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NOT WORTH PRAYIN’ WITHOUT BELIEVIN’

By

Bethany Naberhaus


Another dog-summer day in ​​​​Gatlinburg, Tennessee, and the whitewashed chapel of our proud little town sweltered with something like the humidity of tropical rain forest and the heat of an oven still blazing from a kitchen fire. All the citizens had bundled in a set of prim starched linens or laced themselves into insufferable petticoats and sat sweating in the humidity, the children trying to fan themselves with cupped hands while their parents weren’t looking.


 Of course, I’d never seen anything like a rain forest before; I’d only caught glimpses of glossy, impressive pages and exotic landscapes when I chanced across the town school teacher’s lone copy of the National Geographic. I’d never been anywhere but smack-dab surrounded by the Smokies. Miles and miles of rugged cliffs and peaks, evergreens and the clean scent of sweet pine, valleys so steep and treacherous that a handful of deaths occurred every year from the falls or lumber accidents.  Life was both rough and simple in this haven that the people called “God’s Country.” Gossip circulated as quick as a deer fleeing a hunter in the woods, the folks cared more for honest work than school learning, and everyone and his dog went to Sunday school. 


Actually, this morning, I really was tempted to bring along my tail-wagging beagle, Hamlet, and hide him beneath the cedar church pews, but Papa would have given me a whippin’ for my impertinence. I had named my best companion after stealing the school teacher’s book of Shakespeare before the summer vacations. Mama said it was plain strange to give a dog a name like that, and my school teacher said it was morbid. I didn’t really mind, though. He was a cheerful puppy despite his namesake, and he never turned tail on me when I wanted to share my thoughts and discoveries. I found that his brown eyes were not even capable of frowning, and as long as I promised belly rubs, he’d waddle behind me wherever I explored. 


I looked over at Mama, her thick legs spread wide over the pew bench so that her skirts made a concave basin of gingham across her lap. Her eyelids looked heavy with exhaustion, and a red veil of color rose clinging to her cheeks. I had tried in vain to listen to the sermon, but Pastor’s voice droned on like a monotonous bee in my mind and my thoughts drifted constantly over to Mama. Her belly bulged over generously in a perfect, taut sphere, and she fanned herself shamelessly. Ever since the church had found out that she was “with child” everyone was asking me how I’d like another baby brother or sister and cooed over my Mama like the kid was already in her arms, but I knew that both Mama and Papa had mixed feelings about the future. When town folk asked, my toes would curl over in my shoes and my chest would rise in a large anticipating breath, but I’d mutter, “Well, can’t know what it’s like to have a siblin’, so we best wait ‘til the good Lord brings one home.” That would always shut up the questions and lead to an affirming nod of conviction, especially from the old people.  The truth was, the expectancy of the baby was swelling in me like a big helium balloon, and sometimes when I tried to downplay my eagerness from Mama or Papa, I feared a sudden burst of excitement.


There was a space beside Mama where Papa should have been. He was near the lodge, still plugging away at the ever-increasing wood pile for the lumber mill. Even at the young ripe age of twelve years, a girl knows when her Papa is a hard man. I could picture him now,  building a rhythm of chop, strike, pile. Not a word of sympathy or much care either. I learned early on that Papa had a twitch in his lip when he didn’t want to be bothered. His mouth would quiver and even the sandy hairs bristled around it moved in agitation, like the end of a rattler snake’s tail while posing to strike. Papa wasn’t much of a church-goer, so I tried to make up for our family’s branding as half immoral by talking about the “good Lord” and fixing my eyes on the Pastor even if his sermon bored me to tears.  


“Repent and be saved!” Pastor’s voice wailed in a higher tone, startling me. I focused my eyes on his podium at the front of our bare chapel, past the rows of about ten pews that I had repeated in counting to pass the time. His angular collar always begged the question of what kind of special starch he used. I focused on his gleaming bald head as the words poured out of his tireless mouth.


“Repent of worldly desires and patterns,” he plodded on, “be careful of th’ doctrines and lies fed you by a corrupt world.” If I could guess, Pastor’s gaze was drilling right behind me to some poor soul on the back row. His silvery eyes gleamed with intentional clarity, so without turning my body abruptly, I angled myself ever so slightly to glance over in the wild man’s direction, John Brooksmith. 


