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      Virginia didn’t have the courage to say it out loud to Sheila. She’d have to write it all out. It was time. She finally felt old enough, at 79, to tell the truth. Her sister, Maryann was dead now. She couldn’t possibly care any more about secrets.

      She shifted her achy hip and gazed out at the garden below, rain battering against the windows. She’d put the desk here. In front of the window. But she couldn’t use Roland’s old desk. That wouldn’t do. He’d used it for his campaigns where he’d made up lies. Because that’s what politicians do to get elected and then to survive.

      No, she needed to pick out a desk of her own.

      She’d tried to write about everything at the kitchen table, but the kitchen was filled with too many warm memories of meals together. Of fights and makings up. Of revelations and storytelling. Of love. It wouldn’t let her tell the truth.

      She’d tried the dining room and living room, but they were too formal. Too public for secrets that should never have happened and that had been kept too long. The bedroom had different memories and she couldn’t write there either.

      No, she needed to write in this room. Make this now blank empty room, hers. She could close the door, look out on her garden and write.

      So she needed a desk for truth telling. An honest, straight desk, because she’d told some whoppers in her life and now she needed to set things right. It couldn’t be a desk with fluttery things on it, because there would be no more softness or mollycoddling, she’d done that to herself ever since Sheila was born. Just a good solid desk to write on with pen and paper. Not one that was meant to hold a computer. She’d probably need to go to a second hand store or an antique store.

      She just hoped that once the desk was here, she’d have enough courage to tell Sheila the truth. To tell everyone the truth. She needed a miracle in order to find that courage.

      Except she didn’t believe in miracles.

      On Tuesday morning Sheila arrived at the house for their outing. She wore some sort of patchouli perfume which made Virginia wrinkle her nose.

      “Hi Mom, so where do you want to go today?” she asked.

      Virginia slipped on the blue, knee-length coat over her navy pants and sweater, then buttoned it. The hood would help keep the rain off.

      “I want to go to some antique stores or second hand stores,” she said, picking up her purse.

      “Okay,” said Sheila, raising her eyebrows.

      Virginia never bought anything second hand, so she knew Sheila was surprised. Virginia’s parents had grown up during the great depression, where nothing was wasted and everything reused. Her entire childhood had been filled with second hand this and hand me down that. She’d vowed as an adult that that would not be the case.

      Somehow, buying a used desk, even if it turned out to be an antique, amused her.

      Sheila followed her out the door, Virginia locked it and they got into Sheila’s little red car, which always made Virginia feel as if her knees were at her shoulders. She was too tall for this car. She hoped the store would deliver.

      Sheila drove them down the hill towards Fremont.

      “It’s one of the best places for antiques. But we can also go up Greenwood if you want,” Sheila said.

      Her daughter was carefully not prying.

      They’d been doing this for about six years. Ever since Roland died. And Virginia didn’t feel comfortable driving anywhere except the grocery store. She could afford to get groceries delivered. And sometimes she walked. It was close enough. The car was so big and traffic in Seattle had gotten so bad over the years. Soon she’d probably have to move into one of those retirement homes. She dreaded dealing with everything in the house. But it needed to be done.

      Anyway Sheila picked her up at ten, every Tuesday and they went somewhere. They took turns choosing. Museums, shops, movies and then out to lunch. It was quite fun. She liked spending time with her daughter. Many of her friends couldn’t say the same thing.

      “So, how are you this week?” she asked, watching Sheila flip the wipers on and off.

      “Not having the greatest week. The water heater died yesterday. Leaked all over. Gerald’s working at home today and dealing with the repairers. Hopefully, it’ll be all done when I get back. We leave for Maui on Thursday. I really think you should have come. Seeing the sun would do you good.”

      “No, I’m happy being here. I really do love the rain. And I’ve never liked the tropics. You have a great time!”

      The last thing she wanted was to tag along on what should be a second or third of maybe sixth honeymoon for the two of them. Sheila so rarely had time alone with her husband between their two jobs and volunteer work and their own children, now grown.

      “Well, I hope the water heater damage is all done. I guess it could’ve been worse. It could’ve happened while we were gone. I’ve got a million things to do tomorrow and laundry is one of them.”

      “Well, then it’ll be fixed. And if it’s not, you didn’t need those clothes and you’ll go shopping tomorrow for travel clothes. Or on Maui.”

      Her kids, both Sheila and Jeff, had money enough to deal with their lives. That felt good at least. Knowing they were taken care of.

      The first antique store had things from the 50’s. A lot of ‘retro’ things, Sheila called them. No desks. Then there was the Antique Mall, which was low on furniture, high on kitsch. The third store, Bibi’s Bargain Boutique’, didn’t sound promising, but turned out to have quite a bit of furniture. Tall oak and mahogany bookcases lined the walls, cedar bed frames and dressers sat in little groupings. Incense filled the store, making her remember a business trip to India that Roland went on and she had tagged along with him. The woman who worked there was bustling about arranging things and putting out new merchandise.

