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        “Reading this beautiful memoir, Who Will Name the Bees by Sarah Church Vosburgh, is sheer delight. Excellent writing, beautiful poetry dispersed in perfect places—this book has it all. Vosburgh’s lyrical clear voice takes the reader on an incredible journey reflecting the power of that mighty force of helpless love we have for our mothers. I was mesmerized by the author’s brilliant braiding of stories about her mother-daughter relationship that takes you from her childhood to the final days of her mother’s life. This is a complicated and intense love story that will make readers laugh and, at times, cry. In the best books we learn something, we feel all the feels, and we reflect. This is one of those books. The best.”
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        “Sarah Church Vosburgh’s Who Will Name the Bees is a powerful memoir that follows the intense relationship between mother and daughter. It is moving in many unexpected ways. The story is simply gripping. I found myself flipping pages, unable to stop. And her poetry, dotted throughout each chapter, is lyrical and nearly spiritual ”
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      For my grandmother, the consummate storyteller; my mother, who engendered stories; and my daughters—lest ye forget.
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      This book is a work dealing with memory, reflection, and perception from the viewpoint of this author. It is based on actual events, but names, characteristics—including appearance and personal preferences, as well as identifying details—have been altered to protect individuals. In some cases, multiple people, places, or occurrences have been mashed into composite characters or updated for narrative flow. The perspectives are those of the author based on subjective experiences and memories with other interpretations as to the meaning and opinions of both events and persons described herein from other viewpoints. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, outside the author’s immediate experience, is coincidental.
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        To make a prairie it takes a clover and one bee,

        One clover, and a bee.

        And revery.

        The revery alone will do,

      
        If bees are few.

        EMILY DICKINSON
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      If my relationship with my mother were a landscape, it would resemble an archaeological dig. Cordoned off, measured, recorded, and sifted through carefully for tiny traces of evidence of love. I thought I knew my mother loved me. It was just difficult to find proof. I became an expert excavator of the undemonstrative, mining little nuggets and finding them when I feared, on the brink of despair, there might be none.

      My mother thought extending unconditional love to a small child would give rise to spoiled youth entitled to forgiveness, who clutched it to their puffed-up chests as a get-out-of-jail-free card. She said a child should never believe they were loved “no matter what.” Some things were unforgivable, though I never knew what those might be. She felt the no-matter-what thing was permissiveness that could only lead to lawlessness both within the home and without.

      Nor did she believe children should be primary in a mother’s hierarchy when it came to love. Children, she said, should know a mother’s love first went to her spouse. Her parents also required consideration. Children should be left to contemplate where they fell on the great mother’s hierarchical table. A formation of conscience, she thought. The better behaved you were, the higher you hung on the chart.

      Being an only child in this landscape with no one to scrabble against except my father (who held his place no matter how he behaved) and grandparents (with whom she fought on the regular) left me off-balance, trying to learn how best to behave, which turn of phrase or which look meant she loved me or was proud of me—neither of which were ever spoken to me or demonstrated, the latter so I’d not become conceited. I was left to excavate from the squares made by grid strings of a carefully plotted dig, the slivers of affection after each conversation, each event, each expression carefully sifted from surrounding silt in search of the elusive and highly valuable pottery shards.

      “Was I good, Mommy?” I would ask. And my mother would reply, “I’ll tell you when you’ve done something wrong. Don’t beg for compliments.”

      I recall so distinctly searching for my parents’ faces in the concert hall or on the bleachers for my recitals or games. They never came to games, yet I still looked. I guess that speaks volumes. They were always there for concerts, smack in the middle, my dad’s arms folded over his chest, and my mom sitting prim and proper, back straight, hands nested in her lap, the two of them scowling like a suburban version of American Gothic, while other parents smiled and waved and chatted with one another.

      I always felt stressed through the concerts, wondering what I had done to bring such antipathy to their faces. Afterward, while we ate requisite ice cream sundaes at the nearest shop, which they did dutifully with all the other families, they’d tell me about the students they thought had done well. I was never on the list. Even after solos. Compliments apparently spoiled children too. So it was, that I spent my part of my mother’s life as an archeologist hunting for love, validation, and unconditional acceptance.

