voiced strained as if he were speaking
through his eyes.
I drew my face inches from the heart, and sure enough, I saw the purple dot. It
was no bigger than the blunted end of a broken pencil.

‘

“That killed her?” Before I could process the thought, he motioned toward the
sink at the end o f the silver dissecting table. I saw a rubbery black hose attached to the
nozzle. I turned on the water while he asked me to “hose her gently” and pointed to
her open cavity. I hosed the woman’s open chest. The blood ran down her body and
gathered in her pubic hair. The thick, curly hair spread to her legs and inner thighs. I
adjusted the stream of the hose and paid special attention to make sure the blood ran
directly to the table and not down her legs. I noticed the catheter tube that was still in
place, lying between milky thighs. I felt embarrassed for her.
<>
Whenever Dad killed a deer, the family and neighbors would be drafted to help
with the cutting and packaging. I w asn’t allowed to cut the meat when I was five, so
my job was to hose out the ribs after the organs had been removed. The deer would
hang in the basement, its eyes wide and empty, pink tongue lolling out o f its mouth. I
hated when people accidentally bumped into it, and it spun around, blood flying off the
body in an arc. I aimed the hose and sprayed with the intention o f making Daddy
proud. The blood would run into the drain and on my shoes. The smell is what I
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remember most. The whole month of November Dad smelled like cold blood and
organs.
<>
Dr. Shaw took the clipboard from me and wrote down his conclusion. All of
the organs were in pieces, setting in a container near the sink. We pulled them closer
to the body and began to put the organs back into her chest, close to where they came
from, “So the morticians don’t get mad at us,” he said. I learned then that when we are
embalmed, the organs are thrown into a red biohazard bag and into a red biohazard
trash can where they are then collected and incinerated somewhere very far away.
We set the rack of ribs on top of the organs before pulling the flaps o f skin back
where they belonged. Her chest looked a little lumpy, cats under a bed sheet. I noticed
her false teeth for the first time and let myself lean into her body, finally looking into
her eyes. She stared back at me. I could feel the rigormortis taking over her body, a
tree, a board, a dead deer along the road.
Dr. Shaw thanked me for helping him and I thanked him for letting me come.
In forty-five minutes w e’d dissected a human and found what killed her. I took off my
booties and the splash guard I’d worn on my face, surprised that blood was splattered
on almost everything.
I walked outside into a cold and wet February wind; the gray sky was a bright
relief after the autopsy room. I drove the fifteen minutes home very alert, every car on
the interstate a threat, afraid to lick my lips until I showered.
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Finally at home, I sank into the couch and stared at the black screen of my
television. I waved my hand like a conductor and watched my reflection wave back.
Poking at my skin, I tried to picture what lay beneath. I’d seen human bones, dusted
bone dust on my pants before eating jalapeno chips while waiting for glue to dry. But
I’d never seen my own, never my muscles exposed, my chest gaping, my trachea
pulled from its fittings; I thought about the yellow smiley face, Jo’s cigarette, the saw
Dr. Shaw used to cut the rib cage, the woman’s gray eyes and gaping mouth, the deer
in the basement. That morning before leaving for work I’d set pork chops out to thaw.
I cooked them because I heard my dad, m yself saying, “Get back on the horse,
Christina.” I cooked them, but I ate a lot of salad and the baked potato.
The phone rang, my mom wondering how work was. “ I helped with an
autopsy.” I said. After a small silence Mom asked, “What was that like?” I thought
for a moment. “She smelled like raw meat,” I said.
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Bride o f the Brides of Christ
Nancy Bethel wanted me for Jesus when I was twelve. My mom pulled the car
into the driveway o f a brown trailer on the way home from grocery shopping one day
to introduce me to our new Bible school director. I was surprised to know that she
lived so close to our town, and that her dog was the one always running in the road
when we came around the sharp comer. Nancy was a tall, pale, black-haired woman
with a mouth that looked like a cat’s ass. She looked older than her age, her long, thick
black hair in a pony tail at the base of her neck, thin grey streaks. And these pale green
narrow eyes that bounced around while she talked, as if everything she had to say was
written on tiny cue cards posted around the room. Ceiling fa n glass coffee table yellow
shag carpet I shook her hand, and though I was a little frightened I told her I’d recently
started thinking about being a reverend. Her green eyes widened and she asked me if
God had called me. Whenever we were in Sunday school, I was the kid who could
pronounce the words and understand most of the stories. Because I remembered the
stories and discussed them with adults, they figured I was really interested and treated
me accordingly. If that was what it meant to be called, then by God, I was. I nodded
my head. Nancy smiled. Her eyes were hypnotizing.

There are three churches in my hometown, the post office, and the bar (which
everyone calls the “store.” There are a few provisions there other than beer and fried
food: bread, canned pumpkin filling, baloney, and ice cream). That’s the entire town,
except the eighty-five people who haven’t found the means to leave the old river port
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behind. The store (which is at least one hundred years old) is just a couple hundred
feet from the Baptist Church. If you wanted to walk a circle around downtown
Portland, leave my house for the church and then head to the bar. That walk will take
about two minutes. I like to think of them as the triangle of downtown Portland,
Missouri. The one week we had Bible school in the summertime, my mom would walk
home with me, while most kids raced each-other to meet their parents o v er’t the store.
The screen door wiggling like a loose tooth in its frame as it slams lams lammed as
scabby knees scraped the torn screen and dirty feet pounded the thin, beer soaked
carpet. Moms and Dads all drunk from too much Stag or Schlitz or Pabst Blue Ribbon,
stumbling off of the blood-red pleather bar stools at three in the afternoon. Kids
begged for a dollar to buy beef jerky sticks, Pepsi (from a glass bottle) and twenty-five
cent pool games. We could only play on the back table; the nicer table was reserved
for adults fifteen and over. I know this because my grandparents and then my aunt
owned the store most of my childhood, and all the kids in town caught the number two
school bus there every morning at seven o ’clock. The parents in town had decided the
bar was the safest place for all the kids to wait. We played red rover in the street and
hide and seek around the church and the bar. And right before school every morning
most o f us had spent five dollars in two arcade games and gulped down two Mountain
Dews.

The Episcopal Church my family went to sits on a hill, right across the gravel
drive from my grandparents’ house, a three minute walk from my house, but we always

34
drove. The church was built in 1909 around the last booming years in Portland,
when the hotel still stood, and the brothel. It’s made of large, mostly square stones,
chinked so that you can almost scale the outside wall. There is a belfry, but it’s not
much taller than the church itself, and looks more like the raised eyebrow o f a cold
grey face. At the end o f the rope to pull the bell was a white sock, I guess so people
could find it more easily in the dark passageway. The only door leading inside was
painted red on red on red, inches thick, heavy wood. In the winter it was hard to hear
Reverend Hyde over the furnace kicking on and off in the back. You could see your
breath most of those mornings, but the smell o f old wood and Bibles made it bearable.
When I was smaller I’d sink my incisors into the back o f the pew in front of me, where
people put their hands to get up from prayer. Touch the tip o f my tongue to the soft
splitting wood, salty like dirt. An average attendance per week was about ten. Once in
the late eighties on Christmas night, Angie Leeper’s Aqua-Net hair went up in flames
after the lighting of the Silent Night candles. Poof! Everyone tried not to laugh, but my
dad’s unmistakable breathy pirate snicker was the first prayer said.

I was about ten when I was asked to be an acolyte because the other kids in
town weren’t as reliable getting there on time. Arriving at least ten minutes early, I’d
go into the dark little hallway where the old chifforobe stood, where Reverend Hyde
would pull his black robe from an old wire hanger and shake as he put it on, his hair
getting mussed in the process. Pulling my own velvety red robe from its hanger I’d put
it on the same way he had, my hands high above my head like I was praising the

garment first. On special occasions he wore different assortments of scarves, all
shiny and silky with crosses and flowers. I began to imagine the day when I could
wear one too, the tassels tickling the waistline o f my black robe.
I started yelling at the one older kid every Sunday to light the candles from the
right to the right, then right to left on the sides o f the crosses. “He sat on the right hand
of God the Father Almighty,” did no one ever listen? Sometimes I got to ring the
heavy bell at the beginning of church, using my whole body to pull the white sock that
was duct-taped to the rope. Though I liked ringing the bell, I didn’t like touching the
rope because it looked like a horse penis. At that age I had just memorized the Lord’s
Prayer and was moving on to the Nicene Creed, reading from the red book we kept at
home on my piano. Mostly, I liked the ceremony, the repetition of each sermon, the
strange words that came from Reverend Hyde’s thin grey lips. When we took
communion once a month I mouthed the words with him, watching as his shaky hand
placed the little disc that looked like plastic, the body of Christ, in my cupped hands,
“Eateth and remember that Christ died for thee, preserve him in thy soul for everlasting
life...” He spoke it like an old song, his voice rising and falling like the heat from the
furnace was blowing it away.

Our Bible school was a mix of the three churches: Baptist, Episcopal, and the
church that was out on a gravel road by a junk yard, where my m om ’s parents are
buried, the Methodist. When Mom and Dad drove the five miles out on holidays and
anniversaries, I would hold the plastic wreaths in the back of the truck, tasting the dirt
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flying off the tires and bruising my ass as I tried to stay on the wheel well through
all the years-of-flooding potholes. There were tombstones in the church yard from the
early 1800s smaller than the others, mostly eroded and hiding under an oak tree. Old
dead things got my imagination going so I would get in trouble for paying more
attention to them than to my grandparents’ graves. O ff in the distance, past the fifty or
so graves, only rolling green hills and tall grass shuddering in the wind like fingers
running through hair. And the steam cloud coming from the nuclear plant just at the
horizon.

So the first day o f Bible School that summer Nancy taught, I bragged that I’d
already met the new lady in charge, and she adored me because I admitted to being
called by God. I also told her that I didn’t know if I was supposed to be a nun or a
reverend.. .since women w eren’t usually preachers. W hat’s the difference, anyway?
Being married to Christ seemed like a foolproof plan for me, since I didn’t seem to be
interested in boys like the other girls. I always had boyfriends, if they were nice I’d let
them kiss me on the cheek. Copying my older cousin and some friends, I bought
posters of Bon Jovi with his lips all pouty, his shirt sleeves ripped off. Another poster 1
put on my ceiling above my bed, like a friend had done. It was a picture o f a m an’s ass
and him holding roses behind his back. The caption read Buns and Roses.
“What man could beat that?” Nancy said, meaning Jesus. I looked at her
husband; a thin strip of a man kicked back in his recliner, his mustache the size o f a
bathroom rug, and wondered why Nancy hadn’t chosen Jesus instead. The stories of
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the Bible were fascinating to me because they were old, with those archaic words
that were vaguely familiar, like remembering the feeling o f a dream, but not the details.
But I believed in God and said the Lord’s Prayer every night after I asked him to bless
my family and friends. And once when I was remembering the way my boyfriend
kissed me the night before, his face scratching my lips, me thinking about the
basketball game I played, I winced, thinking God saw me and would strike me down
right in front o f all the seven people in the pews. After masturbating that night, I
prayed really hard and promised I’d try not to do it again. Think about my boyfriend in
church, that is.
I liked Bible school because everyone did; there were games, punch and
cookies, and crafts. The lot of us sat kicking our legs for the first hour o f sermons and
songs, anticipating the Kool-aid and thirty minutes of grass stains w e’d get rolling
around on the hill outside. I liked the ritual too. Every day of Bible school there was a
song and a procession of two kids carrying the Christian and American flag. Always a
serious song first, “Onward Christian Soldiers.” But the next song we all looked
forward to maybe Zaccheus was a wee little man or the Lord said to Noah there's
gonna be a floody, floody or my favorite I ’m in the Lord's Army. It gave me goose
bumps every time thinking of m yself straddling a horse, the smell o f sweat and leather,
slashing the enemy not in the Army, but the Lord's Army. But after the first song the
day Nancy was in charge, the piano droned on, and she began the lyrics to another
somber song while we looked at each other confused. Didn’t anyone tell her we only
sang one boring song?
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I was sitting beside Daryl, my third grade boyfriend, who wore bits of a
bike chain around his neck. He had moved to my town only five years earlier from
Oklahoma. He said people called him “Flint” back home, but I refused to call him that
since it didn’t make any sense. He was tan, and exotic; the eight year old girls
swooned. I read James and the Giant Peach to him on the bus because he couldn’t. So
we decided we were “going out.” I’d also been to Oklahoma a few times, so the other
girls quit trying for his attention since there was really no competition.
On the other side of me was Shane, a boy I’d known since I could remember
who always had a crush on me. He was a trouble maker because he was poor, real
poor. His last name was Skelton, but kids called him skeleton, and for good reason; he
was skinny and ghostly white. Shane wrote me love letters and drew crayon pictures
of us holding hands, which I would show to every girl in school and laugh and laugh.
He was skinny because he was probably hungry, his parents w eren’t home because my
grandparents were selling them drinks down at the bar.
Nancy began to lead us in prayer that first morning, which we were used to. But
after a few minutes I could hear others shuffling and whispering. Trying to be mature,
I held still, but I was wondering why we were still praying. Nancy hadn’t said Amen,
and it seemed as if she never would. Opening my eye, just so, I looked to the front of
the church, and there in front of the large oil painting of Jesus was Nancy, walking
back and forth across the plush red carpet, her hands waving in the air, “Come forward
if you want to be saved! The Lord Jesus Christ commands your love!” Until this
moment, I’d never known o f Jesus commanding anything. The picture of him behind
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her seemed so peaceful; I’d always assumed that Jesus said please and thank you.
Every picture I’d seen of Jesus he had long wavy hair, always well groomed in a clean
robe, a demure smile on his thin pink lips. To me, he did his dishes as soon as he
dirtied them, and burned candles around the house for ambience. Even if he was
hanging on the cross, the blood dripping from his ribs, he was still lean muscle and no
hair on his body except his nicely trimmed beard. He wore sandals, how mean could he
be? But this new Jesus Nancy was talking about, well, I assumed he walked around
breathing fire and screaming. Godzilla Jesus.
“To escape the fires of hell, come forward! You can be saved this morning!”
Nancy screamed. Her eyes shut tight, glasses sliding down her pointy nose, her hair
was coming loose from its ponytail and the stray hairs looked electrified.
The kids sitting around me were shifting around probably because they were
tired of sitting there, or because the room was suddenly getting too warm for all of us.
The whole time I kept telling myself Mom was in the back room to save me when it
was all over. Nancy kept praying, saying she wouldn’t stop until someone came
forward to be saved. The oldest person in the room was thirteen; all o f the moms and
dads were busy getting the classrooms ready, making kool-aid in the basement. Shane,
always the trickster, smiled his toothy skeleton smile and walked toward the picture of
polite Jesus at the front of the church. The room inhaled. We were worried what she’d
do to him. We held our breaths, wondering if God would hate Shane, set him on fire
right in front o f us, for not being sincere. But most of all, would it all be over, and
could we eat our cookies? I stared at my keds which I’d recently puff-painted New
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Kids on the Block all over. I tried to memorize each bump and bubble. Nancy lay
her palm on Shane’s forehead (were we supposed to watch this part or keep praying?)
and blessed him. Shane was our savior. We said some hallelujahs, and we were done,
our necks stiff. W e’d been hard praying for an hour.
That afternoon, I waited until Mom and I were safely in the house before I
asked, “Am I saved?” Mom tried to explain Nancy was probably used to “teaching”
adults, she didn’t know how to talk to us. It was the first time I’d ever been scared by
my faith. I thought Jesus loved me, the song said so, and in his pictures his hand were
always open as if he were trying to fly away, or give me a hug. But her hands waving
around, her feet stomping on the blood-red carpet, her voice wavering— those were
things I’d never seen before. No one had ever told me that God hated me. But Mom,
am I saved? And I’d gone to church, said my prayers, been baptized. Everything
they’d told me to do so far, I had done just as they said. But here was Nancy telling me
there was another hoop to jump through, to be saved, right there in front of God and
everyone. And I fought with that thought the whole time she prayed and danced and
stomped about. Mom eventually answered, “I’ll find out.”
All week we tried to avoid Nancy outside of our two hour class with her. She
was telling us the story o f Adam and Eve, her white hands high in the air, “Do you
know why God called a woman a woman?” We didn’t know. “Because when God
pulled that rib from Adam and saw Eve he said, ‘Whoa M an!’ She laughed. We
laughed, looking out the sides of our eyes to make sure everyone else was doing the
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same. Shane wanted to know if it hurt Adam when a rib was pulled from him.
Nancy said no, but we weren’t so sure. Would Nancy try to pull a rib from us?
At the end of Bible school that long week Nancy found me alone in one o f the
classrooms. She walked toward me, much taller than I thought and said, “I have
something for you.” For all I knew, she was going to shoot fire out o f her fingertips
and cackle, but instead she handed me a Bible. And she hugged me. I never admitted it
to anyone, but I liked it. This woman commanding me to give her a hug, her eyes that
never looked away from mine. She told me that any time I had a question I should just
open that book to find all the answers. Knowing there was no way to ask questions and
find specific answers, like a magic 8 ball, I knew I’d have to read the whole thing.