      “Hi, I’m Bibi. Let me know if you can’t find what you’re looking for,” she said, brushing her frizzy red hair back from her eyes.

      “Thanks,” said Sheila, as she wandered off to look at some jewelry.

      Virginia kept searching. Then, finally after she’d looked through the entire store, asked, “I’m looking for a desk, but I don’t see any.”

      “Oh,” said Bibi. “I don’t usually get desks, but I did find one at an estate sale last weekend. It’s in the back, I don’t have a place for it out here yet. Would you like to see it?”

      “Certainly,” said Virginia.

      She followed her to the spacious back room, brightly painted turquoise and smelling of varnish and paint and oils. There were garage doors that probably opened on the alley and a van sat parked just inside them.

      “This is my workroom,” Bibi said. “Sort of a contrast to the front.”

      She went towards a workbench and sitting in front of it were several pieces of furniture. One was a dark wood desk, almost black, elegant and curved. A desk chair with white upholstery sat next to it. They would be perfect next to her black and white curtains. Absolutely perfect.

      “It’s a lovely desk,” said Bibi. “And chair, as well. They’re stark, but the curves soften them just a bit, but not too much.”

      “They’re perfect,” said Virginia. “How much for the pair? Including delivery?”

      “Where do you live?” asked Bibi.

      “Queen Anne Hill.”

      “I could get five hundred for them maybe more. I’ll charge you four hundred.”

      Virginia turned to her, “Why would you give me a discount? You don’t know me and I haven’t asked for one.”

      The woman must not be very good at business.

      “I realize that. But I read people pretty well. And I have a feeling that having this desk is very important to you. You have things to say with this desk. And I love it when belongings find the right home. One where they’re used. Furniture likes to be used.”

      She felt surprised. She’d never met anyone before who thought furniture had feelings. Even though Virginia realized that she assigned something similar to her favorite pieces of furniture. That chair liked to sit in that corner of the room or that delicate table had too many heavy things on it.

      She nodded and arranged for the desk and chair to be delivered and set up in what she now called her writing room. The room had always been empty of furniture, used to store stuff instead. The house was so large, it had always been too big for four people. It was enormous for her alone. She’d do well to sell it and move along with her life. Roland had been gone six years. Still, there were things she clung to, things she probably needed to let go of. Well, she’d do what she had to do and then see how things shook out.

      The next afternoon, Bibi came with a man, whom she introduced as her son, to deliver the desk. He carried it up the stairs and into the room all alone. Bibi carried the chair.

      “What a lovely house,” said Bibi.

      “Thank you. We’ve had it for about fifty years now,” said Virginia. “Right over there, in front of that window would be perfect.”

      He set the desk down and Bibi put the chair with it.

      “Wow, they even match your window treatments. Perfect,” said Bibi.

      Virginia smiled and nodded. She showed them around the house and as she left Bibi gave her a business card.

      “If you ever decide to downsize or move and want to sell anything, please let me know,” she said.

      “Oh, I think this desk is going to bring about a lot of changes,” said Virginia.

      “Good and bad?” asked Bibi.

      “There’s no telling what will happen. Only time will tell,” said Virginia. “Although, I’m not sure anything good will come out of this. But it has to be done.

      Bibi nodded and said, “You might be surprised. Just tell the truth. That’s always the best way. It always comes out eventually, anyway.”

      Virginia stared at her. What did the woman know?

      “Is it so obvious that I’m hiding something?”

      “You just look like you’re carrying a heavy burden. Deception looks like that. Time to come clean.”

      Virginia nodded.

      Then Bibi and her son left.

      Virginia closed the front door and went back up the stairs. She stood in the doorway to the writing room, gazing at the desk in its new home.

      Tomorrow. Right after breakfast. She’d start then.

      The next morning, she brought her a ream of paper and put it in the empty drawer. She sat down at the desk and smoothed one white piece out onto the dark varnish of the desk. No better make it a couple, she didn’t want to mar the desk’s surface. She sat with her pen. Waiting.

      She almost got up twice, but made herself sit there. It would come.

      The rain had stopped and the sun was trying to peer out from behind dark clouds. Lilacs were trying to bloom. It was a typical April, rain, sun and the beginning of flowers in the garden. She didn’t do much in it anymore. Several years ago Sheila had persuaded her to hire a gardener to maintain everything. But every once in a while, she went out and cut flowers for the house. Roses, lilies and even honeysuckles.

