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CHAPTER 1

SWIMMING

When I was about five years old, I waded into Lake St. Clair in Michigan on a summer day. My mother sat on the beach reading. My two older twin brothers weren’t there. 

I don’t recall a life guard being on duty at the little beach next to a park. I wandered out into the lake, feeling my way along on the muddy bottom. The water level rose, up to my knees, my thighs and hips. All of a sudden, the ground dropped off beneath my feet.

My heart raced, and I tried to doggie-paddle back to where I could stand, but I sank down into the murky water, clawing and gasping for air.

A red two-piece swim suit swam by, and I grabbed onto the swim suit bottom with an iron grip, grasping it with all my might. She struggled and tried to push me off, but I held on. She dragged me to shallow water, plunking me down.

My chest heaved, and I blinked back tears.

She spluttered. “You dragged me down. Why’d you do that? I almost drowned.”

Tears streamed down my cheeks. “It was too deep.”

“Don’t go in there if you can’t swim.”

She stormed off into the water, and I stood slack-jawed and trembling. I glanced back at the beach, where my mother was bent over a book, turning the pages. I never told her what happened.

CHAPTER 2

CANOE

My earliest memory is of a girl being carried away down a long, dark tunnel. I reached out to save her, but I couldn’t stop what was happening. She was gone, and I was alone..

As a child, I had what I called ‘gray dreams’ that I told no one about, reliving that moment and waking up weeping in the mornings, struck by a chord of losing a dear friend. Images of a girl disappearing, despite my trying to rescue her, haunted my dreams.

One day when I was a teenager, my mother mentioned how she had carried a heavy wooden canoe when she was three or four months pregnant with me. She bled and bled and lost the baby. A doctor told her she had miscarried. But a few weeks later, she discovered she was still pregnant with a child, who turned out to be me.

Some experts believe children retain memories from being in the womb, like seeing my twin pulled away in utero. When my own twins were little, I overheard my daughter say to my son, ‘You kicked me when we were in Mama’s belly. Stop it.”

CHAPTER 3

MY FATHER’S SECRET TWIN

My father took me aside one day and told me a story about his being a twin. I don’t recall if this was when I was growing up with twin brothers and asking pesky questions, or if it was after I gave birth to twins. If you ask my mother about this, she’ll say she doesn’t remember this, but here is the story Dad told me at least two times.

He was sitting in our back yard in a suburb of Detroit with his parents, who were visiting from Colorado. My older brothers were just born, and Dad said to his folks how it was amazing he and my mom had twin boys, because twins don’t run in the family.

My grandmother grew silent and dabbed at tears in her eyes.

My grandfather, a tough Army career man who had been missing in action for two years in the South Pacific during World War Two, blinked back tears. 

Dad asked what was going on, and my grandmother said, “Eddie, you were a twin, but we didn’t tell you. Your twin was stillborn and desiccated at birth.”

Dad emphasized the word desiccated each time he told the story, and I had to look it up in the dictionary the first time I heard it. It means dried up. He blinked back tears and told me how he grew up missing a boy he had played with when he was young, but the child left. My father was a man of facts, and he felt the loss of his dead twin brother.

I’m glad Dad told me his tale, but I never said I also had an emotional memory of my missing twin. It was his story, and he rarely shared naked emotions, so I wanted to be a blank canvas for him and just listen. I said, “I believe you. Thank you for telling me,”

After my father’s memorial service, a family member asked my mother if Dad had a twin. Mom said she hadn’t heard this story from my dad and maybe she wasn’t present during the discussion in the back yard when my brothers were babies. 

I’d like to go back in time and take him aside, telling him I understood because it happened to me. But it’s too late to do that now, and all we have left are his ashes.

CHAPTER 4

POTTERY KILN

When I was married to a man we’ll call Starlight, because we met on a night when the stars were out and meteor showers filled the sky, I moved my pottery studio home when my gift shop studio floundered. Sales slacked off at my shop because the concept of simplified living without giving gifts spread on Phinney Ridge in Seattle, where many of my customers lived, and the city replaced the sewer line in front of my shop, closing the street for months. My customers shopped elsewhere.