Lisa came to town the next summer, when I was thirteen. To my delight, she
instructed a Bible school class for the week, and I was her special helper. I passed out
Bibles when she asked, raced to answer her questions correctly so I could see her eyes
light up, her plump cheeks turn pink when she smiled. Wanting to impress her, show
her I had what it took to be a woman o f God, too, I read passages from the Bible every
night so I could talk about them with her in the morning.
When the week was over I worried I’d never see her again, but she stayed
around town, teaching those who wanted to come the next month to a Bible study at the
community building, a building that was a boys’ school in the late 1800s. From my
yard, I could look up the hill to the community building and see Lisa waiting there for
Shauna and me to walk up. The early morning sun cast her curvaceous shadow across
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the hill, lighting up her dark hair, darkening her already olive skin. Every time she
saw me, she’d put her arm around me and pull me in. It made me nervous, touching
someone who worked for God. I wanted to be her, those eyes, that confidence.
Since it was summer we sat outside under the shade o f a covered cement
pavilion, finishing up just as the sun soaked the last bit o f dew from the grass. For a
break Shauna and I would see who could go the highest on the old swing set with the
wooden seats. W e’d play on the teeter-totter, each time letting our asses hit the hard
dirt in an attempt to throw the other from her seat high in the air. W e’d laugh and sling
insults all the while and talk about baseball, basketball, how w e’d go ride on the fourwheeler when we were done there. Lisa would glance up from flipping through her
Bible, not amused at all by our jokes or stories o f how we got the huge scars on our
knees; I imagined she just wanted to talk more about God. Not only did Shauna not
like Lisa, but she didn’t like the Bible study either. She’d make fun o f me for wanting
to go, for wanting to spend time with her at all. I’d push her and w e’d wrestle.

*

*

*

I taught Bible school with my Mom the summer I was fourteen. I’d been
waiting for years to direct Bible races and crafts where we made crosses out of
Popsicle sticks. I grinned at the kids with kool-aid moustaches and helped them get
their cookies. We made pencil holders for Fathers’ Day out o f old cans of corn.
My cousin passed away in April. I sat at her funeral, the stiff wooden pew
making me slouch. She was twenty five and engaged to be married within months.
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Her fiance had just had a vasectomy; she had cystic fibrosis and was told she
wouldn’t live past sixteen. She did, though, but then the doctor told her she shouldn’t
have kids. I stared at him in the front of the church and tried to figure out what he must
be thinking. After the holy man said some things, the music started. It was “How
Great Thou Art.” I recognized the music from other funerals. There were only two
other songs I’d heard as much: “Amazing Grace” and the “Old Rugged Cross.” But
when the singing started, it was all too familiar. I sat, looking at nothing, chewing the
insides of my mouth. Surely, that wasn’t Tam i’s voice coming from the speakers. I
stared at her body there in the coffin; it was eye level from where we were sitting. I
saw her nose and a bit of her lips. I watched her mouth for the words oh lord, my god.
She lay still, but her voice filled the church, bounced around in my head until my eyes
hurt. It was profane. People began looking at one another, the same look of surprise
and recognition on their faces, like they’d just watched a horrible car crash and were
deciding what to do. I bawled, the blubbering kind, but tried to keep still, tried not to
let my shoulders heave, tried to calm myself. After all, she was my second cousin and
I really only saw her once a year. But she was always so full of energy, talkative,
funny. She played with me even though 1 was ten years younger than her. I cried
because she was young, and her fiance just sat there and stared at his hands. I cried
because I kne\v it could have been me, because everyone said she was so young. And
then came the song “Daddy’s Hands.” And though I’d never heard it at a funeral, it
seemed to fit with the occasion. I cried even harder, picturing my dad crying at my
funeral, or worse, me crying over his body, blue eyes hidden under sewn lids. But

Tami was singing from the speakers. An aunt turned to my mom, “Tami just had
these songs recorded a few weeks ago,” she whispered under her Kleenex. Mom put
her hand on mine and I didn’t pull away.
I’d been to funerals before, enough to know the whole routine, enough to know
when to say ashes to ashes. But Tami was dead. Very dead, and I hoped she was in
heaven, at least. I had break downs for about a week. Propped against my locker in the
hall at school, the light o f April pouring through the slit window in the door, reflecting
off the floor and into my blurry eyes. Mom started to worry about me and wanted me
to talk about my feelings, but I couldn’t without crying and I felt stupid since Tami and
I weren’t even close. I wrote poems instead, and walked alone in the woods, threw
rocks into the river until the tears dried and I was left puffy-faced and chilly, smelling
o f outside.
During the day, I talked to God, wondered why it was that I was called, but he
w ouldn’t show himself to me. At night, I prayed more than ever. I wanted to know it
Tami was ok. I prayed that God would send me a sign— even if it scared me— so I’d
know she was in heaven. I worded my prayers carefully, having learned recently that
saying things like, “I’ll quit masturbating if you help me get an A in math” was
inappropriate. You should never try to make a bargain with God. So, I just asked
politely, “If you could send me a sign, that would be great.” I lay awake for hours
watching around my bedroom for something to happen; for the dinosaur skeletons to
dance or a light like Tinkerbelle to bounce around. Once, I felt something warm on my
hand, like another person’s hand. I smiled. God had listened. The next night I had a
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dream that Tami sat down with me at the bar in our town. I was eating a
cheeseburger, the grease dripping down my hand when I asked, “How is heaven?” She
said it was good and then left. I reached out to touch her and she disappeared. I woke
up that morning and her death never bothered me again. Finally, a sign from God. I
guessed I had to be a nun after that. The bride of Christ sounded better all the time.
God had chosen me; I started attending a Saturday night Bible study with a group of
friends. Trying to find meaning in those symbols was fun, and so was sitting on the
couch with all of my friends, their thighs lined up like different colored piano keys,
touching mine.

The summer Lisa left she gave me her address, because 1 asked for it. I wrote
once a week, telling her I missed her, missed talking to her about religion, how I
couldn’t wait until the next time we saw each other. Twenty-two and engaged, she
replied to a couple of letters, and then quit writing. Not using the small bridge that
crossed over the creek behind my house, I stomped through the bushes instead, threw
old trees across the creek, let them sink into the mud on the other bank before I’d
acrobat my way across it. A nervousness fluttering my chest hoping a letter would
come from the missionary.
*

*

*

In Westminster Abbey I turned to whoever was behind me ready to spout off
everything I’d learned in world history that semester. “Do you know where Lady Jane
is buried?” I said in the direction of someone behind me. What I saw were piercing
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blue eyes, pointy nose and chin, mussed blonde hair. “Is it here or the Tower of
London?” I ran my hand through my hair. She smiled, looked down at the camera
hanging from her neck, “Dunno.”
An hour later I saw her on the bus and realized she was in my tour group for the
next nine days. She seemed shy and about my age, seventeen, so I sat beside her, “Do
you have a seatmate?”
“Yeah, I’m here with my little brother,” she said and shrugged her shoulders.
A few days later at Shakespeare’s house our tour guide asked us to split into
two groups, on the right under eighteen, on the left eighteen and over. I stepped to my
line, looking for my new friend, Lacey. And I saw her across the room smiling and
shrugging. “How old are you?” I shouted across the gap.
“Twenty-one,” she smiled, played with the strap of her camera.
For some reason I found m yself staring at her reflection in the bus windows as we
drove through England, the thatched houses flying by, her face there, looking at the
world. Every chance I had, I talked to her, wanted to make her laugh, worried if I said
anything to offend her. On the seventh night, we walked around a village in Scotland,
ate a little dinner, and sat out on the rooftop until three in the morning talking about
poetry, ex-boyfriends, and softball. We hadn’t slept in days, our speech slurred by the
exhaustion. I loaned my new Oxford sweatshirt to her that night because, she joked,
she was from Texas and didn’t like anything below sixty-five degrees. We parted in
Chicago O ’Hare where her flight left for Houston, mine for St. Louis. I couldn’t stop
the sensation o f wanting to cry, like my world would end the minute she left my sight.
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So I wrote a letter to her every day just to say hi. I told her how high the
river was, how the humidity was worse there than in Houston. She wrote back every
day too, telling me of the bars she went to, the photos she took at museums, downtown,
the ocean. How strange it was that we were so close after such a short time knowing
each other, how horrible it felt to not know when we could see each other again. At
night, I’d curled up with the sweatshirt I’d let her borrow, the smell o f her perfume and
shampoo was the only thing that could lull me to sleep.
*

*

*

One day, when I was about seventeen, I looked around the church while we
read from the red prayer book. All 1 saw were faces staring at books, mumbling words
they hadn’t written. I stopped to read and listen for the first time, “I believe in the
Holy Catholic church, the forgiveness o f sins, the resurrection o f the saints, and the life
everlasting.” Why the Catholic Church? I thought we were Episcopal. And the life
everlasting.. .1 didn’t know what that meant. 1 asked Mom when we got home, “What
did you say in church today?” She frowned and stumbled over words. She couldn’t
tell me anything. I told her 1 w asn’t going to church until I had it figured out.
*

*

*

At Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri there’s a beautiful church that
was shipped piece by piece from England. Churchill ordered this, after he gave his
Iron Curtain speech on that very campus. It’s thirty miles from my home, the closest
town to buy groceries, the closest fast food. I’ve been to more weddings in that church
than I can count, mostly of high school acquaintances, half of the guys I’d “dated” in
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our middle school years. The girls I played sports with, showered with since our
coach forced us. After everyone learned about Lacey, more than half would turn their
backs to me, just in case. For a while, I changed in the bathroom stall, so I could never
be accused and ran to the shower first so I could get out in a hurry. I always dreamed
about getting married in that church, knowing my extended family could fill the pews
on the floor and even some o f the seats up in the balcony. Like any girl, I had huge
plans for my wedding, the party, all of the people. What I could never picture was my
dress. 1 hate dresses, never wore them unless my mom forced me, so when I was ten, I
planned to get married in a baseball uniform.

It was a week after Lacey flew to visit me that my parents found the letters. On
the second night of her visit we stayed up talking in the bed she was sleeping in. But I
got tired and lay down beside her. She put her head onto my chest, and I put my arm
around her, shaking the whole time, wondering if friends did that sort of thing. With
my free hand, I played with her hair because I remembered her saying she really liked
that. An hour later we kissed and all I saw was a bright, hot light.
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If You Don’t Know God, You D on’t Know Jack
On a Thursday night I shaved my head and dyed the bristles red. It only took a
few local beers, a few hits, and one repeat o f Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust before I dug
through my closet to find the clippers. When I started that night my hair was a natural
blonde and a little past my chin; as long as it could grow in three years. I’d been
thinking about it for a few weeks, since I’d gone on a float trip with Terry Schumann,
one o f my bosses, and we tried to have sex and I laughed.
I laughed because Schumann was a man, and the last boyfriend I had was back
in high school. It was only recently that I’d seen him across the dance floor in the
city’s only gay bar. Now, I saw him almost every week. H e’d fling his scarf around
his neck and introduce me to the M.C.-ing drag queen, Aieta Buffet, as his ex
girlfriend and laugh. And now I was punishing m yself because of Schumann, cutting
huge chunks out of my hair, staring at my pale reflection in the mirror, wondering what
was happening to me.

Sarah and I met in a theory class in Houston, where we were both studying
anthropology. At the time, I was conducting my own sort o f social experiments,
having all of my hair about an inch long, in stiff blue spikes, with only thin strips of
long blonde bangs hanging in my eyes, a curtain to my face. I liked it. I liked how
people would steer their kids across the sidewalk away from me. I liked that people
assumed I was a club kid, that I did all kinds o f drugs. In reality, I w asn’t old enough
to get into bars, and I’d never so much as smoked a cigarette. I liked it when people
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came into the store where I worked and asked to see a manager. I would smile and
say, “How can I help you today?” while fingering the chain hanging from my wallet.
The specialty contact I had in one eye blacked out my entire iris, and had a white spiral
where my natural hazel should’ve been. If I looked around too fast, people got dizzy.
After w e’d dated a few weeks, Sarah pulled me into her bathroom, kissed me,
the Anne Taylor perfume her mom had bought for her filling up the small space. She
cut my two strips o f bangs, kissed me again, “There,” she said, “that looks better.”
And my hair had been growing since.
It was three months before the Thursday I shaved my head that I called Sarah in
Muskogee, Oklahoma, and she answered and said she couldn’t talk. That she answered
and said her friends were leaving right now and she had to get a ride. And finally, she
didn’t answer. She was doing archaeology there, stuck in a Motel 6 room for a few
months. I’d made the six hour drive a few times, trying to patch up our every other
month relationship. Sarah, I loved. Sarah and I ate jalapeno chips and drank Shiner
Bock at her favorite bar in Houston on Sunday nights, when I should’ve been studying.
And I’d moved back to Missouri after graduation to get away from her, but only until
she got her shit together and followed me. That was our plan. W e’d applied for
archaeology internships at the Missouri Department of Transportation and we were
both hired. The people I worked with kept asking me when she was coming and I kept
saying, “Any day now.” And now it seems they were probably shaking their heads
behind my back.
She never came.
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So I was going out a lot. Maybe not a lot, but a lot for someone who hardly
went out. I was trying to forget Sarah in any girl who asked me to dance, in any person
who paid attention to me. I had to forget Sarah every night so I could finally rest.

I cut my hair at funny angles, walked around my apartment for a few minutes
looking like a cubist painting, wondering if I had the balls to go out in public that way.
Grabbing another beer, I walked back into the bathroom and bent my head over the
plastic sack I’d set into the basin of the sink and contemplated the lumps o f hair like I’d
just thrown them up. I plugged in the clippers and felt the familiar vibration running
up my arm into my elbow and bent my head chastising m yself for letting my hair grow
so long and normal. This 'II teach you.

