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Every family has its secrets. But when you are
suddenly the matriarch, tending the dark fires
of memory, and your own mind is fading, who
do you dare to share them with? Your journal
or your eight-year-old granddaughter?

Interweaving diaries penned forty years apart, Kelly Simmons’s captivating second novel, The Bird House, blends the fierce voice of Ann Biddle, a woman struggling to bond with her only grandchild, Ellie, while railing against the ravages of early dementia, with her point of view as a young wife and mother. We witness the secrets of Ann’s family through every lens—from the clarity of the rearview mirror and through the haze of Alzheimer’s. And we see her as a young housewife in 1960s suburbia, grappling with breast cancer, her mother’s death, a disappointing marriage, a passionate affair, and a tragedy that leaves her stunned until, four decades later, her whip-smart granddaughter unwittingly sheds a burst of light on the family’s shadowy history.

A subtly tense, darkly psychological tug-of-war between the present and the past, The Bird House is a moving treatise on family, love, and memories—both lost and found.
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For my grandmothers,
who knew when to keep a secret





October 22, 2010

Beneath the surface of any problem, if you scrabble a bit, you’ll find a secret.

It may take a while—decades perhaps—not for your excavation, mind you, but for your desire to appear; for that childlike curiosity to float up again. Indeed, you may need an actual child to summon it, as I did.

But this is what drives us—the historians, the trash pickers, the gossips, the shrinks. And yes, the readers of books. We’re all rooting around, teasing out other people’s hidden reasons.

Haven’t we all profited from another’s heartache? Anything antique or inherited comes to you out of pain. And it comes to you, doesn’t it? Why, even the comforting of a sniveling acquaintance carries a sweet center: after they sob on your shoulder, they will tell you why.

Please don’t say I’m drawn to others’ secrets because I have several in my own deep past. That’s a bit tidy, don’t you think? In fact, I’ll come clean with a confession right now. Perhaps that will make you feel better about my motives.

Forty years ago, my young daughter died because of something I did. Notice I stop short of saying I killed her, even though I clearly did. No one knows this. Do you think my daughter-in-law would ever let me near my granddaughter if she knew?

I didn’t bury this pivotal event, or suffocate it in a cloud of good works, as so many venerable Main Line ladies would, yet much of it, the details especially, have sloughed away. By necessity, by neglect, by a need for the widow to soldier on. And yes, by the failure of my own memory. Call it what you will: “senior moments,” old age, dementia. It’s inevitable, that’s what it is. You go right ahead and complete all the crosswords your children press on you; but know they can keep you only so sharp.

Sometimes my memory of that awful day wanders away completely, and when it returns, it jolts me, like falling in dreams. I can’t summon my actions in crystal detail anymore; I see the house, that room, through a haze, in pieces. I can see the maple tree outside the window, and beyond it, the old field on one side and the park with the verdigris Revolutionary War statue on the other. But I’ve forgotten, for instance, what time it was; whether the light sparkled when it hit the water, or cast shadows across it, making it look more gray and deeper than it actually was. I draw a blank on whether the baby cried in the distance, or where Peter was hiding—in the cellar; in the field; or in the small, dark shed. Parts of it are gone, perhaps forever. I miss the details, the small intricacies of many things now, even this. All the more reason to continue to write things down in my diary. All the more reason for me to take my pictures, to hang on to scrapbooks and photo albums in steamer trunks. All the more reason to collect evidence.

This morning, for instance, I completely forgot that I’d been to the lawyer. My newest secret, and I only remembered when I opened my freezer and saw what I’d hidden there. Imagine!

It will all come out in time, the tidbits I’ve learned and swung round to my advantage. But I did not set out to do any of it, and neither did Ellie. It’s important you believe me. The natural order of things merely took over. The drive to dig pulled us like the tides.

All we did, after all, was pay attention. You should try it sometime. Watch a woman’s face as she fingers her antique locket. Hear the jangle of charm bracelets covering up an ancestor’s cries. Feel the ring handed down from grandmother to mother to daughter, how the gold is worn down at the back by everything they’d done while wearing it—all the games they’d played, all the people they’d touched, all the things they’d held and broken.

