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Author’s Note


My lifelong love of all things bird probably started when I was a little girl and my father brought home a duck or a pheasant he had shot and then wanted me to eat it. This was also probably the day I decided to become a vegetarian. I also tried to release my mother’s pet parakeet numerous times and I still don’t understand why anyone would want to put a bird in a cage.


There’s something magical about winged creatures and something magical also about the men and women who swam against the tide to put an end to plume hunting and to help establish all of the refuges and parks that now grace our country.


This book has been humming (yes—just like a bird) inside of me for a very long time. I’ve always wanted to write about birds and strong women and to honor the sacrifices and risks they took and this novel really sprang from a very special place in my heart. It’s so easy to forget how women like Julia risked it all to do something so amazingly important. Change always requires risk and boldness and I believe it’s important to celebrate those who sacrificed so much so that we could live the way we do, with so many choices, and in a world that still has such expansive slices of wilderness.


Julia is not real but to me she is and this remarkable, brave, and true woman is a composite of so many women who blazed trails that are now well-worn paths that many of us take for granted. I did extensive research for this novel and many of the men and women mentioned really did exist and they changed the world. I stood in the quiet jungle surrounding the very first National Wildlife Refuge and saw flocks of gorgeous birds and one amazing ghostlike vision of the woman who became my Julia. I cried when I circled near the islands where thousands of birds had once been slaughted and where women and men braved the hunters and the elements and helped form the backbone of the Audubon Society. And I stood in many quiet places where I could hear the wings of beautiful birds fluttering in the wind and where my own notion of always keeping my eyes to the sky gave me countless doses of inspiration.


In the end what I wrote is an amazing love story on many levels, which I hope will become an example about the importance of following your own heart, designing your Year—no matter how long it takes, and for living a life that is written by no one but you.





An Honest Introduction
by the Great-Granddaughter


There’s a sweet moment, I think, when we all cross an invisible line and stand for a few minutes in the shoes of adulthood—just to see what the shoes feel like or how close they might be to actually fitting our growing feet. Call it a dress rehearsal or a serendipitous glimpse into the future, or a simple moment of childhood brilliance.


My moment came in 1969, the first time I remember hearing about what we all ended up calling “The Year.” I was just a young girl, but in a family littered with strong, vocal, and really opinionated women, it was impossible not to be an occasional good listener. I’m also positive that there had been other family conversations about this topic, but this time, when I was just beginning to understand the importance of female connections, shared secrets, long audible sighs, and treasures that are passed from one generation to the next, was the first time the enormity of what I was hearing started to seep inside of me.


I was sitting on a long covered porch in a place that is miraculously now mine, my back slanted against old, weathered wood that has since been replaced three times, the warm wind in my face, the sounds of the constant roll of waves sliding into this small bay over and over again, and a view of the sky that is as brilliant today as it was that late spring afternoon. I like to think it’s the same slice of sky, the same revolving set of clouds, the same occasional gust of wind that my great-grandmother, Julia Briton, claimed as her own too.


This is mostly her story, one year of her story anyway, and as you will see, it’s also my story. All those years ago when she sat with her eighty-eight-year-old legs up on the porch railing, tilted back her head, and rambled on about “that year, that year,” it may have been the first time I actually listened to what she was saying with sincerity. Mostly I listened in disbelief. Everything she said seemed extraordinary, wonderful, dangerous, fairly unbelievable, and absolutely stunning.


And it was.


Now that I am grown woman who has lost and loved and sacrificed and lived, I can rappel back through the special moments in my life, as if there is a slide projector running those important moments over and over again. The afternoon when my cousins, aunts, grandmother, my two sisters, and my own mother and I listened as Great-Grandma Julia recounted what I later found out were selected and heavily edited portions of her incredible year. Even though I vividly remember closing my eyes as she spoke, I saw her.


I saw her as she was in mid-1904 when her story started and when she crossed so many borders and boundaries that even now it seems almost unbelievable, perilous, dangerous, and perhaps even slightly insane. I saw her dashing through streets, riding wild horses, shooting a rifle, bouncing across the ocean on the bottom of a filthy ship, meeting famous men and women who I later studied via my history books, chopping through a sea of swamp grass, and causing a familial riot via behavior that could have gotten her institutionalized. And, as I was to discover, that was only part of her story.


When I dared to open my eyes halfway through her tale, the woman telling the story wasn’t the dashing, beautiful heroine I had seen in my mind’s eye. Instead, there was the matriarch of our family, whose weather-beaten face looked as if it could tell its own stories. There was the woman who could not walk past me without running her hands through my hair and telling me she loved me and that I must remember I was born to do great things, take huge risks, and “carry on, carry on.” That day, and until I grew older and realized what she was talking about, I thought she meant carry on because I was her namesake. My name is Kelly Briton, and Julia’s maiden name was Kelly.


She paused as I was staring at her that afternoon, looked me in the eye, and I’m certain she sensed my bewilderment. How could the woman in the shortened version of her life story that she was sharing be my great-grandmother? How could this tiny, shrinking-before-my-eyes lady with snow-white hair, old-fashioned rimless eyeglasses, and a penchant for storytelling be the same woman in her story? Then she smiled at me and winked.


I blinked, and when my eyes focused again, my great-grandmother was a beautiful young woman. Her brown hair was braided and looped around the top of her head and pinned in place with a long, silver comb. She had on a soft red blouse, buttoned to the waist, that showed a speck of her gorgeous white throat. Her black skirt fanned out like a dark flower, and I could see the tips of shiny brown boots at the very bottom.


I saw the woman she had been slowly fade into the woman she was then, and if she had not coughed loudly, on purpose to startle me, I may have fallen off the porch.


That sweet moment changed everything for a few years of my life. I became enchanted by history and I hung on every word Julia said. I spent weekends with her, slept next to her in bed, made her tell me her story over and over again until I could almost repeat it myself. Gradually, she told me more, and gradually, she showed me more, and even more gradually, and to be honest gradually in my life means about forty-plus years, I came to realize not only about “carrying on,” but also about the importance of legacy, of what I had been given and what I must do. But Julia, I’m certain, would have said, “I had my year and as long as you get there, Kelly, it doesn’t matter if it takes you a lifetime,” which indeed it almost has.


During those special conversations, I thought I had learned all about her life before she married and launched herself into a year and into a life of epic proportions, but I was wrong—there was so much more to know, and Julia had been selective in her sharing. For years and years, I loved hearing about the bits and pieces of her life, and Julia Briton, in spite of her age, had an incredible memory. But then I turned into a teenager.