Jack showed up at my door the next morning when I was hung-over-cleaning
and dancing to the Bowie album left in the c.d. player. I woke up slowly that morning
grabbing at my head, a dirty fog sitting behind my eyes, the loud ringing of nothing
after tooloud music all night between my ears. I was coming to remember what I’d
done the previous night, just before I went to the bar. Something that looked like a
person flashed by my window, so I turned down the music enough to hear the doorbell
ring. I plodded into the bathroom, squinted at my reflection in the mirror and saw some
dye was still on my scalp around my ears. I answered the door anyway, wearing a
slinky tank-top and my favorite cut-off camo shorts. Bright blue eyes were staring at
me, set into a feminine face with dark hair and long lashes. He was wearing a suit and
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tie but he looked just a few years out of college, probably my age. His hand
reached out, a hand that had never worked a day, “Hi, I’m Jack.” I introduced myself,
squeezing extra hard like I do and stepped outside onto the cement patio with him.
Mom had always taught me to never let a stranger inside.
“Are you familiar with the publication The Watchtowerl” he asked, a sideways
smile like he knew exactly why I looked the way I did. I hoped he w asn’t laughing at
me and my new bad dye job. Where had I heard that name before? “Y ou’re a
Jehovah’s W itness,” I said like I’d gotten the right answer on some cheesy religion
game show. His smiled widened, showing what must have been expensive teeth and he
introduced me to his wife and toddler, who m ust’ve been standing there the whole
time.
We stood there, my mouth tasting like I’d licked the bar floor the night before:
cigarettes and drag queens though I hadn’t put either in my mouth. He asked if I
believed in God, and I told him, no, not anymore. When he asked why, 1 told him l !d
gotten an education. But then I laid into the story of how when I was little I really
wanted to be a priest or a nun. For some reason, my usual answer of “I’m gay” seemed
too rude to the man who was wearing a suit and tie in the middle o f a Missouri
summer. I tried to let him down easy saying, “God doesn’t really like me,” and “The
church doesn’t really support me.” It was at least 85 degrees with terrible humidity; I
was starting to get a sweat mustache, wondering if the dye on my scalp would run
down my face like red tear drops. Jack looked hot, too. “Well, Christina, don’t you
want to live forever in G od’s Paradise?” I promised him his people wouldn’t want me
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there, but he didn’t pause and explained all about accepting the Lord and being
saved and never dying. “Well, of course I want to live forever, but I shouldn’t believe
in God just because of that. It’s cheating, Jack.” If he would’ve caught me a few years
earlier (with spiky blue hair) I ’d have already told him to fuck off and leave me alone.
But recently I’d started smoking pot and hanging out with old Christian friends from
high school, so I let him talk. O f course I wanted to live forever. I’d seen too many
relatives die, felt the pain even when I was two, watching my parents cry. I was afraid
to tell the Witness, though, that I was scared to death o f death. There was no way I
could explain that the only reason I would choose a religion is so I felt better about
dying, but then, as 1 learned in college, in classes and from being friends with Hindus
and Muslims, no religion is right. My new religion was to be nice to people and leave
them alone. But it was hot, and I didn’t want to stand there trying to convince him of
my religion. I figured he’d never leave.
My feet were starting to bum on the concrete porch; the hot crystal granules felt
like they were melting into my skin. I grabbed at the door handle, anticipating the
wave o f stiff cool air that would hit me when I went back in. “Sorry, but I have to be
somewhere,” I lied. When he asked if he could come back the next week, I hesitated
only a little. He seemed harmless. Jack handed me a little book, “Read this and write
down any questions you have for next week.” I threw the book on my coffee table and
laughed. Then I picked it up and spent an hour looking it over because I had nothing
else to do. I grabbed a pen and paper because Jack the Jehovah was giving me
homework. And I was ready to ask Jack anything.
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I forgot I had something scheduled that Saturday, so I taped this letter to my
door:

So, I totally forgot last week that I had a softball tournament this weekend. Here
are my questions from the book you gave me:
1. Regarding the picture near the beginning o f the book: How is it that koalas and
tigers (both naturally ill-mannered creatures) are allowing humans to touch
them? Also, there is a Chinese couple. Hmmm... how many Chinese Jehovah
Witnesses are there in the world? And in this land o f paradise, do women
always wear dresses? And must men tuck in their collared shirts?
2. Page 6: “The Bible says God counts and names all the stars. ” Do you believe
God is the ruler o f all galaxies? And do you fin d astronomy a valid science?
Do you think science is valid at all?
3. Page 7: The Bible is the instruction manual: so, is the Koran not the same fo r
Islam? Just because they call their god differently-does that mean th e y ’re
going to hell (or rather, not going to some paradise where koalas, tigers, and
humans [oh my!] cohabitate)?
4. Page 7: This statement is interesting “if what the Bible claims is true ” does
this mean you (and others) acknowledge the possibility it could not be true?
5. Page 8: Please read the first paragraph—ok so, we enjoy things on earth so
much that we don 7 want them to end and therefore, believe in God so we never
lose these delights. Wouldn ’t you say that is being greedy and not the point o f
religion?
6. Page 8: Life in paradise. I f you fe e l science is valid, I should tell you that our
first parents were from east Africa at least 100,000 years before Adam and Eve.
(These are homo sapiens I ’m speaking o f nothing earlier) also, wouldn 't Adam
and E v e ’s children procreating be incestuous? And i f we all lived forever (like
we talked about) the earth would be over populated and disease and fam ine
would do their best to thin us out... now, that's interesting don ’t you think?
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D id you and your wife Karin go to college/seminary? Are you theologians? Does she
ever get to speak? Will you make your son do this too?

Sorry to miss you,

When I got home from the game sore, sunburned, and slightly drunk, I found a
note on my door. Excited that Jack had written back to me, I snatched it from the
screen. But it was the letter I’d written to him, so I read it. I giggled at how clever I
was like man, I sure showed him. But then I turned the note over and over, just in case
he’d written something on it in response. Anything. And then I was worried, did he
read it and just leave? I spent the next days trying to tight off the guilt I felt for being
mean to him, trying to convince myself it was okay because I’d never see him again.

Jack rang my doorbell, and I stumbled out of bed, dizzy, grabbing for the letter
I’d left on my coffee table all week. He read it standing in my doorway, a pressed
white button down shirt tucked into his black pants and a black tie, his thick black hair
glowing with sunlight behind him. I imagined he was the kind o f guy who went
running every morning at six, or was the kind o f guy who didn’t have to run. And
though his hair was dark, I bet his chest was smooth. God forbid there’d be any hair on
his back. He sighed and frowned and shook his head saying there were plenty of
Chinese Witnesses. And no, he didn’t go to seminary, he had a degree in finance. I
laughed in his face, and then asked if he’d like to come in. He smiled, seemed
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surprised that I even asked, and I worried about what he must think o f me, my
apartment looking the way it did.
Instead o f talking about science as a whole, we discussed evolution. I had
graduated college only a couple o f years earlier with a degree in anthropology, I could
go on for hours about the great apes and their glorious history, pull down textbooks for
proof while Jack reached for his'Bible. The conversation went nowhere, so he asked if
he could come back the next week. I smirked, “Jack, you can’t convince me.” His
eyes were feminine, like the drag queens’. H e’d probably look great with some black
eye-liner, and those thick long lashes with a little mascara. He could’ve been any man
at the bar, a mesh shirt and trendy shoes. In another life, we both m ust’ve been gay
men, our sculpted shaved bodies not too sweaty, dancing together all night. From the
way he smiled at me and said see you later, I think he understood, too.
The gay bar that next Friday night was more fun than usual. I liked it more
when they played electronic music and I’d swirl and pretend 1 was back in Houston, at
one o f the clubs I could never go to, doing the drugs I always fantasized about, but
could never bring m yself to try. Though my parents never forced me, I was a good
Christian girl. In high school I watched my friends drink and have sex and I judged
and lectured them. When I went to college I promised m yself that if I graduated early,
then, and only then, could I finally party. 1 graduated in three years, and was trying
desperately to make up for my lost youth.
Aieta Buffet’s partner was the d.j. that night, so he spun hip-hip which Shauna
preferred to dance to, and we both knew Aieta, so w e’d put in special requests. Shauna
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and I would dance together like we might fuck later, but thankfully we never tried.
She’d been one o f my best friends since we were thirteen, and it seemed too weird.
But I loved dancing with her because she was good, and I w asn’t bad, and people
would watch, smile, drink, remind me that there was someone out there who might
want to be with me. Shauna would bend me over backwards, yank me up quickly.
When we danced, I let her lead because she needed to feel she was in charge. She
dressed more masculine than me most o f the time, her wife beater tank tops, sports bra
and baggy jeans, but we were just as soft butch as the other. In her arms I let m yself be
vulnerable, and eventually started wearing tighter pants, shirts from the mall until she
accused me of trying to be too feminine. We danced so that I could feel the heat from
her lips, the smell of her drink, her bangs on my cheek. More women hit on you when
you’re dancing with another blonde. W e’d stumble from the bar when it closed at two,
nodding confidently at the cops who stood around their patrol cars. I’d come home to
the apartment I picked for Sarah and me, my cat already tucked into bed, and dig the
toes of my right foot into the gold shag carpet to make the earth stop spinning.

The problem with shorter hair is that it gets more messed up while you sleep.
Hair that is a quarter inch looks the same as when you first went to sleep. But hair that
is nearly an inch will stick up everywhere, look like a field that’s been crop circled. It
didn’t bother me that Jack saw my bed head anymore. And if he kept coming so early
on the weekends, staring at my mussed hair would be the consequence. But without a
warning or asking me, that week he brought an old guy with him. Jack introduced us
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and the old man spent the next hour trying to persuade me that radiocarbon dating
had been disproved, that it w asn’t completely accurate. “W ell,” I said, “It’s not like we
need to know what month o f what year exactly something died. A few thousand years
in millions of years seems close enough to me.” I tried to explain the concept o f
stratigraphic dating also, but he scowled at me. Jack sat on my fake red velvet covered
couch, his arms crossed; nodding whenever the old guy said anything he thought was
especially profound. He was the kind of old man who had floppy jowls. His cheeks
shook when he spoke, especially when he pronounced words which made his mouth
puff up. CarbonCarbonCarbon. Saggy skin balloons on each side of his face. I sat
facing them, my legs spread wide, tapping my foot and offered the men orange juice or
wine while my cat played with their shoelaces. They declined both. When I said
goodbye to both of them, I’d figured I’d won that battle. But Jack was always smiley
and slightly sarcastic, so it was hard to tell. I thought Jack would never come back
because he didn’t ask if he could. Surely the old man was the last trick up his black
suit sleeve. Didn’t matter much anyway. I’d planned a three month trip to Germany,
and I was leaving soon.

My friend’s grandpa died in the middle of the next week and I was dressing for
his funeral that Saturday when I saw a large white van roll by my bedroom window.
Jack had shown up the first time driving a nice new black car, but I knew it was him
when I saw the sterile van. He hadn’t mentioned anything about coming back, so I ran
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to make sure my front door was bolted, then I shut the blinds and peeked through
them, shaking my head and laughing because I was hiding from Jehovah’s Witnesses.
The van’s door opened and Jack stepped out of the driver’s seat, his black pants
and white shirt, tie flying in the breeze. Then, a handsome young black man came
around the front of the van from the passenger’s seat wearing the same thing. Jack
came around to the passenger side and opened the sliding door and, like a clown car,
people started piling out: an older white woman, a middle-aged East Asian man.
Everyone was from a different ethnic background. Jack knew me better than I thought,
but why was he trying so hard? This crew had to have stemmed from a conversation
about Hell when I asked if he believed children in other countries, India, for example,
technically wouldn’t go to Heaven because they’d never heard o f Christianity. I’d
learned when I was younger that those people went to purgatory, and f never thought it
was very fair. I sat on my bed peering through the blinds, petting my cat. Jehovah’s
army was coming to get me. All smiles, like they were the first guests to arrive with
their covered dishes. They milled around on the porch a few moments, actors getting
into character. And since my bedroom window was right by the yard and a few feet
from the front door, I saw the black man reach for the door bell, all their bodies erect
and eyes focused. I heard him say, right before the dingdong, “W e’re gonna get her
this time, Jack. W e’re gonna get her.” I waited and watched their expectant looks fall
from their faces, as if all at once, as if they were operated by one big switch. They
turned and left, heads hanging, patting each other on the backs. I waited for a few
more minutes before going back into my living room, just in case.

Thirty minutes later, when I was leaving for the funeral, a black car pulled
up beside me. I stopped on the sidewalk and turned. The tinted window rolled down.
Jack sat behind the wheel, his Top Gun sunglasses perfectly fitted to his face.
“Christina?” He pulled down his sunglasses, his long black lashes and, God, those blue
eyes. He seemed a little confused, or pleased and looked me up and down, the way the
older butch lesbians'did at the bar when I danced with Shauna. I smiled, “Y ou’ve
never seen me dressed-up, huh?” He nodded, and raised an eyebrow. His wife was in
the passenger seat, a scowl on her face, staring at the road ahead o f them.
“I’m going to a funeral,” I said trying to tuck what little hair I had behind my
ear.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said, like he was responsible.
“Well, it’s not paradise, so people die,” I said as I turned to walk towards the
parking lot.
Opening my car door, the wave o f wet heat hit me, the smell of sports
equipment and hot dashboard. Normally, I would roll down the windows, maybe leave
the doors open for a few minutes while I waited in the apartment for the car to cool.
But I had to get out of there. Had to make an exit, I wanted Jack to see me drive away.
My ass hit the seat, the scalding hot metal from the seat belt going quickly through my
summer dress pants. When I pulled out o f the driveway, 1 looked both ways. He was
gone.

Meagan, a girl who had dated me until I blurted out one night that I was still
in love with Sarah, saw me eating breakfast with friends one week.
She asked how things were. I told her about the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the
gorgeous young man, the “we are the world” van. She asked if she could be a part o f
the experience because she was studying sociology. I was reluctant to let her into this
new world I’d created for myself. It was a part o f me that the people in Columbia town
didn’t see. To Meagan, to those people at the bar, I was just a twenty something
lesbian who loved to drink and dance. Most of my bar friends were surprised to learn I
had a college degree or that the driver’s license I had wasn’t fake. Even the drag
queens were starting to recognize me. But Jack was another, more interesting part of
my life. Having been out of school for a few years, I was starting to feel like I hadn’t
used my brain. Jack challenged me, was as big a smart ass as me, was people candy
that I loved to gobble up. And religion was something I wanted, but knew I couldn’t
have, at least, my old religion or Jack’s. But, as it turned out, I w asn’t saving my
virginity for Christ, I was just guarding it against boys. Though I was candid with Jack
(and anyone else) with most details, I couldn’t bring myself to tell him this. I knew it
would be the last conversation w e’d have.
When the doorbell rang, I said, “Hello Jack” though I hadn’t seen who was
there yet. Meagan was sitting on the couch, with an anxious smile. Jack stepped aside
and I saw a small Asian woman behind him. He saw Meagan, a slight frown, “Did I
come at a bad time?” he wondered. Now, I thought, I’m playing your game. He
brought a video— Archaeology of the Bible. I was interested until the video mostly
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quoted passages from the Bible and said little about the artifacts they’d found that
might be N oah’s Ark or the Shroud o f Turin.
After speaking with Meagan for ten minutes (her mother was very Catholic, her
older sister a spiritual healer) Jack said, “Well, Christina, your friend Meagan seems to
be much more open minded than you.” He snickered to himself, pushed his thick black
bangs into place again. If only he could see himself, the only man since my boss who
sat this close to me on my couch.
We watched the movie and talked about God and Heaven and Hell. I asked
Jack to look me in the face and tell me that he was sure I was going to Hell.
“That’s not for me to decide.”
“Okay, but that’s the way it works right? I’m a heathen because I don’t believe
like you, so I’m going to Hell? Right, Jack?” I think I really wanted him to get angry,
red faced, storm out of my apartment. Then I could run after him screaming, “Wait,
Jack. Wait. I didn’t mean it like that!”
I raised one eyebrow and smiled and winked at Meagan. He was known as
Jack the Gorgeous Jehovah to all my friends.
Then he turned to Meagan, and said he hoped she’d be joining us again. “It’s
nice to have someone other than her to discuss things with.” He scowled and pointed
his thumb at me and left smiling with the woman who had said nothing the entire time.
I shouted after him, “It’s not like I’m begging you to keep coming.” After the door
closed, Meagan grabbed my hands and kissed me, “Y ou’re right, he is beautiful.” It
was nice to finally prove to someone that I w asn’t making this guy up, that it happened
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almost every weekend. Having Meagan there m ight’ve made Jack a little
uncomfortable, but what did I care? She asked to come back.

Meagan came over and we waited for Jack to ring the doorbell.
“So, he doesn’t know you’re a lesbian?” She giggled.
We laughed and debated whether or not we'should tell him. I argued it wouldn’t
matter too much, seeing as how we were already condemned to Hell. The doorbell
rang. But for some reason, I still couldn’t tell him. Jack brought the next archaeology
video. It was long and boring and full o f quotes from the Bible.
Though Jack was stunning to look at, and fun to mess with, I was feeling a little
guilty that he’d been spending so much time with me. I would never see things his
way, and he had to know that, but he kept trying, saying he wanted me in his paradise.
Now seemed the time to ask him not to come see me anymore. With Meagan there, I
felt stronger. I tried to explain to Jack that he should spend his time convincing people
who were more convincible.
“Jack,” I said, “ I think I’m breaking up with you.”
He smiled and made like he was grabbing his heart, “I’m so hurt.” But it hurt
me when I realized I was just another notch in his God belt. Maybe after our visits he
went back to a Jehovah’s Witness boys club to talk about me, how he was sure I’d turn
eventually. Then he was one of those guys in high school; h e’d tell me he loved me,
take my virginity, and then brag to all his.friends. I was Jack’s conquest.

64
It had been nearly two months since Jack first knocked on my door. I had
started planning my weekends around his visits, telling friends breakfast with them was
out unless they waited until the afternoon, when Jack left. Each Friday night I’d go
out wondering how he’d approach me the next morning, what new information or skin
color he’d have to try to persuade me. If he saw me grinding against girls like this in
the bar; all breasts and pelvises, would he still keep coming to talk to me? These good
Christian girls, sorority girls, the only people in the place with drinks colored pink,
green, blue. The rainbow. They come to the drag show, looking for girls like me; a
tank top, baggy pants, a tongue ring. Think they can treat me like I’ve never doubled
in pain from cramps, like I’ve never painted my nails and called some other girl a bitch,
like I’ve never had a five-o’clock shadow burn my face. They flip their hair and
pretend they can’t change tires, like this will get me to be interested in them, so they
can reject me and tell their friends. Like I’m a boy, but less than a boy; a woman who
just acts like one.
Meagan came the next week, but 1 called Jack and rescheduled so she and I
could go eat breakfast and gossip about people we saw at the bar the night before. I
didn’t have the heart to get rid of him over the phone, or to tell him I was moving in a
month and would probably never be back.