It’s all there, in every jewelry box and trunk, every photo album and yellowed postcard, every attic and basement. Just look, and you’ll see what I mean. You don’t have to travel to a lost city to find the artifacts of a mysterious society. Just go ask your grandmother.





July 1, 2010
THREE MONTHS EARLIER


Earlier this week, I positioned navy and red cushions on the porch chairs, tucked blue pansies into planters, and hung an enormous flag. It flaps so loudly on breezy nights I think a man in a canvas raincoat has entered the room. It was one of those days when I missed Theo dearly. After all, it takes one to hold the ladder and one to climb it.

I don’t normally approve of such obvious seasonal decor, but Ellie was coming over and I wanted her parents—my son, Tom, and his wife, Tinsley—to know that I was quite aware, fully cognizant, of the upcoming holiday.

Of course I can’t remember every single thing; who can? Maybe that’s why I took up photography so late in life, started lugging Theo’s Nikon camera around. So I could document things, remember them, the way he used to. The stages of the buildings he designed were as fleeting as memory, after all; once the plaster covered the fragile wooden bones you never saw them again. Even when they were finished, completed, they changed by the season. Everything changes, even the way we look at it. I remember Theo used to lay out the progression of construction photos across his big desk, and explain each step to me, and what had gone right and what had gone wrong. In the beginning, before we had children, I sat on the corner of that desk with my chin on his shoulder and listened as he explained the engineering dilemmas and described the imported materials. He taught me about divided light and molding, about soffits and cupolas, giving names to things I’d seen but never truly known.

On the weekends, after we made the rounds of the tag sales, Theo and I would sneak into Realtors’ open houses, pretending to be in the market, and Theo would whisper in my ear the flaws and strengths of each floor plan. The den was too dark, the bedrooms too small. The kitchen should be reoriented to face south. These were our jigsaw puzzles; this was our cinema. When the children arrived, it was as if there was no room for our home life in his work life. I heard their voices, not his. And he heard his clients, no one else. That’s what I remember, and of course Theo isn’t here to refute me. There’s a certain glory in that, I tell you. Widowhood means I’ll always have the last damn word.

I invited Ellie over for more than just the Fourth of July. I forgot some of what the lawyer told me to do—but no matter. I believe I managed to collect what he needed. I do remember him saying it should be simple, and he was right—it was easy to execute, childlike, almost, except for one part.

Ellie arrived to spend the night and I didn’t even have to ask if she was thirsty. Aren’t all eight-year-old girls thirsty? I simply set out a glass of Coca-Cola next to the tray of sparklers and that little blond head bobbed straight for it, moth to flame. Why, I could have poisoned her, easily, with that amber glass.

When she finished drinking I brought out the fireworks jigsaw puzzle, then made a big show of needing to do the dishes, so Ellie didn’t think twice about me ferrying away her tumbler while wearing rubber gloves. I sealed it in a plastic bag and put it the freezer, just as George Marquardt Esquire told me to. Well, he told me to put something in the freezer.

The whole business reminded me briefly of a game I used to play with my father. Whenever he returned from one of what my mother called “his adventures”—a safari, a trek of some kind, a bird-watching expedition—he’d bring me back a present and hide it somewhere symbolic in the house, while providing only the barest of clues. This was no small undertaking, searching for these treasures, as we had ten bedrooms, eight baths, and, as I recall, many similar rooms with different names: den, office, library, sitting room. They had minor differences among them—the library had books and the den had taxidermy—but only the bedrooms seemed wholly differentiated, as each was a different pale color. Salmon, gold, mint. I console myself with the lack of memory by reminding myself that ten is quite a few of anything for anyone to recall. At any rate, I do distinctly remember my father hiding an Inuit doll in our freezer, of all places. (It was wildly unfair, the freezer being totally out of reach for a young girl, yet completely appropriate as a stand-in for tundra.) As I closed my own freezer door I heard the solid, reassuring hum that signaled its frosty seal, and I wondered about that doll. I’d thrown out most of my father’s gifts, and given some to my mother to sell at auction. But I couldn’t picture the doll. Pity; perhaps Ellie would have liked it.

