
Remembrance, the debut novel of author Rita Woods (Class of ’70), tells the stories of four black 

women over more than 200 years. The book opens with Gaelle, a Haitian refugee and nurse’s 

aide in present-day Cleveland, who is still mourning the death of her beloved grandmother in the 

2010 earthquake. She discovers a mystical connection with a mysterious Jane Doe nursing home 

resident. 

 

Margot, a house girl in 1857 Louisiana, is just months away from the freedom that she and her 

sister have been promised on their 18th birthdays. But on the cusp of a yellow fever outbreak, the 

spirits warn their grandmother that disaster looms. There is Abigail, the enslaved mother of two 

boys in 1791 Saint-Domingue (what is now Haiti), whose husband is involved in the incipient 

revolution. She is forced to leave her family to escort her mistress to safety in New Orleans.  

 

We meet Abigail again in 1852 in Remembrance, an Ohio settlement she founded along the 

Underground Railroad and made strangely invisible to slave catchers and other white people. 

There, she has adopted Winter, an orphan of special, but erratic talents. 

 

The women in Woods’ story are healers, priestesses and empaths. They wield supernatural 

powers to cure sickness, foresee the future and shape events and objects as they struggle with 

family separation, anguish and survival. She weaves together African and vodun traditions with 

quantum physics to create her own style of magical realism.  

 

Remembrance was launched in January to critical praise. The Boston Globe called it 

“breathtaking” and “a grand tale.” NPR declared it an “ambitious, absorbing novel.” 

 

Woods began writing as a student at Gesu School, which she attended with siblings Curtis, Lea 

and Howard, before going on to Immaculata High School. Despite her love of writing, family 

expectations steered her into medicine. “My parents’ rule was that smart black girls go into 

professions,” she has told interviewers. College at Purdue University led to a medical degree 

from Howard University and private practice near Chicago as a family doctor.  

 

Along the way, Woods married Kenneth Echols and they had two sons, Jonathan and Logan 

(now 26 and 22, respectively). Jonathan, who works in healthcare administration, and his 7-year-

old daughter Serenity—the apple of her grandmother’s eye—live with his parents.  

 

Over the years, Wood’s punishing schedule in private practice while on the staff of four hospitals 

left scant time to write. She began working on Remembrance nine years ago, eking out time in 

the early mornings and on weekends. “I was getting up at four o’clock in the morning to write, or 

sometimes not going to bed because I was coming home at 2 a.m. from work.” 

 

When the novel was finished, she landed an agent and discovered the challenges of selling a 

book that transcends genres. “Publishers would say, ‘We love it, but we don’t know what it is. Is 

it women’s fiction, historical or science fiction? We don’t know where to put it on the 

bookshelf’,” she recalls. “That was frustrating.”  

 

Woods’ agent pulled the book from consideration until 2018, when a second try paid off. 

 



The author began a national book tour in February, including a reading at the Detroit Public 

Library that drew Gesu and Immaculata friends. Since then, the magical realism aspects of 

Remembrance have also taken Woods into new territory, including a Comic-Con in Chicago later 

that month. The experience was strange, if charming. On the way to a radio interview, she was 

engulfed by a Sailor Moon flash mob. (Picture several hundred men and women dressed up as 

Japanese schoolgirl animé superheroes.) “The loveliest crowd of people I’ve ever met, but I just 

wanted to get to the elevator!” 

 

At Comic-Con, Woods participated in panels at with authors of books featuring wizards and 

interplanetary travel. “I was kind of an outlier,” Woods admits. “It exposed me to writers I would 

never have ordinarily thought about. 

 

“It opens up your head,” she says. “One of the advantages is expanding how I think about my 

own writing.” Like how she is part of the intersectionality of women and Afrofuturism in 

literature. That question, asked at one of the panels, stumped her at first, Woods admits. But she 

has become fluent in how her work fits into the growing wave of African-American science 

fiction and its relatively recent female contingent. 

 

Woods says Comic-Con audiences and other readers seemed receptive to her ideas about ideas 

for broadening science fiction beyond superheroes. In Remembrance, she plays with 

exaggerating concepts of quantum mechanics and real medical phenomena—such as odor-color 

synesthesia, where a person experiences smells as colors—to the point of becoming magical. 

“Perception is everything,” Woods says, citing the sensation of being on one of two trains parked 

on parallel tracks. “One train starts to move. It’s hard to tell which.” An author can play with that 

disorienting reality. 

 

So how might her character, Mother Abigail, create Remembrance, which exists in the Ohio 

countryside but is outside the awareness of white people? Consider the time-space continuum. 

“What if you could manipulate that?” she asks. 

 

Comic-Con was Woods’ last big book event before the coronavirus shut down most of the 

country. She’s still hoping to attend the rescheduled Los Angeles Times Festival of Books in 

October. 

