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For the ﬁrst thirteen years of my life, my mother disappeared the day before Christmas. On the day a:er
Christmas, I would wake up and she would be home again, humming or singing in the kitchen as she
made breakfast for Dad and me. But for two days—for me, the most important days of the year except
for my birthday—she would be gone.
I never knew where she went. When I asked Dad, he would smile and say, “Your Mom hd to work.” When
I asked her, she would say, “I’m sorry I wasn’t here, but I had things I had to do.” In all those years,
though, neither of them ever said just what her work was or what those “things” she had to do were. If I
pressed too much, they both would come up with the ulMmate conversaMon-ender for a child: “You’ll
know when you’re old enough.”
When I was a young child, I took this paPern as normal. A:er all, what else did I know? It was
ChristmasMme, so Mom would be away for a couple of days. Dad was always there, and he made sure we
had a great day together. We would open presents and then do something special. Then, when Mom
came back the next day, we would open more presents with her. It was like having two Christmases
instead of one. It was a:er I started school and began comparing notes with my friends, whose mothers
did not vanish over Christmas, that I began to wonder and ask quesMons. QuesMons that were never
answered.
UnMl I was thirteen.
Aside from this peculiarity, I had an ordinary childhood. Actually, it was more than ordinary. My Mom
more than made up for not being with me on Christmas Day. For her, everyday was special, and she
made it so for me, too.
The house I grew up in was a sprawling one-story adobe house with a three-story, ﬂat-roofed tower at
one end. That is where my father had his mini-observatory, which basically consisted of a computerized
Celestron telescope, a chair, and a table for his laptop. He worked as a cosmologist and astronomer at
the KiP Observatory, south of Tucson, Arizona. You may have heard of him. He was the “astronomer
poet” who was o:en a guest on Neil deGrasse Tyson’s television show, Star Talk. Our home was located
far enough from the city that our view of the sky was relaMvely unpolluted by the lights of Tuscon at
night.
My Dad is a sensiMve, kind, wiPy man who went into astronomy because he fell in love with the cosmos.
Most people don’t take him for a scienMst when they ﬁrst meet him. They think he’s an arMst of some
kind, and as I said, he is a poet. His poems about the beauty of the universe have been published in two
best-selling books. My mother says she fell in love with him because he could hear the stars sing both in
sky and in her. But he’s also one of the top cosmologists and mathemaMcians in his ﬁeld.
One of my mother’s favorite things to do with me was to take a blanket and pillows up onto the ﬂat roof
of the tower late at night and lie there with me, looking up at the star-ﬁlled night sky. When my Dad had
me look through the telescope, he would say, “There’s Vega,” “There’s Andromeda,” or “That whirlpool
galaxy is Messier 81.” He talked like an astronomer.
Not so my mother. When she pointed out stars to me, it was as if she was poinMng out friends we saw in
our neighborhood. “That’s the Dancing Child,” she would say, or “That star is the Hooded Lady. She’s shy
but she’s having a secret aﬀair with that bright one over there, the Man with the Shining Forehead.”
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The fact is, everything in the world was alive for my mother. She didn’t name everything, but she sMll
thought of everything as a person, whether it was the toaster that popped up my hot English muﬃns to
me in the morning or the lizards that scampered along our back wall.
As a child, I found this enchanMng. It was as if my mother was part of a whole other world and delighted
in introducing me to her friends. As I got older and was more interested in ﬁfng into the world of my
classmates, I found her at Mmes embarrassing. Especially when I might have two of my “worldlier”
friends over from school, and they found my mother carrying on a conversaMon with our couch. She
laughed it oﬀ as just a fun way to do the housekeeping, but I worried for days a:er that the word would
spread around the school that I had a crazy mother and therefore might be crazy myself.
It didn’t. As it turned out, most of my friends’ parents were bickering or splifng up. Strange as my mom
might seem, my friends sMll sought her out for the loving, stress-free atmosphere she created around all
of us.
Yet in the midst of an extraordinarily nice childhood, there was sMll this anomaly. Mom would disappear
over Christmas.
Once, having heard a couple of my classmates discussing the “aﬀairs” that had led to their parents
divorcing, I wondered if Mom might have a secret lover. I found this thought both romanMc and exciMng
on the one hand and threatening on the other. If this were true, I thought, it could lead to my parents
splifng up. I desperately didn’t want that to happen.
I confronted Dad about it one Christmas day when I was eleven.
“Dad, is Mom oﬀ with a lover? Is she having a “Same Mme next year” thing going on?” I’d seen the old
Ellen Burstyn and Alan Alda movie on television the week before.
I think I was so blunt because I wanted to shock him. Asking nicely all those years hadn’t goPen me any
informaMon about Mom’s mysterious disappearances. I thought maybe confronMng him with the idea of
marital inﬁdelity might knock some informaMon loose. But he just laughed. “The whole world is your
Mom’s lover,” he said. Then he mock frowned at me. “And what do you know about ‘Same Time Next
Year?’”
Dad insisted over the years that she was oﬀ doing her work, but Mom didn’t have a job. She was a stayat-home mother. What work would take her away from her family on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day?
As I grew older, it made no sense. Further, there was never any sign of luggage or packing for a trip in the
days leading up to Christmas, nor did I ever see her unpacking in the days a:er. It was as if she le: with
the clothes on her back and came back the same way.
Then there was the locked door.
My parents were prePy “free-range” when it came to giving me freedom. Not that there weren’t
appropriate boundaries, but they were ﬂexible, and expanded as I got older and more responsible.
However, one thing was always non-negoMable. The room on the other side of that locked door was
forbidden territory.
The room itself was on the third ﬂoor of our Tower, part of a larger room that took up most of that ﬂoor.
Its ceiling was the roof on which Mom and I would lie and tell stories about her friends in the stars. It
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could not be a large room, more, I guessed, like a walk-in closet that took up about a fourth of the third
ﬂoor. When I asked one day what was in it, Mom said it was ﬁlled with special art supplies. This made
sense. If the roof was ostensibly Dad’s observatory, the third ﬂoor was my mother’s cra: space. It was
essenMally one large room, ﬁlled with tables and cabinets that held various art materials, fabrics,
crystals, glass beads, feathers, and the like. Here my mother would make a variety of things that she
would occasionally sell but mostly give away as gi:s.
