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  To Dave Dinsmore for shoving me out of the nest.


  Weeping Mary


  Relationship is invisible bondage – a remnant of need. Through sex and power participants accept that they will claim and be claimed. We are conditioned to belong and expect others to accept this argument of semantics. From God to man to woman to child to creator, possession runs through one another and edification can never be mutual. There is no fifty-fifty within the proposition. The powerful prevail and it is this stone that levels us with all creatures. It is the nature of man is to covet and control or to destroy what we cannot own.


  Three years ago I was seventeen and still living at Auntie’s house. She wasn’t blood, but that’s what she liked to be called. I was a ward of the state, a foster kid and brought the population of the hone to eight: seven girls and one boy – Billy. For those of us yanked out of our biological environment, after the age of twelve adoptions were remote. For Hispanics the odds are steeped. Instead we’re bounced around and learn not to get too comfortable. Auntie was my fourth placement, not bad considering some get shuffled eight to ten times before being removed from the system. My third stop was the shortest and ended when the Moores moved out of the district. Before that… well, maybe it’s best to start at the beginning.


  At eleven I realized that the Ruiz homestead was different. Others of the Mexican community were distant from us. Beyond the usual six pack of Tecate in the fridge, we didn’t embrace our culture and my parents, for no better term, were pretty fucked up. While other mothers baked cookies and planned slumber parties, mine boiled needles in a frying pan on the stove when I came home from school. As for my dad, if he wasn’t crashed out in their bedroom he’d be slumped in the La-z Boy barely noticing either of us unless he wanted something. Marissa, bring me a beer… How about turning the lights down? Daddy likes it dark.


  They never abused me. I mean they didn’t hit me or shut me in a closet or anything like that, but they did little more than tend to my needs for food and shelter. The only memory I have of being held with affection was when we visited my grandmother in Matamoros. My father and mother left me in her care as they slipped off to fulfill the true purpose of our visit. We’d sit together in our room, where no one else was allowed and she would share stories of her childhood. Before my parents returned we’d go silent and as I’d sit on her lap she’d whisper into my ear. Marissa pequerio, usted es mi especial uno-little Marissa, you are my special one-and her hands would gently pass over each side of my face as she kissed me. It was only then that I felt I belonged.


  That life ended the day Ms. Brighton, the school counselor, called me to her office and told me I’d be spending a couple of nights away from home – someplace safe, she’d said. She kept saying, “It’s gonna be all right, honey,” during the drive to my house. When we got there, responsibility was turned over to a social worker, who continued to reassure as she helped me pack. My parents weren’t there and I knew something was up when my questions were ignored. A few years later I read my file and learned that my folks were busted for dealing. It wasn’t a surprise and for the first time I knew what others wouldn’t tell me. Dad got in a little over his head and couldn’t pay his supplier, so when he and mom were approached for a big score, they jumped on it. If successful the heat would be off them, profit to boot. Unfortunately, neither had a nose for sniffing out vice cops and my father got five to eight. Mom turned state’s evidence and went to rehab. Upon release she went across the border and out of my life. I became property of the state.


  Next stop, Cranewood. A shelter for wards awaiting placement. From the outside it looked like every other duplex on the block. The intent of Social Services is to maintain children in environments as normal as possible…whatever that means. The house had five bedrooms. Four held three children roomed by sex and the fifth was used as an office/bedroom for a member of the night staff. While waiting out the future we kept busy with counseling sessions and group meetings meant to help us function in our new environments. We also underwent complete physicals to determine if extra therapy was needed.


  I entered Cranewood clueless and was mixed in with those who knew too much. Between the probing of instruments and sessions on adapting, the veterans shared their wisdom. Whatever you do, don’t let ’em touch you. If they say they want to tuck you in, tell ’em to fuck off. By the time I got placed I was scared shitless. When sent to my first family, survivor skills suggested I remain distant and they could only take so much of my bullshit. Six months later I returned to the shelter to meet my next family.


  “You got to be fuckin’ kidding me, bet she’s a bun head. Sure looks like they picked a good one for ya’ kid,” Nancy said.


  Truth is I shared rooms with so many girls and we never saw each other more than two or three days, thus bonding was not a necessity. Looking out I saw a white utility van in the driveway. On its side was a magnetic sign: Church of the Weeping Mary and as it made a half circle I read Shepherd and Sister Wingwright across the back. The driver, a tall thin man with oiled black hair dressed in one of those powder-blue leisure suits one associates with the Sunday brunch crowd at Cracker Barrel opened his door and got out.


  “That’s got to be the Shepherd. If you ain’t got religion yet, you’re gonna get it, girl.”


  “Shit,” I said.


  “Yup and they’re beaters too. Spoil the rod and all that. If I were you, I’d accept Jesus as soon as you can,” Nancy said.