Later that night, we watched the fireworks from the deck off my bedroom. They were far enough away that we could appreciate their expanse, but close enough that they were terribly loud, and Ellie snuggled into the curve of my shoulder during several startling booms. Afterward I taught her how to light and hold a sparkler, and she promptly went through the whole box, her blond curls bouncing as she wrote her name and mine in the sky. When I close my eyes I can still see them there, the loops of her e’s and the bumps of my n’s burning an electric trail.

Theo and I had done that with sparklers, too, on one of our earliest dates. He took me for a walk in the evening near the library, around the art museum circle. We sat on the towering steps in the dark and when he reached into his book bag and pulled out the sparklers I was struck by the romance of it, by his organization and forward thinking. Not by his thriftiness, or the student-y simplicity of the date. Funny the things you remember and the things you forget. He always had sparklers for Tom, too, and now I had them for Ellie.

It had grown late, and a mere ten minutes after the last sparkler fizzled down to a glowing silver nub, Ellie fell asleep clutching her worn stuffed bear and breathing heavily, mouth open, in the guest room. I call it the guest room, but it used to have another name, another purpose. Another child once slept in it, in another life, in another bed. I didn’t remove anything; only Theo, of course, would have thought to change the furniture. He was the one who spent a whole weekend putting away her toys and books and clothes, keeping only a few cherished photographs around. One day I walked in and her maple canopy bed was gone; a wrought-iron headboard as delicate as filigree jewelry stood in its place. It was impossible to imagine my daughter against that frilly backdrop, and I suppose that’s why he chose it. Its pattern circled round and round; you could lose yourself trying to find your way out of its curves and whorls.

I stood over Ellie a long time, making certain she was fast asleep before I stepped forward and snipped a locket of her golden hair. It was only when I stood above her with my sharpest scissors that I realized the import of what I was doing. The scene below me—the cottony pillow interrupted by the swirl of flaxen hair; the graceful indents below her ears; her neck, as tiny as an animal’s, pulsing with her soft breath—was something only a mother or a criminal would be privileged to see. Or someone, like me, who was both.





February 11, 2010
SIX MONTHS EARLIER


Yes, I’ve taken up my journal again after many years away. Let’s see how long I can sustain it. I gave it up twice before; once, when my father left, and then a second time after all that business with Peter and my daughter. It’s as if I knew there were some things I wouldn’t need to write down to render them indelible. I remember, for instance, that both of these men cried the exact same way, their tears so heavy they made an audible splash. My father’s rained on the letter he held out to me. Peter’s plunked on the wax paper of the cheeseburger he’d brought from that greasy spoon we used to go to. Parting gifts. After everything else fades, we seem to remember what people give us last, don’t we?

It hardly seems fair, since we get the best of everyone at the beginning. My father, in particular, seemed to float through the rooms of my youth, carried in on a cloud, all smiles and ease. My mother’s cheeks always flushed in welcome; it was like witnessing roses at the precise moment they unfurled. But when my father left us, her cheeks went pale, and stayed pale. She never looked healthy again. When I stare in my own mirror, I’m always happy to see a sprinkle of brown sunspots, a constellation of blue veins, or a redrimmed eye. At least there is color. Where there is color, there is life.

I’ve started writing because two interesting things have happened. I find them ironic as well, although in the fifties, “ironic” was a term we Bryn Mawr English majors could stay up all night debating the nuances of, the way my daughter-in-law goes on and on about cacao percentages in chocolate, or how much artificial sweetener or sodium is in every box on my pantry shelf. (If you’ve ever wondered what a housewife “does all day,” well, these days I’d say they scrutinize nutritional content.)

One: I have begun to grow close to a child who is a girl, when I thought I never could again. Two: I have taken to bathing after more than thirty-five years of showering. A seventy-year-old dog, back to ancient tricks.

The girl is my granddaughter, Ellie. Tom’s daughter, although to be fair, there is much of her mother about her. Organized and something of a perfectionist, just like my daughter-in-law, Tinsley, who graduated first in her class and runs a gift business out of her attic and still manages to keep her house spotless and exercise every day. Tinsley has always seemed so much happier and more organized at home than I ever was with my children. Always baking cookies and blowing bubbles and painting faces with these crayons that wash right off. But then, she has only one: Ellie.