Given the plethora of things that were in the room, though, I couldn’t imagine what else could be in the
forbidden room. Naturally, I pleaded to be shown the “special art supplies,” and always, maddeningly, I
was told no. Once when I tearfully and angrily asked why, Mom took me on her lap and said, “SomeMmes
a person has a special space that is only for them. Don’t you have a place like that, one that’s just for
you, not for Dad or me, not for any of your friends?” I didn’t, actually, but I understood what she meant.
A:er that, I resolved to get myself my own forbidden place just so I could tell Mom and Dad to keep out.
And I did. It was a small two-drawer cabinet I kept in my closet. Funny thing is, I never actually bothered
to put anything in to it. I’ve never been much for secrets, which is one reason Mom’s locked room kept
niggling at me. Or maybe I’ve not been into secrets because I hated that Mom was keeping one from me.
Well, two, actually, counMng her Christmas Day disappearances.
When I was twelve, my mother’s sister Megan came to live with us. Aunt Megan was sweet and nice
enough, but she was nothing like my mother. Mom was fair-haired while Megan was a dark brunePe.
Likewise, Mom was fair-skinned and Nordic in appearance, but Aunt Megan was darker, as if she had
Italian or even Arabic ancestry. Further, Mom was an extrovert, always engaging with and enjoying
people and life around her. Megan, on the other hand, was shy and seemed bemused by the world in
which she found herself. It was hard to believe they were from the same family.
That is, unMl you saw their eyes. They had the same eyes, a pale blue that could go from so: to steel in
an instant. My mother had a power in her eyes, one I never fully understood as a child. There was love in
her gaze, certainly, but there was something else as well, as if her eyes had looked upon things beyond
the ken of most humanity. Aunt Megan had the same eyes, ﬁlled with the same power.
Seeing their eyes, I knew without quesMon they were sisters, however improbable that seemed just
looking at their appearance.
For all her diﬀerence, Aunt Megan ﬁt into our household like a hand into a glove. Dad told me it was the
ﬁrst he had met her, though he had heard Mom speak of her. He said she had lived in Europe but her
husband had just died. Mom had invited her to come stay with us for a while, and she had accepted.
Dad, being Dad, was gracious and welcoming and seemed to genuinely like her. I thought her strange,
but being on the brink of teenage hood, I was feeling prePy strange myself.
Mom would spend part of her day tending her garden or doing things outside, where, in spite of her fair
skin and Arizona’s hot sun, she never seemed to tan, much less sunburn. Aunt Megan preferred to stay
indoors. She spent hours in Mom’s art room on the third ﬂoor of the Tower. While Mom liked to
experiment and make large things, Megan made the most exquisite small pieces of jewelry, such as
earrings and pins. In fact, she gained something of a local reputaMon as an arMst when she took her
creaMons to a local art fair and sold them all within a maPer of a couple of hours.
Seeing an opportunity, I went into the art room one day when Megan was there alone. I watched as her
ﬁngers moved deliberately, shaping Mny pieces of metal and colored stones into the form of a vaguely
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beetle-like insect. I realized that she was manipulaMng these small items without the need for any kind of
jeweler’s magniﬁcaMon lens or even ordinary glasses. Even with my young eyes, I couldn’t see the Mny
pieces she was working with clearly enough to do what she was doing.
I watched in fascinaMon for a Mme, then I remembered why I was there.
“Aunt Megan,” I said, “Have you used any of the special art materials from Mom’s closet there? The one
that’s locked?”
“Special art materials?” she asked, not looking up from what she was doing. I was hoping to pique her
interest enough that she would gain access to the forbidden room, which, in turn, might give me a
glimpse inside.
“Oh yes,” I said. “For special projects. Maybe like what you’re doing with your jewelry there.” I pointed at
the beetle-thing on the worktable.
She looked up at me, her eyes sparkling with humor. “You’re trying to ﬁnd out what’s inside there, aren’t
you?”
Surprised at being so easily caught out, I stammered, “Oh..oh, no. Not at all. I just thought you might like
to use what’s in there.” I thought I’d recovered well.
“Maybe I would,” she said. “What is in there?”
“Well…um…special art materials.”
“Yes, that’s what you said. Can you describe these materials for me?”
“Oh, I think it would be bePer if you saw them yourself. Then you would know if they were suitable. I
doubt I could do them jusMce.”
She laughed. It actually was the ﬁrst Mme I’d heard her do so, and it was a lovely sound. Then she said
the dreaded words. “If your mother hasn’t shown you what’s in there, then you’ll ﬁnd out when you’re
old enough.” She turned her aPenMon back to her piece of jewelry, the subject obviously closed.
How I hated those words: “When you’re old enough.” I was twelve, on the cusp of becoming a teenager.
How old did I need to be?
That Christmas proved to be a turning point. I awoke on Christmas Eve Day to ﬁnd Mom gone as she
always was, but this Mme, Aunt Megan was gone with her.
This was too much! I’d been able to handle it when it was just Mom and Dad who knew where Mom
went. It was strange, but I’d grown up with it. It was part of my normal life, even though as I’d goPen
older, I’d felt more and more bugged by it. I always assumed I would discover what was going on, that I
would be let into the mystery when the Mme was right—when I “was old enough.” But now someone
else had found out before me, assuming that Aunt Megan wasn’t already part of the mystery. This was
intolerable.
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Ire rising, I stomped out of my bedroom as only a mad twelve-year old can and confronted my Dad who
was making pancakes in the kitchen. I stood before him and said as ﬁercely as I could, “All right, Dad, tell
me what’s going on. Mom’s gone as always, but now Aunt Megan’s with her. Where are they? What’s
happening? And don’t you dare tell me I’ll ﬁnd out when I’m old enough. I’m old enough now!”
I’m sure I was a ridiculous ﬁgure, standing there, arms akimbo in my Tiny KiPen pajamas, hair
disheveled, bunny slippers on my feet. To his credit, he didn’t laugh, though I’m sure he wanted to. I
would have. Instead, he turned oﬀ the stove, set the pan with the half-cooked pancakes aside, and said,
“Let’s go into the living room and talk.”
We went into the living room. In the corner, the Christmas tree lights were on and blinking their various
colors. They would stay on all through the day and into the night unMl Mom returned.