I came home from a rugby match and found a pamphlet in my screen door. I
picked it up, turning it over, looking for a note from him or a signature. But he hadn’t
written anything on it. I looked again, just in case.
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I was just waking up and saw a van drive by. I hid in my bedroom for a good
fifteen minutes, but no one rang the doorbell. I called people I hadn’t talked to in a
while, but no one answered their phones. 1 went to my favorite coffee shop and
watched homeless men with their dogs asking college kids for spare change.
It had been five weeks when my doorbell rang and I woke up, a naked rugby
player in bed beside me. I laughed out loud and tried to explain who it was as I ran to
the door. Jack said he wanted to show me the final archaeology video. I agreed, but
told him it w asn’t a good time, he should call me. I was nervous that the woman in my
bed might run through the house naked. I hadn’t known her long, and it seemed like
something she might do. I couldn’t risk it, him finding out that way, especially her.

Forgetting that I scheduled with Jack, he rang the doorbell and I told my
girlfriend rugby player to keep quiet, she mumbled something and rolled over. Jack
put in the tape of the third archaeology video, and for the first time he accepted my
offer o f something to drink. We had coffee, the expensive kind, and 1 wished the girl
in my bed would crawl out the window and never come back. We sat for an hour,
looking at the T.V. but not really paying attention, our hands warm on the coffee mugs,
my right leg positioned so that it was only inches away from his. I let my bangs fall in
my eye; sometimes I thought I looked nice like that. We watched the video this way,
two strangers in silence who just happened to have known each other six months, a
naked college girl only feet away in my bedroom. When he left I asked if he was
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coming back the next week. He supposed so. What he didn’t know was that I was
leaving, had been planning a trip to Germany for a few months so I could get away
from the mess I’d created for myself in that town at the bar, on the rugby team. There
was no way I could tell him, maybe because I would hurt his feelings, or maybe
because I was bad at goodbyes.
* * *

-

It was some time during the next week that I picked up my phone, a weight in
my stomach and called Jack to tell him I was leaving the country for a few months.
Lying, I told him the plans had just been made, that I was offered a deal I couldn’t
refuse. He wished me luck and told me to call him when I got back to town. What 1
didn’t tell him was that I was moving out o f my apartment, so maybe I could finally
forget the reason I’d picked it, forget that Sarah had only seen it once, forget some of
the girls I ’d brought home and then asked to leave right away.
Days later there was a piece of paper in my door with phone numbers circled of
Temples in Cologne I could go to and talk to someone if I wanted. For a second, I
considered calling one of them just so I could say I tried— if he ever asked.
* * *
*

I came home two months early from the trip; Rugby Girlfriend had slept with
my best friend Shauna a week after I’d left. It was some months before I moved into
the same apartment complex, just above where I lived before. There were days when
I’d stare at my cell phone and look up the name “Jack” a couple o f times wondering
what I’d say to him. For months I’d come home from weekend excursions and scour
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my doorstep for pamphlets or even a sign that he’d been there, or in the
neighborhood. One day I was sure I saw him at the grocery store. I checked the basil
plant on my porch once; maybe he’d taken some fresh leaves home, but he didn’t even
know I lived there, so that didn’t make any sense.
The last time I saw Jack he was looking as comfortable as he could (in a suit)
sitting on my couch. We were~sharing an hour o f our lives together talking about the
history of the earth, the mysteries o f science and nature. I knew when he walked out of
the door I’d never see him again, but was embarrassed to tell him so, didn’t want to be
the person who made some sappy speech about friendship. I mean, I couldn’t do that in
front of him. He couldn’t see me that vulnerable, because then, that moment when my
voice started to waver, he’d know that maybe he had me.
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Getting the Bellybutton: The Five Times I’ve Met My Mother
I.

There’s a partial hole in my stomach that proves a cord was once there, so I’m
quite sure I was, at one time, attached to someone else.
I don’t remember the day my parents told me I was adopted because I was so
young. Sometimes it feels like there was never that day but just a feeling o f being a
little out of place in the world, a notion that I didn’t quite belong where I was. When
people ask me about the day my parents told me I have to say I don’t remember. And a
strange thing happens, their heads cock to the side, one corner of their mouth bunches
up and they say, “Oh,” like I’ve ruined their day. Without the drama they were
expecting, being adopted doesn’t mean what it did to them moments before. Whatever
their reaction or expectations, it still means the same to me.
Mom and Dad always told me that being adopted meant I was “special.” So I
tried to act like it, bossed the kids around with my long blonde braided pigtails, always
strained my shoulder raising my hand in class. Most o f the time to answer the
question, but sometimes just to say something— tell a story about my dog or the new
jeans I was wearing and how they had so many pockets. Despite all the attention I’d
managed to get from schoolmates and family, I didn’t feel so special. I did feel
lonesome, incomplete, and adopted.
Because I knew I was special, I was always on the look-out for anyone who
kind of looked like me. When I watched television, I was picking and choosing which
actors looked or acted the way I did. At one point I was sure that Laveme and Shirley

could be my mother. I was expecting Cindy Williams or Penny Marshall to make
an announcement in the middle of each episode that one or the other had had a baby
and regretted giving it up for adoption. Then one day I realized I was watching re-runs.
Laveme and Shirley were too old to be my mom; they might even be dead for all I
knew.
Everyday I looked in the mirror, and wondered if I was any closer to looking
like that person who gave me my belly button. I would sit for hours in front a mirror,
just staring at myself, trying to put on years like those computer programs the police
use to find missing kids. I’d grab my face in my hands and squeeze until all the
wrinkles were pronounced and defined; until I looked older, maybe how my mom or
grandma looked. This scared me. And then I’d cry because it hurt somewhere too deep
inside me thinking I might not ever know either of them. But if I would’ve grown up
with that family, I wouldn’t know the one I had. Then my head would become so
clogged contemplating all of it, I’d have to go watch T.V., or do something to forget it
all. My whole body was always whirling with thoughts and dreams of that other life
I’d never live, but was so close to having.
I used to open the window of my second story bedroom and toss the screen to
the ground below, crawl out and perch on the rooftop for hours listening to the tree
frogs sing while staring at "the stars. Sweeping my eyes back and forth across the sky,
I’d make sure to pause a second on each cluster o f stars. I swear I felt her looking, too.
I knew she had to. Once I learned the words I started whispering the lyrics
“Somewhere out there beneath the pale moonlight. Someone's thinking of me and

loving me tonight. And even though I know how very far apart we are. It helps to
think we might be wishing on the same bright star.” And if I looked long enough, or
often enough, even if by chance, I knew that mathematically, the chances were good
we were looking at the exact same time. I always had hope.

Mom kept a fire-proof box stored in the closet o f the back bedroom. The heavy
gray box held insurance papers, old coins from my parents’ trip to the Netherlands in
the early 70s, and all of our birth certificates. Mom and Dad told me I could read those
papers any time I wanted, and I did every few months. Under the section on my birth
certificate titled “first name” was written, Baby Girl. My last name was “Hunter” on
the original birth certificate, and in the same sleeve, a copy o f the original with the last
name space completely blank. I would spend hours sitting by the closet on the brown
shag carpet and staring with a stoic expression at the blotted out names under “mother”
and “father.” As I got older 1 thought maybe if I held it up to the light 1 could see the
first names written underneath, but I eventually realized that the names had been
whited-out and then photocopied. A copy of a copy. Is it that easy to erase my history?
There was a manila folder with just my name on it and I read everything. I
always asked Mom how much she paid for me, to which she replied, “H oney...” But 1
knew I had to cost a fair amount of money. I wondered if other kids came with a huge
folder of papers. One document was an assessment of Mom and Dad’s parental skills.
A social worker visited my house when I was two, for a check-up. She noted,
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“Christina has the vocabulary o f a four year old. You can see the love in Faye and
Joe’s eyes.” Every set of parents should be watched like this.
I was thirteen the day I finally understood the court proceedings o f the
adoption— I’d looked it over several times before. Pages and pages of that weird law
like writing hung before me on legal sheets o f paper. I read through the documents
again; there had to be words that'I didn’t understand or missed when I had read them
other times.
This time, her name popped out of those documents as if it were the only thing
written on the page “Rhonda Hunter.” I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed it before.
The font was even different. I stared, felt like I’d been punched in the stomach, felt
something rising in my throat. I flipped the page, wanting to read her name again and
again, but instead found her birth date and the address of her childhood home,
Hannibal Missouri. It didn’t make sense that I’d never noticed her name before. And I
began to wonder if those papers were actually there before.
In the same file I found the book that had been prepared for me by my foster
parents who I only lived with for the first three months of my life. It was an awful
orange colored folder with pictures of cut-out magazine babies on the front, and in the
back the poem “Children Learn What They Live.” On the front was a title, “All About
Me.” It told me what my birth parents looked like and what Rhonda had done in high
school. I was reading through the book for the 80th time in my life and stopped when I
saw a word that I must have seen for years but never comprehended. It was a word that
I’d only recently learned from school-bus talk, along with the meaning o f “blow job.”
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It was a word that haunted me for years to come. “When Rhonda first heard she
was pregnant she wanted to have an ABORTION, but the doctor declared the
pregnancy was too far along.” On the paper lay one of the ugliest words that a thirteen
year old could understand. It was simple really; I was supposed to die before I was
born. But to me, to a pensive thirteen year old the sentence read, “Rhonda hated the
baby and wished it dead.” I pictured m yself a small fetus with a Wal-Mart shoebox as
a coffin and a dumpster as my cemetery. No, not even a dumpster, maybe just a trash
sack; a trash sack that the dogs in the neighborhood would root around in. I cried all
day. And right before bed, threw open the window, screamed, and found peace in the
fact that I had beaten death before I was given actual life.

The summer I was eighteen I decided I was old enough to make a small road
trip to Hannibal, Missouri, the place of my birth. Mom and Dad were surprised I was
up so early. And then I asked for the road map. 1 closed the door to my room and
memorized the red and blue lines that would get me to Hannibal. The smell of my
parents’ coffee was still lingering in the air when I left around 6:30, a few minutes after
I saw them pull out of the driveway into morning fog.
I had only been to Hannibal once before, when I was eight. I learned in school
that Mark Twain lived in this eastern Missouri city and the river there looked an awful
lot like the river that ran past my back yard. And though I knew nothing of the book’s
plot (other than there happened to be a country boy from my state on a raft) the words
“Huckleberry Finn” and “Hannibal” conjured up images o f a place like
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NeverNeverland in my mind. I dreamed it was a place where young boys wearing
cut off jeans hopped on and off riverboats all day long while avoiding their chores. I
dreamt it was a town where men were gentlemen, the doctor made house calls, and
people periodically burst into song while walking down the street. “0 / ’ man river, dat
ОГ man river. He must know sum pin'....” I dreamed it was a city full o f people who
looked just like me, and knew more about me than I knew about myself. “ .. .But don't
saynuthin. ’” The only thing I could really remember about the place was the Mark
Twain Cave. Our guide was a lively brunette who told stories o f how Tom and Becky
wrote their names here, and sat there, and fought off Indians right here. I thought it
was the most amazing place in the world! And then, at the end o f the tour, she smiled
and said, “O f course, Tom and Becky were only characters in Mark Tw ain’s book.
Have a great stay in Hannibal.” I could have smacked her. I was only eight. “He ju st
keeps rollin ’, he keeps on rollin ’ along! ”
That day I went to seven different schools in the county searching through
yearbooks, making the school secretaries cry telling them my story. I even went to the
courthouse to ask for the rest of the court proceedings. They said there was no way.
II.
The first time I met her, we were in a mall parking lot in a St. Louis suburb. I
was flipping through the picture albums and scrapbooks I’d brought to show her, trying
to keep my hands busy, looking around the lot every other second in case I’d missed
her. Lots of baby pictures and locks of hair were glued inside to help me remember
myself when I was older. My mom, while making these books, probably never
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imagined they would help another woman know the daughter who belonged to her
(or them?). But as I paged through the books, I could only shake my head at the feeble
attempt I’d made to help Rhonda understand who I was. There aren’t enough pictures
in the world to make up for our lost time. I was singing to the radio, forgetting words
to my favorite oldies when a car pulled up beside me. The driver was wearing aviator
sunglasses and had big blonde eighties’ bangs. Since I could remember, I’d been
emotionally preparing m yself for this moment, the first time we saw each other. Over
the years, I’d imagined hundreds, maybe thousands o f different scenarios. Sometimes
she’d be mentally handicapped, other times, physically. I was trying to prepare for the
worst. But in each fantasy I always recognized her immediately, no matter how severe
I imagined her condition.
So here was this blonde smiling at me, her eyes still hidden; I could’ve picked
her out of a crowd o f hundreds o f other blondes her age. At least, that’s what it felt
like. Then 1 panicked, should I have given her flow ers? A teddy bear? She got out of
her car while it was still running. I jumped from my seat, my hand fumbling for the
handle. “Gimme a hug,” she said. And I did. And I wanted to cry so hard. I wanted
to cling to her and let my body fall back into hers. For the first time in my conscious
life, I was touching my own skin on another person. The human who had helped to
give me life was pressing herself against me. My mother, my genes, my god. She let
go too soon and asked if I was hungry and what I wanted to do. I had been planning for
that moment for nineteen years, and all I had to say was, “There’s a Steak and Shake
down the road.”
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She drove. If you were passing us on the interstate you would have no idea
what major event had taken place in our lives. I was flashing an embarrassed smile to
everyone in passing cars as if they knew what had just happened. I thumped my foot
on the floorboard, played with the seatbelt, tried not to stare at my face on another
person. It felt awkward, like a first date; just sitting in the passenger’s seat feeling
completely vulnerable. Whenever she reached over to shift, I flinched. Here was this
complete stranger, here was my mother.
We drove into St. Louis, deciding Forest Park would be a good place to just sit
and talk for a while; there were plenty o f trees and space, and no one would bother us.
But somehow, a man stumbled upon our picnic table just an hour into our conversation.
We had all of the pictures laid out when he walked up to us, “Looks like w e’re catching
up on something, huh?” He chuckled at himself. The voice in my head said, “Fuck
you.” But Rhonda thought faster than me, “We haven’t seen each other in a while.” She
had her head tilted down, looking up at him through her eyebrows. I smirked at her dry
wit and sick sense o f humor, tried not to laugh. Just a little. We stared at him until he
felt unwanted enough to leave. We sighed and rolled our eyes at each other. So, we
had at least one thing in common.
We discovered that we had the same mole on our necks. She told me that she
used to light a candle and sing to me on my birthday, that she had planned to run away
with me to northern California while I was still in the womb. Everything was packed
and she was ready to go, hours away from a friend stealing her from the unwed
mother’s home, and that’s when she went into labor. If the newborn me could’ve
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waited two more hours, I would’ve been the daughter o f a very young single
mother somewhere in California. I could’ve grown up on a beach instead of the sandy
river banks. But that wouldn’t have even been me.
I told her that I thought about her every day, always had a feeling she was
looking at the stars too, and I wasn’t angry even though she wanted to abort me. Her
eyes grew large and angry. That was not what she wanted at all. She couldn’t believe
someone would tell me that.
“Who told you that?” she demanded.
“The book,” I said.
Rhonda was fuming mad. I had known her roughly two hours, and knew she’d
never been so mad. It scared me. I reassured her that it didn’t affect my wanting to
know her. I lied, but I’d long resolved that issue, and the rumor wasn’t true anyway,
she convinced me. I was nineteen then, and was finally reading the word, “abortion” as
“never existing.” And if one never exists, one doesn’t know joy or pain, in fact, one
can not “know.”
Her biggest question though, was “how did you find me?” And I told her as
best I could.