His appearance never failed to strike me with its exotic quality. John had hair of a rich honey color, stretching out in all directions in long curls over his ears, tangled from his outdoor lifestyle. Oftentimes his bronzed skin, nearly the color of his hair, was framed by a floppy brown hat that had faded from the mountain sunshine. But most striking were those green-blue eyes that seemed to haunt his face. I had only seen that blazing color on South American fish in magazines, and seeing it again made me hunger to see the ocean with my own eyes. Even now, as his eyes sent a sort of electric surge of power to his on-lookers (at least those who shyly looked his way), I was struck by the suggestion of aquamarine waters and endless waves.  John wasn’t dressed like the rest of us, with his deer skin vest, tattered pantlegs, and leather boots. He sat there fully aware of the town’s increasing awareness of Pastor’s scrutiny, but his lip was set in a tight line and his eyes brightened as he leaned forward eagerly to meet the stare. John was labeled by the town community as half-crazed, preaching his own gospel of salvation and “kinda off his rocker” according to the big wigs in the town. To me, he was a mystery I felt compelled to solve. 


Mama nudged me with her knee to draw my attention back to Pastor. “Listen, Ruthie,” she whispered.

“Repent,” Pastor repeated yet again, “from falsehoods, says God’s holy book.” He cleared his throat to ring out clearly and landed his fist authoritatively on his pulpit. “Falsehoods like witchcraft and medicine tricks,” he turned his eyes back to the congregation as a whole. “The Bible says,” he hammered the book on the pulpit again, “man only needs the words of Gawd and not any crutch of science because the good Lord will provide.” I sank in the pew, not so much in response to his clattering but to stretch my sleeping legs while peeking sideways at Mama. 


“Amen, amen,” she breathed while nodding, fanning herself as the beads of sweat trickled down her cheeks like tears. 


A scuffle of feet roused the congregation to look towards the back of the chapel, and we all watched John Brooksmith exit the sanctuary, letting the wind slam shut the door as he slipped outside. 


“It’s becoming clearer,” ventured Pastor as he leaned forward eagerly, “that there are enemies in our midst.” He clenched the edges of his pulpit in excitement, and the way that his eyebrows furrowed made me think that he was a man who enjoyed his power. 


“Amen!” I heard an older gentleman cry.


“We best all pay attention to dispel the devil among us,” Pastor continued. “And join together in the bond of Christian love to expel any such doctrinations!” He paused with a smile, stroking his bald head. “Please rise for the closing song together,” he encouraged us by abruptly raising his hands.  


We interlocked hands, sang a hymn, and left. 


Later that evening, nestled back in the warm kitchen of our lodge in the shady woods, Mama put me to work to help with supper. She shuffled about in the dimly lit space, her belly an unavoidable obstacle to her typical Sabbath tasks of seasoning sausage and fixing hash browns for our tiny table. Hamlet, smelling all the spicy sweet odor of onions sizzling in the frying pan, kept lifting his wet nose in the air and tripping up Mama so that finally she gave him a gentle push with her foot and he left the warm space with a whimper, curling his tail about him under our table that was propped with an old stump to level its fragile legs. 


Instead of actively cleaning and skinning the taters, I dropped them in the sink basin and watched Mama as a passive observer, my eyes fastened to her movements. I loved how the little curls would fall from her bun, even when they were damp with the palpable heat, as they were now. She leaned over the cutting board with a fixed determination, chopping the onions and stifling the occasional sniffle. For a moment, I thought I saw a tear streak across her heat-impressed cheek. Her hands started to shake as she tried to steady the knife.


“Mama?” I started. She looked up and showed a face flushed and lined with tears. In a strange way, I thought that the light caught her face and enraptured it, turning the moist lines into gleaming beams like the star constellations I studied so often outside our lodge. Yet the pitiful look on her wet face made my stomach drop below my toes.


“Those darn onions,” she muttered softly, wiping her face with her sleeve and returning back to cutting and positioning her face directly above them as if to convince me that they were the cause.


“Keep workin’, Ruthie,” she encouraged, sustaining a sniffle.


“But Mama,” my voice betrayed itself in a higher pitch I hadn’t expected, “aren’t you hurting?”