That was our tradiMon.
The morning sun was streaming into the picture window, but the room sMll felt chilly. Dad pulled out a
blanket and spread it over us as we sat across from each other on the sofa. “Do you remember, Holly,
how your mom and I met?”
This wasn’t what I was expecMng him to ask me, but I was quieMng down. At least now, for the ﬁrst Mme,
I could tell I was going to get some informaMon.
“You said you met her when she came to tour the observatory. You said the moment you saw her, you
knew you were going to marry her and she felt the same with you. Love at ﬁrst sight. Right?”
“Right. But it’s not the whole story.”
“Then what is the whole story? What haven’t you two been telling me?” My usually wiPy father was
looking so serious that I was beginning to feel anxious.
“Hold your horses, Miss Ants-In-Pants. I’m gefng there. And it’s nothing bad,” he added, as if sensing
my anxiety. “Only strange.”
“Oh, OK. Strange I can deal with,” I said, hoping it was true. How strange was “strange?”
“A:er I saw your mother in the tour group, I tried to ﬁnd out who she was, but no one seemed to know.
It seems she wasn’t really part of the tour group. That is, she hadn’t been on the tour bus that came up
from Tucson, or at least no one had noMced her.”
“And that would be strange,” I said. Mom was not someone no one would noMce.
“I agree. And I thought so at the Mme. But if she hadn’t come up with the tour, how had she come to be
there? She could have driven up on her own, of course, but for some reason, I didn’t think that she had.
In any event, I had no trail to follow. She had been there and then she had disappeared.”
“Must have been Christmas Eve day,” I snorted.
Dad laughed. “No. It was the middle of the summer. Anyway, I didn’t know what to do, so I had to put
her out of my mind. But I couldn’t! I found myself thinking about her all the Mme. I couldn’t help myself.
I’d really fallen for her.”
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I reached over and paPed his arm. “Poor Dad,” I said.
“Yeah, poor me. My boss didn’t know what was wrong but he could see I was distracted. He told me to
take a couple of days oﬀ and clear my head, as he put it. I agreed. I certainly wasn’t gefng my work
done!”
He paused, remembering, then he went on. “I decided to go camping out in the desert, away from
everything. Just lie under the night sky, watch the stars, maybe compose some verses. Yes, I was already
wriMng poetry then. So that’s what I did.” He shi:ed under the blanket, stretching out his legs. When he
got comfortable again, he conMnued. “My second night, I was sifng by my campﬁre, when I heard a
noise. I thought it might be a coyote or something but then, your mother wandered into my camp.”
“Mom? Out in the desert? She just wandered in?”
“She just wandered in. I was just as surprised as you are now. More! But…I don’t know how to explain
this, Holly. It seemed right. It seemed more than right. It was as if I’d been expecMng her but hadn’t
known it. And now, here she was, standing by my campﬁre, smiling down on me.”
“What was she wearing?”
“Wearing? What, you want a fashion rundown? She…she was wearing jeans and a ﬂannel shirt and a
white jacket of some kind. And boots. She had on boots. What?” he asked. I must have been looking
disappointed.
“Oh, nothing. I don’t know. I thought she might be wearing robes or something.”
“Robes? On the desert?” he laughed. “No, no robes. Like I said, everything was ordinary, her clothes, the
campﬁre…yet, it wasn’t. It was extraordinary. How had she come to be there? How had she come to ﬁnd
me, in the middle of the night? Even I wasn’t sure just where I was.”
“Yes, yes!” Now I was excited. I felt on the edge of solving the mystery. It was as if the locked door to the
forbidden room in the Tower was starMng to open. “How had Mom come to be there?”
“I had her sit down next to me, and I asked her. And you know what she said?”
Suddenly, I knew—I don’t know how—exactly what she’d said. “She said, ‘I heard you singing to the stars
and the stars in me answered.’”
Dad looked at me dumbfounded, as if the sofa had suddenly spoken to him instead of his daughter.
“How…how did you know that?” Then, he relaxed and chuckled. “Of course! Mom must have told you.
But did she tell you this story already?”
“No, she hasn’t. And she didn’t tell me those words, not exactly. But she did say she fell in love with you
because you sing to the stars in the sky and in her.”
He smiled. “She said that? That’s nice. And yes, that’s basically what she said that night. Of course, it
answered nothing. It didn’t tell me how she got there, without a car, or really how she found me. But
you know what, Holly? I didn’t care. The next morning, she got in my car with me and we drove back to
Tucson and got married. Nine months later, you showed up.”
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“Me? You mean, that night, you did..It?” I grinned
“You bet. You want the details?”
“Ew! No! But didn’t you wonder? I mean….”
“I know what you mean. And yes, I did wonder. It didn’t maPer, Holly. It simply didn’t maPer. All that
maPered was that we were together. And all these years, that’s all that’s maPered. Nothing else.”
A troublesome doubt began to grow in my mind. “What do you mean, nothing else?”
“Just that. You want to know where Mom goes at Christmas? Well, so do I. I’d love to know. But I don’t.
And it doesn’t maPer. It’s her secret.”
It was my turn to be dumbfounded. “You mean….all these years…you don’t know either? This isn’t
something you and Mom do together?”
His smile this Mme had a Mnge of sadness to it. “No. That night by the campﬁre, your mother said to me,
‘I will marry you and be your wife. I will gladly bear you a child. But I will have secrets, and you must not
try to discover what they are. If you do, we cannot remain together. It is trust that will bind us and lack of
trust that will break us. Do you understand?’ I said I did, and I do. She said she would need a room in our
house that would be just for her and that I could never enter.”
“The room in the Tower she keeps locked.”
“Yes. And she said that there would be two days each year when she would go away, and I was not to try
to discover where she went or what she did.”
I sat back. “Wow!” was all I could think to say. “And you never tried to go into her room or ﬁnd out
where she went?”
“Of course not! I gave her my word. Trust binds us; lack of trust breaks us. I wouldn’t risk that.”
“Did you know she would be away over Christmas?”
He shrugged. “No. I discovered that the ﬁrst year we were married, just a:er you were born. I think she
was surprised, too.”
“What, she got a message, like from Santa Claus or something, telling her to report for duty at the North
Pole?” I was kidding, of course; I’d stopped believing in Santa Claus years earlier. But then, suddenly, it
didn’t sound so fantasMc, a:er all.