  “Hey, I’ll tell ’em I’ve got Jesus,” I said. “I’ll say I’m Baptist. That’ll make ’em happy.”


  “Hell, it doesn’t matter. One look at you and they’ll think you’re tainted.”


  “Huh, what are you talking about?”


  “You’re Mexican, right?” she said. “That mean you had pictures of the pope all over the casa.”


  I dealt with that sort of crap most of my life, but truth was we didn’t all have piñatas on our birthdays and burritos twice a week. My parents weren’t Catholics. We weren’t anything and I didn’t understand why it mattered. The conversation ended as the man walked around to the passenger side and opened the door for a woman I suspected to be Sister Wingright. She stepped out wearing a long, flower patterned dress and her red hair, which appeared to be in abundance, was neatly pinned on the top of her head.


  “Told ya’, she’s a bun head,” Nancy said.


  “Maybe they aren’t here for me. They could be picking up that kid who…” I began.


  “No, they’re here for you,” she said. “Hey, they like to breed.”


  The side door of the van slid open and four children, whom I’d soon meet, crawled out. Joshua and Jeremiah were both seventeen and like their father, were thin and dark-haired. Next came William and Maria, who sandwiched me in age. The younger two, lighter in complexion and hair, showed no physical connection with either the man or woman. As they walked out of our view and toward the front of the house I noticed that the twins, like their father, stooped slightly.


  Minutes later I was summoned to the living room where my perceptions proved correct. As I entered, all remained seated except for the man. Sister Wingright sat with the two younger children on a sofa to is right and the twins seated on matching chairs on the left side of the room. Shepherd Wingright stood in the center as Mrs. Adams, the day supervisor, escorted me toward him. A quick introduction was made, we shook hands and she explained that we should get to know each other before leaving. Once alone he looked at me and smiled as if he held a secret. Then he began walking around… once… twice… three times before our eyes met again.


  “Blessed is the fruit of life among women and blessed is the womb…” he said.


  “Blessed is the what, sir?” I asked. Glancing at his wife I saw her eyes quickly shut and those of the younger children were fixed onto the floor in front of them.


  “The questions are mine,” he snapped and then let his voice glide to a peaceful tone. “You’ll learn this quickly. You will not refer to me as sir or mister. You’re a lost sheep and I will guide you. I am your Shepherd. That is what you shall call me, as do the others. My wife is to be called Sister. You may address the others by their given names.”


  He turned toward Sister, who nodded and touched the knees of the children next to her. She looked across to Joshua and Jeremiah and one at a time each repeated a name and went silent again. She gestured for me to come closer and as I moved in front of her she softly nudged me to follow Shepherd and the others out of Cranewood.


  I never heard the voices of Sister or any of the children until we reached the house and eventually it was explained that in the world, any place away from the house, Shepherd spoke for us. If we ate at a restaurant, he ordered our meals. If we shopped for clothing, he picked everything out and dealt with the salesperson without our council. Except for Sister, direct eye contact with him was never made unless he wished it and I learned quickly that he didn’t like questions, which was difficult since I had many.


  For one thing, where was the church? I mean they had the van, there had to be a building, right? Well, there wasn’t one. William explained that we were the church and I was the newest member. The house was also referred to as the church, but usually the reference was meant for those living within.


  “Where are the others?” I asked.


  “The other what?” William answered.


  “If I’m the newest member, where are the others?


  “We aren’t supposed to talk about it,” he said. “Shepherd says answers will confuse us if we’re not ready.”


  “And what’s that Shepherd business all about? Why the heck do we call him that?”


  “You’ll understand in time,” he said, walking away from me.


  Even in the beginning I felt a connection with William. I’d never had a sibling and he quickly moved into the role of older brother. I also noticed he carried a status the rest of us could not claim. Though no affection passed from Shepherd and the other children, from time to time he touched William on the shoulder or on the back of the head. The contacts were brief and sometimes paired with a whisper. Also William was the only one I saw venturing up to the second floor where Sister spent most of her time. When I asked him what he did up there he answered, “It was time for my lesson,” and he’d moved the conversation to something else.


  Joshua and Jeremiah showed no interest in the two of us. Their time was spent helping Shepherd maintain the house or working in the large garden behind the tool shed. Unless directed to approach us they never did. They showed some attention to Maria, who I assumed was the youngest and didn’t seem to matter much to Shepherd. As approachable as she was to the twins, her reaction was opposite toward me. I tried making friends with her, but her responses were short. “This isn’t my purpose,” she’d say and then slip off to her room or to where the twins were working.


  Our education also confused me. William explained that we were home schooled and Shepherd was responsible for our instructions.


  “There aren’t any books. How are we supposed to learn anything?” I asked.