      “Mother” Is a Four-Letter Word is the title of my mother’s unwritten book. She complained vociferously during her lifetime that mothers were blamed for everything. Her relationship with her own mother was tempestuous, but she gained some perspective on it over the years. When I complained that she fell short of my expectations during my childhood (cheeky little shit that I was), she threatened to write her own book and indicated it would be multigenerational. This was said in frustration and anger—or humor and jest—depending on backdrop. We shared many a laugh about it over my more mature years, noting events we thought should be included. It was both balm and amusement to any charged event. She swore me to secrecy over the title then, and I’m not sure how she’d feel about me sharing it now. I’m prepared for her to haunt me. She promised to do so anyway if I revealed her age. As it came to pass, she had no memory of any of it. My mother was the vessel for many of my stories, as mothers so often are.

      My daughter the photographer tells me there is much nuance in photography, just like our stories. Each lens of a camera takes a different picture. The conditions or tools used during the shoot can change it. Sometimes, like our stories, we want our pictures sharp and focused; at other times, soft and diffuse. Sixty-odd years and various roles in life have given me understanding that I am not capable of truly representing another person. Those years have also taught me that my own observations and thoughts carry credibility. They can communicate beauty and complexity. We can’t truly know another. We can’t truly know ourselves. But this lack of omniscience does not invalidate the bits of knowledge and emotion we do have. So I tell stories. They are my armor against being swallowed by darkness for me and mine. They are my perspective, and mine alone. They are, in the end, a raw offering born of hope against the vastness of insignificance.

      It’s a human thing to ponder the meaning of life. I am not the only one to be made small by the emptiness and absoluteness of eternity and anonymity. Nor am I the only one to rail against it. I am, however, the only one who can tell the stories I tell herein. It is my own paltry effort to avoid not our primordial collective fear of death, but our fear of not having mattered. My mother mattered.

      Growing up, I knew very little about who my parents had been before I was aware of being me. Self-awareness allowed me a window on who they were after my life began in the self-centered manner of all children, and later in the self-centered manner we cannot avoid because we are human and our perspective is limited. Of course, I heard stories—the oral family history about bits of my parents’ childhoods, and their courtship and marriage. I had an album of pictures from their wedding and a paucity of pictures from their childhoods. Some of the photographic record is lost or dispersed. Most of it doesn’t exist, either due to poverty or scarceness of materials—especially silver—during World War II.

      I loved the stories, though. Begged for them to be told and re-told. I loved hearing different people’s versions of the same tale. There were not a lot of them. This was due partly to a lack of exposure to my dad’s side of the family, and partly to both families’ private nature. I was young when I figured out there were major gaps and began asking questions. Sometimes I got a response. Other times I was told it was none of my business, that some things were better left in the past, or that there was no recollection. Lack of recollection would be a foreshadow.

      Collecting stories became a passion. My own, my family’s, and those I heard or experienced in the company of friends and neighbors. It wasn’t long before it occurred to me that I was meant to be the keeper of stories for my family, and in some cases unintentionally for my friends and their families. It took much longer to fathom the dichotomy of burden and honor in that responsibility.

      One of my deepest fears is memory loss. This fear isn’t irrational. I watched first my grandmother and later my mother lose their memories and their very essences to Alzheimer’s.⁠1 I suspect my great-grandfather was likewise afflicted from stories my mother told of his wildly inappropriate behavior (public nakedness, incoherent babbling, word salad, and breast-grabbing) and her desperately trying to mucilage his shoes to the floor as a little girl when she was tasked with watching him in his dotage so he wouldn’t wander from their home. I am left with their stories and my experiences to share forward. A daunting task as I try to make my own mark.

      It isn’t just about memory for me but the whole of memory, not cherry-picked memory. I long ago grew weary of the don’t-speak-ill-of-the-dead elevation to sainthood that seems to accompany a passing. This has been a source of anger and resentment for me. It’s as though the person who died wasn’t good enough, so we must sanitize and embellish their life to make it palatable to those who would listen to their stories. It dims their character and abrades their facets, leaving them flat and uninteresting.