 

For now, Woods is busy as medical director of the Wellness Center of Pipefitters Local 597 in 

Mokena, Ill.—a job she took in 2016. She loves the work and the time the position allows her for 

writing and promoting her book. “It was a godsend,” she says. “Basically 9 to 5, no rounds, no 

weekends.” 

 

Doctoring during a pandemic is another thing, though. “It’s hard to fathom practicing medicine 

over the phone and by Zoom,” Woods says. Her ability to diagnose is limited and the struggle is 

to meet patients’ needs while keeping them out of emergency rooms. “It just adds another level 

of stress,” she says.  

 

These days husband Kenneth, a high school teacher of college-level software design courses, is 

overseeing Serenity’s online schooling and Zoom ballet classes. Woods pitches in with cooking 



lessons, crafts and other projects to keep her engaged. Logan, 22, is riding out the crisis in 

Canada, where he attends the Ontario College of Art and Design. He was quarantined this spring 

when his roommate contracted Covid-19. Then the border closed. Logan is staying put in hopes 

of being able to resume classes later this year as a senior.  

 

Two of Woods’ siblings now live in Los Angeles. Lea is an actor and a drama teacher in the Los 

Angeles Unified School District. Howard, who was a Navy pilot in the first Gulf War, later 

attended the Manchester School of Business in the U.K. and is an entrepreneur. Her older brother 

Curtis, a retired Marine colonel, practices intensive care medicine at a teaching hospital in North 

Carolina. 

 

Woods is now working on a novel about a midwife in Detroit’s Paradise Valley/Black Bottom 

neighborhood in the 1930s-40s. The woman finds a white baby on her doorstep. Her decision to 

raise that child on her own sets off plot complications.  

 

Woods has been delving into the Detroit Public Library’s Burton Historical Collection and other 

period resources about the “amazing history” of the thriving African-American community on 

the city’s near east side in that era. At the same time, the chronicles of racism and violence 

against black Detroiters are sobering. On her wall at home, she’s got a giant map of Detroit with 

historical neighborhoods marked off. “I love to research,” she confesses. “You can just get lost in 

Detroit history. I’m trying to rein that in”— in the interest of meeting her July deadline for a first 

draft.  

 

Also awaiting publication is her second book, The Last Dream Walker, a fantasy novel about a 

young woman descended from Geechee residents of South Carolina’s coastal islands. The 

protagonist, who can manifest her dreams as reality, tries to use her talents to transform her 

dysfunctional family. But she faces resistance from her mother, who won’t acknowledge those 

abilities. 

 

Over the years, Woods has adopted a few hobbies at might surprise her former classmates, 

including pumping iron. A med school boyfriend, a bodybuilder, got her interested in the sport. 

When she moved to Chicago for her residency, she joined a league dedicated to steroid-free 

bodybuilding with a lot of police officer members and got a cop coach. She trained for a year, 

working 15 to 30 hours per week. “It’s really intense.”   

 

She loved the exercise—and the hardbody. At just 17% body fat, “I was ripped, man.” Alas, the 

regimen also required going to a tanning salon, oiling up and putting on a bikini. (Yes, black 

bodybuilders use fake tans to make sure their muscles show definition even when not flexed.) 

“About a week before the first competition, I pulled out,” Woods recalls. “I couldn’t make 

myself get up on a stage in front of 100-200 people in a tiny swimsuit.” After that, she continued 

to train for a while, but the impetus to compete was gone. 

 

But Woods does hope to resume another former pastime one of these days: raising chickens. A 

few years ago, her son Jonathan, who spent his childhood bringing home turtles, snakes and 

rabbits to care for, decided to turn his bedroom into an incubator for baby chicks. “You have to 

socialize chickens” to be with people, Woods explains. “They’re vicious. They’ll peck you.”  



 

The family got toddler Serenity a fly swatter to fend off the chickens. “They would jump on her 

head and take the food right out of her mouth,” Woods says. “She’s running down the street with 

a chicken chasing her.” Once Serenity learned to wield the swatter, the chickens would try to 

sneak up on her. 

 

When the chicks were older, they moved to the backyard. “But we made a mistake,” Woods 

says, and built the coop around a tree. The chickens would fly into the branches and escape the 

coop—constantly. “You’d be driving home from work and—Damn! The chickens are out again.”  

 

If left on the loose, the hens would lay their eggs in the yard, out in the woods or over at the 

neighbor’s house. “They dig a hole, lay their eggs and then cover themselves up with dirt,” she 

says. The problem: Her next-door neighbor grows prize-winning dahlias. One day, in the midst 

of a backyard party, “chickens started popping out of the flower beds,” Woods recalls. The 

neighbors were good sports about it all, but for the sake of good relations, the family gave away 

the chickens.  

 

But Woods remembers the fowl fondly. “They’d peck on the door to get into our house. They’d 

walk around the kitchen and terrorize the cats,” she says. “I miss them so much.” 

 

 

 