In 1974, I was fifteen years old, Julia was ninety-three, and if you believe anyone who knew me back then, I was also a lot of trouble. My father had announced he was no longer in love with my mother, and for an entire summer my two sisters, my brother, and I were deposited, or “dumped” as my siblings and I liked to say, at Julia’s house, while my mother, with the help of her mother, tried to walk her through the loss of her marriage and near-crippling depression. Thankfully, we all lived in the same town, Vero Landing, a way-too-small-for-a-fifteen-year-old burg that wasn’t bad except for the location of Julia’s house. She lived on the St. Johns River on a rather isolated twenty-acre parcel of land that may as well have been in Africa as far as I was concerned. Julia was not feeble then, but it wasn’t wise for her to be alone either, and so there we were, four teenagers and an ornithological and environmental legend, left to our own devices.


I was the youngest, and jobless, and the most horrible. I learned how to smoke and drink and would have had sex if anyone had asked me. I probably would have also robbed a bank, taken off in a stolen car, or moved to Canada, too, if the opportunity had presented itself. I moped, mouthed off to the one woman who had been a constant source of nothing but love in my life, and once, in a fit of teenage rage, I came an inch away from pushing Julia down the same porch steps where I had sat and listened to her tell stories.


Then one day, searching for my older sister’s hidden stash of marijuana, I discovered something else. I stormed into Julia’s bedroom because I had looked everywhere else in the entire house. She was sleeping on the downstairs sofa and her hearing was definitely fading by then, and eventually I pulled open the bottom drawer of her bedroom dresser and discovered a silver box about the size of a large notebook. I quickly pulled it out, set it on the bed, opened the box, and discovered a tape recorder.


It was still the 1960s, and cassette tape recorders, 8-track players, indeed anything besides an old record player and a boxy television set, had not yet been invented or mass produced. I had never before seen a tape recorder except in magazines, and I was mystified and a bit thrilled at the same time. The machine was silver and covered with a black leather case and engraved with the words, Steelman Transitape, 1959. It was a reel-to-reel machine, about the size of one of my school notebooks, and there was a tape loaded and ready to play, as if it had been expecting me to come along at any moment. It wasn’t hard to figure out how to use it, even for an insolent girl, and I pushed the play button and there was Julia speaking.


She was tentative, testing the machine with a soft, and very sweet, “Hello, hello, this is Julia,” and I laughed when I heard what must have been her fingers tapping the microphone to see if it worked. But then she started to talk and I didn’t laugh again. I knelt in front of the machine, like someone might kneel at an altar, while the first reel played. When she said, “Tape One,” I folded my hands, took in a breath, and closed my eyes.


And I listened.





Tape One


A Loss of Great Proportions


Boston—April 10, 1904


The heavy gold drapes were open, which I immediately mistook as a sign of great hope. The other times, they closed the drapes and left me lying there in the darkness, totally alone and absolutely fearful. It was a cave of black that allowed me to disappear and to imagine that if I stayed there long enough, wrapped in my physical and mental pain, the world would float away and perhaps take me with it. The drapes stayed closed for what seemed like forever the second time, for three entire weeks, and when I thought I was ready, I rose slowly, walked to the long covered window, grabbed the heavy, stiff fabric in my hands, and pushed the drapes aside so the bedroom was filled with light again. It was a sign for me and for everyone else in the house. A sign that I was back, that I would try again, and that I must go on. One must always go on.


So the third time, when I woke up, which I later found out had followed twelve fitful and semi-delirious hours of sleep, and saw the drapes already pulled open, my heart became as wild as one of the powerful storms that often lashed out across the bay and pounded down the Charles River. But before I called out, or thought to listen for the sounds of life down the hall, I lay still, relishing what I assumed would be the last moments of this portion of my life. Everything, now, of course, would change.


I surveyed my room. It was not just my room, but a room I also shared with my husband when he was not at late-night meetings, traveling on business, or discussing politics on the porch or down in the parlor with a variety of men who would often only acknowledge my existence when Charles demanded it. Charles was the same as them but so very different. He was kind enough not to enter this bedroom if it was too late, if he had passed his tolerable limit of Irish whiskey, or if I had been unkind and lashed out during what I perceived was one of my many moments of ignorance or societal clumsiness. This room, however, was clearly my domain, even though his mother, Margaret, had done everything from selecting the carpets to hanging family photographs on the wall. She had at least asked me before she placed everything where it was—the huge chest across the room, the clear vases for fresh flowers on the dresser against the back wall, lamp stands on either side of the bed, a soft run of the most beautiful snow-white lace I had ever seen that she had set on the windowsills, a hint of yellow in the bedspread, the walls, the sheets. “The color of the morning sun,” she told me, “so that you will always know the feeling of hope, of promise.” The day she took me up to the room for the first time with Charles quietly following behind, she stood by the door before she opened it, turned toward her only son, and said, “You will never wear your shoes in this room or scatter your things about, and you must always remember that this is Julia’s room first and yours second.”


I was stunned! But Charles did not hesitate to answer, “Of course, Mother,” before she motioned for me to enter first. I did not know that this space would be the only thing I was allowed to manage or call my own. Already blinded by my good fortune for marrying into this family and to such a man, I almost dropped to my knees when I saw the bedroom as large as the two bedrooms and the entire kitchen in my own family home. I wondered if I would ever get accustomed to this life, to my brazen mother-in-law, to this odd world with its customs of propriety that was unlike anything I had ever really known before. But there I was not so many months later, lying in a lovely bed surrounded by soft cotton, my precious books on the table where I could glance at them without moving, the drapes open and not closed, and I had a sense that I had finally accomplished something grand and expected.


Outside my window, I knew the gardener would be busy with spring planting, pruning, digging, and moving in the precise manner that Charles had outlined before he left for work that very morning. There was not one movement, one decision about the running of this household that Charles did not direct. The world, he told me time and time again, can be perfect if it is organized and there is someone in control. The yard and roof might require his attention on a daily basis, but I was holding in a secret about my own intentions concerning the management of the household that I would one day spring on him at the appropriate moment. Margaret had even been helping me with my plan, which would require more than passing thought and quick discussions in the kitchen, but then it was also a comfort to know that everything, including the blades of grass, had been tended to and were in just the correct position.