      I have no desire to be cleansed. I am who I am, and I would like to be represented as such if anyone cares to speak of me after I’m gone. Much like artwork, our actions, words, and very selves are different things to different people. We’ve little control over how others see us or how they may interpret our intentions.

      That said, there are truths. The stories, and my truths herein, are a talisman against the ravages of Alzheimer’s hanging from our family tree.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 Alzheimer’s consumes a large portion of public health spending and is a substantial and growing burden on public healthcare. Costs are expected to exceed one trillion by 2050. Annual new US dementia cases are projected to double from about 514,000 in 2020 to one million by 2060. (National Institute on Aging, 2024)
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            Love, Lies, and Rocking Chairs

          

        

      

    

    
      There were no black eyes or other obvious bruises when she answered the door, though her blouse was buttoned askew, her hair looked like she’d combed it with an eggbeater, and her eyebrows and widow’s peak had been filled in with black marker. Lord knows what else she’d gotten into. Always clumsy, my mother often had bruises, though they’d been increasing of late. The creep (husband)—was nowhere to be found, for which I was simultaneously grateful and perturbed. Grateful she’d been allowed to complete her morning ablutions in peace; annoyed with myself for not planning to be there early enough to help her prepare because I thought he would. Independently preparing to go out was a given for an adult. That worked until it didn’t. Never mind. Focus on her. Lie to her. Make this happen quickly. Get her out of here to safety. Little did I understand the relative nature of safety.⁠1

      “Hi! Fancy seeing you here!” For a lifetime my mom had trouble attaching names to faces. This was her typical greeting to buy herself time to search her memory banks, and my cue as a child not to ask. Today she was searching for my name.

      “We have a date today, Ma.”

      “We do?”

      She greeted me with an uncharacteristic hug that morning. I hugged gently back; she seemed so small and frail. “I’ve learned to hug; I guess people don’t know you care unless you do” was what she had told me growing up, while withholding hugs from me but sharing them with others when she thought it socially advantageous. No worry, her hugs were awkward, stiff, a bit too long, and a bit too tight. Her hug this day was my cue to tell the lie I had prepared that in retrospect I probably didn’t need, but I still saw her as capable of so much. I told it with equal measures of angst and self-loathing.

      “We’re headed to Countryside Care today, remember? You need to get your blood pressure under control, and they need a florist to teach flower arranging.”

      “You’re coming too?”

      “Yes, I’m gonna stay for a bit, but then you’ll have work to do.”

      “But you’ll come back to get me?”

      “I will be back.”

      Looking into the confused, fearful face of my mother, whose eyes nevertheless held hope, I had never felt more unlovable and less trustworthy. It had taken weeks of planning—and many white lies—to lead to this mockingly beautiful day with a sky the color of my dad’s silk screen inks labeled “cerulean.” Vivid crimsons, yellows, and oranges, of a New England autumn completed the scene, which hadn’t a care for our drama or the protective necessity of closing off my heart so I could survive the blackness playing out in my mother’s life. There was no hope now. No turn toward the future where there might be even a suggestion of hope for improvement or a twinkle of joy in recognition. We’d entered a one-way dark, spikey cave where the entryway behind sealed us into darkness with no exit light beckoning ahead.

      We were on our way to the memory support facility—misnomer that it is—and I had told the first of many sets of lies to get my mother in the door. The one-way door which she would enter and never return from. After this she would never again cuddle at night with her kitty, or make herself a cup of coffee and forget where she’d put it, or curl up in the reading chair in her library with the newspaper, or spend an afternoon in her gardens, or soak in a tub full of lavender bath salts to relax and wash away her cares, or shuffle down the hall to her bedroom closet to find her favorite sweater against a chill that wasn’t there, or answer the door delighted to see the faces of her granddaughters—taller than she, whose names she could not remember—with her bra on over two sweatshirts.

      This particular morning came after weeks of paperwork and an interview held at a local restaurant, else she’d not have gone. They’d called me after the interview, which had included the creep.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, this is Countryside Care memory care unit calling. We interviewed your mother today, and we have some concerns.”

      “That you can’t take her in memory care”

      “No, we think she’s a perfect fit, but we don’t think we should wait until next month. We’d like to skip her up on the waiting list and have her move in next week.”