  “Shepherd will teach us everything we need to know,” he said, which didn’t include standardized courses recommended by the state of Texas.


  “If you can add, subtract, multiply and divide you know enough,” Shepherd told me. “All else is of the world,” was his answer to geography, literature and anything that didn’t go along with what he deemed important.


  Lessons were conducted individually each morning before we were allowed to eat breakfast. Shepherd would knock on my bedroom door, wait for my response and enter expecting me to be seated at a small rectangle table facing the wall. He’d begin speaking and then pause and wait for me to repeat.


  “The Mother tends to us all,” Shepherd would say.


  “The Mother tends to us all,” I’d repeat.


  “The Mother gives us life.”


  “The Mother gives us life,” I’d say.


  “The Mother gives us purpose.”


  “The Mother gives us purpose,” I’d say.


  “All that we need is within the mother” – and it went on like that until he was finished. I learned quickly that repetition was all he expected. If I questioned him he’d stop and repeat the same statement until I spoke it back to him.


  “The Mother is all good. The Mother is all love. The Mother gives us abundance. The Mother gives us reason. The Mother gives us purpose. The Mother is our being. The Mother is within us.” Every day the seed was planted.


  I waited to be asked about Jesus and when I brought up his name I learned it was of little importance. “Shepherd, I believe.” In saying this I drew one of the few moments of hesitation I’d witness from him.


  “You believe? What do you believe?” he asked.


  “In Jesus and God… and of course the Mary thing,” I answered with a smile.


  The reaction was there again in his eyes and I saw the secret shielded within. “There is no need for salvation, for you are of the Mother.”


  “Yeah, of Mary,” I said


  “No, of the Mother,” he said.


  “This is getting confusing,” I said.


  “Marissa, it’ll soon be clear. Remember, you will be protected as you will protect. You will be loved as you will love and you will understand punishment and sacrifice to atone to the Mother’s will.” He walked to my door to let me know that the lesson was over, but turned and added, “You’re going through the steps without understanding. The Mother knows this, but she also knows that in time you will be ready.” He then reached into his suit and pulled out something wrapped in a handkerchief and set it on the table. “Read,” he said and then walked out of my room.


  I loosened the knot and opened the bundle, finding a small worn black book with no title. Inside I read:


  And God then formed Lilith, the first woman, as he had Adam from the earth. Their union brought Asdrumos and Naawin, the first children of the Mother. Adam was not contended, for his mate believed she was equal in creation. “Am I not of the same earth as you? Should I not share in all rewards?”


  Adam tried to force her obedience, but Lilith uttered a curse upon God and fled, escaping Eden with her children. Adam cried to God, “I have been deserted,” and God sent angels to bring Lilith back. When the angels found her they demanded she return to Adam at once and that her refusal would mean death.


  “How can I die,” cried Lilith, “when I have been given charge of my children?”


  And God spoke, “Then you will be spared, but because of your disobedience you and your descendants will destroy one child each generation. If this is not done, I will turn your children against you.” And God in returning to Adam made him a second mate from his rib and she was called Eve. Upon Eden’s fall, Eve promised a savior of mankind to be born of her birth line and Lilith, who did not partake in the sin of Eden, believed the rights of the birth line should be hers. When God refused, she vowed to sacrifice a child of Eve alongside her own until God removed his curse.


  He said unto Lilith that he would not remove the promise to Eve, but the birth line of Lilith would continue without blessing until the children of Lilith accepted the line of Eve.


  Following morning lessons, I’d wander to the dining room where breakfast – oatmeal, which contained only the pureness of the Mother’s earth would be waiting for me on the table. All meals were served to me alone following my lessons, study periods or after our evening reflections. These we spent with Shepherd and they were conducted at different times for each of us. The only time the church gathered together was in the basement when confessions were received. That is where I learned what Shepherd meant by the importance of punishment.


  During the initial weeks, Sister was only present when the entire church met. Otherwise she remained in the upper portion of the house and my connection with her consisted of footsteps above me while I studied. Even in our presence she remained silent, keeping her attention on Shepherd throughout the confessional service. I felt no love between them, but still I knew one was there for the other’s needs. Shepherd would look at her and she would return the gaze sometimes nodding, sometimes sending a signal confirmed only by him. She gave little attention to the twins, but would briefly touch William or me whenever we were near her. Sometimes she’d stroke our hair or graze our shoulders with her fingers and when we responded correctly to Shepherd’s words the corners of her mouth briefly curved a smile.