That same summer I went to Hannibal was the third summer I had been playing
with a traveling softball team. We went around Missouri and the surrounding states
playing fast pitch and having slumber parties in hotels. I thought every blonde girl on
the other teams was my sister. Whenever we played a team from around Hannibal, I’d

wait until the game was over and approach them. I’m sure it was a pathetic sight;
my knees were always bloody, the sweat trapping the dirt in every crease and crevice
of my skin. Standing in one hundred degree heat with one hundred degree humidity I’d
ask, “Do you know anyone by the name o f Rhonda Hunter? I’m adopted. She’s my
mom.” Usually, the team would all look at each other with heads down. I ’d get an
awkward silence and then a bunch of mumbled “sorry.” I’d walk back to my side of
the field, making sure to keep my shoulders back and chin up.
I guess it was only a month after my failed road trip to Hannibal that someone
said yes.
We were playing a team called Hannibal ‘G old.’ I didn’t bother asking since I
knew that I’d bugged those girls three times already that summer at different ball
tournaments. In a way, I’d given up. Mom and Dad always said they’d do the best
they could to help me find her. For some reason, I didn’t believe them, thought they’d
be jealous if she ever turned up, so I never really asked for their help. That day, while
my team was losing, the rain pouring, Mom was talking to all o f the parents in the
bleachers under the cover of rainbow umbrellas.
Mom came bustling up to me after the game while 1 was standing with
teammates, a huge smile on her face. My mom excited is more uncontrollable than a
little kid. She is so full of energy, hard to reel in.
“Some mother in the bleachers thinks the name sounds familiar. We traded
numbers and she’s gonna check with her kids to see if they recognize the name.”
“Cool,” I said.
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I felt a twinge of something in my throat and a basketball in my stomach. I
knew that I shouldn’t get excited for many reasons. I knew it could all blow up in my
face. I acted slightly uninterested and unmoved so I wouldn’t hurt M om’s feelings. I
tried to forget what she had just told me. I was preparing for failure, because preparing
for the answer would hurt so much more if it didn’t come true. Outwardly, Mom
seemed more excited than me. My teammates Were watching my face closely,
wondering what had just taken place.
I moved to Houston in August that summer to go to college. Mom told me she
got a package in the mail from the lady in the bleachers. It had photocopies of
Rhonda’s senior picture. It had the address of the house she lived in with her husband.
It had a guy circled in the pictures that might be my dad. It had me in a panic until it
arrived in the mail three days later.
I sat on my comfortable bed and played Enya for effect. Opening the manila
envelope took forever, like my cousin when she opens Christmas gifts, careful not to
rip it anywhere. I didn’t want to damage whatever was inside, or the wonderful
package that protected it in the mail for 800 miles. I pulled out the bundle. And there,
in a bad color copy, was a blonde 18 year-old. Her face was the same shape as mine.
Her hair was the same color. I checked the name under it, and sure enough, I was
looking at the girl who gave me the bellybutton. 1 ran to the mirror and held the picture
up next to my face. It was a perfect match. She was 18 when the picture was taken,
the same age I was then. We could’ve been sisters if it weren’t for her 70s feathered
hair and my blue spikes. I went through the other copies of pictures in the year book:

drama club, softball, honor roll. Hell, I can’t remember what all, but it was just like
me. She was just like me. I mean, I was just like her.
The woman who sent the envelope, who did all of the sleuthing that I couldn’t
had also sent the most recent address she could find. It took me months to think of
what I wanted to write to her. After searching for so long, you’d think you would have
everything planned out to say to someone. But then, what can you say to the woman
who made you, who has no idea who you are? It had to be perfect. If it found her, it
had to make her interested in knowing me. She needed to know how much finding her
meant to me, but she didn’t need to see too much emotion. I didn’t want to scare her
away. She had to know that I was just like her.
The letter didn’t say too much. I was afraid o f bragging and afraid of sounding
too sad. I wrote: Hey, I think I ’m your daughter. I ’d love to talk with you, here's my
phone number. I f you don 7 want me in your life, please, send a blank postcard so I
can know that you got this. I ju st need to know. 1 addressed the letter and had every
intention on sending it that day. But for some reason I just sealed the envelope and left
it in the drawer o f my desk for three months. My girlfriend at the time told me the best
thing to do when getting a tattoo is to keep a picture in your drawer, that way, every
day you’ll see it when you open it. At the end of six months, she said, if you open the
drawer and still like it, you should get the tattoo.
I got used to seeing the letter, her name on the envelope every day. I suppose I
was in denial, or trying to prepare m yself for what could happen. The letter was like a
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fairytale. I was, after all, mailing a letter to NeverNeverland. One day I pushed it
into the mailbox, pushing it out of my mind at the same time.
I was at home studying for a test when the phone rang three days later. I
checked the caller ID, “R. Maxwell.” I didn’t know an R. Maxwell, but wait,
“Hello?” It’s almost as if I knew when I questioned the silence.
“Christina?”
“Uh, yeah?”
“Urn, this is Rhonda.”
“Rhonda, Rhonda?”
“Yep. H ow ’d you find me?”
I can’t remember what was said exactly. We spent three hours talking on the
phone and saying things like, “me too!” or “so did I!” She mentioned she had a
daughter and I squealed at the thought of having a little sister (I asked for one every
Christmas). I was shaking through the whole thing. And when we were done talking, I
was exhausted.
After the conversation, I went outside and looked into the smoggy Houston sky.
Nineteen years had gone by. I had spent my life wondering everything about the day 1
was born, and just as soon as she went away, she was back. I guess what I mean to say
is that she was there for the first time. I'lay in the sun all afternoon staring at every leaf
and plant and rock like I’d never seen such a thing before. I didn’t eat right for days
and booked a ticket to Missouri.
* * *

Having so much to talk about, the nineteen year’s worth o f stories were
compacted into abridged, time friendly anecdotes o f sports awards, grade point
averages, and foreign travels. But there was one surprise. The sun shining on us, light
coming through the trees whenever the wind blew.
“Your dad’s name is Jerry,” she said, “we dated in high school.”
I’d always known I was an accident; they were so young. But I was glad to hear-that
they dated, that I w asn’t the product of some sort of rape or something.
“I married him,” she said pulling out pictures, “you can have these.”
She handed me the pictures of their wedding from 1992 explaining they got
divorced not too long after.
“In 1988 we thought about stealing you back,” I looked to see if she was
serious. Her lips were pressed together in apology, a look that said well, what could I
do?
I held the photos in my hand, the sun reflecting off their smiles. I looked at my
dad and wondered why I never really thought about him. I’d spent my life wondering
who my mother was, what she looked like. I’d thought of who my biological father
was, but it wasn’t as important for me to find him. Flipping through the pictures she
pointed out my grandparents on both sides, her sisters, her brother. My favorite
picture, or rather the one I like to look at most is o f the both o f them. They’re looking
into each other’s eyes, the preacher in the background, probably asking them to repeat
the vows. They’re smiling. I wouldn’t say they look happy, but they do look involved.
Like they share a terrible secret.

82

When w e’d told all the stories we could, the inevitable awkward moment came
where we just stared at each other. We popped our knuckles at the same time. I wanted
to sit in the park and stare at her forever. Most o f all, I wanted to touch her. I ’m not an
affectionate person, but I would’ve held her hand all day. Maybe she wanted to pull
me in and hold me. I can only-hope that’s what she wanted. For whatever reason, that
seemed to be what my body needed to do. There was no way for me to say this, or
show it. I imagine she would come to the same conclusion. The sun was starting to
descend.
“Now what?” she asked.

I suggested we go to the Science Center. It was one of my favorite places in
St. Louis, and there was no admission fee, which we both agreed was a great deal. We
played several hours while solving mind games. At one point 1 was trying to tie a knot
in a shoelace while looking into an upside down mirror. Rhonda stood behind me,
laughing at my hands fumbling with the otherwise simple task. When I’d sat down to
try it, I was sure I could do it, could trick my brain into seeing it right side up.
We both chose the medical section as our favorite and spent most o f our time
there. Since I have a fascination with all things dead, I steered her toward the replica
o f a burial. By looking at the fused parts of the skull, the sutures, and the wear pattern
on the teeth, I figured our skeleton was about 35 years old. The shape o f the mandible
was definitely a male skull and I said so, Rhonda paying attention but biting her lower
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lip. And then I saw some rough edges between the proximal end o f the tibia:
arthritis. I was saying all of this to impress her, o f course, but I didn’t realize the
answers were written close by. She leaned over the case, the skull smiling at her, and
she flipped up a wooden placard and read nearly exactly what I’d just said. I smiled,
almost surprised that I was right and we headed to the old medicine section because she
was a pharmacist. And because I wanted to show her that I was educated. I needed her
to be impressed with me.
I followed Rhonda around the place staring at every part of her body. Her ass,
my ass in 17 years. Her hands, mine. An older version o f me walking in front of me.
The ghost o f Christina Future. My mind was running through the woods and tripping
over underbrush. I was trying to imagine my sister, my grandma, aunts, and uncles—
all o f them at a dinner table eating without me, not caring. Then, eating without me,
every mouthful of food they were swallowing the pain o f not knowing who or where 1
was.
After exploring the joys of science in a way that allowed us to be together, but
not to communicate, we found ourselves in another park adjacent to the Science
Center. The sun was about to set and we both had a feeling this could be the second
and last day in our lives that we would have together. I sickened at the thought o f the
drive home: two hours thinking and speeding while swallowing' sobs. She took me
back to my car and we hugged another time, again, not long enough, and that was it.
When 1 got home I parked the car and went inside, hoping Mom and Dad would
be asleep. But they were waiting like kids on Christmas morning to know everything
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that happened. I couldn’t speak because I couldn’t remember. Even if I had the
ability to speak, I don’t think I could’ve told them. They seemed to understand, and
didn’t probe too much. I walked straight to my old bedroom, eyes willing my feet to
keep going just a few more steps. A few more steps and I could let the day rush in and
out, so my parents wouldn’t have to see, so I could go out on the roof. Everything
blurred and I woke up the next morning with my eyelids almost swollen shut. I found
3 new poems next to my bed all with the words “mother” and “stranger” strewn
throughout each.
III.
Nine months later I found m yself in the car with my mom and dad on the way
to Illinois. That’s where Rhonda was living, and that’s why we were going. I was 21,
definitely old enough to go alone, but Mom and Dad, ever over-protective, insisted
upon driving me. They took me within an hour o f town and stayed in a hotel while I
went to visit Rhonda. Mom kept saying that she’d love to meet Rhonda and 1 should
ask her. She told me a couple of times. When I told Rhonda my Mom and Dad drove
me nearly all the way she seemed confused, wondering why I was so dependent on
them, maybe. And then I told her they’d love to meet here, take her out to dinner or
something. She seemed mad. Maybe she was embarrassed, thought my parents would
think of her as the woman who couldn’t raise her own kid. But I knew they’d only hug
her and thank her for giving me to them. I remembered, though, the time back in the
park, the day we met when 1 was nineteen. When she asked how I found her I
explained about the woman in the stands of the ball game. I couldn’t remember her
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name, and Mom couldn’t either when I asked her about it months later. Rhonda
thought I was lying, I think, like my Mom had hired a detective or something, or like
she’d always known. When I promised Rhonda my parents never knew, she didn’t
bite. And then I figured it was best that they never meet. My two moms are too
different to find much to talk about.
I met my little sister, Danielle, who was 3 at the time. The three of us were
outside walking in the grass when I noticed we all had the same shaped feet. I did a
cartwheel to celebrate.
Rhonda suggested we go for a bike ride. We rode down a gravel road beside
com fields for about two hours. I was in a movie, the sun setting and these glorious
colors and my mother riding along beside me. At one point she looked at me, “Are you
getting tired?”
“No. Are you?”
“No, not really.”
We rode for another hour.
“Ok,” I said with a red face and shortened breath, “maybe we should get back
now, huh?”
“Yeah, I mean, I guess I need to make dinner.” I saw her face was as red as
mine.
I think we both would have pedaled until our hearts gave out. But maybe it
w asn’t competition, just wanting to stay in the moment forever. I would’ve have
followed her down a highway for days, years, staring at her the whole time.

86
Wondering if she loved me, if she was proud o f me. We rode home, and I felt the
burn the next morning, the next couple o f years.
IV.
Two years after the bike ride, we agreed it had been too long so I drove to
Illinois to spend the weekend with Rhonda again. Another half-sister was ready to meet
me, Brianna. This visit was a little unexpected after several strained emails; one in
which I jokingly said that the pictures of my little sisters didn’t look enough like me.
Her reply email accused me of being unhappy. She was certain she could’ve given me
a better life than what my parents had, but there was no way to change that now. The
guilt was seeping through the computer and leaking onto my shoes. I cursed her under
my breath for saying anything negative about my parents. I knew I was one o f the
luckiest kids in the world. I fought back tears the rest of the day: we didn’t email for
nearly 9 months. To my friends, I accused her o f not being concerned enough to call
and speak to me. Apparently, she didn’t understand my humor, but how could she?
She really didn’t know me. She didn’t even know what my favorite foods were, or
how many bones I’d broken. We were two adults with little more than DNA in
common.
So, I found m yself in her home again, sitting on the couch watching a cartoon
with my little half-sisters. And the doorbell rang. “ Sonya and Sheila,” Rhonda
announced. They are my aunts. When I imagined meeting my mom, I never thought
about others. And here were more who looked like me, the screen door squeaking and
slamming behind them.
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I got up to shake their hands and introduce myself, all the while deciding
which one looked more like me. We were all left speechless, I think they were
expecting to see a baby, but Sheila finally said, “You have the Hunter face.” I beamed
and it was real and true. It w asn’t the kind of smile I gave when someone said, “You
look like a Holzhauser.” I loved my last name, and my family, but deep inside, I knew
I was never, and could never be a Holzhauser. We spent the whole weekend cooking,
playing ping pong, and drinking some bad domestic beer. We all stared at each other
with bright curious eyes like people in love.
My aunts told me a story. They were eleven and fifteen peering at me through
finger-printed glass in the nursery of the hospital. Until this day, I’d only thought of
the way this affected my mother and me. Now, after a couple o f beers, it was clear to
everyone that my birth was something that lived inside all of us. As much as it hurt
Rhonda, it hurt them too. Their big sister was sent to an unwed mother’s home to have
the baby in silence. They w eren’t allowed to talk about it, not even in their own home.
One day their sister left and nine months later she came home, like nothing had
happened.

Apparently, it was tradition in my m om ’s family to play a little game called,
“Get the Bellybutton.” The game was simple: lift up the shirt of one o f the little girls
and say, “I’m gonna get your bellybutton!” That was it, and then the tiny blonde
victims would giggle with delight. When I heard this I had to swallow hard and try to
keep my hands from gripping my little sisters’ necks and screaming, “It should be me!
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I was here first!” I found m yself blinking away tears and poking at my own belly
button while the game went on. Those little girls had no idea that we all kind o f had
the same one, and their mommy was my mommy first. The child that still lives inside
me was throwing a fit on the floor in the middle of the toy aisle, “I want it!” No one
got my bellybutton that weekend. I glared at Danielle while she sat on Rhonda’s lap,
her blonde curls bouncing around her face, Rhonda kissing her on the forehead. It was
like she was doing it on purpose.
I left on a Sunday morning, right after Rhonda told me she’d had breast cancer,
but it was in remission. Sitting still, my face twisted in confusion, I wanted to ask all
the normal, polite questions. Instead I said, “That sucks.” She shrugged her shoulders,
“Yep, but it’s over for now.” And then the girls ran into the living room and came up
to sit on my lap. A book was tucked under the arm o f the oldest and she ordered that I
read it to them. It was the Bernstein Bears. As I read I could see Rhonda out o f the
comer of my eye, she was videotaping the three off us. I felt the warm bodies that
looked just like me. They were crawling on me and breathing in my face. They were
fighting over what games to play trying to get all of my attention. I could’ve kept them
on my lap forever with that video camera rolling. I knew I had to leave minutes later,
and now, for the first time, they really liked me and wanted to play. It was hard telling
the five and two year old that I had to go and I’d see them “later.” They were getting
mad that I was carrying my bags to the car. Rhonda was keeping them occupied by
trying to explain that I had things to do somewhere other than there. She kept telling