      A quick memory flashed past, of her and Maryann picking honeysuckles and sucking on the sweet ends of the blossoms. Honeysuckle wasn’t in bloom yet, but maybe later today she could cut some lilacs and put them on the windowsill here. They had such a sweet scent. They too reminded her of her childhood, hiding from her sister behind the lilac hedge.

      Ah, that was where to start. That was the beginning.

      ‘Dearest Sheila, Jeff, Gerald and Nancy:

      I’m writing all of you about something that’s very important to me. I would have told you all in person, but I wanted to make sure everything is said and nothing forgotten. These events happened a very long time ago, but affect all of you and your children, so I’ll leave it up to you who you pass this information on to. After you’ve read this I’ll be happy to discuss everything with you.

      First, you may remember that Maryann and I grew up in a very restrictive household. My parents were afraid of everything. We didn’t have many friends and didn’t participate in much of anything in high school. My parents were mainly concerned with keeping us safe at home until we were married and out of the house.

      As a teenager, I once got to go to a movie with the neighbors. They had a daughter the same age as I was. There was a horrible car accident and I was hospitalized for weeks. They were all killed. That’s the accident which broke my pelvis and my leg and why I still limp a bit. And that’s where it hurts when my arthritis kicks in. What I’ve never told anyone, except Roland, was that the accident and my injuries made me unable to bear children. My parents knew, but told no one. I grew up seemingly normal, except for the limp. Boys were still attracted to me.

      My last year of high school, I met Roland, a dashing, charismatic law student. He swept me off my feet. When he proposed to me, I told him that I couldn’t have children. He didn’t care. He had big plans even then. After I graduated, we were married and came to live in Seattle. Maryann was still in high school, stuck back at home in Oregon and completely bored. She became the soul object of our parent’s vigilance and behaved the way she did best. Rebel. She lied. She snuck out. She did everything she could to escape them, while still staying in school and pretending to be a good girl. Inevitably she found herself in trouble.

      She’d gotten pregnant and the boy disappeared. So she was stuck. She and Mom went to stay with Aunt Helen in Colorado, until the baby was born. Dad packed up the house and moved everything to Seattle. To be closer to Roland and I.

      The baby was born. A girl. You, Sheila.  Yes, Maryann was your real mother. There was no question of her being able to keep you. It just wasn’t done in those days. Roland and I adopted you. Since I knew I’d never be able to have children, I hadn’t made any of those sorts of plans. I didn’t pay attention when my friends’ married and had babies. I knew nothing about babies. Mom helped as best she could, but she was sick and by then, elderly. Maryann was stuck at home, finishing up high school, now in Seattle. I don’t believe she ever got a chance to go out and make friends. Mom and Dad kept a tight rein on her.

      I was struggling with trying to be a decent mother and wife. Roland was working long hours at the law firm and laying the groundwork for his political career. He was no help with a baby, but most men in those days weren’t. It’s not like things are now.’

      Virginia got up and went downstairs to get a cup of coffee. It was too strong. Those fancy beans that Sheila had given her. She didn’t go in for that espresso stuff. She just liked a good plain cup of coffee. So she poured in a little lukewarm tap water.

      She finished her coffee and browsed the paper. Then decided she was done writing for the day. Her stomach was tied in knots so she went out for a walk in the rain. She huddled inside the long raincoat. Pulling the hood close, she walked slowly around the block. Fighting back the tears. She’d been a terrible mother and not much good as a wife. But then Roland hadn’t been the greatest husband either. So, that was her life. What had she really accomplished?

      Feeling very sad by the time she got home, Virginia drew a bath filled with lavender bath salts and soaked in it. The bath didn’t help. She made some toast, smeared it with peanut butter. Turned on the news, most of which was awful, except for the obligatory feel good story. She turned off the TV and decided to call it a day.

      The next day she made her coffee, ate some cereal and sat down at her desk. She’d forgotten to cut some lilacs, so she’d just have to look at them outside the window.

      She began the next part.

      ‘So, Roland was spending all his time, or so I thought, working on his career by rising higher in the law firm. I was at home with Sheila, trying to learn how to be a mother and a politician’s wife. The learning curve for both was very high. It turned out that part of what I needed to learn about politics was infidelity. I won’t go into details, let me just say that Roland had no idea what being faithful meant. I was stunned several years ago when someone put together a long list of his affairs. I had no idea there were so many women. The first ones hurt the worst. I was so unprepared.

      His third affair was with Maryann. She was fresh out of high school and happy with her first job, working in an expensive clothing store. She’d gotten her own apartment and was always beautifully dressed. I envied her stylish clothes and seemingly carefree life. One I’d never considered before then. I remember wondering what it would have been like being single and on my own.