She made no response but continued to dice the vegetables with an increased energy. Hamlet apparently picked up on the mental distress of the situation and situated his furry body on top of my feet. The sizzle of the onions only punctuated the silence. She laid down the knife and wiped her nose with an elbow again, then sat in a chair near the table, and folded her hands on top of her round stomach, closing her eyes. I started to follow her, eager to press my head against it and strain to hear a sign of life or feel a kick. 

But at that moment, Papa opened the door and his gruff manner convinced me that the taters needed me more than Mama did, so I hurried back to the sink. He smelled of sawdust and earth and I even caught a whiff of tobacco. His long stride communicated that he was in no mood for a delayed supper. 


“Hannah,” his rough voice rasped, “aren’t ya able enough to cook a man his dinner?”


She rose without a word, returning to stir alongside me. He sat in her chair, propped up his feet, and looked thoughtfully into the distance.


“What’d Pastor say today?” he demanded.


“Evils of medicine and such conjuring treatments,” said Mama.


Papa grunted, lifting his boot to fleck off stray pieces of sawdust. “I reckon he’s got a bone to pick with the new doctor coming in town.”


“You shoulda seen John Brooksmith walk outta the service, Papa!” I exclaimed, dropping the potato I was skinning. 


“Don’t surprise me,” he muttered. “Everyone knows his way of thinkin’ bout them doctor folks and how he champions their so-called help to society.” He burst into a loud cackle. “Only a crazy man’d trust his wife or children to them weird pills and procedures. Only a lunatic…” 


Though I couldn’t deny the ridiculous nature of a new town doctor, something about Mr. Brooksmith intrigued me. Sometimes I envied his rugged lifestyle, wishin’ I could leave Gatlinburg with a floppy, faded hat and set off down the mountains.

“When’ll the doctor be here, Mama?”


“Mayor says he’ll arrive tomorrow, but I still can’t figure why he’d stay with a man like John Brooksmith.”


“Well,” I muttered timidly, “maybe he’s the only friend he’s got.”


An uneasy silence lingered. “How was the lumber cuttin’, Papa?”


“Ehh…” he hesitated. “I’m lookin’ forward to the day that we have a strong boy helpin’ me,” he looked over at Mama with more of a grimace than a smile. “Losin’ our last prospect done did me in.” 


My hands felt more jittery than normal as I handled the potatoes. He always was muttering something about another child and more specifically, a boy. Poor Mama never had rest about being childless, but the worst was when he mentioned the babies lost.

I can still remember that terrible November day last year, when the skies were grey and the wind was howlin’ outside our windows, like the spirit of death hoverin’ over our home. I was sitting on my knees in the kitchen, dangling a leftover chicken bone over Hamlet’s furry head and teaching him how to speak – he was still a little pup – when Papa stormed out of him and Mama’s bedroom, cursin’ and wild looking. His raging face fixed on poor Hamlet, who howled in tune with the winds, and I almost thought he was going to kick my dog and send him to kingdom come, when he jerked the back door open and told us to “shut up.” My face felt shocked by the gusts of wind and dead leaves that the open door brought as he exited with a slam, but my hand went limp, and Hamlet took the greasy bone out of my hand to gnaw delightedly at his prize, unaware of the way my heart was sinking. 


I rose slowly from the rough floor, smoothing my skirt and trembling a little, as I stepped softly towards the unclosed bedroom door. Through the space between the wall and the door, I could see her lying on the bed, sobbing in the candlelight. Her forehead gleamed with sweat, and her hands were clutching the quilts and shaking as she tried to suppress some low cries. Hamlet’s energetic tail started flappin’ against me at the door so I picked him up and hid my face in his fur for a moment, wanting to erase that picture in my head.

When I looked at Mama’s face in tonight’s candlelight, the mixture of sweat and tears seemed so much like that awful day. We had sat down because the table was finally set, and even though drafts of cold air from the peaks drifted through cracks in the walls of the lodge, the warm steam and aromas of salty pork and potatoes met our noses pleasantly. For all the delight of a hot meal, though, my stomach felt uneasy as I watched them both.


“Why don’t we ever say grace?” I asked rudely as Papa drove his fork into the meat.


He looked up, his brown eyes hardened, “No use in talkin’ to nuthin’ and no one.” He kept chewing.


I turned to Mama, “Why don’t we say grace?” I repeated. “You and I walk to church every Sunday, but we never say grace.”