them I couldn’t stay there. I was twenty-two and it sounded like, “she’s not really a
part of our family.”
When I was finally in the car I could feel the lump rising in my throat. I
couldn’t breathe it was so big. Intent on speeding out o f the driveway, I turned the key.
I grabbed the wheel and reared my head around to check to see what was behind me.
Along the way, I saw that my driver’s side window was covered in icy snow too thick
to see through, except in one spot. In that slightly hazy circle I saw my mother
standing motionless at the front door of her house. It was a moment captured in time
like Christmas in a snow globe. I beat at the window with my fist in hopes I could
pound the haze away. It didn’t budge, and I realized I was still staring at her. 1 got out
of the car with an ice scrapper in hand to get rid o f the ice. She was still in the door
way, I was still trying to make it look like I didn’t see her. After I scraped away the
sheen o f ice I got in the car again. By this time, I was making a conscious effort not to
burst into tears. When I say burst, I mean it. I felt like my face could’ve flown away
from my skull. The knot in my stomach was starting to spasm. It was all I could do to
keep m yself from running back inside, tears streaming down my face, burying my head
into her shoulder. In a way, I was hoping she’d run out to the car and beg me to stay,
just a little longer. Or confess something, cry a little. If she did that, I’d gladly break
down, say all the things I’d been thinking o f for years, but could never put words to.
She stood there, still.
I backed out o f the driveway, but kept looking ahead of me, in case she’d come
outside or waved, or anything. Time stood still as I put the car on D and made a final
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check towards the house. She was standing there behind the foggy glass door, in
the same position, just staring as I drove away. I couldn’t see her face, but I felt as if
we both knew it looked like mine.
V.
One early Saturday morning I got up so I could drive to Hannibal to see
Rhonda, the kids, and my aunts. I hadn't seen them in a year and a half. Everything
always felt funny at first; after all, we still hardly knew each other, but within an hour,
everything became as comfortable as could be.
The last time I’d seen them I had to fight the lump in my throat all weekend,
but that weekend was different. Maybe it was the nice weather, or the fact that I was
going to graduate school in Alaska soon, but I was able to think less than usual and
enjoy my time with them without feeling so sorry for myself. I felt very close to being
at ease.
Rhonda and her husband Matt had purchased about 300 acres near Philadelphia,
MO. We spent our weekend on the farm with my aunts and their husbands. The
family was there all weekend talking and drinking. We all sat in a circle of ratty lawn
chairs and I was filled in on the family gossip, diseases, and deaths. “So when did your
dad die?” I asked Rhonda, afraid to call him grandpa. An hour earlier I saw his picture
at my Aunt Sonya’s house. She saw me looking at them when I thought I was alone,
leaning in close, breathing all over the family I’d never met, hanging there on the wall,
propped up on bookshelves. Her eyes smiled at me like she knew I didn’t have all of
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the answers I needed, “He and Rhonda look a lot alike in their baby pictures. I
mean, you look like them too.” I shrugged, sipped my beer.
I didn’t even have to ask if I could ride one o f the four-wheelers alone. “Go
ahead and take one for a drive,” Rhonda said with a smile. It surprised me for some
reason. I was twenty-four and scared to ask for permission, not knowing my
boundaries with the woman who’s my mother. She’s only seventeen years older than
me. I have great friends that age. This woman, however, is my mother, not a best
friend. But could she become my best friend? Did she need to? I already have one
mom who worries about me. This mom offers me beer and lets me ride her expensive
four-wheelers, take her kids for a ride. She trusts me because she made me, not
because she knows me.
It’s hard to find time alone with Rhonda when she has to tend to two smart,
attention-craving kids. One o f my aunts seemed embarrassed they were so spoiled and
told me it was because of me; all the love she wanted to give me she was trying to give
them, to make up for everything. Rhonda and I took a ride together on separate four
wheelers down to the creek on the farm around dusk. She was determined to show me
the cave around the bend of the creek. We walked through high weeds and nasty algae
for about a mile, until we finally saw it. She said, “Well, there it is.” She pointed and
nodded. I nodded, too. And she turned to leave (the'other day I finally got up on water
skis. The second I realized that I had done it, I didn't care about skiing anymore and let
go o f the rope).

Rhonda and I sat perched on our ATV’s in a small clearing by the creek, it
was the most time w e’d spent together alone since the day we met in the park. As the
light was fading, so was my opportunity to speak with her in private. She had to know
that I was so curious it made me frown. Eventually we got on the topic of us and the
situation we were in. I have so many questions that I can't put into sentences when I’m
around her. And I feel like there's so much she wants to say to me but doesn't, or can’t.
The look on her face tells me she’s apologizing for everything she thinks she's done
that's hurt me somehow. The guilt surrounds us like haze settling on fields.
She told me she's a very private person. I, on the other hand, offer personal
information with little coaxing and find it unbelievable that people would want to hold
in their feelings. She did admit my father was a “perverted narcissist” that night, but I
was afraid to ask what exactly she meant by that, or how she came to that conclusion.
My parents gave me a book when they got me called “Why Am I Adopted?”
They’d read it to me whenever I asked and eventually, I read it to myself. The pictures
are round and colorful, the people in it goofy looking with big noses and eyes. But I
remember almost every page, every sequence o f advice in the book. The page I read
the most was a picture o f the main character, a blonde boy with red and blue striped
shirt. He has thinking bubbles above his head. In them are pictures of a ballerina and a
movie star. The caption warns that when we imagine our birth parents, we shouldn’t
let ourselves be convinced they are famous, or in any way, more special than most
people. I’d never pictured Rhonda as a ballerina, but I tried to give her modest
professions in my dreams, so I wouldn’t be disappointed when I found out who she
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really was. I also tried to keep m yself from believing that when I met her, all o f my
pain would be gone; I knew that w asn’t realistic, but I still hoped for it.
When I found this woman, it did put me back together, but it also left me with
even more questions. She’s a pharmacist, so is her husband. From the size o f their
house, they’re doing just fine. She’s not living in a ditch (like the book warned); she’s
also not dead. But I still have a tremendous ache in my stomach because I don’t know
who she is. I mean, if I invited her over for dinner, I wouldn’t know what to cook,
what music to play on the stereo. These are things I have to learn, but for some reason
we haven’t had time though it’s been eight years since we met.
It’s overwhelming to watch yourself 17 years down the road. I know most
people take this for granted and find it more haunting than beautiful. There’s great joy
when I watch her walk or move, when she smiles at me, when I can please or impress
her. I’m looking in the mirror again, but I’m not scared now. I can only imagine she’s
thinking, “I made this person who looks and thinks so much like 1 do.” I’m anxious to
learn more about her; more about myself, maybe.
* * *
We left the clearing by the creek and had to switch the lights on on our fourwheelers. She took off first and was just bouncing along the trail in front of me. Tall
grass marked the path back to the shed, but in the half-light, it looked like she was
carving her way through it. I followed close behind knowing that when we reached the
next clearing w e’d race. Fireflies swam with us through the grass as the smell o f the
familiar Midwest rushed into my lungs. I smiled and let a couple o f tears fall only to
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be blown away by the wind. I laughed, shook my head thinking about how silly and
beautiful the scene was.
The next day I took Danielle out on the four-wheeler right before I left. She
begged me to let her drive all by herself. With her in front o f me on the seat I released
my grasp on the handle bars and let her take over. Her curly blonde hair was in my
face and I could hear her singing as we swerved this way and that across the field, out
of view from the adults.
When we got back to the shed she jumped from the moving vehicle, “Mom,
Christina let me drive!”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Yes you did!”
Rhonda smirked at me. She thought I’d made Danielle think she drove all by
herself. I winked at Danielle so no one else could see; i t ’s our secret I was trying to
tell her. She cocked her head not understanding what I was talking about and I smiled
through a quivering bottom lip. Maybe this is w h a t’s like to have a sister.
I hugged everyone and Rhonda walked me to my car.
“Well, w e’ll see you when you get out of school, I guess.”
With my lids growing heavy I tried to smile, but it felt more like my lips were
trying to keep something in. I hugged her once, and then again; longer and tighter.
But still not long enough.
I plopped into the driver’s seat and reminded m yself that I had to stay
composed long enough to get out of the driveway. I made a three point turn and felt
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home free until I looked to see my aunts standing with my half-sisters. Danielle
was waving and I heard Sheila tell Brianna “Say goodbye to Christina.”
Danielle spoke first, “W e’ll miss you!” the six year old called out.
“I’ll miss you too.”
Then Brianna, the three year old, spoke, “I love you, Christina.”
I was speechless so I just tried to smile and pointed my finger towards her while
nodding my head. Did they tell her to say that?
And I saw my mother, standing alone, several feet from the others lighting a
cigarette and watching me drive away from it all. I knew she was waving, too, in her
own way.
And that’s why I cried the whole way home. I could only think that to those
little girls I’m an older girl playmate wearing boy shorts. Most likely, they'll forget
about me in a week or two, but I’ll remember them until I can see them again, years
from now.
Each weekend I spend with the family from my other life is like a strange
dream. I can never tell my Mom and Dad exactly what happened. I don’t want to hurt
their feelings, don’t want them to know the pain I felt for most of my life. I never
blamed them and hoped if they knew, they wouldn’t blame themselves. I guess blame
isn’t the right word.
* * *
I dreamt last night that I found a picture. The picture was o f a bright blue ocean
and people swimming underwater, the camera positioned so that the lens was looking
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up at their stomachs. The image came to life, like a movie clip repeating on the
sheet o f paper. I realized I was looking at my biological family, all of them unfamiliar,
but I knew it was them because they were all wearing red swimsuits. And then I was
standing on the ocean floor watching them swim over me, but I was dry and not
drowning, just watching in amazement. They all waved to me as they passed over me,
the light reflecting and bouncing in the water. The last person to swim over me was
Rhonda, also in a red swimsuit. As she was passing over me a wave, or surge o f water
made her bathing suit ripple, like it was a dress caught in the wind. I saw her breasts,
deformed and frowning with scars. On her stomach was a ‘z ’ shaped scar, like Zorro
had made his mark. She didn’t seem embarrassed that I’d seen her naked body, all her
flaws. But the strange thing is, seeing her scarred breasts like that, I was euphoric. A
weight lifted from me. Life was beautiful; the heat o f sudden understanding filled my
body so that it tingled. It was the heat of truth, but I couldn’t put words to what I’d
discovered.
And then I woke up.
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Swing and a Miss
The bulge of my dad’s cheek was smaller because his mouth was open, the chewing
tobacco on his tongue. His eyes were straining, looking up, the way he looked when he clipped
his nose hairs in the mirror. His black boots were unlaced, tongues lolling from a hard day’s
work. Stumbling over his shoes, the clack, clack o f laces come untied whipping the leather.
His gloved hand was outstretched; trying to catch the ball I’d thrown. Dad was about three
feet from it when it hit the ground and rolled, a rabbit darting through the grass, past the tool
shed and down the hill, towards the creek.
“Y ou’re throwing rainbows!” He hollered, wiping his forehead with his flannel shirt
sleeve.
“W hy?” Nolan Ryan made a change-up look so easy. I could hurl a softball twice as far as
most girls, faster too, but I couldn’t slow it down on purpose. It made me feel like a girl. The
grass in the yard was moist, so I slipped and ran down the hill to get the ball from the edge of
the creek where it was stuck in the shallow mud banks threatening to wash away into the river.
“Grab it like this.” Dad was across the yard again, I couldn’t see how he was holding the
ball.
I ran to him, as fast as I could. His stubby hand was wrapped around it, so natural, like it
grew there. His top knuckles were on the laces, just the tips of the fingers across the white
stitching. I took the ball from him, my fingers in all o f the right places, copying his hold. I
walked back to my side o f the yard, eyes forward and narrowed, hand lightly squeezing the
ball this is how it should fe e l in your hands. This is how Dad throws a change. I threw it,
grunting with the release and watched as it sailed, the same speed, the usual spin. It fell at his
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feet because he didn’t try to catch it this time. “I think it’s your wrist,” He offered, a
long black stream o f tobacco spit hit the ground.
“My hands are too small,” I said to my shoes.
It was the same day, or at least one of those hundreds o f fall days when Dad and I would
throw some sort o f ball in the yard until Mom yelled it’s time to eat dinner, and isn’t too cold
' and dark for ya’ll to play? It was this day that I thought I had found an answer, a solution to
why I couldn’t make a football spiral or a softball change speed.
“Do you ever wish I was boy?”
I don’t remember how he looked at me exactly; he just looked down at me and said no of
course not why would I ever wish that and what made you think that?
So I could be tough and not have to wear dresses and pink and so I could finally cut o ff the
hair that was below my waist. So I wouldn ’t have to help the women wash dishes on
Thanksgiving and Christmas.
“I dunno,” I said.
I was sure I’d be the first professional woman playing baseball and football; a female Bo
Jackson. I thought my life would not be complete until I would see my last name across the
back o f a St. Louis Cardinals’ jersey. My last name wouldn’t even fit. I imagined the letters
running across the back of my shoulders onto my arms, like R. HENDERSON or
RODRIGUEZ. On a 49er’s jersey, though, the name might fit because the shoulder pads
would offer more of a surface for the lettering.
“Someday I’ll play with the Cardinals,” I said to Dad.
“W e’ll keep practicing, Babe.”
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* * *
I was five when my best friend told me she was going to play t-ball. I assumed I was
signed-up too. The first game was in a week. 1 asked Dad about getting a new glove and
some pants like John Kruk.
“Y ou’re not playing t-ball,” he said.
“Why not?” I thought I was being punished.
“That game is for pussies. They’ll never learn to hit.”
Dad said there was no way in hell I was gonna play t-ball. I cried for a year, listening to
D ad’s argument, finally internalizing that the only real way to learn to hit was from a ball
being thrown, not some damn ball sitting on some damn tube. When my best friend asked
why I w asn’t playing I told her, “T-ball is for pussies.”
So Dad found a team thirty miles away, the next town over, that played “coach pitch” and
he signed us up. And he coached me every summer, every sticky mid-western burnt com
summer. Every keep your eye on the goddamned ball, I’m gonna nail your feet to the ground,
use two hands, get your gate down, you kicked ass tonight, Babe, D ad’s so proud o f you
summer.
*

*

*

The following spring my uncle died in a car wreck. I was six. They found his truck the
next day, Easter morning, in a creek bed. Dad and another Uncle Jerome went with the county
sheriff to identify his body. Jerome turned away, said I can’t do it. So, Dad walked to the
overturned truck and saw Jeff, smashed against the windshield and lying on the dashboard.
T hat’s him.
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The whole family was in the yard of my grandparents’ house. We had all just come
from church; I was wearing a frilly dress that my mom and I fought over for an hour earlier
that morning, my long blonde hair combed and an Easter hat bobby pinned to my head.
Grandma and Grandpa pulled into the driveway; they had just gotten back from the hospital.
Grandma got out o f the car, one foot, then another. Then she paused. Then she rose from the
car seat, her hand over her eyes and stood there, the other hand grasping the open door, until
Grandpa came from the driver’s side and grabbed her round the waist and led her down a small
slope in the yard. And she walked that way a few steps, then she broke free. There was
Grandma, trotting down the yard to the house where we were all waiting in a circle. Her purse
was dangling from her arm, forgotten, a leaf riding on a car windshield. Halfway to us she
stopped, her big plastic glasses moving with the scrunching of her face. “Jeffie’s dead.” She
sobbed. “My baby is dead.”
He was twenty-two, a first-baseman who broke rural high school batting records. I was
just tall enough to peek over the side of his casket, just tall enough to smell the embalming
fluids or make-up or the flowers of funerals, whatever that smell is. Dad grabbed me; his hard
calloused hands were vises around my waist. He held me so I could look in. It w asn’t my first
funeral; I knew orange make-up that would be covering his face. I knew h e’d look like he had
an inch o f fake skin. And everyone said he looks so good but I never understood how
someone could look good dead, and covered in make-up. On J e ffs left arm lay a wooden
Louisville slugger with the graffiti of signatures running the length of the bat. The suit he was
wearing was blue and ribbed; he looked strange not wearing cut-off shorts and high school
mascot t-shirts. His fingers were laced together on top of a baseball, the red stitching like
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blood oozing from small cuts. I watched as my mom reached in to pat his hands, her
face drawn up and tight, head nodding yes he was good yes he is dead yes. I reached out my
hand, too. Dad adjusted his grip on me, suspended me over J e ff s body, bird’s eye view, my
long hair falling around my face. I touched his hands and the baseball; both were as cold and
hard as the other. His tombstone was nothing fancy. On either side o f his name were my
grandparents’ names, the dates of death left open. “Did Grandma and Grandpa die too?” I
asked my parents. It took years for me to understand the concept o f a pre-paid burial plot. A
bat and baseball were etched into the tombstone above the last name, HOLZHAUSER. I
thought, when I die, they will put a baseball on my tombstone, too.
Jeff used to play wiffle ball in our yard with the neighbor boys. I was too young, too small
to play, so I had to watch off in the distance, every once in a while racing our dog to retrieve
the balls that flew too far. We built this routine. It happened every night after school and I
began to take my position as a fan seriously. Digging through a box of my baby clothes, I
found a baseball style t-shirt and wiggled my way into it, the arms were too tight and the
bottom only covered some of my ribs. I couldn’t think o f any teams that Dad liked that had
the color pink on their jerseys. “Mom, what does this say?” I pointed to what was written
across the front.
“Angel”
“Does it say California anywhere?”
“N o.”
Dad and 1 didn’t like the Angels, at least he never said much about them, but I wore it
anyway figuring it was the closest thing I had to a baseball shirt. I went to my bedroom and
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pulled my fake Cardinals batting helmet from the nail on the wall. My grandpa had
bought it for me the last time we went to St. Louis. So I let the cheap plastic beat against my
head and ran outside to watch the game from the cracked, sun baked porch. And I did this
until I was old enough to convince the boys to let me play or Dad made them, it’s hard to say.