The downstairs too, I was certain, would be running smoothly. It was possible that Margaret was there herself right that second, making certain the hardwood floors had been polished, the windows shined clean, the welcoming parlor readied for the guests who would surely be paraded in and out during the coming weeks. She would not be busy with this work herself. The mere thought made me giggle and push my head under the covers lest someone hear me and discover that I was awake. Margaret, who let her close friends call her Maggie, directed life, as did her son. She pointed and looked over shoulders and often stood with her hands on her hips, while the girls she sent over to clean and cook silently took her direction.


Margaret was confusing to me. In the few years since my marriage, I had come to realize that I might never know how to act or what to expect when we were together. Sometimes she would take me aside and share something personal and almost extraordinary. “I have often wondered what my life might have been like if I had never married and lived freely,” she whispered to me with her eyes closed one morning while we were drinking tea in her formal dining room. Such an intimate revelation was shocking and also lovely to me, but then a day later she spoke to Charles when we were in the same dining room as if I were not even there or alive. “Your wife has a lot to learn, sweet Charles,” she said, leaning into the table, almost as if he were a lover and not a son. “Let’s hope she can fulfill your promises to me.” I simply lowered my head and stared at my feet, fighting the urge to rise up, leave the room, and slam every door in her magnificent and terribly perfect house. Promises? How many secrets did this family and my own husband have between them?


I hoped that everything would settle into a new place. Promises and secrets would not matter. Margaret would become Maggie to me and I would grow stronger and bolder with each passing day. I would stroll through the yard and into the back stable without worrying about who would see me or what I would say that might be wrong or misconstrued. I could sit on our wide but tiny front porch and rock no matter what time of the day it might be or who might be strolling past.


A bird suddenly appeared outside the middle window as I was trying hard to push thoughts of Margaret from my mind. The house remained so incredibly quiet that I could hear wind passing through its feathers, and I managed to lift myself off the pillows to get a better look. The bird was not an early spring arrival, one of the bright colored cardinals or yellow hummingbirds that were due back any second. It was a seemingly plain wren or sparrow, but the little brown-and-gray speckled bird was illuminated by one spot of sun and it looked as if it were dancing in place just for me. I held my breath and the bird turned in a circle.


I could see the wind pushing back its feathers and it looked as if the tiny thing was throwing back its head and laughing. My precise eyesight narrowed in on its beak, which was open so I could also see a sliver of light passing from one side to the next. It was impossible for me to determine how or why the bird could stay in place for what now must have been almost an entire minute. I had never seen anything like this and was close to shouting for someone to come and be a witness to something that was already seeming more and more like a miracle, a sign, some kind of heavenly gift, but I wasn’t yet ready to relinquish the last few moments of my solitude.


It struck me, as the bird hovered, that this was perhaps the first time I had stopped to admire the beauty, grace, and aerial poise of creatures of the air. My father at one time had been somewhat of a bird watcher, although his life did not afford him much time to sit in place and stare at the sky. I had some far-reaching memories of him pointing, standing as still as a statue, and moving his head back and forth to follow flocks of birds moving across the sky. However, I was more intent on watching him as a little girl because he was a rare sight to me.


I began to wonder if that would happen with Charles as the bird fluttered away and left me with a pounding heart. Would having a child change him? Would he be a doting father who bounced his son or daughter on his knee, paraded his child through the streets of Boston with pride and deep affection, and eagerly rushed home each evening, or would things remain as they were? Would he be preoccupied with his business, careless in remembering the importance of the needs and wants of those he loved, or would the Charles of the Heart, as I sometimes dared to call him, blossom even more?


Charles of the Heart was gentle and kind and without pretense yet strong and fierce at the same time. This Charles did not show himself often and I was still unsure of how to coax this part of him out even further. I was terrified that if I said something wrong, did something inappropriate, moved incorrectly, the tender part of him would disappear and I would be left with just the Charles everyone else seemed to know. Even though I knew he had risked everything to claim me, to marry me, to challenge so many parts of the world he brought me into, I still walked tenderly and timidly in every room of my life. And I still had not discovered a confidant, a friend, a woman who could help me traverse the passageways of a life that was still as foreign to me as this very room where I was waiting.


And what about me? Was I ready for this? I rolled over slowly and felt a wide pain move from the base of my hips, through my pelvis, and down both legs. I put my hand into my mouth, closed my eyes, and bit down on my fingers to keep from yelling out. The pain took my breath away and for a moment I thought I might faint. I slowed my breathing, relaxed, and then opened my eyes. The bird was back! I smiled and felt something sure and calm come over me, as if the simple sight of this creature was a healing tonic. How beautiful this gray bird seemed to me, and how absolutely extraordinary that it came back! “Hello, little sweetheart,” I dared to whisper as it circled and circled outside of the window as if it were looking for a place to land. “Do you have something to tell me? Tell Mama, what is it?”


Mama.


Was it finally true, and if it was, why did I not feel different? Suddenly, knowing was all that mattered and I started to call out, “Hello? Hello? I’m awake… Come to me! Please, bring me my baby!”


The drapes were open. I said this to myself over and over again. The drapes were open, while I heard noises below and then the sound of someone coming up the stairs and down the hall toward me. I was listening for the cry of my son, my daughter, the voice of Charles cooing to a baby, our baby.


The person who came was unfamiliar to me, a large woman in white, her hands held close against her chest and her face pinched so tightly that her lips had disappeared. Her eyes were buckets of black, dark as coal, a cavern of sad bleakness that I will never forget.


She said nothing but stood with her head lowered, and I rolled onto my back, forgetting the searing pain, and screamed, “No, no, no,” over and over again as the bird dipped from sight and a new pain, the pain of loss, of having to keep living, of utter grief, fell upon me and branded me with an open wound that I knew would never heal.


I was barely twenty-three years old, married to an up-and-coming millinery owner who was a descendant of one of the wealthiest families in Boston, and I had just miscarried my third child in thirty months.





The Great-Granddaughter
Does Not Know Everything


Thankfully the tape ended, because by the time I heard her admit that she had miscarried three babies, I was sobbing so uncontrollably I couldn’t have gone on. How could I not have known this and why did she never tell me? Did my mother know? Questions were ricocheting from one side of my head to the other and I was trying to remember if I had simply forgotten this part of her story. And I wondered why she was taping this, where she had even gotten a tape recorder, and finally, the tiny remaining flame of kindness that had not been obliterated by my teenage angst and horrid disposition rose up, and I wanted to run to her and kiss her face.