      “Next week?”

      “Yes. When she was interviewed today, we noticed her husband talked with his hands quite a bit, and every time he raised them your mother leaned away and cowered in her seat. The social worker noticed bruises, too, that we think are suspicious. We think he may be abusing her.”⁠2

      The pit of guilt and anger in my stomach grew and threatened to exit in projectile fashion. They wanted to move up her admittance for her safety. Here I was, working desperately to help my mother maintain her independence, thinking she had the support of someone who claimed to love her, only to find out that frustration had potentially gotten the better of him and she was at the battered, bruised, black-eyed end of it.

      In preparation for this day I’d known was coming (though not quite so soon), I had begun pulling favorite items from her laundry for the past several weeks to hang in her small closet in her small room. She would be the teeny-tiny woman in the teeny-tiny room with the bare necessities; a single bed, night table, reclining chair, and small bathroom with a shower. I could count the number of times my mother had taken a shower on one hand. She preferred baths. This small fact tortured me. She sang in the bathtub, her clear straight tone giving voice to spirituals and folk songs. She always came out renewed and refreshed. The facility didn’t have bathtubs.

      After the phone call, I went into full gear. I told the creep that the date had been moved up. He expressed sadness but did not ask why. I took knickknacks and blankets and artwork from her home I thought would provide comfort and familiarity in her new surroundings. He did not participate. I bought new sheets for the single bed with Snow White (Disney) on them, because these days it was a movie she loved to watch over and over. It led to conversations like:

      “Do you know what I saw in the backyard?”

      “No Ma, tell me.”

      “It was so cute; there was a mommy bear sitting under the apple tree feeding her baby an apple. He was taking bites as she held it for him, and all the raccoons, and deer, and birds, and little mice were there eating grains and seeds I left out for them. It was an animal party, right in my backyard!”
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        * * *

      

      I arranged for flowers to be delivered weekly to her room for her night table, and a monthly seasonally-related wreath for her door. I had to get special permission from memory care. But unlike the other plain doors with institutional nametags on them, hers would be discernable immediately to her and I hoped, to others whose company she would come to enjoy. In my search for an appropriate facility, I ran into two old ladies from church—I had wondered where they’d gone off to. The same fate, I guess. Familiar faces—not that it would make a difference for my mom, who on a good day in her youth had trouble recalling faces.
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        * * *

      

      Mom was glad to see me when I arrived to pick her up that day. Even though she didn’t recognize me, she knew I was familiar and trustable. I took full advantage of her trust and joy. She couldn’t remember where we were going or what we were doing. So I spun the tale. Lies rolled off my tongue in simple language as though she were the child whose short stature she had. I reminded her it was critical to get her blood pressure under control, and I thought a stay at this place would be preferable to time in the hospital, which the doctor had said (lie) would be necessary in order to find a way to regulate her pressure. In addition, the facility needed someone to do workshops for the “old folks” on flower arranging (lie)—and she was just the florist to do it. She was not one of “them” at seventy-something, of course, still only admitting to being forty. She had been a sought-after presenter at garden clubs, junior leagues, and libraries on flower-arranging just a few years before. At this point she could barely keep a conversation going for three exchanges on most days, let alone plan to teach others.

      “But my blood pressure is fine! Why do I have to do this?”

      “Because it’s only fine sometimes. The rest of the time it’s dangerously high.”

      “No! It’s fine.”

      “Okay, but doctor’s orders.”

      “My life is not my own.”

      Indeed, her life was no longer her own. How is it she remembers and holds on to stuff when I need her to forget?

      I repeated the lie so often, so lovingly and carefully, that I almost believed it myself. She bought it with reticence for the time necessary to get her in the door and meeting folks, mostly because she was distracted by the opportunity to spend time with me even though she didn’t remember my name or our connection.

      They told me to stay only as long as necessary. I wasn’t to help her find her room or tell her about the creature comforts I had painstakingly assembled for her. No, I was to introduce her to the head nurse and the director whom she had already met but did not recall, perhaps facilitate getting her involved in an activity, and sneak away. I was to abandon my mother without even a goodbye. The latter I did not do. I let her know I was leaving and said I would be back. I implied I’d take her with me (lie), though I never said so. I just let her think it, if she could think that far. A sin of omission, another prevarication.