“I don’t know. The ﬁrst Mme she disappeared, when she came back, she put her ﬁngers to my lips as I
was about to ask and said, ‘Remember your promise.’ Then she kissed me. I’ve never tried to ask since.”
“Wow!” I said again.
“You remember the story of the selkie,” Dad asked, leaning forward.

9
“What? The magical seal that took oﬀ its skin and became a woman and married the ﬁsherman? You
think Mom’s really a seal?”
He laughed. “No, I don’t. Hey, we met in the desert, remember? No ocean there. And while I think your
mom’s prePy magical, I don’t think she’s a magical being.” He paused. “But what do I know? I’m just a
cosmologist. But that wasn’t the point I wanted to make.”
“What is the point, if you don’t think Mom’s a selkie?”
“It’s really a story about trust. The ﬁsherman and his wife had a good life, as long as he trusted her and
didn’t try to discover her secret of why she would disappear for a Mme. When he broke that trust, she
le: him.”
“You think Mom would leave you if you peeked into her room?”
“No. I don’t. But love is all about trust, Holly, and I’d have broken her trust. Things wouldn’t be the same
between us a:er that.”
“Doesn’t it bother you, this mystery about Mom? And what about Aunt Megan? Now she’s disappeared,
too! More mystery!”
He grinned. “Holly, I deal with mysteries every day. The universe is ﬁlled with mysteries, things I can see
but I don’t understand. Heck, the universe itself is a mystery. If one of those mysteries decides to love
me and, I might add, give me YOU….” He lunged forward and started Mckling me. Laughing and squealing,
I fell oﬀ the sofa. “Then I’m going to go with it,” he ﬁnished, sifng up and laughing with me. “You can’t
be an astronomer and a poet without having a tolerance for mysteries, and your Mom is one mystery I’m
very happy to tolerate!”
He untangled himself from his blanket and got up. “Let’s heat up those pancakes, kiddo. And then we’ll
open some packages under the tree.”
Dad and I had a special Christmas that year, as if his opening up and sharing some of his feelings about
Mom and her disappearances had dissolved some barrier between us. And the next day life conMnued
on as normal as, right on schedule, I woke to ﬁnd Mom and Aunt Megan chafng with Dad in the kitchen
over breakfast as if nothing at all had happened.
But something had happened, inside me if not outwardly. Dad’s story about his meeMng with Mom had
given me some informaMon I hadn’t had before, but it hadn’t answered my big quesMons. If anything, it
had intensiﬁed them. Who was this woman who could appear and disappear seemingly at will, showing
up in the middle of the desert with no apparent means of transport, vanishing from her home every
Christmas Eve day without luggage or even a taxi showing up, much less Dad taking her somewhere?
And now, apparently, she had a sister who could do the same thing? Really? What was going on?
The mystery at the heart of our family had been nicely balanced all the years of my growing up, its
strangeness countered by the obvious love my parents had for each other and for me, and by Mom’s
overﬂowing joy in the awesomeness of life and the world around her. There were so many good things
about our lives that this one thing, this unexplained and unexplainable thing, could be overlooked, even
folded into the magic of our household.
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Aunt Megan’s arrival changed this for me. When it had just been Mom, I’d learned to live with the
mystery and accept it. But now I discovered she had a sister who could disappear with her. This was too
much. Just who were they? What were they?
I wanted to just ask Mom, the way I had Dad. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Something stopped me. For the ﬁrst
Mme in my life, I felt distant from my mother. The mystery stood between us
I didn’t like it.
I thought of talking with Aunt Megan, but the way she had put me oﬀ that day in Mom’s art room made
me suspect she’d be no more forthcoming than my mother.
So, I brooded in the weeks following Christmas. My imaginaMon began to run wild. Were my mother and
her sister aliens disguised as humans? Were they faerie beings like in Dad’s story about the selkie? If so,
then what did that make me? Who was I?
It’s hard enough about to become a teenager. Thinking I might not even be human was too much. I
decided I had to do something about this.
I was sure that if I confessed my fears to my parents, they would laugh at ﬁrst, then they would be
sympatheMc and supporMve, ending up by saying as they always did, “When you’re old enough,” as if
that solved everything. I needed to take direct acMon, and I knew exactly what it had to be.
I had to get into the forbidden room.
I looked up on the Internet how to pick locks. No need to go to burglar school. I found several websites
and YouTube videos that showed me just how to do it. All I needed was one of my bobby pins! My own
liPle lock pick, close at hand!
All the doors of the rooms in our house had locks, though we never used them. A liPle invesMgaMng
showed me that the lock on the forbidden room was the same as the lock on my bedroom door. This
gave me opportuniMes to pracMce. I would lock my door and then try to open it by picking the lock with a
bobby pin. It proved easier to do than I’d thought. Whole new career opportuniMes were opening up
before me!
I wondered why, if Mom’s room were so special, it didn’t have a special lock. Then I realized that the true
lock wasn’t the one in the door but the one in Dad’s heart. It was trust. She trusted him not to go into
that room, so he didn’t. He’d made her a promise, one he would never break.
But I hadn’t made any promises. Mom assumed that I wouldn’t try to sneak into her forbidden room.
She’d deﬂected my quesMons about it. She simply had told me not to go in there, and for years, that was
enough for me. But she’d never actually asked for my promise not to do so. I had no vows to break.
Yet, having made up my mind to go into that room and having gained the means to do so, bobby pin in
hand, I kept pufng it oﬀ. I kept making excuses to myself. Mom or Megan were always there in the art
room (which wasn’t true, but it sMll made a good excuse). I had to study. I was too busy. I had shopping
expediMons with my girlfriends. There was always something.
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Finally, I confronted myself one evening lying in bed. Why was I pufng it oﬀ? I realized I was frightened
of what I might ﬁnd. What if Mom really was an alien? Would that make me an alien, too? What would
that mean? Did I want to know?
I also realized that though I’d never actually promised Mom not to go into her room, there was sMll an
implied trust there that I wouldn’t. She had asked me not to. Love is trust, Dad had said, and Mom,
knowing I loved her, assumed that I would trust her as well. And I did. I really did. In many ways, Mom
was my best friend. I would die before I would hurt her.