Our marriage bumped along, despite him saying he had a secret with the babysitter. I asked what it was, but he wouldn’t tell me. I was taking care of our kids, making pottery and writing. If we went out with other couples, he told me to only mention I was a mother. I tried it at a dinner downtown before a show, when a well-dressed woman asked what I did, and hearing my reply, she turned to the person next to her and ignored me the rest of the evening. 

One day, I checked our bank balance with the hopes that we’d saved enough to dump the problematic car I was driving, which broke down on I-90 when I was with our kids. Another time, a man pointed to my car and yelled, “Your car is leaking gas.” I took it to a mechanic, who confirmed the gas tank was leaking. When I told my then husband, he shrugged said he suspected as much.

I checked our savings account balance to see how close we were to buying a different, used car for me. A bank teller told me the account had thirty dollars.

I said, “But we had over ten thousand dollars in the account. Please, check again.”

She pursed her lips and nodded, looking at a computer screen. “Yes, the savings account has thirty dollars in it.”

“What happened? Was there a withdrawal? I didn’t take money out.”

She cleared her throat. “The other account holder withdrew ten thousand dollars, but at least he left you some.”

My mouth fell open. “Can you get the money back? I didn’t authorize it.”

She shook her head. “It’s a joint account, and the other account holder has the right to withdraw money.”

I gritted my teeth and left. When I slept, I dreamed of being in prison. I packed a go bag for myself and my kids and stored it at a friend’s house. When I confronted him about the withdrawal from our joint savings account, a slight smile flickered across his face before he wiped it away. He said, “I thought you were acting crazy, so I did it.”

I filed for divorce. One evening, I went into the garage to check on a kiln I was firing. I put my hands on my hips and stared. The kiln was unplugged from the wall. Only one other person, the man I was married to, had access to this locked space. 

I bent down, plugging in the kiln, and started the firing from the beginning, slowly warming clay pots and bringing them up to bisque temperature.

From then on, I watched his movements to make sure he wouldn’t sneak into the garage and sabotage a kiln firing. When I confronted him, he shrugged and walked away in an ultimate power play, wielding silence as a weapon.

My lawyer drew up divorce papers. A publisher asked for a manuscript with my essays for possible publication. Sleeping in a separate bedroom, I’d look out the leaded-glass windows and send a wish and a prayer that all would be right and bright for my children’s future and, somehow, we’d manage to start a new life.

Weeks later, I served him divorce papers and went out to the garage, where I was firing a kiln full of vases and bowls. A fierce red orange glow blazed in the crack between the kiln lid and the thick walls. I’d never seen the kiln this hot before.

My eyes darted around for the source of the trouble and landed on a board leaning against the firing mechanism, blocking it from falling and automatically shutting off the kiln when it reached temperature. 

I shoved the board aside, and the metal mechanism dropped down with a thud. I clicked off temperature dials on each of the three levels, but it was far too late. I knew from working at a group studio that the pottery inside the kiln, and maybe even the shelves, had probably melted. Crying wouldn’t help, but distance would. 

I stomped into the house and screamed at him to move out. The next day, I opened the kiln and found melted pots and slumping ceramic shelves, which I tossed in the trash.

My divorce attorney called soon after to say I was asking for too much. I shouldn’t need child care for three hours a day to job search in quiet. I changed lawyers and learned from a mutual friend that my lawyer typically sided with men in divorce cases because of what happened to her husband during his divorce. 

It takes two people to make a marriage fall apart, and I know I wasn’t a perfect partner. Years later, I wrote a letter to Starlight man, apologizing for my part, but I never heard back. 

When I take our dog on walks now, I glance across the water to a nearby island, where my former in-laws’ ashes are scattered, I was told, at the top of a hill.

I nod and continue on my way, breathing in briny air and feeling grateful that I got away to start a new life. I never did find out what his secret was, by the way
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