Everything I found difficult about Ellie at three years of age (a stage I have always disliked) has fallen off her now at eight, revealing a pink new self. I guess, given my lack of involvement, and the fact that her father works so hard, that this is mainly her mother’s doing. She has raised her well. Even her name suits her. She is not an Ellen or an Eleanor. Tinsley could have named her something snappier, and last-name-ish, more like her own name. I know they toyed with naming her after Tom’s sister, but didn’t, to my eternal relief. Tinsley’s aunt suggested Ellie be named Lucretia, after her grandmother, then called Lulu. Lucretia, a name for a corpse. Lulu, a name for a dog. This old Philadelphia business of naming everyone after someone else, then giving them a fresh, sporty nickname—ridiculous!

Tom and Tinsley might have added to Ellie, chosen Shelley or Nellie, embellished a bit, but they knew, perhaps, that she would end up pared down, straightforward and true. Tom was guileless as a child, trusting and open, easily hurt. Not Ellie.

She speaks her mind without whining. She looks you in the eye, she shakes hands. Not a firecracker, as some amusing children are, but an arrow.

I confess to a soupçon of relief that she isn’t a gentle soul like Tom. Those openhearted qualities are so much more delectable in boys than girls. Even as a toddler, Tom was always doing sweet things. I remember he charmed Betsy and the other mothers in the neighborhood when he helped me plant flowers, and dutifully watered them every morning. I have a picture somewhere of him—one of the first decent ones I ever took with Theo’s camera—struggling to carry a brass watering can that was nearly as large as he was. A darling photograph, but only because he was a boy. Let’s face it: a softhearted girl eventually becomes a cliché. But Ellie? Ellie isn’t like that.

That’s what started drawing me to her after years at arm’s length. I confess to it all, these past years—to half cuddling and faux cooing; to giving envelopes when there should have been gifts. I did only the minimum. At Harriton Tennis Club the post-round-robin lunches throbbed with the ladies’ swollen conceits of whose grandchild won what, played what, sang what. Oh, the tales of toe shoes and tumbling, of minuets, coxswains, and dressage! I sat through them mutely, with nothing to offer. I’d seen her at her birth, her christening, all the major holidays. But I didn’t know, then, if she preferred dogs or cats. I didn’t know her favorite color was purple. I didn’t know if she could sing or whistle or turn a cartwheel. In the last six months, I’ve seen her perform all three. Betsy, my neighbor and doubles partner, says it took me a while to warm up to my only grandchild, but that’s clearly not the case. In the past year, it was Ellie who shape-shifted. She came closer to me, not the other way round.

For my birthday a few months ago she baked me a cake herself. When I asked what was in it, she said it was a “secret family recipe.” The cheek! And the last time I had dinner at Tom and Tinsley’s, a few weeks ago, she presented me with a painting she called a “self-portrait.” It was all bright colors, sprays of yellow hair, slashes of green eyes and red lips, and had a bit of Picasso about it—a kind of knowing crookedness. I was grateful to Tinsley for sharing something so precious. I can’t tell you how many years it has been since I had a child’s drawing on my refrigerator. When I anchored it there, magnets on all four sides to keep it from curling, something enormous rose in my chest. Swells of pride in the deep waters of grief. Looking at it yesterday, I almost knew something big was going to happen; knew she had something to tell me, and then she did. Called me herself.

I took a longer bath than usual today because of the light in the room: speckled, almost fractured as it spilled from east to west. Made me wish my camera was nearby instead of hanging on the hook in the entryway. New tubs are deeper and longer—soaking tubs, they call them, which strikes me as redundant—but they feel like swimming pools to someone my size. In my old tub, I can stretch my legs all the way out, and rest my neck back over the curved lip, just so. It fits me. It’s mine. And if the words “claw-footed tub” evoke something visceral, scrabbling and dark, well, fine. I take that, too, the bitter with the sweet.