But I had to know. This had gone on too long. I had to know the mystery at the heart of our family, and
the room seemed to contain the answers.
I was afraid to know.
This conﬂict conMnued through the summer and into the autumn. I dithered and dathered. My resolve
would rise, then it would sink.
I realize I’m making it sound like this problem consumed me. It didn’t. We had plenty of good Mmes, my
family and I. Mom and I would sMll take periodic mother-daughter picnics out into the desert where we
would exclaim over the beauty of wildﬂowers or over seeing a kangaroo rat hopping about on its large
hind feet.
There was one day, on one of our ouMngs when she told me about the ocean that had once covered the
desert millions of years ago. “All this,” she said, spinning about with her arms sweeping out, “was once
on the boPom of the sea!” She laughed then, running about and making swimming moMons as if she
were some sea creature. It suddenly brought back to mind Dad’s story about the selkie who shed her
skin. Crazily, I wondered if Mom had another skin somewhere around here in the desert.
Maybe that was what was behind the forbidden door. Her second skin
For a couple of hours that day, my resolve to break into that room and see for myself was strong. I
determined I would do it that night when everyone was asleep. But by the Mme we got home, where
Aunt Megan had dinner ready for us, I’d come up with more excuses pufng it oﬀ
A month before Christmas, I had my thirteenth birthday. I was now oﬃcially a teenager. There was a
special breakfast and then, in the a:ernoon and evening, a party with friends and cake and games and
presents. It was wonderfully fun, but throughout the day, I kept waiMng for something. Finally, I realized I
was waiMng for Mom to say to me, “Now you’re old enough, and I can tell you where I go every
Christmas!” But she never did.
The day before Christmas Eve Day, I was in the kitchen helping Aunt Megan bake a large batch of cookies
that Dad and I planned to take to a homeless shelter on Christmas Day. Mom came in from doing some
chores elsewhere in the house and began to help.
“I guess you and Aunt Megan are going to go away again tomorrow?” I asked, my hands in a bowl of
dough. I was feeling a bit grumpy, but my moods had been going up and down anyway. Mom smiled.
“Yes. But it’s just for a couple of days.”
“But one of them’s Christmas Day, Mom! Can’t you stay for once?”
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“No, but we’ll be back a:er Christmas Day. We’ll celebrate together then, just as we always do.
“But…But where do you go? Can’t you tell me that at least?”
“I will tell you, Holly, when you’re old enough.
The dreaded words. This Mme they were like oil poured on slumbering embers, causing a ﬁre to erupt.
Rage coursed through me, so strong that I couldn’t speak. Thirteen wasn’t old enough? My hands sMll
covered in dough, I turned and stomped out of the kitchen and to my room where I slammed the door
shut and locked it. When Mom came by later and knocked, I wouldn’t let her in. “Go away,” I said. “Come
back when I’m old enough!
I sulked in my room the rest of the day. I cried some, but mostly I was burning with anger. I was being
denied something I felt I had to have, something I had to know
Eventually, I fell asleep.
The next morning, I stayed in my room, telling Dad I wasn’t hungry when he shouted from the kitchen
that breakfast was ready. Mom may have told him I was in a bad mood before she le: as he didn’t press
me to come or try to jolly me up. He just le: me alone. Finally, around noon, I came out, driven by
hunger. Dad ﬁxed a big lunch of tacos and enchiladas, one of my favorite meals. Then we went into
Tucson to see a movie and have dinner.
When we got home, it was way a:er dark. We stayed up awhile watching some Christmas Eve special on
TV, during which Dad fell asleep on the sofa. I roused him enough to tell him to go to bed, which he did,
leaving me sifng alone in the living room to ﬁnish watching the program
It hit me that now was the Mme. If I was ever going to break into the forbidden room and see what was
there, it had to be now. Now, while Mom was gone. Now, before Christmas Day itself. Now, now, now….
It was like a chant pulsing through my blood
Almost in a trance, I got up and went into my room where I got my trusty bobby pin. Then it was across
the living room, through the kitchen, and into the door that led to the Tower. Up one ﬂight of stairs. Then
a second, and I was standing in front of Mom’s darkened art room
I didn’t turn on the light. I think some part of me felt guilty about what I was about to do and didn’t want
to be seen doing it, even though no one was about. I walked through the room, past the tables strewn
with the art projects Mom and Aunt Megan were doing. Mom always said that everything in the room
was alive. If so, if felt as if all that life were holding its breath, waiMng to see what was about to happen.
It felt as if the whole world were balancing on a pinhead, about to fall one way or another.
I reached the locked door and took a deep breath. Could I do it, now that I was actually here? Apparently
so, for almost as if another will had taken hold, my hands reached out and began manipulaMng the lock
with the bobby pin.
I felt the lock click.
I grasped the knob and turned.
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The door opened.
And there it was. For the ﬁrst Mme ever, I stood in the doorway of the forbidden room
It was empty.
I can’t begin to describe what I felt at that moment. Shock, disappointment, anger, bewilderment…they
were all there. This was Mom’s big secret? An empty walk-in closet? Why was it forbidden? What was in
here—or had been in here—that was so valuable, so precious, so…so Mom’s that Dad and I had been
barred from seeing it?
I felt a thrill of anger at what felt like thirteen years of decepMon, a cruel joke on Mom’s part. Maybe she
really was a crazy woman. Some of my friends thought so, even though they loved her craziness.
But there was sMll the mystery of where Mom was. And Aunt Megan, too.
I was about to close the door and go to bed when I realized that the room wasn’t enMrely empty. At the
back of the room, in the shadows, there was something.
I went back and turned on the lights in the art room. Returning to the forbidden closet, I could now see
that at the rear of the liPle room was a large wardrobe.
“Oh no,” I muPered as I walked up to it. “You’re not going all Narnia on me, are you, Mom?
I opened the wardrobe door.
Inside, there was no magical portal leading to another world. Only the back side of the wardrobe. But
there was something hanging on the clothes rod. At ﬁrst, I couldn’t make out what it was.
Then I did.
It was skin. Human skin, hanging loose on a hanger as if it were some costume to be worn and then
taken oﬀ.
I wanted to scream, but my throat shut from fear. All I could do was gurgle. Dad was right, I thought.
Mom is a selkie, or something, and this is her skin.
