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Waiting on the burgundy sofa, upholstered in the paisley fabric that her mother had picked up at a fabric store, Christina Moriconi watches as her mother, Joy, makes the final preparations for their trip to Henry Ford Hospital in downtown Detroit.  It is the final appointment; the baby is almost due.  
“Are we ready to go?” Joy asks and offers Christina the gigantic, yellow bag, filled with its usual inhabitants, saltine crackers, a thermos filled with water, and the books her mother has bought Christina, to tell about the miracle of birth, which Christina insists that her mother read to her over and over.  This sister in her mother’s belly intrigues her, a sketchy unknown.  As they close the apartment door, Christina offers her five year old to steady her mother down the steps, which her mother can barely see because of her swollen belly.

On the sticky July morning, mother and daughter set off down Chesterfield St. to the bus stop at 8 Mile Road and Woodward Ave.  Christina had grown used to these bus rides from Ferndale into Detroit.  They are not just for doctor’s appointment, but also for trips to Downtown Detroit Days, where her mother finds bargains in the basement of the J.L. Hudson’s, and visits to the Children’s Museum or the Institute of Art, where Christina pretends she is a revolutionary hero or a great artist.  

As they settle into their seats, the bus passes the entrance to the State Fairgrounds, and then Christina tries to hold her breath as they move past Woodlawn Cemetery and then Evergreen Cemetery, trying not to smell death, a game that she plays on car rides as well as bus trips.  They travel further down Woodward, past the Palmer Park Golf Course, where Christina spies a few golfers in their crazy, plaid pants, swinging the clubs at the flags.  She thinks about her walks with Grandma Menoch in Cadillac, Michigan, when they look for stray golf balls, on evenings, after they visit Sam the Bear that lives in a cage, outside the gas station at the end of street that follows the lake’s shore.  In this peaceful stretch of Woodward Ave., her mother always tells her stories to pass the time as they travel the seven miles into Detroit.    Today, she tells her favorite, the story of how Christina came into the world, starting at the beginning.

“When I met your father, it was at a Saturday, and as gang, we had all gathered at the beaches outside of Detroit.  I was working that summer as a secretary, and I had just dyed my hair.  I almost didn’t go, since my hair was purple from trying to turn it blonde.  But your father liked me.  He even tried to kiss me when were in the water, but I didn’t think we would become serious.  I went back to school at Ball State in Indiana and he went back to Michigan State.  But then he called and said, “Guess Who?”  I ran through a few names of boys that I had gone to the movies or to dances, until your father interrupted and said, “It’s Phil.”  And he asked if he could “drive down and see me.”

“I wouldn’t be here, if he hadn’t called,” Christina says as she sticks her head out the open window, letting her long, blonde hair flap in the hot air.  During this part of the trip, the landscape changes, and Christina memorizes the phases of the decay of Detroit and wonders how it fell apart at they reach 6-mile road.  Christina thinks how on Sundays, whenever they pass 6 mile on the way to the Highland Park Presbyterian, they always push down the locks on the car doors.   

“I think the baby’s kicking.”

 “Hello, baby.”  Christina’s small hand rubs across the belly.
Her mother continues the story as they pass the series of liquor stores and the boarded up buildings, tries to distract her from the women in low-cut halter tops and short shorts and the men that have pulled up in their cars to chat with them.
“Almost two years after that summer, I married your father.  I was so mad at him right before we got married.  He had enlisted in the army without talking to me, to anyone, after he had gotten a low draft number, thinking if he became an officer, he could postpone having to go to Vietnam.  Because we moved up our wedding date, we got married at the First Presbyterian Church in Dearborn and had the reception at your Grandma and Grandpa Moriconi’s house.  We had our honeymoon at Lake Cadillac, which was only the summer house for Grandpa and Grandma Menoch, and then your dad went to officer’s training, and I went back to Ball State, to take a few classes during the summer session.  I was staying with your Grandma and Grandpa in Muncie, Indiana, where Grandpa Menoch was a minister, and for the first few weeks, I was so ill.  I had to take a P.E. class for my degree, and so I took Jazz Dance and spent half the time in the bathroom.  I didn’t know I was pregnant until your Grandma Menoch guessed why I was sick all time.  After officer’s training, your father was sent to Germany, and after I finished the term, I joined him in Baumholder.

 “In Baumholder, almost everyone was so young, and the wives were either pregnant or just had a baby.  Except Sam and Ellie, who became our best friends.  Sam was a baby doctor, and Ellie taught school.  They were older and didn’t have any kids yet.  While most of the wives stayed on the base, Ellie told me to experience the town.   When I’d meet with the other officer’s wives for coffee, we’d talk about how we wanted our husbands to serve our country in Vietnam, a patriotism based on duty, but with Ellie, she talked to me about finishing my degree and hoped that my husband didn’t go to Vietnam, so he could be around to watch you grown-up.  They were the grown-ups who taught me how to be a grown-up—as I was still so young, only twenty-two.”
“It was so cold there in March when you were born.  On winter days, I wrapped layer after layer over you, so that you were barely recognizable as a baby, then I’d push  you in the buggy, with these huge wheels, into town.  On the streets, all the German mothers and grandmothers would lean over the edge and ask their questions.  Before I had left the house, I would practice my responses: how you were a girl with no hair yet, how many weeks old you were, how much you weighed, and how you were a good baby.  I can only remember the question words and the numbers now.”

 “On weekends, your father and I got into the Mustang with you, as Sam and Ellie had suggested, and pulled your buggy in and out of the trunk in Frankfurt, Idar-Oberstein, Munich.  You went everywhere in Germany your first six months.   When we had got there, we thought we would be there for two years, but soon the husbands started getting orders for Vietnam, and your father had to go, and I went back to Ball State.”