Since Theo died I’ve had no desire to redo the bathroom or kitchen, to rearrange the furniture, let alone move. Over the years I’ve grown quite accustomed to the pieces Theo and I discovered at all those estate auctions in Gladwyne or Greenville—though I confess he always favored the beautiful over the comfortable. Wasn’t that why he chose me? In the early days, we’d go to an auction nearly every weekend, and I’d tease him by stretching or scratching my nose when bidding began on expensive pieces. He’d swat me with his bidding number and I’d tickle him in retaliation. We’d strap our finds to the roof of Theo’s old Saab and when we got them home, polish them with oil or wax, and try them in different rooms. Nothing made Theo happier than rearranging furniture.

Now I scan our possessions with their lack of upholstery and curve, and think he was just preparing me for old age—get used to the hard backed, the flat bottomed, the squeeze in, the sit up straight. Life is a ladder-back chair. I still remember how stiffly he sat, how damned upright he could be. Was it to compensate for a job that required him to bend downward, poring over his blueprints, his notes and plans? Theo was barely five ten, but he looked taller, with his graceful neck and arms. Even the cowlicks in the front of his hair brought the eye upward. In one corner of the bathroom I have the chair from the den: a plain Shaker style with a navy toile cushion. Some days when I look at it I see Theo smiling ever so slightly as he carried it over his head to the car, the tag still on it; some days I see him perched on it, designing a building he loved; and some days I see his legs crumpled under him on the tennis court, spindly and thin, a paler version of the legs of his chair.

As I soak in the water, I wonder what piece of our furniture would have reminded Theo of me. And that, of course, is precisely the kind of question I might have asked him in the dark twilight as I lay in his arms; and exactly the kind of question he would have been clinically unable to answer. He was a doer, not a talker.

There is one blessing in Theo’s antiques. The older I get, the more I take comfort in being surrounded by something more ancient. At last, younger by comparison!

Of course many of my old things aren’t quite quaint anymore. Like the fat black answering machine that’s separate from the phone and insists on squawking when I take my bath. I hear all manner of nonsense: receptionists confirming doctor appointments as if it were tea with the queen, Robert Redford calling to remind me to save the earth, Betsy asking if I forgot about the tennis clinic (which I did). I listen and don’t move. The early sun hits the windowpanes and scatters, spinning cracked rainbow circles whenever I move in the water. It’s the sort of thing that would fascinate a baby or a cat. By spring the light in the bathroom and bedroom will be hazy, filtered, a green-yellow instead of its current yellowwhite. Or is that summer? I can’t recall. Part of me wishes I’d kept a photo journal instead of a diary, just to chronicle the light properly. I remember once, on a particularly bright winter morning, as I lay warm and enveloped in our bed, I asked Theo to join me. Well, “ask” isn’t truly the proper word; I dangled my arm outside the tangle of covers and grasped his fingers as he walked by. He was heading to the bathroom to brush his teeth. His starched shirt made crisp noises as he walked. He wore brown-and-blue suspenders and he’d tucked his tie in his shirt to save it from his three-minute egg. I said nothing, just smiled and lifted one eyebrow. And he looked at me oddly, the way he did more and more in those days, as if I’d spoken too quickly, overlapping my words and rendering them foreign. He said he had to go to work, and I dropped his fingers and he went in and brushed his teeth. The sound of the bristles against his gums, doing their ugly work, was like an assault, as if he was scrubbing me away. I wonder if I’d find that moment catalogued in my old diary. I wonder if I’d find others that hurt me more.

Some find it silly, the old habit of writing things down. Betsy calls it “Victorian therapy.” Here on the Main Line, we live among people who don’t think too much about their lives. I’m just as guilty—writing it down is not the same as contemplating it, I assure you. However, it provides some assurance that one will remember it.

The last call before Ellie’s was a message from Jaxie, the hostess of our book group. She calls me every month now, to remind me, and to tell me to please bring salad. Salad, as if that was simple, with the produce selections, the washing, the chopping, the pressure of a homemade dressing. In the time salad takes, a pie could be cooling on the sill. As always, I feel no urge to get up and answer the phone, dripping in a towel, to talk to anyone or write anything down. No wonder I’m forgetful!