“Well,” she stalled, “your father doesn’t buy it.” She looked down at her potatoes. “Prayer, I mean.”


“But what do you think?” I whined, trying to contain my impatience.


“Girl,” Papa interrupted, “where you get these funny ideas and ask your mother silly questions?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “Woman don’t need an education after all.” 


I was pleased to be thought a young woman, but his slight on my schooling irked me like a needle under the skin. “Well?” I looked at Mama curiously.


She laid down her fork thoughtfully and folded her hands above her belly. “I think,” she grasped for words, “I think that prayer is a nice thing to do when you have something to say.”


The meat in my mouth seemed to lose its flavor, and I replied mid-chew. “What do you mean, though, to just say something?” I swallowed and asked in a low voice, “Do you ever take time to pray?”


“Not worth prayin’ without believin’” Papa interrupted, slamming his fork on the table with force. “Last time I checked,” he added, “I don’t have much to thank Him for.” And he was right. Hamlet howled in agreement. As well as in hopes for some scraps.


The next morning, I wandered outdoors to escape the monotony of household chores and to breathe in the refreshing cool breezes that blew off the sides of the mountains. I would often wade through the brambles of the woods and pass the evergreens, fingering their bark and inspecting the minute details of the scene, imagining myself an explorer with a faithful sidekick – Hamlet. He’d follow at my heels, judging every scent and occasionally barking his assent while I soaked in the beauty of the world around me. 


As I stepped gingerly over strewn branches and rocks and flowers, drinking in the gentle sunshine that seemed one with the light air and pine scent, a branch ahead crackled from a footstep. I stopped, startled by the sight of John Brooksmith ahead of me. 


He was setting up camp, gathering more branches for tonight’s fire. I was shocked by the tiny amount of possessions I saw. A small stretch of canvas to lay on, a rusty old compass, a sack no doubt filled with jerky or other food, not much else. He lived on so little, merely foraging in the wilderness for food and making his bed on the ground. He looked up from his wide-brimmed, weathered hat and caught my eye with a gaze that seemed to see through me, and yet not like the scrutiny I felt from Pastor. He held all my attention, but I forced a foot to step back and return home.  Hamlet let out a low growl.   


He tipped his hat respectfully. “Hey there, little lady,” he called. 


“Hello,” I said, maintaining a distance but wishing to stay.


“Welcome to my home,” he smiled, opening his arms with a flourish to the nearly vacant space of wood. “Care to see the sights?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye.


I stepped slowly towards him and squatted by a leafy fern near his blankets, where Hamlet decided to lay contentedly. Townspeople called him dangerous, but the edge I expected from him was undercut by his ease and hospitality. He had the adventurer’s spirit. I eyed the various objects lying around the charred spot where last night’s fire had kept him warm. He had several worn animal pelts, a used rifle and tools for gathering food, a worn leather book. When I looked closer, I saw that it was a Bible.


He noticed my gaze on the expensive book. “Don’t think I stole it, do ya?” he smiled. 


“Wouldn’t be very logical, I reckon, to steal something sacred,” I admitted, though I had no idea where he would pick up such a treasure. Books were for the wealthy, and this man was the furthest from that category. 


My knees buckled from squatting, and finally relented to sit in the man’s company. He couldn’t be that dangerous, after all, if he read the Bible. Yet when I gathered the courage to meet his eyes again, glistenin’ like the surf of pure ocean, there was a strength and a power that almost frightened me. His eyes were the eyes of a prophet, crossing physical boundaries and seeing beyond to the final purpose. I felt that I was talking with an explorer who had viewed unseen lands.


His words jolted me back to reality. “That book was a present from the physician several years ago.”


“Is that why you believe in medicine and scientific mumbo jumbo? Some doctor gave you a Bible and you think he’s a saint?” I asked boldly, with a tone of disdain in my voice.


He didn’t react but continued to settle his wood pile. “Did you know that the apostle Luke was a doctor?” he asked.


“Mr. Brooksmith,” I smoothed my skirts self-assuredly, “the apostle Luke didn’t need medicine when he was with the healing power of Jesus!”


“Ah, you’ve a point there, Missy,” he nodded, chuckling while throwing a branch towards the fire pit. “But don’t you find that there are glimpses of the divine – miracles, even – in everyday, ordinary moments?”He looked as if a fire had illuminated in his own gaze. “Don’t you think that many professions might be made sacred?”