Mom always said I was her brave liPle girl, but right then, I felt anything but. SMll, amazingly, I reached
out to touch the skin-suit hanging there. It was warm and so:, just like human ﬂesh. This Mme, I really
wanted to scream, but I didn’t. There was nothing gory about it, no blood, no bits of Mssue hanging out
here and there, just warm skin in the shape of a person. A person, I suddenly realized with a relief so
profound that my legs almost collapsed under me, that did not have my mother’s face. Whoever or
whatever owned this skin, it wasn’t Mom.
Then I recognized it was Aunt Megan. The skin suit had her face and hair.
This Mme, I did scream. I slammed the wardrobe shut, ran out of the closet-room, slammed its door shut
behind me, and ran all the way to my room. There, I locked the door behind me, jumped into bed, and
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pulled the covers over my head. And waited for the Megan-Thing, the Thing that Wore Megan’s Skin, to
come get me.
It was then, lying in bed, hiding under the covers, that I realized I wasn’t afraid. Not really. I was shocked.
I was surprised. I was bewildered and confused by what I’d seen. However, though I’d been acMng like a
screaming heroine in a bad horror movie, I wasn’t afraid. From somewhere deep within me, I felt a wave
of peacefulness arising. The skin suit wasn’t Mom, so whatever or wherever she was, she wasn’t a skinshedding monster. She was Mom, and I trusted her love. I had no idea what was happening, but from
that deep, hitherto unknown place inside me, everything felt unexplainably right.
Filled with wonderment about this, I fell asleep.
I was awakened by a silvery light ﬁlling my room. Opening my eyes and blinking into the light, I saw a
ﬁgure standing by my bed. As my eyes focused, I realized it was Mom. She looked just as she always did,
skin and all, except that she was glowing with this silvery light.
“Mom!” I cried, sifng up.
Smiling, she reached out and pulled me out of the bed, helping me to stand up.
“Come with me,” she said. She put a ﬁnger gently to my lips. “But do not talk.”
I was bursMng with quesMons, but this shut me up. I followed her out of my bedroom, down the hall, and
into the living room where, according to our family tradiMon, the lights on the Christmas tree were lit
and bright. The silvery light around my mother outshone them all, as if the full moon itself had stepped
into the room.
We walked on in silence into the kitchen, and I knew we were retracing my steps towards the forbidden
room. Up the Tower stairs we went, into the art room and beyond it into the room that had held my
curiosity for so many years and had been the object of so many fantasies. The room that had proven to
be empty.
Only now it was not empty. In the middle of the room was a silvery staircase. It seemed to sparkle as if
embedded with millions of Mny diamonds or even stars. It led up to the ceiling and seemed to merge into
it.
We stood in the liPle room for a moment, Mom seemingly lost in thought, me gazing in wonder at this
staircase that had most certainly not been there earlier in the evening. Mom looked at me and said
maPer-of-factly, “You were in here earlier.”
Not daring to speak and feeling guilty, I nodded.
She nodded back. “I thought so. I felt you here. It drew me back.” She sighed. “I thought it was too soon,
that you weren’t yet old enough. But you have the blood, and it would not wait. It heard the Call and had
to respond.”
What call? I wanted to ask, but Mom turned away and started up the staircase. I followed right behind
her. When we reached the ceiling, which was only a few steps up, we passed through it as if it weren’t
there.
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I thought we might emerge into some other realm, but instead, the staircase ended on the roof of the
Tower, the normal roof where Dad had his telescope and where Mom and I would lie on blankets,
looking up at the stars. Taking my hand, Mom stepped oﬀ onto the roof with me beside her.
I saw that we were not alone. Another ﬁgure shared the roof with us. Like Mom, it glowed with a silvery
light but its light was brighter. It had a human shape, but the face was featureless—or else I just couldn’t
make out the features that were there, obscured by the glow around its head. Nevertheless, something
in me knew that this ﬁgure was Aunt Megan.
Aunt Megan without her skin.
The ﬁgure came over and hugged me. I felt suﬀused in love and calm. “Holly,” it said, and it was Aunt
Megan’s voice.
Filled with wonder, I almost missed Mom saying, “Now we wait.”
Wait? I wondered. Wait for what?
I did not have long to wonder, though. I felt something in me, I could not have told you what, rise up and
reach out, as if some part of me was yearning towards the stars. I saw Mom look up. I did the same. In
the distance, a bright light was heading towards us, as if a star had detached itself from the night sky and
was falling earthward. No, I realized, not falling. Flying, and heading in our direcMon.
As it drew closer, I ﬁnally was able to see what it was. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was a golden sleigh
being pulled by four, large snowy owls, like something out of Harry PoPer. Riding in the sleigh was a
woman garbed in white, long white hair billowing behind her like a cloak as she ﬂew. The whole
ensemble glowed with the same silvery light that was around my mother, only many Mmes brighter.
This is impossible, I thought. Then I realized that on this night of all nights, Christmas Eve, with my
mother and aunt both shining like the moon itself, “impossible” had no meaning.
The owl-pulled sleigh stopped right by the edge of the roof of the Tower, magically defying gravity as it
hovered in the air, the owls’ wings folded against their bodies. The woman in white looked at us. She was
inhumanly beauMful. I had no idea how old she was. She seemed ageless, youthful in appearance, but
with eyes that seemed to hold a million years or more of wisdom and experience. Something deep in
me, unknown to me unMl this moment, spoke, and my lips formed the word.
“Mother.”
And I didn’t mean Mom.
The woman smiled at the three of us and asked of my mother, “Is it her Mme?”
“I didn’t think so,” my mother replied. “She has yet to come into her womanhood. But her blood heard
the call and would not be put oﬀ longer.”
The woman looked at me. “Do you wish to ride with us?”
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I didn’t even think about it. “Oh yes, Mother,” I said. “Oh yes!”
“Then take my hand.” The woman clothed in white extended a pale hand to me, and I held it. A
heartbeat later, I was on the sleigh, sifng in the back with Mom on one side of me and the being I knew
as Aunt Megan on the other. I was surrounded by light, even glowing myself as if my blood had turned to
starlight. I was ﬂying through the air, the snowy owls beaMng their silent, powerful wings before us.
This can’t be real, I thought to myself, as we soared over the land, swooping low over neighborhoods. I
must be dreaming.