But I didn’t do that because I was beyond selfish. In fact, it would be a long time before I was anything but that, and I didn’t want her to know I had found her secret stash. The marijuana was no longer attractive to me, but I knew I would be back to listen to the other tapes that were stacked next to the recorder. I didn’t count them, but it looked as if she were still recording because there was a pile of them waiting to be used. Listening to the tapes would become an addiction that thankfully resurrected itself decades after I first heard her on the recorder that summer so very long ago.


I didn’t know it then, but finding the box in her drawer probably did save me from a life of high, instead of just medium to low, crime. I had been blessed with the good-looking Briton genes—brown, wavy hair, forest-green eyes, a small frame that laughed at other things people worried about like excess weight and sagging skin, and a set of cheekbones that might have made us all model material if we had not been so damn short. Julia was still a very good-looking woman until the day she died, and that summer I was coming into my own. My brother’s friends started to linger in the kitchen when I was there, I was followed down to the beach all of the time, and I’m almost certain my brother grabbed at least three of them by the throat and told them to get lost. All I could think about were those tapes and the truth is, at first anyway, I found it hard to be around or even look at Julia because I felt as if I suddenly had no idea who she was. I felt as if she had lied to me all those nights when we had snuggled in her bed.


I brooded, which I was very good at, and I tried to remember what she had shared of her life, not just that year, but before that as well. Thankfully, writing in the diary I stuck under my mattress each night had been a bit of an obsession with me, and every other young girl during the sixties, before I had allowed my hormones to get the best of me. There were pages of information about my Kelly ancestors and a slew of old newspaper clippings in Julia’s library from her book tours, appearances, and there were interviews with her long-dead friends and siblings. I became a spy and did not realize how I was already beginning to parallel her life. It was very easy, at first, to fit some of the pieces of her life into place. All I had to do was page though stacks of books, magazines, and newspapers and read.
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Julia was born into a working class Dorchester, Massachusetts, family on a day in March, 1881 that her mother remembered as being brutally cold and remarkable because, as numerous reporters pointed out, Julia was her fifth baby, her fifth live baby out of ten pregnancies, and she made my great-grandmother promise never to tell her siblings a lovely secret. “You were the most beautiful baby I had and when I saw you, so perfect, so healthy, I thought perhaps I had died.” Julia had apparently loved talking to reporters and me about her own mother, a woman she clearly loved and admired. I found it interesting that the loss of so many babies was mentioned without comment but as part of the reality of childbirth back then and vowed never to have babies myself. Thankfully, that was one important vow I broke.


I was a bit stunned when I read an article from 1965 in the Boston Women’s Magazine focusing on women from Dorchester—a part of the greater Boston area, who had become famous. In the article, Julia said that her mother, my great-great-grandmother, told her the story of the day of her birth over and over again when they were alone, and how she would close her eyes as the soft, calm voice of her mother outlined the beginning of her life. She believed that her mother told her this story so many times because Julia was her last baby and her entrance into the world signaled a huge change in her own life. Terrified of bearing another child, of the possibility of losing another baby, of the physical struggle involved in childbirth, of yet more heartache and loss, she never slept with Julia’s father again after the day Julia was born.


What? I hadn’t even been kissed yet but couldn’t imagine not sleeping with my husband for fear of getting pregnant. I’m certain this fact helped me not feel sorry for myself for at least an hour or two and offer up thanks to something or someone for not having been born prior to the advent of accepted and medically safe birth control.


Julia and I were both the babies of the family. Her three older brothers were already apprenticed by the time she was born, and her sister was in school. She recalled in one story that it seemed as if the moment the house went quiet, her mother would start talking to her about that “magical day when you became my sweet gift.” Julia told the reporter she would close her eyes as she recounted the exact words her mother had said. “You were sitting so high, so close to my heart, that I knew you were a baby girl. I felt light with you. It wasn’t like any of the others, all my loves too, you know, but everything was easy when I was carrying you. Some day, when you are a mother yourself, you will understand what I am telling you. You will also know how the sweet burden of pain is worth it all, so worth it all.”


Like all mothers, mine included, her mother apparently never sat still when she talked. Julia said it was almost as if the constant movement helped her remember that the pain of bearing children, and losing them, was worth it all, but it was really because she had no choice as there was always work to do. Her mother had to run the household and she took in mending and sewing for extra money. I couldn’t even imagine such a thing because simply dusting and vacuuming were exhausting to me, but for Julia’s mother, it was a rare moment when she was at rest. She was always moving, bending, cleaning, cooking, and when she got to the end of some chore or task, it was time to start over again. I moaned about everything, even breathing, so when I read, “There was never complaining, never an angry word about what surely must have seemed like an endless cycle of labor, never a moment either when I did not feel loved and wanted,” I felt more than a twinge of embarrassment. It’s one thing to read history books and watch television shows about hard times, but when you read about your own family, someone you can actually reach out and touch, well, it becomes tangible and very real. But there was more and I found myself tearing up again.


“That remarkable feeling, knowing you are loved, gave me great courage as I grew older and I often wondered if it weren’t for that, for the strength one can gain from something so tender and real, if I might not have been able to have taken so many risks. There were many times to come when that was all I had, an intangible inner feeling of sureness that burned inside of me, and I was certain that feeling helped keep me alive during my many adventures. I assumed so many things when I was a young girl. I thought everyone was loved like I was loved. Surely, as the baby of the family, I was spoiled and treated in ways that must have made my brothers and sister jealous, but if that is all one knows, then there are assumptions abounding in all directions.”


Well, there you have it. She could have been talking about me, sick at heart because my parents, like half the parents I knew, were breaking up. I was still very loved even if it would take me half a lifetime to realize it.


Julia had once told me that she thought everyone had a father who worked long hours and came home with thick dust in his hair and hands that were swollen and calloused. She also thought everyone had brothers who were pulled from school to work at the Norway Ironworks and then apprenticed to businesses all over the city. And that it was only the girls who could go to school well into their teens and then decide what would happen next in their lives or specifically whom they might marry. She believed that everyone in the world was Catholic and that if they were not, they would burn in hell because they were sinners. And, of course, she thought every street in Boston was like Victoria Street where she grew up, all but isolated from the rest of the world. Apparently, I didn’t have it so bad after all, big baby that I was.