      My formerly fierce, smart, competent mother looked at me in that moment with a mixture of acquiescence, dread, and confusion, and an unexpected but distant twinkle of recognition in her eyes. How could a look from this tiny woman who couldn’t remember her husband’s name hold so much?

      “I love you, sweetheart. See you in a little while.”

      “I love you too, Mom.”

      The resignation, acceptance, and love hit me at that moment. I had finally spoken the stark and solid truth as I turned my back and walked away. And this—the naked, sparse truth—felt like the other lies.

      My shoulders slumped in defeat and an effort to protect my heart. One foot moving mechanically in front of the other, I’m not sure how I made it out the doors to the parking lot or remembered where I left the car. Memories flooded my thoughts, vying for position like squabbling siblings. They were overwhelming and had an element of vertigo, my world spinning and swirling as though I was caught in a vortex of time. My efforts to calm down and reassure myself that I’d done the good and right thing were feeble against the cacophony of self-criticism.

      How could you take her like this from all she knows? How could you lie? How could you not manage a 4’11” old woman in your own spacious home? Remember when you broke her favorite record? Remember when you didn’t thank her for the dress she made you? Remember when you told her you went to the library and didn’t? Remember when you wouldn’t tell her you loved her? Remember when you didn’t make honors? How could you?

      I tried to slow my breathing, and I became aware of warmth in the closed car on this brisk, clear day. The toastiness and eventual slowing of my breathing brought on tears, and I sat and sobbed. A child’s sob where ribs are sucked inward and breath comes in shuddering, desperate gulps against pain.

      Spent and exhausted, I gave in to the memories and drove home, my mind still in rapid random playback. In the living room, I dropped into my favorite chair, an old black Hitchcock rocker given to my parents as a wedding present by a favorite auntie. As pieces like this do, it made its way to our home when our first was born.

      Traditional, it had a subdued gold design of a cornucopia of fruits and flowers on the top section that secured the back rails. This had been worn away in the center down to the wood from the many times a head had rested against it. I don’t recall it ever looking any other way. I remember running my fingers over that section as a child in awe of the wear it sustained in our small family life. I cannot look at it or sit in it now without the evocative presence of my mother. Today is no different and another memory comes rushing forward, pushing the others aside.

      Too big to sit in my diminutive mother’s lap in the rocker, I pad into her bedroom in my footed yellow pajamas after a nightmare about challenging a wicked witch behind the tulips in our backyard. I crawl up as she lays her book aside and wraps her arms around my fearful self. For me at that time those arms could’ve held and steadied the world, which she had taught me was “so big it took a whole day to turn around once.” In this memory, those arms hug me tightly, as much to keep me from slipping as to be close in her tiny lap. I was still young enough that hugs would not spoil me. I am warm and safe with my ear against her chest. Sleepy and secure while I listen and feel the hum of her sweet alto singing her favorite spiritual, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.”⁠3 I am loved and protected, with not a care in the world. I am held and sung to with aching tenderness by a little but fierce Shakespearean protector.⁠4

      What a staggeringly, hauntingly precious gift from a mother to a developing child. The tears begin again. This time they are quiet and relentless with acceptance and loss. Truth. Finally, a truth.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 A version of “Love, Lies, and Rocking Chairs” was first published in Shaking the Tree: Brazen. Short. Memoir (Vol. 2): Things We Don’t Talk About edited by Marni Freedman and Tracy J. Jones, published by MCM Publishing, 2020

          

          
2 Emotional and relational effects include ambiguous loss, guilt, stress, and shifts in family roles. (CDC, 2024)

          

          
3 Horace Clarence Boyer, ed., “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.” Lift Every Voice and Sing II. Church Publishing Inc., 1993

          

          
4 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, act III.
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"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/wwntb-title-page.jpg
MEMOIR

SARAH CHURCH
VOSBURGH

»COR,
4 %% o
OG'LIS\/\&

Helping talented writers publish exceptional books