No, you’re not. It was Mom’s voice, but I was hearing her in my mind, not with my ears. It’s real. And
you’re safe. I felt unseen arms around me and knew they were my mother’s.
Another voice spoke in my mind. My body thrummed to its power. Let me speak with her, Daughter.
My mother’s voice, so:er but, I realized, born of the same power, replied. As you wish.
I didn’t move but suddenly, I found myself in the front of the sleigh next to the woman in white. Magic.
Of course.
“Welcome, Daughter, to your ﬁrst Ride,” she said, speaking out loud, glancing at me next to her.
“Ride?” I asked,
The woman laughed. The sound made me want to laugh, too, as if we were sharing a joke with the
universe and all the stars were laughing with us. “Yes. Men have their Wild Hunt, so let us call this, the
Awful Ride!”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“I am Mother Awe,” she said. “We ride to bring Awe into the world. Look back.”
I turned to look over my shoulder behind me. I could see the light from the sleigh spreading out like a
comet’s tail, turning into a mist that descended onto the homes below.
I looked back at the woman beside me, her face regal in proﬁle as she looked ahead. “That light is…is
awe?”
“The awe is in the hearts of those below, waiMng to be reawakened. The light calls them to remember
and to see the world with the awe it deserves.” She looked at me. “People are forgefng. The world may
seem awesome to them, but not awful, full of awe. If it were, they would not treat it as they do. They
would not ignore the life that surrounds them in all that is. They would love the world, as I do.”
I thought about this for a moment. If anyone saw the world as full of awe, it was Mom. “My Mom sees
awe,” I said out loud. “She sees wonder everywhere, in everything. Is that why she’s here, on this Ride?”
“Yes, but this is not the only reason, Daughter. Your mother comes from the Star-Born, as do you, and
the Star-Born carry Awe in their very blood. Truly, they are the People of Awe.”
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“Comes from the Star-Born?” I thought of the human skin hanging in the wardrobe at home. “Are you
saying Mom is an alien? I’m an alien?”
The woman laughed again. “All life is kin. No life is alien to other life,” she said, which I felt didn’t really
answer my quesMon. As if sensing my confusion, she added, “There are those who are beings of starlight
and energy. At Mmes they are able to wear a human skin and step from their world into yours. They may
even mate with a human, and when they do, their children may be like your mother.”
“You mean, someone like Aunt Megan, Mom’s sister…”
Mother Awe looked at me oddly, then laughed. “Her sister? Is that what she told you? Child, she is your
grandmother.”
“My grandmother!”
Before I could begin to process this, the sleigh suddenly banked to the right as the owls made a sharp
turn, Mpping on its side as it did. I cried out in surprise and gripped the edge of the sleigh to keep from
falling out. But something held me in place.
“You cannot fall,” said the woman. “Things are not as they seem. Tell me, what do you see?”
“I’m on a sleigh drawn by four owls ﬂying through the night sky on Christmas Eve.” I sMll couldn’t believe
it even as I said it.
She laughed. “How delighvul! Now see what I see.” She reached over, a pale hand touching my forehead.
Everything changed. The land below, the sky above, the sleigh around me, even the woman herself, all
disappeared. Instead, I was ﬂoaMng in a sphere of misty Light. I sensed rather than saw the earth below
me, completely enveloped by this sphere. Everything was sMll, and yet I had an impression of vibrant
acMvity all around me.
“We are outside your Mme and space, Daughter. We are everywhere and nowhere. We are ﬂying over
your land, and we are ﬂying over all lands. Who can say where we are? We are the cloud of Awe that
covers the earth.”
I remembered a day when Dad and I were watching a science show on television. The atom was being
presented as a Mny solar system, with the electrons spinning madly around the nucleus like planets
around the sun. Dad had said that was wrong, that the electrons were really like a cloud around the
nucleus. “It’s called Uncertainty,” he’d said. “An electron could be anywhere in that cloud. You can’t
measure it exactly.”
That was what I was seeing now. Awe was a cloud around the earth, and the sleigh was one expression
of it in Mme and space.
But I was Holly, a real girl of ﬂesh and blood. How could I be everywhere at once, and myself, too? It
made my head hurt to think about it.
I was suddenly back in the sleigh. “It’s bePer that you see it this way, Daughter,” the woman said. “You
are not ready for the mulMdimensional side of the world, or of yourself, yet.” I had to agree. Incredible as
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a ﬂying sleigh pulled by owls was, it was more understandable than the everywhereness I’d just
experienced.
Then I had a thought. “This is like Santa, isn’t it? Santa’s a cloud, too, just like we are.”
The woman looked over at me, her eyebrows li:ed in surprise. “This is percepMve of you. Yes, the
Mystery that you call Santa Claus is also a quality that surrounds the world, able to be both here and
everywhere.” She frowned. “His ‘cloud,’ as you call it, is much diminished, though. It has been squeezed
into mortal concepts of commerce that have le: him a pale imitaMon of all he could be in the daily lives
of men and women. He is bound to one night and thought of as a myth for children.” She snorted.
“Mortals are foolish to dismiss the Mysteries, so. Your world much needs what we can bring.”
I was busy re-evaluaMng my own thoughts about Santa, having dismissed him as a ‘myth for children’
myself when she added, “He sMll has one power, though. The thought of him opens hearts this night,
which is why our Ride is important now and tomorrow. He makes the ground more ferMle for the Awe we
bring.”
“This is why Mom disappears every Christmas. She’s riding with you.”
“Yes. Many ride with me, Daughter. All women share our cloud, for it is in women to know the awe of
life. But those who come from the Star-Born, they are a bridge between our world and yours. Their
presence in the sleigh gives us added power these special nights.”
I looked back. “But there’s only Mom and my… my grandmother back there.”
The woman in white smiled at me. “Have you not learned not to trust your eyes here?”
Something shi:ed again in my mind, and suddenly, a mulMtude of women were there, all around us, in
the sleigh, beside the sleigh, part of the sleigh, part of the Cloud of Awe. Some were like my Aunt
Megan, Star-Born. Others were like Mom, and, I suddenly realized, like me, women born of a Star-Born.
And others were women fully human but holding in their hearts love for the world, women whose spirits
could link with Mother Awe on her starlit ride, even though their bodies slept in beds or were busy with
the chores of life. Women who could join us in bringing awe to the world because awe lived in them.