I suppose it was during these weeks of investigation, reading everything I could find and even slipping off to the library to find more in those pre-computer years, that it may have also dawned on me how seriously famous and well-loved Julia had been. Julia had always been special to me and until some evil spirit invaded my body, I had considered her my muse, my guiding light, mine and mine only. Some girls had aunts or a friend of their mother’s or their Girl Scout leader or a teacher to help them into their first pair of big-girl shoes, and I had Julia, so I thought, all to my own. Seeing her face on magazine covers, and in full-page feature articles made me think, back then anyway, that our relationship was not as sacred as I had thought. Even though I was hurt, too young to realize how real and true she had always been to me, I could not release my obsession with the tapes and with her real past and with all those magazines and newspaper articles. I kept reading while more days passed, and some of what I read ended up helping me understand why she had been so driven.


I read about how Victoria Street was a hardscrabble corner of Boston in Dorchester, a tight-knit, working-class community that may as well have been a continent across the sea from Brookline, where Julia ended up living as a young wife. Her street was a long road of small wooden houses tended by women like her mother, who scraped and saved and sewed and cleaned and occasionally left to work in the shops and millinery outposts in the heart of Boston, where high society, unbeknownst to them, was flourishing. And on the verge of changing the world in ways that no one in her neighborhood, especially Julia, could have imagined. They were all busy working very hard to keep the world moving forward. The men on Victoria Street were the men who built and maintained Boston. Julia’s father, my great-great grandfather, was a brick mason, like his father and like two of her brothers. Other men were carpenters, factory workers, street cleaners, farriers, dock hands, ferry boat workers, and a few, very few, were clerks and assistants in the banks, stores, and businesses in the shopping and business districts scattered near Boston Common.


Most of the Dorchester boys knew their days catching baseballs and sneaking out to the Mount Vernon cow pasture to throw rocks and gaze out to sea were numbered unless they were some of the lucky few who could finish high school and maybe go to college. According to Julia, life wasn’t any less predictable for the girls on Victoria Street or on the neighboring streets like Mayfield, Pearl, or Thornley. In the early 1900s, girls were still burdened by tradition, social circumstance, and by the often limited expectations of their families. They could marry, enter the convent, become teachers, or if they were on the lower end of any of our streets, go to work in the sewing factories that were part of the thriving millinery business in Boston. Julia and her sister Isabelle were lucky to have been born on the south end of Victoria Street, where the houses were barely a foot longer than at the north end but a measure of more than just size. They joked about this all of the time, as Julia recounted in a scene I discovered in a Good Housekeeping magazine article from 1953.


“We could have been Northenders, Julia,” my sister would whisper to me in bed at night. “The girls up there are ugly, they talk nonsense, and you know their dads will send them off to the convent as soon as those terrible nuns will have them so they won’t have to feed them any longer.”


“Izzie,” I would answer slowly, because I was always delighted when my big sister confided in me, “they won’t all go away and they are not all ugly. Will father send us away? What will become of us? I don’t want to marry a smelly old boy. I don’t want to work in the mills or sew like mum.”


“You are a fool! Of course you will marry because you are beautiful and smart, and we will visit each other and our children will be best friends until the very day we die.”


“We are lucky, then, to be who we are, Izzie, yes? Is that true?”


Julia said her sister’s laugh was always the perfect answer and she would simply nod her head. And on the days when she was feeling sweet and not angry that she had to share a bed with someone six years younger, Izzie would tuck her under her arm and she would fall asleep dreaming about the men she saw in her mama’s magazines and the handsome man with the tall hat who came on the first Monday of every month to collect their rent, but mostly about what it might be like to have to live with a stinky boy.


Sometimes, Julia said, Izzie would slip out of bed on her tiptoes so no one would hear her, walk to the small dresser, and bring back the mirror that her grandma had given her. She would hold it up first to her own face for a long time and then pass it on to Julia. “Look at yourself,” her sister ordered. “Some day a boy will kiss your lips and then a man will kiss your lips, and before you know it, you will be in love and the world will be grand, just so grand!”


Julia’s heart raced picturing such things, and it was impossible, she said, to imagine then how their lives would unfold and how two sisters who once held each other in a sagging feather bed, combed each other’s hair, and shared brave secrets could end up so differently. When she looked into the mirror, she did not see a beautiful girl. “I saw me, just me,” she said quietly, always looking off into the distance. “A girl with dark-green eyes, a tiny nose, hair the color of burnt straw, high cheekbones that made my face seem too long, and lips that curved upward and seemed to me as if they were preparing to fly off my face. I dare not look further for fear that my slender arms and even thinner legs would make me disbelieve everything my sister was telling me. I was small, ‘a tiny bird,’ as my father often called me, and any sense of beauty or prettiness would take years to unveil itself. When it did, my sister would have long since left my bed for another and I would be racing for my own unpredictable destiny.”


I was absolutely mesmerized by all of these revelations. It was almost impossible to think of my great-granny as a sexual being, as someone who may have had the exact same feelings, longings, and desires I was having. But there it was. She had once been in the same emotional position as I was when I was reading all of the articles—tentative, excited, yearning, and scared half to death. Love, life, and adventures were waiting for both of us. Neither one of us knew, at that moment—me sitting in her library and Julia perched on the edge of her bed in faraway Dorchester decades earlier—what was already unfolding in our young lives.


I admit that my immaturity at the time made me feel glad to know that my miserable, or so I thought, family life was apparently an inherited condition. Julia had been honest when she shared the fact that her years in the Dorchester house were not always grand nights and days of lively love and tenderness. I could so relate to this, considering I had just spent the past two years listening to my parents scream at each other, while secretly promising myself that I would never get married. Julia revealed that her brothers took turns causing both her mother and father tremendous amounts of parental anguish. There would be a fight, a lost job, someone asleep on the front step after a night at the local pub, a visit from the neighborhood policeman concerning something that Julia was never allowed to hear about, and later, the sudden appearance of a niece and a silent sister-in-law who could never look her mother or father in the eye. The boys were much older than Julia because she had come after those lost babies. It was so easy for her to ignore their transparent failings because they treated her either as a sweet toy or as an invisible part of a world they were about to escape. My own mother would agree, especially during the coming years, that it wasn’t always the boys who made hair go gray.


And there was the anguish of her ever-tired father. A little girl growing up in a small house where the mother and father do not share a bed has no choice but to grow up a bit confused, so that would make two of us. My parents had been sleeping in separate rooms for quite some time, which I would use as an excuse for many things during the coming years. Being young and overly anxious about anything having to do with love, which mostly meant sex to a fifteen-year-old, I brazenly dared to ask Julia about this one day.


She was sitting outside with her trusty binoculars in one hand and a notebook in the other, gazing out across the small field. There could not be a lawn, for God’s sake. Because the birds needed a field for nesting purposes—it was all about the birds. I sat next to her because, after all, I was a spy and I was not about to quit. Being me, I got right to it and I lied a bit too.