Though my skin blushed due to uncertainty about such a complicated question, I felt honored to be spoken to as such an adult, as if he valued my opinion. If I had been home, Mama would have been quiet during the whole discussion and Papa would have told me to shut up.


“I still don’t see how any good comes of a man who examines people naked, or how a tiny pill could ever undo a world of hurt,” I muttered, kicking up the dirt stubbornly.


“You’d be surprised how often we have to expose ourselves to see the truth,” he paused in thought, “or how many times we trust things we don’t understand,” said Mr. Brooksmith, looking at me sideways as he completed the pile of wood. 


He sat down across the way, lost in thought and a cheerful thought. 


“You’re somethin’, Sir.” I admitted, surprised that I spoke my thoughts into being. “You got a different kind of religion.”


“Just you wait ‘til you meet him,” he smirked. The new “physician,” no doubt. 


All the town was in cahoots about the arrival of him the following day, gathered at the center for his impending arrival. Pastor had organized an army-like crowd of protesting saints, but John Brooksmith just stood to himself and beamed like a child on Christmas Day. Papa said it wasn’t worth going to town, there was work to do, but Mama’s curiosity was piqued like mine. Her interest must have been some intense longing, because she stifled small moans as we waded through the tall grasses to come to town. The baby was coming.


Different crowds of townspeople had formed around the square under the hot Tennessee sun, gossiping and gesturing about, whispering and looking over at John, who was encircled by curious children who went up to ask him impertinent questions or inspect his animals skins. Mothers hissed at their kids to come back, or dragged them away from the “crazed man’s presence.” Mama and I stood with some other families that I went to school with in the fall, but I couldn’t help looking over to inspect the curious character. If Mama had seen me staring, she would have slapped my wrist and told me to quit, but luckily she was engaged in lady talk. 


Truly, his eyes lit up to a brighter degree than usual, and he stood with his leather Bible in hand and with a bucket of cold mountain water at his feet – for refreshing the physician, I guessed. He would be weary after several days’ travel of hiking through the mountains, and eager for a wash. I had arrived early enough in the morning to spy John Brooksmith inspecting the dirt road that wound up the mountain through the center of town, and it seemed to me that he kept pacing that walk to kick up the dust and level its red rugged ground, as if preparing for a king after him.


While leaning down to scratch Hamlet, who nudged at my feet for attention, I shifted my gaze to Pastor. His silvery eyes had latched onto the Bible in Mr. Brooksmith’s left hand. The look in his eyes was not so much a belittling stare, as if he imagined the man to be an outright heretic, but a more incisive, fixed look, as if he were sizing him up and noting every last bit of dirt on the shabby man’s clothes, calculating something to himself. Pastor used that look on lots of people; sometimes I even felt his scrutinizin’ gaze and became hot and uncomfortable. Then I could see Pastor speaking in vehement phrases to a man next to him and other church-goers overhearing him, and he clasped his hands with a cheerful look, owning the look of piety he always wore. 

At that very moment, a lonesome figure started up the path towards the town center, tall and sure-footed as he quickly mounted up the hill with his smooth walking stick. A hush came over the townspeople, one at a time, and I looked over at Pastor again, like several others, eager to see his reaction. He remained silent, with a steady smile stuck on his face, waiting for the man to enter our congregated groups.

As the man himself approached, I decided that he was the finest man I had ever seen. Not so much handsome as commanding in walk and expression, and whereas Mr. Brooksmith’s features were hardened and wild by nature, this physician’s appearance – though by no means rich – carried a look of refinement and dignity. His broad shoulders and quick-footed pace boasted something of strength, but there was also a softness in his brown eyes. He looked like a well-traveled man, carrying his worn medical bag across his jacket shoulder, but unwearied and clearly invigorated by the mountain air. 

John Brooksmith flashed a wide grin and ran up to shake his hand in a friendly way, as if he was reuniting with a long-lost brother. “Everyone,” he turned to the crowd, sharing his smile and clearly disregarding the fact that the townspeople typically ignored him, “I’d like to present a dear friend and respected mentor of mine,” he placed one hand on the man’s back and another to the crowd. “Dr. Lionel.”