Dad told me once he played football in middle school, and was sure he would’ve been
great, but his family moved. They moved to where I grew up, and there w asn’t any football at
my school seeing as how it was stuck out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by com, soy
beans, and flood water. Dad played baseball too, and he played at my high school. But
because his parents owned the bar in our town, they were too busy to come to games or pick
him up after practice. He would walk home, eleven miles, or hitchhike. I always pictured my
dad, seventeen years old, eyes on his shoes; his hands minus thirty years’ o f work gripping the
knob of a baseball bat dragging it down a country highway. Maybe he stopped every once in a
while to throw a rock straight into the air and bat it away, over the road as far as he could.
Maybe he would take a few low practice swings on the newly planted com. It’s possible he
walked the railroad track to cut off a mile or two. Limestone bluffs as tall as silos on one side
o f the tracks, caves dotting the hillsides, the limestone too soft to resist weather. But on humid
spring nights I still see my dad, a poor country boy with a shock o f brown hair, walking home
at dusk. The fog from the river just starting to rise and creep through the fields. And my
daddy, a shadow o f a man, walking home.
*

*

*
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I would always try to be the last to leave after my softball games. The moisture
would fall from the sky like heavy, slow rain around 8:30 every night; the thick mist hovering
around the lights of the baseball fields formed one large bright and blurred foggy bundle of air.
Whether I was wandering out in center field or talking to teammates, I was always stalling.
Every game felt like the last game o f my life. I never took it for granted. I’d hide in dew
covered metal bleachers and try to see the hills through the lights and the dense fog.
ft would always happen that Mom would yell for me just when the light o f night was
pushing day deep down, over the horizon, behind a line of trees. I would run, still full of
energy. In fact, more full of energy after a game than before. I would sprint to the truck, the
whole time twisting my ankles as my rubber cleats clawed at the gravel for traction. I ’d mount
the tail gate of the truck like a pommel horse, swinging my legs and pointing my toes just like
my gymnastic teacher instructed. I was graceful. I knew I was. I’d slow down my body like
those guys on the rings just to show people how skilled I was at slinging m yself into the back
o f Dad’s red Ford. I loved the thump my feet made as they hit the paint chipped bed.
Though Mom would argue that I should ride in the cab, Dad would usually give in and let
me ride in the back of the truck. I’d grab an old folding lawn chair and prop the back up
against the window. As we pulled out o f the parking lot I’d give a last look to the ball field.
My heart would flutter and flicker like the field lights being turned off. I would cry when I
was twelve; I had a feeling I was a small part o f something much bigger. What that was, I
w asn’t really sure.
Going fifty-five down Highway 94 I’d learned to love the chilly night air. This was the
road my Dad used to walk. The dampness of the river air brought out a musky smell from the
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fields. I could close my eyes and know the difference between Soybeans, Soybeans,
Corn, Corn, now Soybeans. Mom would try to check on me. “You ok?” she’d holler through
the pane o f the sliding window. I’d never answer. I pretended not to hear her. I’d just stare at
the sky, all the stars, and count deer eyes which looked like stars in the fields.
The ride only took twelve minutes from the field to my house. That road that my dad
walked for hours, kicking rocks, sticking his thumb out. When Dad would back us up into the
driveway, I’d sigh I exist in the world. A chorus o f tree frogs, bull frogs, crickets sometimes so
loud I couldn’t sleep. I was home. The moon floating on the river and in the sky. Ball glove
still on my hand, rubber cleats slipping on the dew settled into the truck bed, hair matted from
dirt and the wet of Midwest nights, I’d jump to the ground. In that yard I learned to catch and
throw and Dad practiced with me until we had enough. I ’d take a last long look at the sky,
notice a slug on the porch on the way inside and run straight to bed without showering.
*

*

*

It was my junior year of high school when Mom drove up during softball practice one
evening, an apologetic look on her face. Before she spoke I grabbed my ball bag and said
to my coach, “I have to go.” He nodded, the first time I’d seen him not scowling.
Five o ’clock the next morning, after sleeping in spurts on two orange plastic chairs
pushed together in a waiting room, and sometimes under the couch, I was standing beside my
grandpa, his body thin and covered by a white hospital sheet. When I saw that Dad was crying,
my own eyes stung and began to blur. My parents shuffled me in front of them, right up close
to the skinny hospital bed. Mom whispered in my ear, “Tell Grandpa you love him.” Dad put
his lips to my other ear, “Tell Grandpa you’ll hit a homerun for him .” His skin was so pale I
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thought I could see through it. I was almost mad at Grandpa for putting me in such an
awkward situation; I never really told anyone I loved them. But I knew if I didn t say it now,
there would never be another chance. I held his hand, UI 11 hit a homerun for you, I said my
voice wavering. My words were books falling from a tall shelf. His sun-spotted hand
squeezed mine and I saw a weak smile through the plastic of the oxygen mask. His other hand
reached for the mask and Dad told him no, to leave it on, the turquoise ring he always wore
was missing from his finger. He tried to say something anyway, but the oxygen mask blew the
words away from his mouth.
There were at least fifteen people standing around his bed when it all ended. Grandma
held his hand as we all watched. The nurse inched through the crowd to stand with the doctor.
All eyes were on Grandma and the woman nodded for final approval. Grandma nodded back.
She pushed buttons on machines and they let out a sigh. My grandpa, Nelson (Buzzy)
Holzhauser, lover of the St. Louis Cardinals and everything baseball, veteran of the Korean
war, funniest story-teller in Portland, Missouri, the man who used a curse word every other
word he spoke now gasped for oxygen, the mask had been removed. The man who taught my
dad how to play baseball struggled for life. His chest heaved so hard it made his whole body
rise from the sterile white bed and come down with a thump. Like someone lying under the
bed trying to kick him out. Thump. Thump. He kept his head turned towards Grandma the best
he could. It was all so absurd, I was thinking. A whole family here, staring at this man
fighting for his life. I felt dirty, terrible for staring wide-eyed at my grandpa. Death should be
more private. I was embarrassed that he was too weak to live. My body felt like it was
bursting and I let out one huge sob, like a bark and decided to leave the room. Exhausted and
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confused I stopped and stood behind the privacy curtain there in the ICU and pulled it
tight around me like a blanket. I didn’t want Grandpa to see me there, if he could see at all,
wherever he was in time and space and memories. And through the one inch gap in the
curtains, I watched my grandpa die.
He was buried beside Jeff. Ten years had gone by o f my uncle waiting for his parents to
join him on the hill over looking the river. Grandma gave me Grandpa’s favorite Cardinals
jacket. Every summer it seemed, Grandpa would sponsor a Holzhauser family Cardinals game
trip. W e’d pack into several cars and make the two hour drive to St. Louis.

During the 7th

inning stretch, the Budweiser Clydesdales would pull the wagon around the field, full of
wooden kegs of beer. Grandpa would raise his own plastic cup of the stuff and hoot and holler
with the rest of the crowd. And when Ozzie Smith would hit a homerun and do a back flip on
his way to home plate, Grandpa would nudge me with his elbow, his crooked bottom teeth
sticking out, “A ren’t you glad you’re taking gymnastics, too?.” And I would giggle like that
was such a silly idea, but all 1 ever wanted was to play baseball— right there in Busch Stadium
with Grandpa, Dad, Jeff everyone, watching me. I would picture myself walking up to the
batter’s box, my specially made bat knocking the dirt from my metal cleats. The first pitch I
would be too anxious, maybe a little nervous. I’d pull the next one away (oh, to be able to hit
it wherever you liked!). And then he would try to throw me a change, but I would be ready,
you see, watching the motionless laces as the ball floated through the air. I would crank it.
Crack! That noise and the feeling of knowing that your mind and your muscles were all there
at once, making something happen, the vibration of the bat that runs down your arms and into
your chest. I would stand, the bat dangling in my left hand, watching as the tiny white ball
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flew into the upper deck. 1 wouldn’t walk around the bases because it seemed rude.
I’d run, and just before home I’d do a back flip and cameras would flash and Grandpa and Dad
would be right there, running out of the dugout or something. Dad would say, “Good job
babe” the wad of chewing tobacco trying to make its escape through his wide smile. And
Grandpa would follow that with, “hell of a hit, there, munchkin.” Jeff might just smile at me
and tousle my hair. Maybe Grandma knew all o f this, could see it in me somehow, and she
gave me my grandpa’s Cardinals jacket.
*

*

*

Once, after a soft-ball game, I raised my can o f Mountain Dew in a victory toast.
Surrounded by my team, a mob of fourteen year old girls with their hair in pony-tails and blue
scrunchies, I said, “Guys, this moment in time will never happen again. W e’ll never be able to
come back and live this moment. W e’ll never all be here together with these sodas, and our
winning season, and this night again. This is a memory we can all share when w e’re older,
these are the things w e’ll look back on and say remember when. Know what I mean?”
Mouths puckered in attempts to understand what I was saying, cleats danced in the gravel as
people shifted their weight from one foot to another.
“Kinda,” someone answered.
They toasted anyway and the group dispersed finding boyfriends and parents in the parking
lot.
*

*

*

Grandma and Grandpa had J e ffs baseball glove bronzed after he died. It still sits on a
shelf in her living room. His class ring dangles below the glove on a wooden peg. His bat is
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also below the mitt, gathering 19 years’ worth o f dust. Above them in a large frame is
Jeff’s jersey, folded to show the number 25, retired by my high school, given to the family
folded like this, like the flag Grandma got when Grandpa was buried. Also on the wall is a
picture o f Jerome, my other uncle, pitching; his body stretched in all angles, the veins and
tendons popping in his neck, the ball just leaving his fingertips. Another picture; my grandpa
sitting on a metal folding chair, his Cardinals jacket o n -h e ’s watching Jeff swing just outside
the on deck circle.
*

*

*

The first phone call came in September of my senior year o f high school, not too long after
Grandpa died, and weeks after my parents found out I was a lesbian. Colleges asked me to
play softball for them for scholarships; they’d even pay for my books. Other colleges called
and called, but I just said no thanks and hung up and cried at night. I had already decided to
move Houston for college, to be with my girlfriend, and unfortunately, there was no softball
team. M y parents were furious about the news, screamed at me for hours, words like hell,
dyke, disgusting and eat her out came from their mouths. Things they had never said, things I
hadn’t had time to think about. They said other, more hurtful things, too.
“A lesbian?” Dad asked, his face reflecting the fire burning somewhere deep inside him.
“I guess.”
“You let her play too many sports!” Mom yelled at Dad. His defense was that she let me
quit dance class too soon.
“What the fuck are you thinking? Y ou’re fucking up your softball career!” He screamed in
my face. “There’s no way you’ll go to the Olympics like that.”
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And with that, my Dad, 220 pounds o f muscle and country boy fell into his favorite
recliner, his hands covering his face, tears streaming down his forearms. Through his crying
he coughed out, “What would your grandpa think?”
“I don’t care!” I screamed.
But I thought about softball as much as I thought about the way my family looked at me,
like I was a freak, like they always knew something was wrong. What could I do with softball
anyway? That’s what it all came down to. I always knew I could never make money from
sports. It w asn’t fair. What was the point of knowing so much and getting so good when after
college you had to get married and have babies? Boys were different, though. They could
play ball, like me, their whole life. They could play in college, and if they’re good, they can
play for millions of dollars a year. Their hard work could pay off. They could stand on the
grass at Busch Stadium and have their grandpa and dad in the stands. I was fast, I had a glove,
could cover a large area, throw strikes from center field, colleges wanted me, but what after
that? It didn’t matter, wouldn’t matter when I was thirty or graduated at twenty-one. A career
was more important than softball. The first relationship where it all made sense was more
important than a game, I told myself.
*

*

*

It was three years after grandpa died, two years after I started college, that it all felt too big.
I was in Missouri, visiting. Earlier in the day my parents and I had come into town and driven
past the cemetery. I always looked at my last name on the headstones. Whoever had just
mowed the cemetery had thrown all of the wreaths and flowers away. There was nothing
decorating the grave.
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As soon as we got to my parents’ house I went upstairs and found a softball, a
new one. I also found a marker, and I walked out the door before Mom and Dad could ask
where I was going. I started walking towards the cemetery on a gravel road, tossing the
softball and catching it. Gripping it like I might pitch a rise, now a drop, now a change. I
wanted to throw it as far as I could, get it away from me, let it roll into the woods and decay. I
wanted some kid to find it years from now just a lopsided ball o f string, the cover lying open
like flower petals on the ground under it. A ball o f twine blooming from two pieces o f leather.
When 1 got to the cemetery I felt stupid. What if someone saw me roaming around the
graves? They’d call my parents and tell them I’d gone crazy or was about to vandalize
something. First I stood by the tombstone and ran my finger over the letters of my last name,
then traced the baseball engraved in it. All I could really remember from J e ff s internment
was that my cousin, who was eight, was wailing. It made me cry harder when I saw her. I
remembered Grandpa’s funeral; the whole town had shown up, my dad was a mess, my mom
held him during the service. It looked funny that this tiny woman held a man twice her size as
he cried. My dad cried twice that year; once for the death o f his father, and once for the death
o f who he thought was his daughter. There was the twenty-one gun salute; Fire! Fire! Fire!
And the smoke settling on the crowd like a cobweb. The rigid folding o f the flag, Grandma,
and the trumpeter casting his sound over our small river town.
I sat on the ground in front o f the tombstone, in their laps, and felt the moisture o f the
grass seep into my pants. I took the marker from my pocket and wrote the number 25 on the
softball. It was J e ffs number, but as it turned out, it was also Grandpa’s number, and my
other Uncle Jerom e’s and, of course, mine. Then I wrote their initials. Jerome Holzhauser,
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Jeff Holzhauser, Joe Holzhauser was my dad, Buzzy Holzhauser, Great-grandpa
Herman Holzhauser. Great-Great Grandpa Adolph Holzhauser (played professionally they tell
me)— all ball players. And then something happened. It was something I’d thought about in
fits and starts since I could remember. Who would pass on our name? Jeff was dead, Jerome
was done having kids, and had made a girl. My parents couldn’t have children, the reason
they adopted me. That left me and my cousin Renee’. She would marry a man and take his
last name, there was no doubt. It was all up to me to give my children my last name. When I
was younger I worried about getting married and giving up such a great last name. It was a
name that people around our small part of the world knew. “Aren’t you that Holzhauser girl
from Portland?” Or it was, “You act just like a Holzhauser.” I said once, when I was ten, that
my husband would have to take my name (I never understood why women had to give up their
names anyway, and Mom never had a good enough explanation). I’d have to have a son and
give him my last name, teach him how to play ball. My worst tear was having a daughter who
couldn’t play ball, couldn’t hold her own with the boys, like me. What if she threw like a girl?
Was afraid to get dirty? No, there were no more like me, I was sure. I was better off having a
boy-he’d keep the name, keep the tradition, have a much better chance o f making it. So I
wrote my initials on the softball, knowing damn well that all the weight was on my shoulders.
I cried: do you ever wish 1 was a boy? I was the closest thing to a boy as a girl could get, but it
w asn’t enough, would never be enough. I sobbed, the crying that sounds like dying, dug my
fingers into the damp earth.
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I gathered some rocks from the driveway and made a small circle to keep the
softball in place. I left the ball at the bottom o f the headstone, between Grandpa and Jeff.
Until Grandma found it a couple of days later, and called Mom crying into the phone.

There are no fast-pitch teams for-any woman over eighteen, just co-ed slow-pitch where
everyone is drunk and laughing. Old fat men toss you the ball underhanded because they thinkyou can’t catch or throw. I have to prove m yself every time I walk onto a field. With every
move I’m saying; I ’ve played since I was six. Fastpitch. Scholarships. Dad. Holzhauser. I
don 7 throw like a girl. And those fat men usually say, “You throw pretty well for a girl.” If I
have a son, I ’ll be the one to teach him how to play ball. I’ll also teach him to let the girls in
town play too. Because all girls don’t always throw like girls. And I’ll tell him that boys
would throw like girls too, if they were never taught.
Because I won’t marry a man 1 can keep my last name, pass it on to my children. And if
they don’t play, if it doesn’t mean anything to them; the lights, the air, the dirt lines on their
socks, the grit ground into their faces from the catcher’s mask, that moment when the bat hits
the ball and you own the world. If they don’t understand these simple things, 1just don’t
know.
I played catch with my Dad less than a year ago. My parents accept my sexuality now and
it’s possible they love me more than ever. Dad smiles because as hard as I try, I can’t throw a
change; he can. But I remind him I was a catcher, not a pitcher. I throw hard, though. I throw
as hard as I can until he says I’ve stung his hand. I think it stings.
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There is a picture o f my great-grandpa, Herman Holzhauser at the bar my
grandparents owned in Portland Missouri, hanging between the doors of the bathrooms. It was
taken in 1927, a year before my grandpa was bom. It’s not just a picture o f him, but of
Portland’s baseball team. H e’s in the front, holding the bat upright, a team o f eight more men
behind him. I have a picture like that too, where I’m holding a bat, a huge smile on my face,
the wind blowing the trees in the background. I’m holding a bat, too, but there’s no one
behind me.