“You know Mom and Dad haven’t even slept in the same room for a long time, which, you know, is kind of odd.”


Julia didn’t even bother to put down her binoculars. “Yes, sweetheart, I know.”


“Didn’t you say once that happened to your parents, too?”


If she knew she had never said a word about this to me, she did not give it up. “Well, yes, but I didn’t even know about it until after I was married. Back then we didn’t speak of things like that. But it tore them apart, both of them. They loved each other very much, but it was about the babies, you know. My mother couldn’t handle another pregnancy.”


Then she reminded me of the “kissing rule,” which my family had abandoned exactly two years ago. This family tradition started with Julia’s mother who raised all of her children to kiss everyone in the house hello and good-bye because, as her mother explained to her and mine explained to me, “What if you never come home? I need to remember you with a touch of love, with the softness one can only gather from the gentle moment when there is a sweet kiss, when we are close enough so I can feel the beating of your hearts.” She lowered the glasses before she continued and her voice became very soft. “But when my parents kissed, there was nothing simple and sweet about it. My father would take my mother in his arms, close his eyes, lower her toward the floor, and then raise her slowly to his lips, and the kiss lasted a very long time.”


I could actually see this happening and I thought Julia might stop talking, but she didn’t, and if I had been older and wiser, I might have urged her to keep going, keep remembering, but I didn’t.


“The kiss was often followed by whispers and then my father’s raised voice, and then my mother would close her eyes and say, “I am so sorry,” over and over. Some things one does not forget, no matter how old and tired the brain might become.”


And there was more.


This was about the same time Julia remembered her father started to walk at night, which she never understood until much, much later. When she would ask her mother why he was leaving, because he was clearly exhausted, her mother would shush her and say that he simply needed to take in some air.


I couldn’t stop myself. “Did he meet someone or was he simply walking off his, you know, physical desires?”


Julia said she never knew for sure because her life changed so quickly not so long after those years and she would never get the chance to ask her mother or her father. She told me she never forgot the silence after the door closed behind him and her mother quietly disappeared into her tiny bedroom.


“It was such a different world and time and I was on the verge of, you know, The Year,” she said, finally turning to look at me. Her eyes were cloudy then but still shining with what I would one day realize was the look of sweet love. “The gift of age helped turn me into a woman who knows the importance of the joy of the flesh and of the unspeakable word—sex. My parents were in love, but they were lovers separated by the cruel fate of time and place, a fate that almost befell their youngest daughter,” she whispered, “almost.”


I felt as if someone had just hit me upside the head, and I imagine my eyes were as big as one of her beloved bird’s eggs. This revelation about the joys of sex was mind-blowing. I had to get back to the tapes after that, and I excused myself and ran into the house, while praying to God a flock of long-legged and terribly rare flamingos would make a surprise visit and keep her busy and out of the house for a very long time.





Tape Two


Grieving Be Damned


Boston—Through April, 1904


There was no place to hide after I realized I had lost yet another baby and no place to go but the bedroom, and for the next fourteen days, it became my refuge. Charles had all but disappeared from the house and especially the bedroom. I had not seen him in five days. It is also safe to say that I also disappeared and wished to stay missing for an extended, perhaps eternal, amount of time. I am not even certain if I can adequately describe what the past two weeks had been like for me. I am not ashamed to say that I wished for my life to end so that I could fly away and hold those three lost babies in my arms.


The moment after the woman in white, a nurse as it turns out, spun on her heels to leave the room, I forced myself from the bed, wincing in pain, so I could close the drapes and burrow into the bed, hoping that when I woke again, my nightmare would be over. I prayed and willed it to happen, but when I did awake again, hours later, nothing had changed. I was ill, childless, and swept into a river of depression that was unlike anything I had ever experienced.


All of that was about to abruptly end. The window was popped open just an inch and I could hear Margaret down below, bellowing orders to her driver. “Stand by and do not overfeed the mare until I return.” My stomach lurched south a bit. Something was about to happen and within five minutes, it did.


“It is Sunday and time enough,” Margaret declared as she pounded into my bedroom. I closed my eyes the moment I heard her shrill voice, willed her to disappear and to leave me alone with my almost unbearable well of sadness, but that was apparently not going to happen.


“Enough,” she all but shouted, and I was forced to open my eyes and look at her. She was standing a foot from my face, one hand on her hip and the other waving back and forth as if she were about to conduct an orchestra. “Your time in this bed is up, missy.”


I hated her, and I did not move or bother to acknowledge that she was even in the same room with me.


“Get up,” she ordered.


I still did not move.


“Do you think you are the only woman who has lost babies? The only woman who has felt empty and alone? The only woman who would love to lie in bed, crying for the rest of her life?”


I pushed myself up on my elbows. Was she talking about herself?


Margaret’s occasional bursts of tenderness and sharing had been few and far between since my marriage even though I longed for something more. My own mother had sent me a short letter concerning the loss of the baby that someone had slipped under the door, but Margaret’s appearance now marked her first visit since the day I had lost the baby. I had been left alone to recover, or so I thought. Her son had only bothered to stop in three times, briefly touch my arm, and then wordlessly disappear. I had never been or felt so alone in my life, and this was also the first time that anyone had raised his or her voice to me. It was unsettling and I had to focus so I would not burst into tears.


Margaret continued shouting and I pushed myself into a sitting position. “You have obligations, Julia Briton, and your time up here is over. Do you understand?”


I nodded my head, but I refused to speak to her. I felt as if the only thing I had left to myself was my voice and I was not about to share it with someone who was shouting at me.


“Dr. Langdon is downstairs and I am going to send him up in ten minutes so he can talk to you. I want you to put on your dressing gown and prepare yourself, and when he is finished, the nurse will draw you a bath, you will dress, and meet me in the kitchen to discuss the new routines of your life.”


She did not bother to wait for a response but turned and swept out of the room, gathering up her skirt in one hand and making certain to slam the door with her other hand just hard enough so I could see she was still very angry. It took me a few moments to realize I simply had no choice. I could not stay in bed. I could not run home to my mother. I could not lie in the arms of my husband and pour out my heart and explain how empty and lost I felt. I could not reverse the hands of time and give back this life, this house, my husband, and all the demands I had accepted as part of my marriage. I could not do anything but put on my dressing gown, walk to the chair by the window, and wait for the doctor.