      It turned out that she and Roland were spending time together. While I was at home, working. I didn’t find out until she could no longer hide the fact that she was pregnant again. She got fired from her job. Again, part of the way things used to be. She and Roland ended their affair once they were found out. But he wanted the baby and she couldn’t keep him, so that’s how you joined our family Jeff.’

      Virginia sat back, drinking her bitter coffee. She took a deep breath, then another one and plunged back in again.

      ‘I don’t want to be the martyr here. I love both of you dearly. And I wanted both of you. What I didn’t want was a philandering husband and a disloyal sister. But I had them. Divorce was not the answer. I couldn’t have supported the two of you, not back then. Not well at least. And my parents were elderly, they couldn’t help. Maryann drifted off to Los Angeles, for which I was glad. I didn’t want her around all the time, I felt too hurt. She’d taken my husband, I didn’t want her to take my children, even though you were hers. I didn’t want her to disappear, either. I wanted you to know her, as an aunt. Because someday, I knew I’d tell you the truth.

      Roland and I pretended to be happily married. And I still loved him, I guess. He was fun to be with and a good companion. Mostly, we were friends. There were many women after Maryann, but I believe he came to his senses and used birth control, because there were no more children that I know of. Maryann never had any more that I know of either. I loved both of them until they died and I forgave them. But I didn’t really trust either of them fully, ever again.

      I wanted you both to know the truth. It feels wrong to have kept it from you for so long. It would not have been my choice. Roland thought it was for the best. I’m sure he was afraid of what a scandal would do to his career. The affairs came out, but luckily that happened long after he’d retired from public life. After he died it took me some time to come up with a way to tell you. It’s insulting to be told this so late in one’s life. At least I would have been furious if I was in my sixties before someone thought to tell me about my parentage. I apologize for my weakness in not standing up to do what I thought was right.’

      There, she’d said it. That was the big thing, wasn’t it? That all those years she’d lied when she’d known it was wrong. The past felt cleared up. Tomorrow, she’d tackle the future.

      She spent the rest of the afternoon on the phone with her friends. Searching for answers. Then she called Bibi.

      The next morning she carried a cup of coffee and an overflowing bouquet of lilacs into her writing room. The sun streamed into the window, nearly blinding her, but she felt unable to close the curtains. Instead she enjoyed the warmth and got down to business.

      ‘So my children, I have spent a good portion of my life as others wanted and needed me to, taking care of them. Now, at this rather late date I’m going to do as I please. Not that my life has not been pleasing. However, no matter how much I enjoyed taking care of others, I never took the time to ask myself what it was that I wanted to do. And now I am. And if it’s still physically possible for me to do, then I will.

      I ask that you make lists for me of any possessions of mine that you would like to be given. I will be selling a great many things in the next few months, partly to finance my adventures and partly because I have far too many. Downsizing, I hear it’s called. I’ll also be selling the house. It’s far too much for me to take care of and I’m ready to move on to someplace new.’

      The trouble was, she didn’t know what new was. She didn’t have the details and the kids would badger and worry and try to help. So, she’d have to get her ducks in a row before she sent them the letter.

      She’d hired the woman who’d helped Irma leave her house for a retirement apartment. She would help her make decisions on what to keep and what to let go of. She was coming to the house this morning. She’d contacted another friend’s real estate agent. And Bibi was coming over tomorrow afternoon. Inside, she felt both excited about her new life and sadness at leaving her old one.

      She sipped her cold coffee, put the cup down and smelled the sweet lilacs. She’d miss the garden. But who knows what she’d gain instead? Who knows where she’d end up. Maybe someplace sunny and exotic? Probably not, she’d miss the kids too much. But she could take a trip somewhere before or after she moved.

      Virginia decided she was finished for the day. She had decisions to make and things to do. Life felt exciting again. This afternoon perhaps she’d walk over to the main street and stop in at the travel agent’s office. Travel agents were old fashioned she knew, but she needed help. This was a time in her life to admit that and she was admitting it, in spades.

      When setting out on a new adventure it was always useful to do some research first.

      She carried her coffee back downstairs and zapped the cup in the microwave. Then she opened the back door and stood in the doorway, letting the chilly breeze blow in past her.

      Bibi had been right. The desk had changed things for her. Given her own voice back. One she hadn’t had for decades. She didn’t have much time left probably, but she was going to live it to the fullest.

      She’d decided to keep on writing. Not secrets, just her thoughts about things that had happened in her life and things that were happening today in the world. It helped her clear her mind. Why hadn’t she discovered that years ago?

      Maybe because she hadn’t found the right desk.

      She laughed at that. A good deep laugh. And realized she hadn’t done that in years. Maybe it was high time she started to make a list of things to do more of.

      The door bell rang. She closed the garden door, put her coffee down. It must be the Organizer.

      Virginia smiled and went through to the front of the house.

      Her new life started now.
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