A few of the children tried to clap, but mothers shushed them and looked to Pastor. I would have too, but Hamlet skipped out of my reach and ran right up to the impressive figure, propping himself up to gain his attention! I ran out of the defined cluster of people and squatted near the man’s feet, trying to coax my puppy to return without talking to the physician. 

Instead, he leaned down and smiled at me, rubbing Hamlet’s tummy. I felt the open-mouthed shock of all the crowd as this man singled out his attention to me at this grand moment of his arrival.

“What’s his name?” he asked in a steady voice. 

“Hamlet,” I nearly whispered, turning red for fear that he would think it was a stupid name for a dog.

“Ahh,” he smiled, speaking just loud enough so that I could hear, “Here we sit, and let the sounds of music creep in our ears.” He continued dreamily, reciting by heart, “Soft stillness and the night become the touches of sweet harmony…” I was unfamiliar with the lines, but recognized the author instantly. His head was tilted and his ear to the sky, as if he was straining for a heavenly chorus. He didn’t seem to mind that a whole crowd was watching.

He continued, driving them to madness as they could not make out his words, “Such harmony is in immortal souls, but whilst this muddy vesture of decay doth grossly close it in, we cannot hear it.” He smiled and rose after petting my puppy, brushing the dust off his pant leg and looking down on me with kind eyes.

“Merchant of Venice,” he explained, “a favorite of mine.”

I grabbed my dog and held him close to my chest, retreating back to the clump of people, awe-struck and mouth wide open. I didn’t imagine that anyone else in town knew Shakespeare.

Mr. Brooksmith started to lead the doctor around the various groups of the crowd to shake hands and invite him into the community, and Dr. Lionel offered his hand to the least and lowliest as well as the nearly aristocratic of our humble village. He tipped his hat and asked solicitous questions, sometimes gaining a silent smile but often but a blank and empty stare. Everyone’s attention seemed glued to Pastor, who still stood in silence. When the physician came to my mama, apparently unfazed by the cold welcome, she refused to shake his hand. I saw fear and distrust in her eyes. 

He looked down at her protruding belly with a knowing smile. “Child-bearing is not an easy task,” his eyes openly confronted hers, and I saw her look down, unable to meet his gaze. “The time will come when you need a doctor’s touch,” he said, not in an arrogant tone with an attentive knitting of brows.

Suddenly, Pastor stepped out of the assembly forcefully, and the crowd shrank back uncertain of his fury. “I thank you, Sir, for your time and concern,” he began sweetly, “but our town has no need for your conjuring tricks or medical solutions.” His voice rang with anger, and he pointed his finger upwards to the air. “We believe in the power and will of God to deal with sicknesses and child birthin’ and the like!”

He and Dr. Lionel stepped aside from the group as if a duel were about to begin. 

Pastor continued, “We don’t need your modern techniques and pagan methods to try to undo the Providence of the good Lord, so you can just return to the last town you visited and leave our village in peace.” His mild words hardly matched the tone of anger in his voice. My insides trembled in anticipation.

The physician looked at the powerful man and then the crowd, as if seizing a teachable moment, “I wouldn’t be in the healing business,” he said, “if I didn’t believe in the power o’ God.”

“Nonsense!” cried Pastor, looking at the townspeople with remarkable conviction. “I won’t hear any more of such sacrilege talk! Git out and go back to where you came from!” He waved his arms.

The physician accepted the criticism like a silent servant, but the look in his eyes boasted a truer authority than that of the enraged man across from him. 

Mr. Brooksmith grabbed the doctor’s arm to turn him away from the crowd of unwelcoming church-goers, but I could him mumble to the people around him, “Ain’t nobody healed who ain’t willing.”
The crowd watched the two walk towards the woods, following the strange duo with their eyes as Pastor started to preach again on the evils of medicine again. Some of the crowd started to leave for home after we closed with a last hymn, and I noticed that Mama wasn’t standin’ beside me anymore. She had already turned toward home with an uneven walk. I ran after her, noticing the awkward limp she maintained as she held her round stomach with one hand. The townspeople dispersed, chattering in loud tones even though separated now, and only I was in earshot to hear the groans of Mama. 

“Mama, Mama,” I climbed after her and Hamlet ran ahead. “Your stomach pains ailin’ ya?” 