As the bus jostles her, Christina tries to imagine this Germany, this place of her birth.  She thinks on the Hummel dolls in the china cabinet, the nutcracker on the mantle, the framed prints of castles and mountains on the living room walls, the pictures in the shoeboxes in the buffet, evidence that she was in Germany, but a world that she cannot remember.  She tries to think about a father who left for war and a mother who was left to raise her.
 “I made myself busy, so that I didn’t have to think about your father being in the war.  The first thing I had to do was learn how to drive.  On the day of the road test, I failed u-turns and backing up the car.  I just cried in the front seat and told the DMV examiner that my husband was in Vietnam, that I had a baby, and that I needed to be able to go to the grocery store.  He had returned from serving in Vietnam the year before and passed me, but he told me to practice in parking lots.”

On the bus, they move deeper into the city.  They pass the stretch of the enormous mansions of Arden Park, that have seemed to have been ignored, as their lawns have turned brown and the windows have been boarded up.  Christina never understands why people didn’t move in and fix them up.  Houses that are so big, Christina could fit all of her friends from pre-school.  The old Ford Factory buildings, now abandoned, look as if a storm could collapse them.  
At Grand Boulevard, Christina follows her mother off the bus and hopes that her little sister will kick her mother’s stomach in the doctor’s office, so that she can see her.  The sun now streams on their backs as they make their way down.  The air hangs heavy with the threat of a summer rain storm.   They quicken their pace down the street, as the dark clouds start to swell.  

“After finishing my degree, I moved to your Grandma and Grandpa Moriconi’s house in Dearborn.  Your Grandma Velia loved holding you, in her arms, you would try to wiggle away, trying to get down yet somehow she always had you secure against her hip.  Whenever the Evening News told about Vietnam, she would turn off the T.V.  She didn’t want me to think about your father fighting in a war.  Together, we just wanted your father to come home safe.  When your father got a week’s leave in Hawaii, you and I took a plane to meet him.  Your father was so happy to see you.  The other wives had left their children back at home and were pretending their second honeymoon.  However, your Grandma Moriconi had insisted that I bring you:  ‘Joy, you don’t know how important the thought of his daughter might be in a war,’ she said.  We have a picture of you on Don Ho’s lap.  He’s famous for singing, ‘Tiny Bubbles, In the Wine, Makes me Feel Happy, Makes me feel fine.’”

Christina starts to sing the song as the raindrops start to fall.  She has learned it on bike rides and car trips.  They pass the unemployment building as they make their walk the last mile to the hospital.  Christina inspects the people that are arriving and leaving, some of milling outside, chatting with others, as they have no jobs to go to.  
As they walk up the enormous half circle into the main entrance, Christina listens as her mother tells of her little legs teetering around the corners of the double bed as her father lay exhausted, after the long plane ride home from Vietnam, when she was eighteen months old.  

“You just kept pointing at him and saying “Who’s That?”  You didn’t know he was the “Hi Daddy” that I had you say into the microphone for the cassette tapes that I sent to Vietnam, to keep reminding him that he had a daughter.”
Almost at the door, the raindrops swell, and they try to dry off as they ride the elevator up.  In the waiting room, Christina sits among the swelling bellies and swollen feet, while her mother takes a comb out of her purse to smooth her long hair. Until the nurse calls their name, “Morah-Connie.”  “More-a-cone-ee,” Christina answers back.
In the patient room, Christina examines the posters of the developing baby and imagines the fingers, the arms, the faces of babies, first squishy, alien forms until they become something more recognizable.  When the doctor enters and begins the exam, Christina marvels as the doctor took out the metal measuring tool, judging the growth of the baby inside the mother, memorizing the growth.  Christina, captivated by science, watches the screen, as the doctor uses the arm of the machine to run over her mother’s slicked belly, revealing the hidden baby.  

“It all looks good,” the female doctor reassures her mother as her hand runs over her mother’s belly, “but the baby is not ready to come out, and will have to turn around, before she comes out.”  

“Hurry up,” Christina says to her mother’s belly.  

“Hold still, we’ll take a picture.”

On thick paper, the baby’s shaped it etched on a sticky black background.  Christina, holding the picture by the edges, examines it closely.

“I am having a sister,” Christina tells her mother.

“You might not have a sister,” her mom, Joy, offers.

“There’s no thingy.  I am having a sister.” Christina declares, refusing to accept any alternatives to what she knows.  

After her mother dresses, they leave the hospital.  The rain has cleared but the air threatens another storm.  They stop at the Woolworth’s for an ice cream at the counter.  A special treat, because soon it won’t just be Christina and her mother, there will be her sister as well.

 “You will have your own suitcase to take to Grandma and Grandpa Moriconi’s house.  I have to pack my own when we get home.”

“Will I get to see my sister being born?”

“You are too young.  They don’t let children in.”

Christina is disappointed that she will not see the arrival of her sister, only her father will get to see.  

“When you were born, they didn’t want your father to be in the delivery room, but I insisted that I wanted him there.  We will tell you what happens.  I promise” her mother reassures as if reading her mind.  
After her mother pays the bill, they move to the other side of Woodward Ave. to take the bus back to Chesterfield.  Moving past the forgotten buildings of Detroit and back to the suburbs, Christina thinks about getting ready for her stay at Grandma and Grandpa’s house on Beech St.  It is the house where her parents had their reception, where her mother stayed before going to Hawaii, in the bedroom that her father shared with her Great Uncle Donald while Great Aunt Lucy had shared a bedroom with Aunt Frankie as her father grew up in Nona Filo’s house.  She thinks about the smell of raisins cooking in water as Grandma Moriconi makes her special oatmeal and about waiting for her father to call to tell her about her sister.  She hopes she doesn’t have to wait too long.