Unable to take it all in, I closed my eyes. I bent my head and began to cry with the wonder and joy of it
but also for a world that was parched and thirsty for the touch of Awe.
I felt a gentle touch on my shoulder. “Your mother says this is enough for your ﬁrst Ride. I agree. We shall
take you home.”
“Take me home?” I asked, brushing away tears and taking a breath. “The cloud is everywhere, isn’t it?
You don’t need to take me back anywhere. We’re already there, aren’t we?”
She laughed. “Yes, but I fear you have had enough of the cloud. We shall ﬂy home the old-fashioned way,
through Mme and space.”
I sePled back into the so:ness of the seat. As I relaxed, a thought came to me. I looked over at Mother
Awe and said, “I would like the secret between my mother and father to end. I would like him to know
where Mom goes on Christmas and what she does.”
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She frowned. “This is not possible, child.”
“Why? Why is it not possible?”
“Because he is a man.”
“Really?” I said. I couldn’t believe it. Mother Awe was a feminist? “Why should that make a diﬀerence?”
There was coldness in her voice as she replied. “I told you. Men have their Wild Hunt. They celebrate
conquest and death. They have abandoned the way of life. They have made the world something dead,
without wonder, without awe, a thing to be used.”
“Not all men,” I said. “Not my father.” But it was as if she hadn’t heard me.
“The Awful Ride is women’s Ride. Men have stripped awe from the world. If they knew of the Ride, they
would diminish it as well. They would do to me what they have done to Santa Claus, turning the Mystery
of Giving and Joy into a one-night stand meant only for children.”
“No,” I said.
She snorted, turning her face away from me. “You are too young. You are not yet a woman. You do not
know. The Ride brings power to women, a power that men fear. They hate what they fear and will take it
away, as they have in the past.”
“My father wouldn’t! He didn’t ever try to ﬁnd out how Mom mysteriously appeared to him in the desert
when they ﬁrst met!” A thought suddenly came to me. “She came out of the stars, didn’t she? Made a
body for herself that night on the desert, just like…like my grandmother.”
“No. Your mother is not Star-Born that way. But she can walk the secret paths the stars weave around
the earth.”
Walk secret star-paths? The thought thrilled me. I really wanted to do that. But I was not to be put oﬀ.
“Whatever,” I said. “The point is that all these years, he’s let her have her secrets. He has let her have her
mysteries.” I thought this was an important point that would make my case. She didn’t agree.
“Your father is not like most men.”
Angry, I swept my arms out. “So, all this, the Sleigh, the cloud, the Mystery, it’s only for women? The
Awe that you spread, only women can receive it? Is this what you’re saying?”
Her voice so:ened, but she refused to look at me. “For now. In Mme, men can know, but not now. Not
unMl women are strong again, strong in their power, strong in their Awe and the Ride cannot be
stopped.”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Even more, I couldn’t believe what I said next. Who was I, a newbie
teenager, to challenge one of the Mysteries of the world, someone probably older than the world itself.
But this is what teenagers do, isn’t it? We challenge our elders!
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“Then I don’t want to be part of this Ride,” I shouted. “Awe can’t be just for women! Dad feels awe at the
world as much as Mom. More than me, probably! And I know he’s not alone. Men and women together
must bring awe back into the world, not just women! Otherwise, this Ride is already stopped!”
There was silence.
More quietly but no less intensely, I said, “Dad says that love is all about trust. You claim to love the
world, to love humanity. Then you have to trust men and women. You have to trust all of us. Together.”
More silence.
“Well?” I insisted.
The woman in white turned her head, and I was surprised to see her smiling. “You have spoken to
Mystery. Now, sleep.” She reached out and touched my forehead for a second Mme. Everything
disappeared.
The next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes in my own bed. The sun was not quite up, but a pre-dawn
light came through my window. I lay there, disoriented. I wasn’t sure where I was or even who I was.
Then it all came back in a rush: the breaking into the forbidden room, Aunt Megan’s skin-suit hanging in
the wardrobe, my mother and me going up the magical staircase, the coming of Mother Awe, the Awful
Ride, my shouMng at a planetary Mystery. It had been a dream. Hadn’t it? None of that could have been
real. Could it?
I got up and padded into the bathroom. That’s when I discovered spots of blood on my pajamas. I had
bled during the night. OMG! My ﬁrst period had started! I was now oﬃcially a woman.
I wandered back into my bedroom, not sure what to do, feeling scared, wondering how to tell Dad, and
wishing with all my heart that Mom were there.
The door opened, and there she was.
Mom.
On Christmas Morning.
I cried out and ran into her embrace. “Mom,” I cried. “You’re home!”
She hugged me Mghtly. “Yes! I’m home. Mother Awe said I was needed here.” Then she saw the bloodspoPed pajama boPoms I was sMll carrying. “And now I know why! Holly, you’ve become a woman on
Christmas Day! That’s awesome!” She laughed with the joy of it, and I laughed with her. I was a woman!
And Mom was home on Christmas!
At that moment, Aunt Megan came into the room, looking perfectly normal in what I now knew was her
human skin. “Aunt…I mean…Grandmother?”
She smiled. “Yes, Granddaughter. We thought it would raise fewer quesMons to say I was your mother’s
sister rather than her mother.”
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I looked at her appraisingly. “You really don’t look like you could be Mom’s mother.”
She laughed. “I was wearing a diﬀerent skin when she was conceived.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. Overnight, my world had not only become so much larger but very
weird as well.
I looked at Mom. “Does Dad know you’re here?”
“No. Let’s go wake him up and tell him!”
“Tell him?” I thought of my argument with Mother Awe. “You mean, everything?”
“Yes, everything!”
“But Mother Awe said…”
“I know. You changed her mind. Or maybe it was just a test, to see what you thought. Who knows the
mind or reasons of one of the Mysteries.”
“So, I can Ride with you next year?”
She laughed. “Yes. Now, you’re old enough!”
I changed into fresh pajamas, then we went down the hall as quietly as we could to the door to Mom
and Dad’s bedroom. Before we opened it to rush in shouMng Merry Christmas, I whispered to Mom,
“Maybe next year, Dad will go on the Ride with us, too.”
She smiled back. “I have no doubt about it!”
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