But then Ellie’s voice comes on, and I’m half tempted to pop out soaking wet and pick up the phone. Instead, I stay, and I smile. She has a husky sound to her, earthy, like Tinsley’s voice. Tinsley has always sounded lovely and charming on the phone. She and Tom had met that way, on the phone, when she solicited him to join an organization at college. He’d fallen in love, he’d once confessed to me, before he’d even laid eyes on her tawny hair and hazel eyes.

“Grandma,” Ellie says breathlessly, “I need you for an important homework project. It’s called ‘Generations’ and it’s an oral history of our family. So call me back right away and let me know when we can get started, okay? We’ve got a lot of work to do, and my mom says we have to work out a time line, so call me back, okay, bye!”

Oral history? That sounded a bit like medicine, sour and unswallowable. The things these teachers think of! Nothing an assignment, everything a project. As if children were archeologists or journalists. As if family truths weren’t better off untold. Who fell out of love with whom. Who lost whose money. Who ran off to God-knows-where. Who never spoke to whom again. I don’t think Tom was ever assigned such a thing; I’ll have to ask him.

This would be tricky, I thought. But what she probably wants is a family tree or photographs. Lord knows I have plenty of photos of myself and Theo to give Ellie, if that’s all she wants. Theo when he was handsome and young and driven, back in the days when we admired ambition, and didn’t see it as heart disease waiting to happen. I remember the photo from the night of my engagement party, at Aunt Caro’s house. Taken at twilight, the fireflies flashing green at the edges of the frame. After all the hoopla and toasts, Theo took me out on the back porch, the heady scent of spring lilacs still in the night air, and told me we’d have beautiful gardens one day, too.

“Yes, we will,” I said, smiling, “because I’m going to plant them.”

“Oh, no,” he mock-protested, knowing what was coming.

“Yes, our humble home will teem with roses before you know it,” I teased and he put his arm around me and kissed my hair. Theo thought roses were overused and overbred, and he preferred less formal flowers, things that drooped and swayed in the breeze.

“I tell you what,” he said, “I’ll plan and plant the flower beds if you water and weed them.”

“Deal,” I said, and we walked back in, arm in arm, as if it was really going to be that easy.

I soap up my arms and legs, then duck underneath the water to rinse. In addition to photos, I have stubs from the theater, business clippings from the Inquirer, obituaries written and awards given, the natural ephemera of a long life. Ellie will likely be equipped with her own flotsam of course: markers, colored pencils, construction paper, poster board in every color. Tinsley has kitted out her bedroom like an elementary school cloakroom with its pegs and cubbyholes and art supplies. How long will that last? How long can she enjoy sharpening her pencils every night, running her fingers across them, comforted by their presence, like lead soldiers standing sentry in their case? How much time before socks and bras are scattered, candy wrappers everywhere? That’s my deepest fear when I shut my eyes in the bathtub: Ellie’s future. The horrible half women all girls become. She’ll reject her mother and father. She’ll reject me eventually, too.

I shudder. The bath has cooled. A slight breeze leaks from the lowest corner of the window where the ivory lace curtain doesn’t quite brush the ledge. It’s shrunk over the years, as I have, and now it’s shorter on the left than the right, something that would have bothered Theo, but not me. He was always straightening pictures, moving a vase or a candle one inch to the left or the right, as if he was setting a stage or taking a picture. He’d cock his head, then squint to focus in on something, then decide, like God, where it needed to be.

I sigh as I stand, the breath bringing me up. Some of the water drips off my left breast like a ski slope; the rest of it finds a faster path, running straight down the empty right side of my chest. I should be thankful, I know, that one breast remains. That I have exactly half what I used to.

Some days I am. It is easier to find that grace in the tub than the shower. The pounding rivulets on the right side used to vibrate and thrum like hard rain on a flat roof. I am well rid of my shower.

Yes, some days I am thankful just for being upright. Grateful I can get in and out of things without fanfare or contraption. That I can walk up stairs and play tennis. My knees are fine and so is my back, and most days my memory is steady enough. I am here, Ellie. I need no pink ribbon to trumpet my ordinary survival. I am not to be wept over or admired or donated to. I am not quite whole, but I am here. I was spared. I’m here to tell the future about the past.