114
The History of this House
At what seems the highest hill in Callaway County an old house hunches
against the wind. A family I’ve never met has stripped it to its skeleton, a hundred
years torn away with the lime green siding. They said they wanted to make a museum,
or a bed and breakfast. Now, only the original log beams beneath, gapped like the
teeth of the children who grew up inside its frame, grew up tossing balls o f rags over
its roof. I could fit my fist between the spaces if I really tried, but I’m afraid the soggy
brown beams might chomp down.
The view from the back porch looks like a train set: complete with trees, water
that seems not to move— like glass or plastic, and the path where the train and then just
the tracks once ran. Reflecting the low sun is the wide Missouri; the rolling hills o f the
northern Ozarks mark where the river ran thousands of years ago. In October, the
landscape is on fire with changing leaves so vivid they look fake. No matter what time
of year, the wind blowing across the hill smells like smoke from a woodstove and clean
blue sky. The crunch of gravel road under truck wheels far in the distance. South of
the house there’s the flat river bottom, the com that has grown there for hundreds of
years, the old MKT Railroad tracks that wind into the town of Rhineland, named
because it reminded my ancestors of Germany. East, and as far as the eye can see,
that’s the land my grandfather once owned, the land he farmed, the land my dad helped
to farm, the land I hunted on with my dad. Look west; that was my grandpa’s too.
And a mile down the driveway, to the north, is my aunt’s house where my family sold
it all one chilly weekend.
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Besides some weddings and mostly funerals, auctions were the events o f my
childhood where I saw most o f my large extended family. These times would give me
a chance, not only to play with my cousins, but to learn some o f the younger ones’
names. W e’d usually end up playing Army in the woods, throwing pinecone grenades
and burrowing under piles of leaves for protection from the enemy. Feeling the
privilege o f being the kids who lived there, we climbed all over the trailers, the
furniture and dishes, touched them, used them as weapons until they were up for
bidding. More importantly, I looked forward to auctions because of the excitement that
came with them. Dad would tell the story of the time he accidentally bought a twodollar bill while waving to someone across the yard. At the end, he’d chuckle and then
spit tobacco to the ground for punctuation, “I paid three dollars for it.” Auctions were a
time for me to test how mature I could be, not waving my hands around like the other
kids, totally understanding the goings-on o f adult gatherings. To shush the other kids
when they got too rowdy, I’d raise my eyebrow and tell them the accidental two-dollar
bill story. .And then I’d dig my toe into the ground like what I said didn’t really matter
and then spit. My story never got the same sympathetic chuckles.

My mom and her siblings decided to have an auction after Grandma died
because there were eight of them. Though they weren’t a family who quarreled, they
figured the best way to divide everything was by selling it. They sold the land, the
house and even the bed they were conceived and delivered on. I guess they got rid o f
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the house because it was in bad shape; no one could really live there without
putting a lot of money into fixing it up. And a lot o f money is something my m om ’s
family never really had. I helped load furniture and pots and pans onto flatbed trailers
for a few days, old metal kitchen contraptions, and old wooden storage things. That’s
about all the sense I could make of them. That week, Mom found love letters that
Grandpa wrote Grandma, little old gifts he’d given her, some handkerchiefs, yellowed
black and white pictures. The sisters packed these things into a cardboard box and
taped it shut. In a few years they’d open it, when they had more time, when it w asn’t
so painful. I asked every year if I could see what was in it and Mom told me w e’d wait
and have a big dinner because everyone had to be there. My aunt Helen got cancer for
the third time in 2000, and Mom kept saying they’d have to all get together “soon” to
open the box and divide it. I knew that was M om ’s way of telling me that Helen was
almost gone.
The box is still in our storage room, the masking tape peeling here and there,
dust settling into the fine creases of the cardboard. Helen never saw what was inside,
and I’m beginning to wonder if I will either.

My mom was bom and raised in that house, one o f nine kids my grandma had
in a time when doctors came to visit, and you just scrubbed the sheets in a metal tub of
hot water when it was all over. And did it again. The story is this house was a winery
during the Civil War, and that seems plausible. Those rolling hills would grow grapes;
after all this is the Wine Country o f mid-Missouri. Gnarled grape vines clinging to
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nose-high fences, Mom and her siblings sneaking the sweet grapes, dirty purple
stained feet. Those aren’t my memories, but I can’t say I haven’t tried. Every time
I’ve ever been up on the hill, I’ve closed my eyes hoping the breeze would remember
the past and blow it all into me.

Mom got an old china cabinet from the auction that was falling apart, the glass
thin, broken, and missing pieces. From the look of it, it must have come over on the
boat from “Bohemia.” Whenever I asked Mom where the last name Polacek
(pronounced Pole-uh-check) came from, she would tell me Bohemia, but she couldn’t
place it on a map. To me, it was somewhere like Czechoslovakia from the way
Grandma wore her scarves, tied at the chin, like people I ’d seen in black and white
history book photos. My uncle Pete, on the other side o f the family, refmished the
cherry cabinet for us. Mom still has it, full o f china; the key bent like an arthritic
finger rests on top. We think it’s two-hundred years old.

Between all of the bowls of chili and hot dogs and chili dogs I ate that day, I
had time to wonder why my m om ’s childhood was being sold to the highest bidder. I
couldn’t understand how she could let go of the house, all the memories. But maybe it
was the memories she was trying to sell at the auction. When Mom talks about her
childhood, it’s not with dreamy eyes because she remembers every detail. They had to
use an outhouse, had to bathe in the same water the others did. All the kids at school
made fun of their family. She didn’t have many friends. Unlike me, she didn’t have the
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privilege o f time to stare out across the river or dream herself back in time. Mom
wanted to go forward.
As dusk came, the air cooled so that I could see my breath. Trucks were looking
less and less full, and cars were driving away, most of the drivers with wearied smiles.
Every auction I’d ever been to was usually full of relatives, or neighbors, but my
grandparents’ had quite a few strangers. My mom grew up a few miles from the town
of Hermann, once a town o f German settlers that eventually grew into a quaint little
town with award winning wineries and antique stores. People who lived in the suburbs
of St. Louis were about an hour and a half away, lots of them drove the road where the
auction was for a scenic drive. They’d read about it in travel brochures. The same
types of grapes my mom pulled from the vines were getting these visitors drunk,
lowering their inhibitions enough so that they’d pull over when they saw an auction on
their way back to the city.

So, people I’d never seen before and would never see again

were taking parts of my past too, bit by bit, back to their antique dealers in St. Louis.
Back to their fancy houses after they’d been refinished. They’d boast at some party
“we got this for ten dollars at some hick auction out in the middle of nowhere.” Most
likely they were drunk from the wine, the grapes that my family’s land had once
grown.

My mom and I saw a piece of furniture not too many months later in an antique
store 40 miles away. We were just looking around when she guided me toward it, do
you recognize that?” she said, pointing. It was bright and shiny now, a new color, all

of the glass was new too. It was familiar, but in a dream, almost. Seeing it out o f
context and with a makeover made the experience even more painful for me. The price
tag was $3,000 dollars. Mom remembered that it sold for fifty. Mom, probably
thinking that an antique was worth more if people knew the story behind it told the guy
at the counter it used to be in her family, but he seemed less than interested, “Oh is that
right?” he said and looked out the window at people on the-sidewalk. Why she didn’t
cry, I don’t know. I don’t remember her crying too much after Grandma died, at all.
Instinctively, I went back to it and touched it and stared at it trying to remember ever
memory I had o f it, or about it, or near it.

We were standing by the trailer full o f guns at my grandparents’ auction when
Dad asked me if there was anything I wanted from the sale. I wanted it all. I wanted
all the land they’d sold, the house, the things. I’d even asked my mom to keep some of
the land for me, for when I got older, but I guess she didn’t take me seriously since 1
was only nine. Understanding what antiques were, but more importantly, what all
those old things meant to my family, I wished I could hop into the truck and drive
away with the trailer, park it up on the hill behind the house and hide out there until 1
was old enough to know what to do with everything. My dad had taught me how to
load and shoot a gun years earlier; I could hunt up there and live forever. Instead, I just
pointed in the general direction of the guns, knowing my dad’s love of hunting. He
suggested the .22, but then told me it really w asn’t worth anything. But I tugged at his
blue jeans fearing if I didn’t have one, I wouldn’t have anything. He bought it, for way
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more than it was worth. Now I had something to remember my grandpa by when I
was old enough to decide not to use it.
It was probably nine that night when my uncle took his flatbed back home.
There were only a few things left that nobody wanted. Things that looked just like what
people had been swarming over and around all day. None o f the siblings understood,
but they divided them Up. We got a wooden ironing board that someone had left
behind. In fact, the taped-up box of memories sits on it, the colors and lines of the
other merging together with time and dust.
* * *
Where I’m from in mid-Missouri, it’s common to hear people referring to
auctions as “sales.” People sell their lives, the tangible memories o f the ones they
love— usually when there is no money or just too many things for one person to keep.
The term bothered me because it implies something is being discounted, the store just
trying to get rid of it and people usually associate the word with a good bargain. A
steal, maybe. The word itself almost cheapens the whole process. The auctioneer
sings his song who 'II buy this (what is this?), who 'II buy this serving dish? Mrs.
Schmid probably put her fam ous cookies right here. We 'II start at three dollars. Do 1
hear three-fifty? The people wave their numbered cards, nod their heads; a test to see
who can look like they care the least.

My aunt Connie held Uncle Pete’s auction after his death from cancer when I
was twenty-one. He was the only man she’d ever been with; they’d been married since

she was sixteen. I know this because she told me when I was a freshman in high
school. She got pregnant not long after, but probably before. It was hard to remember
the rest of the story after my aunt had confessed she had sex.
The day o f the sale she was wandering around the yard wringing her hands,
picking up things that were his, running her fingers over them, and setting them back
on the table. The bags under her eyes were heavy from hair pulling and insomnia. In
the last three years her father had died, and her son had been killed in a car wreck; his
son, her grandson, had been suffering from a rare bone cancer for ten years. He was
ten years old. She’d spent the last year watching Pete shrink from a corn-fed
Midwestern good ‘ole boy into a pale boney version o f the man she’d slept beside for
thirty-five years. And now all of those years were being sold, even the house and the
land they’d moved into just a few years before. They finally got way out into the
country where he could hunt, and she agreed to live there if she had a four-wheel drive
and flowers out front.
I realized the only thing I could do to help, besides resurrect our dead family, to
maybe soothe away those dark bags o f loneliness under her eyes, was buy everything
and give it back to her.
Pete was a hunter, a white guy who sometimes dressed as an Indian and went to
powder shoots. He could repair guns and flint knap, make “arrowheads.” He dug them
up, too, in his garden, the woods, anywhere he found them and always showed them to
me. There was a pile laid out at the auction, and f beat m yself up because I couldn t tell
the difference between his and an actual artifact. There was Connie, watching little

kids make-off with gifts they were given at their wedding. I felt sick. When Mom
asked if I wanted anything, I just shook my head how could you and went back into the
house, which was also for sale, and drank a beer with my cousin. Pete’s remaining
son.
Everyone wandering around the yard at Pete’s auction was somehow related to
me. If they w eren’t related, then I’d gone to school with them, their kids, or their
grandkids. And I realized the only auction I’d ever been to where I didn’t know most
of the people was my grandparents’ sale. I also understood that when my parents
talked about where they got things they’d say, “Pete’s Sale.” As if it was a store. But
yet, there was an understanding of ownership. It’s like saying; I ’m ju st holding this fo r
Pete until he gets back. When buying something at an auction, we are doing something
good by giving money to the family who needs it. In return though, they expect us to
keep the memories o f their loved ones alive. Maybe Mom understood this, and that’s
why she asked if I wanted them to bid on anything. That’s why Dad bought the heavy,
old gun for twice its value.
* * *
The day I helped carry out my Grandma’s things, I watched as furniture was
taken out, like yanking a tree from the ground, the roots clawing at the dirt to hold on.
The potbellied stove in the comer, the table where, when I was two, Grandpa would
stuff marshmallows in my mouth and rub my face against his whiskers. Those were
gone. H e’d do that until I cried from the pain, sticky marshmallow saliva worming its
way from the comers of my mouth. I picked at the loose comers of 1960s era green

linoleum. The musty smell underneath the floor is where I imagined all the
memories were stored.
That day was the first time I’d gone into the cellar of that old house. My aunts
pulled a rug off the floor and three o f them heaved on a metal ring bolted into the
splintered wood, shiny from human oil. When they pulled it up my Aunt Helen started
walking down the rock steps and gagged. She looked from the rock cellar and gagged
again, this time losing her false teeth into her hands. Everyone laughed and felt bad for
laughing. She said there were vegetables down there that Grandma canned about
twenty years ago, some o f the mason jars broken, their innards rotting. We hauled them
out, box by smelly box full and threw them away. As old jars cracked and splattered in
garbage bags, I cringed imagining Grandma watching all of her hard work go to waste.
* * *
As an only child, I used to have horrible fantasies about both o f my parents
dying at the same time. I understood I’d get all the money and the house, but then I’d
be an orphan. That fear hasn’t really changed. The day my last parent dies is the day
when I’ll finally have to realize w e’re all alone in this world, and I’ll dig through all
their things, leam their secrets, regret whatever the last thing I said to them was.
The house I grew up in sits just a few hundred yards from the Missouri River.
The same old tracks run by our house, just like where Mom grew up on the hill. The
ties were tom up about ten years ago and now the whole track is a state park running
from St. Louis to Kansas City. When I think of summertime I think of the river, a
smell similar to that of the stink that wafted out from under old green linoleum. I’d dip
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my toes in that river, skip rocks across it, and get lost somewhere in my mind, but
still be able to hear mom when she called me home to dinner.

The time will come when I’ll have to get rid of most o f a houseful o f things.
Everyone will expect me to have an auction, get rid o f the things I w on’t be able to fit
in my ow n house, sell the house my parents lived in forever. But I w on’t sell the
house, I’d rather it rot where it stands than have strangers move in.
Like any auction, it w on’t be just a sale, but an all weekend occasion. Family
I w on’t have seen in years will drive up, line the small road with their trucks and
double the population of my hometown. There will be a little horse trailer set up
selling hot dogs and chili, hot chocolate and iced tea. I’ll walk around in the drizzling
rain saying hihowareyou and accept hugs and handshakes o f condolence when I d
rather sit by the river and stare at the swirling currents that Dad always warned would
suck me under faster 'n 'anything and wonder if he was right.
* * *
Mom drove me up to the old house when I was fourteen. We were trespassing,
but Mom, even though she’d never done anything illegal in her life, didn’t seem to
care. While Mom walked around to look at the skeleton house, I climbed the walnut
tree so I could look out across the river, across the valley, across decades, maybe
hundreds of years. With the exception o f a grey strip of road, and more organized
rows of com, what I was seeing was what generations before me saw. And it was
beautiful; my mom and her struggling family o f farm kids playing where the apple
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orchard used to be. They had peaches and pears. When she describes the land, it
sounds like paradise, with all the fruits and vegetables that grew around that house, but
what she remembers of her childhood is being dirt poor. I saw my grandparents too,
from the walnut tree, driving a horse and buggy down the mile long driveway, trying to
stay in the ruts. Below me, out in the bottom, a battle between North and South and the
survivors boozing a little later, right next to where I was perched in the tree. But there
were Native Americans, maybe Osage, living not just on the hill, but scattered
throughout the valley. Hunting deer in the same woods as me.
I have an urge to make a museum, too, o f every old house I’ve ever seen for
sale. In a perfect world, I’d spend all my free time excavating the ground around it,
keeping even the rusty old square nails that most people chuck from their gardens
cursing, the sweat stinging their eyes. Right now, though, I’d settle to have my mom s
childhood home, and the house my parents still live in. I’ll buy all of the land back
around the house on the hill and grow grapes again and pears, apples, plums whatever.
As if I could ever buy all that history and call it my own.