We climbed through the tall grasses to the wooded area where our lodge was situated, but by the time I caught up to Mama, her eyes started rolling in a terrifying manner and I could see that she was losing consciousness. Just as her hard body hit the ground, she turned so that her back would land instead of her stomach.

“Mama,” I cried, slapping her cheeks that were moist with perspiration. “Mama, wake up.”

 Her eyelids fluttered and she finally recognized me, her belly heaving with huge breaths. “Ruthie,” she rasped. “Ruthie, I’m ‘bout to give birth to this baby.” 

Her eyes became foreign to me, filled with terror and pain. Papa was miles away at the lumber mill; it was no use finding him hours later, when Mama needed me now.  If I was stronger, I would have lifted her and carried her to her bed at home.

“Ruthie,” she breathed through clenched teeth, “Mama ain’t had many successful births, so you have to help her out.” She spread her skirts wide and pulled her head high for a moment, then dropped it in a frustrated sigh. Her body shuddered as she moaned and pushed and sweated, but my head felt like it was spinning, and I had the feeling that I was watching myself from above. I hadn’t a clue about how to help along a child. I felt caged and ready to burst into tears.

My panic reached its peak when her sighs silenced and her eyes rolled into a blank, dead stare again. Unconscious from the pain, and I was completely helpless. Most folks lived on the other side of the mountain, and would be far gone by now. 

I was compelled to turn to him. 

I ran with all my might, Hamlet barking from the excitement, searching for Mr. Brooksmith’s campfire. I darted in and out of trees, counting rocks and spotting landmarks, knowing all the while that this gesture would brand our whole family as outcasts, unpardonable sinners, lesser people. But to hell with our reputation. Mama’s life was at stake. 

Finally, I found the two men, who were startled by my shouts and tear-smeared face. “It’s Mama, it’s Mama!” I cried. “She’s gone dead cold on me, and I don’t have a clue what to do!” I whined. 

Dr. Lionel rose with urgency and gathered his bags, piecing together the event in his mind. The three of us lunged through the woods, Hamlet leading the trail back to my poor Mama, who lay stranded and unaware. Mr. Brooksmith lifted the dead-weight woman as I lead the men to our house and into our private spaces. She was laid on the bed gingerly, and given several funny-colored liquids I’d never seen before. The physician ordered Mr. Brooksmith to hand him some tools and told me to fetch some water, but afterwards I just paced the floor and I’m sure my face had turned puke green because of how powerless I felt. 

“What can I do, what can I do?” I cried, wringing my hands as I heard Mama’s groans. 

“You just sit down right there and pray your little heart out,” commanded the doctor with certainty.

“Not worth prayin’ without believin’,” I muttered in agony, and Mr. Brooksmith looked up as he placed cold compresses on Mama’s forehead.

“You got that right,” he smiled. 

“Do y’ trust me?” turned the physician suddenly, his brown eyes twinkling with promise, even during the tumult of the scene.

“Do ya trust me?” he said with a reassuring tone. 

I looked at the silver-plated tools that looked like weapons of torture and mysterious liquids that lay in brown bottles on the table, surrounded by swabs of cotton and what looked like liquor. Danger and life, in such a delicate balance. Then his brown eyes, pleading with mine, like a gentle knock and request to be invited into friendship. 

“I do.” A wave of relief washed over me in that moment, and as I watched him pull his surgeon gloves on, the prayers washed over me like a flood. I shut my eyes with conviction, moving my lips to speak to heaven over and over, and gradually the heat of the room and medical smells lulled me to sleep.

When I awoke, the light through the window was slanted for sunset, and I jumped up to find Mama. There she lay, tucked in quilts and rosy with sleeping peace, and a swaddled baby was being cradled by Mr. Brooksmith as Dr. Lionel put away his tools.

“Care to see your baby brother?” asked Mr. Brooksmith.

As I took the bundle of sweet baby skin and soft blue eyes, I felt wrapped myself in the wonder of new life and beginnings. It was worth the ostracism and the impertinent questions and even the wrath of Papa when he came home tonight and discovered that his wife had been tended to by another man. As I looked around the room, from wild-haired Mr. Brooksmith, to the resolute physician, and then to my precious baby brother, I had the curious sense that I had embarked on a new exploration and gained eyes to see what others could not. 