The doctor knocked lightly a few moments later. I managed to say, “Come in,” and the soft yet serious look in his eyes must have been a way for him to prepare me for what was to come next. Dr. Langdon had been with me when I lost the baby, and unlike the women on Victoria Street and the other side of town, I had been lucky to have him assist me and tend to me following the birth. All of that remained a blur in my mind, and I had absolutely no idea what he was about to tell me. He closed the door behind him, took three steps into the room, and asked me how I felt.


“Tired and sad.”


“That is normal and it will pass. Do you have any pain?”


“A little bit, but I have been eating and walking about the room a bit.”


“Good. That’s very good, but now you must get on with everything, and I am suggesting that you walk outside in the fresh air, every day, a little farther each day to regain your strength and…”


He hesitated and took a step closer so he could reach out and touch my shoulder lightly while he spoke.


“This loss was very difficult and when the baby came, there was damage, I’m afraid very severe damage, Mrs. Briton.”


I was staring at him in disbelief. Now I wanted to speak and when I tried, nothing came out. I could only form the words and move my lips. What are you saying?


The doctor squeezed my shoulder as he continued, perhaps hoping to keep me in place least I faint or try and climb out the window. His face, outlined in a black-and-gray, neatly trimmed beard and moustache softened even more, and I thought for an instant that he might cry.


“I am not certain you will ever be able to have a child, and I am suggesting that until you heal or work out some arrangement that you refrain from having relations with your husband.”


My heart stopped briefly and I swayed away from his hand, but then he grasped me tightly to keep me from falling over.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered as I took it all in.


“What am I to do? What can I possibly do?”


“I wish there was something I could do to help or say that might be of assistance, but for a time, abstinence is best until you heal and then…”


He hesitated and closed his eyes for a moment as if he were praying or asking for strength or guidance.


“There are women who might help you if you know where to look but I am legally bound and cannot say anything else, and you must promise me never to mention this part of our conversation. Do you agree?”


“Yes.”


“I know this doesn’t seem fair to you now, but no one can know what might happen tomorrow or the day after. The body is a miracle, Mrs. Briton. I see miracles every day and I pray that your sadness is one day wiped away by one.”


“Does Margaret know? Does Charles know?”


He nodded yes and I dropped my head in embarrassment so that my chin was touching the top of my chest.


“You must be strong now. Walk. Eat well. Listen to Margaret because she has been where you are and you must keep a happy countenance. Look to the sky when you are out walking my dear.”


I wanted to smile at this kind man, but I was fighting back tears and could barely muster a soft “thank you” as he turned to leave. Before he could open the door, I rose and touched his arm.


“The baby?” I asked with emotion breaking up my words. “Was it a boy or a girl?”


“A boy.”


“And the other two? I never asked you. They all just disappeared. Please tell me!”


“Girls.”


“Where are they?”


“You will have to speak to Margaret. She took care of everything. Ask her. Do not be frightened. Ask her.”


I found Margaret an hour later following my bath and my stoic but false acceptance of yet another uncontrolled phase of my life. She was dismissing the nurse and did not see me standing behind her in the kitchen. She pressed the door shut and then leaned against it with her hands parallel to her head. I was absolutely stunned to see that she was crying. Her body began to shake and her head was resting on the door and her sobs were so severe that the door began to shake, and I was paralyzed.


If Margaret had been my mother or my sister, I would have not hesitated to run to her and take her in my arms and share the sorrow that was in my own heart. But clear lines had been drawn in this family, my new family, and I was uncertain of what to do and how to handle the situation given how she had acted in my room just a short time ago. Ashamed, I quietly took one step back and then another so that I was standing at the bottom of the steps leading to the second floor of the house. I wanted her to think that I was just coming into the kitchen and had not seen her crying and in an emotional state. I was confused and unsure and when I heard her blow her nose, I finally walked back into the kitchen and stood in the doorway.


She looked at me through eyes that were now rimmed in red, and I struggled to control myself.


“You are dressed,” she said, tucking her handkerchief behind her back.


“Yes.”


There was a short pause when an unspoken conversation took place. I knew that she knew about the babies and what I must now do and not do, and we both knew that the grieving would go on and on until it was replaced with only a lesser kind of pain. This was all new territory to me and I had no choice but to trust her. I tilted my head to the left, and I wanted her to know that it was okay to cry and not be stoic, but we were not yet ready to speak of such things. Her shoulders dropped after a few moments, almost as if she were about to surrender, and I seized the moment and took a few steps toward her. If only she could have taken me in her arms! If only Charles of the Heart had been there to help me sort through all of this, but he had disappeared and finally I had to speak.


“Where is Charles?”


“He is with his father on a buying trip,” she said without hesitation, straightening back up.


“I find that terribly odd.”


She bristled a bit and all of the lines in her face went tight.


“This is not just about you. He has also suffered a great loss and a great humiliation. There is no son. There may never be a son. And now he cannot come to you as a husband should.”


What a fool I was! It would always be about the men and their needs and never about a woman’s loss or a woman’s needs. I had grown to love the intimate aspects of my marriage, probably more than I ever cared to admit. Charles was sweet and caring in bed. It was the one place where I had felt as if we were equals, and now that would be gone. In a very short period of time, I had become like my mother and was suddenly terrified that Charles might find pleasure in another bed. How much more could I take?


“I want to see where they are buried,” I blurted out.


Margaret suddenly paled and I did not give her a chance to respond or even take in a shocked breath.


“They were my babies and I need to see where they are resting. You owe me that.”


I had no idea what Margaret might say. The emotional fog in the kitchen was so thick it was a wonder we could both stand. These were her grandchildren too, I realized, and Dr. Langdon had let slip that Margaret had suffered more than one loss of her own, which would explain why there was only Charles and no brothers or sisters. Margaret hesitated for what seemed like an hour to me. She pursed her lips so they disappeared inside of her own mouth, nodded up and down, and then dismissed me with the wave of her hand even though we were standing in my house and not hers.


An uneasy truce erupted for the next week and there was a blur of expectation, for Margaret had left me a note that informed me we would visit the gravesites of my children the following Sunday. Her note also outlined my expected household duties and while I waited for the time to pass, I failed miserably at the seemingly simple task of pulling myself together. My depression was startling and endless and I woke every night in a heated sweat, always searching for a lost baby and for the man whose absence made the depression even worse. How was I ever to be certain who was ruling my life? Two full-time workers, a cook, and a housekeeper had been hired and I quickly felt as if I had more in common with them than Margaret, Charles, or anyone else I had met since my marriage. They were young women, Ella and Ruby, and I all but forced them to sit with me and talk about their lives, about the world they lived in, about their hopes and dreams.