  Confessions were always conducted at dusk when Shepherd rang a bell commanding us to leave our rooms and meet at the top of the basement stairs. We’d descend in order of age and continue to a room where a makeshift altar covered with plastic flowers stood. Two chairs were placed for us as we kneeled upon rice mats before them. The purpose of the service was self-explanatory. Though we spent our days studying our lessons, we were not above reproach. Perfection came only from the Mother. Even in her grace we faltered and we were expected to proclaim our transgressions, whether we were aware of them or not. Sins were shared in order of age, with Joshua or Jeremiah speaking first, followed by William, me and Maria. Most times it didn’t matter what we said, because Shepherd centered on the faults of the twins more than he would the three younger children. We’d begin once we all knelt and lowered our heads.


  “Mother of our being, creator of our existence, we come before you so that you can hear our transgressions,” Shepherd began. “Though we expect and deserve no forgiveness, we beg you to hear our undeserving plea.” He would stand and walk before each of us, stopping in front of the confessor, waiting for him or her to prostate onto the mat and speak. “Jeremiah, confess your unworthiness.”


  This was how it began and whichever of the twins was addressed he was expected to respond immediately. If we couldn’t think of a sin, Shepherd coaxed it out of us. Some nights I had to think hard to come up with one that would get me off my knees, but usually they were content lesser offenses. I coveted Maria’s new dress, or I took more than one cookie. Once one of us confessed, everyone praised the Mother and we’d be washed in her glorious forgiveness. Upon this, Shepherd would move from one child to the next, place his hand under each chin, lifting us up onto the balls of our feet and touch us with his right, sending us sprawled on our backs to the ground. In such a state we were expected to quiver a bit and if possible, cry until we collapsed with cleansed souls. If we didn’t appear renewed, we had to come up with some other sin that was obviously keeping us from being one with the Mother. I’m embarrassed to admit that in the beginning it was more of a performance for me and my proficiency at shaking around on the floor came from memories of watching my mother with a good fix. Shepherd would have loved watching her shake. Of course the source of Mom’s exuberating motions had nothing to do with being overcome with the Mother’s love.


  At the end of each confessional we’d remain prone, basking in the love of the Mother until we heard footsteps and knew Shepherd and Sister were gone. We’d stop in unison, stand and move up the stairs in the same order we’d entered. The formula continued for months… lesson, study, confession and reflection until the time Shepherd added a phrase to my morning instruction. “Soon you will be ready.”


  At this time the other children began reacting differently toward me. William started doing me favors, nothing significant, but if I needed something he’d get it for me… a drink of water, my socks, whatever I wanted. When I realized what he was doing I protested, but he shushed me and looked into my eyes. “Marissa, we are each given a purpose. Soon you’ll accept your,” he said.


  “So your purpose is to bring me stuff?” I asked with a smile.


  “My purpose is to do the will of the Mother,” he answered.


  “Jeez, why can’t you give me a straight answer? Maybe if I understood I’d get to my purpose a bit faster,” I said. “What does bringing me socks have to do with the will of the Mother?”


  William stood silent for a moment and then said, “Marissa, I can only tell you what I know, but I ask you not to repeat any of this to Shepherd. Sometimes I’m confused as to how far my purpose is supposed to go and…”


  I interrupted. “What is your purpose? What is everyone’s purpose here?”


  “When I arrived here, I…”


  “When you what? Wait a minute. Are you a foster kid? What about Maria and the others?”


  “Joshua and Jeremiah are Shepherd’s sons. They were here when I came. That was when I was five. Maria has only been with us a little less than a year.”


  “So why are we here?” I asked.


  “To serve the Mother’s will, Marissa. I can’t tell you exactly why each of us was chosen, but we all have a purpose. That’s all I know.”


  “William, what’s your purpose?”


  “To serve the Mother… and you,” he said and then smiled and walked away from me disappearing around the corner of the house.


  Joshua and Jeremiah’s disinterest turned to avoidance. Upon my entrance to a room, except when we were celebrating confession, they would depart at once. They also stopped speaking to me and refused eye contact and sometimes I felt as if they were afraid of me.


  I also began seeing less of Maria, but unlike the twins when I was in her presence she demanded my attention. Besides Shepherd and William, she was the only one who attempted eye contact, but she only approached me when I was alone.


  “What’s up, Maria?” I asked one morning while sitting on the front porch after breakfast.


  “Just wondering, Marissa,” she began. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?”


  “Wow, that’s a new one,” I said. “You usually…”


  “Are you ready?” she asked. Her eyes suggested that I understood the question.


  “Am I ready for what?”


  “You are. I can tell.”


  Again I tried to seek clarification. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  “Mother has a plan for us all. You know that, don’t you?”


  “She does, Maria,” I said, trying to smile at her. “Mother gives us purpose.”


  “I studied and reflected and worshiped her. I did what she asked and she’s chosen you.”


  “I still don’t understand,” I said. “And Mother has a purpose for all of us, right?”


  “Yes, but I don’t want mine.” Maria’s eyes grew wet. “I don’t want to…”


  “You don’t want to serve me? Is that what this is about?” I watched her failed
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