Together, we will construct some kind of history. Not the real history, of course—I’ll spare your classmates the tales of death and disease and embezzlement, of women who got in over their heads. I won’t tell them how my mother took all her meals at friends’ country clubs when she ran out of money, or how I refused to let my own father walk me down the aisle. There is no need to scare you, Ellie. We’ll build one that’s more romantic and colorful, one that will glean an A. I’ll make Theo’s architecture career more illustrious, perhaps. I’ll credit him with rebuilding the Philadelphia waterfront, instead of the strip malls dotting the turnpike. I’ll say he was a man devoted to his family, instead of a man who was devoted only to his work. I’ll emphasize my own feminist protests, my radical leanings. I’ll speak of the time mothers circled bulldozers about to demolish Haverford Park. How we collected for UNICEF and dialed back our thermostats and rode bicycles to Bryn Mawr Market to save gas for Jimmy Carter.

I won’t discuss my efforts to make Theo or myself a better person. The projects and hobbies taken up like molds I could press us into. The surprise when we walked away from the ballroom dance studio or potter’s wheel unchanged. No. I won’t speak of how he closed himself off from me after we lost our daughter, how he used his drafting pencils to draw a taut boundary around himself, a room with no window or door. It was years before I realized it wasn’t grief; on some level, he had been that way all along: he had his work, and I had him, and that was supposed to be enough. But it isn’t, is it? It never is.

Of course there are many things that will be safe to tell you, Ellie. Good to say, even. There are a few I remember entirely, that shine crystalline and whole in my memory. Like that summer after Tom was born, how the fireworks were set off at intervals up and down the Main Line. You could look left or right and see sparks and sprays for hours. Everyone stood on their roofs and decks, and all you could hear between the pops and streaks were sighs and exclamations. Nothing but beauty and the contemplation of beauty. No matter what horrible things had happened to any of us, for one evening, there was nothing else.

I don’t consider, not for one second, doing the practical, truly safe thing—asking if Grandma Blankenship couldn’t help instead. No, I’m selfish. I want Ellie to sit with me and go over the project, not her other grandmother. I want her to ask me her questions. I want to help frame the assignment, to draw conclusions and look for symbolism and personification and theme. I may not have used my English major to work, but after all these years of journal keeping, I’ve learned what to show and what to hide.

And oh, the thought of her understanding! The nod, the small smile, the light in her eyes!

I want it all now, I want too much. I want to show her off at the old Gladwyne lunch counter and answer her questions between bites of tuna salad. I want to see her slightly furrowed brow as she bends toward her notebook and ignores her homemade potato chips. Afterward I want her to sit at my antique desk. I want my high arched ceilings to echo the glide of her pencil on paper, the soft puff that emanates from her lips as she blows the pink dust of the eraser into the air. It will linger there for a moment, a writer’s jet stream, before it joins the mites and pollen of my house, microscopic evidence of what we’ve done wrong and made right again.

I dried off quickly and called her back while I was still in my robe.

“Sorry I missed your call, Ellie,” I said. “I was in the bath.”

“Does your tub have those safety grips in it?”

“No,” I laugh. You don’t lie to a child like Ellie.

“’Cause Courtney’s grandmother broke her hip when she slipped in the tub. They have all kinds of them at the hardware store, like flowers and circles.”

“Really?”

“They have glue on one side and are kind of sandpapery on the other.”

“Well, I’ll have to look into that, then. Thank you for the information.”

How can you not love a person who worries just a little, just the right amount, over you?

I suppose we’ve all known people who could never find the right balance between neglectful and fawning. But oh, when someone does. How often did that happen in a lifetime? Twice?

“Okay, so we need to figure out when we can work on my Generations project together.”

“Indeed. How much time do you think we’ll need? An afternoon?”

“Oh, more than that, Grandma. It has to be ten to fifteen pages!”
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“I was hooked from the
very first page.”
—CHEVY STEVENS,
New York Times bestselling
author of Still Missing