A short note also arrived from Charles that totally ignored the obvious. He said he would see me soon, wished me well, and told me to rest and recover. I so wanted and needed more from him, but I was also struggling to understand what this loss might mean to him. Should not a husband and wife be sharing the hard and the good times? I was absolutely confused.


Ella and Ruby became my medicine and in Margaret’s absence during that week, I gladly became the mistress of the house and told them they must obey me. I said it with a wink and made them come into my room and sit on the bed, wishing the whole time that I could fetch my sister and pour my heart out to her. Ella and Ruby were sweet, open, lovely young women who thought of me as Cinderella, and I dared not reveal my true feelings and life story. They did not know what had just happened to me and I thought it best to let them have the false picture of my life they seemed to need. They were young enough, as was I when I met Charles, to believe in fairy tales and the hopeful rising up from one class to another. When I asked them to drink tea with me on my bed, I could not spoil the illusion with the truth that what I was merely trying to do was survive until Sunday.


Sunday.


It was so lovely when I woke and realized that I had slept the entire night without waking or a restless dream. I shifted in bed and could not believe my eyes. There was another bird hovering outside my window! This time it was a bight yellow hummingbird, its wings beating so rapidly it sounded like the fast engine of the car Charles proudly drove everywhere possible. I had always loved these tiny, swift birds.


Someone once told me how during times of migration these brilliant winged creatures lodge themselves behind the wings of their bigger cousins, geese especially, and ride to warmer climates. I so wanted the bird to talk to me and tell me if this was true and I so wished that I could roll out the window and lift myself through the clouds and into a place of sweet happiness that I was sure they must live in night and day. The bird fluttered away before I could even get out of bed and I knew then I must hurry. Margaret was scheduled to arrive after church, which I had conveniently begged off of for weeks now, due to my prolonged recovery.


I decided to dress in all black, for I was surely a woman bathed and living in grief. My hands trembled as I fastened the thirty-eight buttons of my dress, struggled to hook the edges of my petticoats and skirt, and lacing up my boots was an exercise in utter patience. I dared not put even a dab of red on my lips. When Margaret came into the house, for she never did knock, I was breathless from dressing and from anticipation.


“Hello, Julia,” she said, and I was happy to see her also dressed in black and curiously almost as glad to see her.


“I’m ready.”


“One is never really ready, Julia, but we must go. The driver is waiting.”


We rode in utter silence save for the clop, clop, clop of the horses’ feet on the brick roadway. It was a glorious spring day, the sun was blazing, and the world had turned from gray to green during the past month. We went for miles and miles and suddenly a patch of green grass opened up into a larger field and I realized we were at the Park Lawn Cemetery. Margaret let the horses continue and then yelled out, “Halt,” when we approached a large white statue that must have been of some saint or angel I did not recognize. The carriage stopped and she told me to get out, and we lifted up our heavy skirts and touched the ground and I knew to follow her, silently, of course.


We weaved our way through grave marker after grave marker and then Margaret started to slow her walk and I felt as if someone had set an entire cooking stove on top of my chest. I wanted to run and escape, yet I kept moving forward, one foot and then another, until she stopped, pushed my arm, and then pointed to a row of tiny white markers.


There were five snow-white marble markers, barely a foot high and wide, all in a row. Every single one of them said Baby Briton. I turned to her, absolutely incredulous and unable to speak.


“The first two are mine. One was a boy. One was a girl. The third and last baby I had was Charles.”


There was a long pause and while she said, “The other three are yours,” I was already on the ground, lying with my face in the grass, my arms spread to touch all three of the markers, not realizing that the sobs piercing the air were my own.


I have no idea how long I lay there and it does not matter because now I knew where to go. Now I knew where my babies were buried. Now I could come and talk to them and tell them stories and trim the grass around the edges of their markers and sing them all the songs I had memorized just for them. Baby Briton one, two, and three were not just markers to me, but living signs of love, if only for a moment, that had been inside of me and that would live within my heart forever.


My sorrow, the depth of my loss, the sight of those markers was seeping inside of me and into a place that only a mother who has suffered such a tragedy can understand, and it was only the muffled sound of Margaret sobbing that brought me to my feet. I pulled myself up from the grass, taking care to grab a handful and stuff it into my pocket, and then moved back to stand next to Margaret, who was struggling to compose herself.


I was beginning to realize that life can be painful and absolutely remarkable at the same time. I had lost three precious souls and yet I now knew where my babies were. Then, in the next second, when Margaret slipped her hand inside of mine and pulled it tight against her chest, next to her heart, I realized too that love and acceptance do not always meet at the same moment.


Margaret held my hand until we stepped back into the carriage and from that moment on, she was not just my mother-in-law, but also my friend.





The Namesake Kelly Girl Spins Back in Time


It took me three seconds to decide that I was never going to have sex, fall in love, acquire a mother-in-law, date, or talk back to my own mother again. I never kept one of those promises, but at the time, it seemed like all of those things were perfectly reasonable life options. When the tape clicked off and I dried my eyes, I tiptoed over to the bedroom window and looked out to make certain Julia was still bird watching.


She had fallen asleep in the chair with her head tipped to one side, the binoculars dangling from her hand, the bird book lying just out of arm’s reach at her feet. It looked as if she were the most helpless, fragile woman in the world and that none of the brave and daring adventures she had already undertaken could have actually happened. Then it struck me that perhaps she had not fallen asleep, but died, right there, while I was snooping through her drawers and listening to something she obviously was not ready to share with me.


I quickly put the recorder back in the box and ran downstairs so fast that she nearly fell off the chair when I bounced down the steps and landed at her feet.


“Dear girl, what is wrong?”


“I just wanted to make sure you are okay, that something hadn’t happened.”


“Oh my! Don’t worry about that, Kelly. Once you get past eighty you will need a nap now and then too. I’m still healthy as a big old horse and there’s some miles left in me, some things I still have to do.”


“But you’ve already done so much, Grandma. What could be left?”


She was quiet for a moment and then asked me to get her a glass of water, but before I could turn to get it, she grabbed my arm to stop me. Something remarkable happened to me then. It was as if the whole world had stopped and Julia and I were the only two in it. I had the same strange but lovely feeling I had that day on the porch years before when I had been able to see what she looked like as a young woman. This time I saw her lying on the grass at the cemetery, the first time she visited the graves of her lost babies, and there was no way I could stop the tears that started to cascade down my face.
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