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Now there are no more words,

But you will know, when I sing

For others, that I bring

To you alone

A leaf, a flower, and a stone.

—Anne Morrow Lindbergh, from

“A Leaf, a Flower, and a Stone,”

The Unicorn and Other Poems






Preface



These pages represent a kind of journal, with chapters taken from my own diary entries, written off and on between May 1999, the time my mother came to live with us in Vermont, and February 7, 2001, when she died. I first began to keep a record of this period for myself alone, hoping to make some sense of my turbulent thoughts, feelings, and moods surrounding my mother’s presence and care. I realized that in some ways my own inner world was as scattered and as volatile as hers seemed to be, in our final months together. And, like my mother before me, I knew that the only solution for me in a time of such difficulty and confusion was to write. This is not, however, an exact reproduction of my diary. It became clear to me as I continued writing that I was writing a book, and that I was writing it in the hope that what I revealed of my own experience, as honestly as I could, might help other people in similar family situations. I found myself expanding upon the original entries as I typed them into the computer, adding a new thought here or an old memory there, as these thoughts and memories came to me.

I also chose to use excerpts from my mother’s writings as chapter headings and to incorporate some of these in the body of the book. It was very important to me that her writing voice, too, should be heard in this record of events that concern her so deeply.

She was not able to write about the last part of her life in the way that she chronicled so much of her earlier experience, with candor, skill, and eloquence, for more than sixty years. And she will never read what has been written here about her. All the same, the truth about this book is that it is not mine but ours.








Summer 1999



My mother is ninety-three now, an age she never expected nor wished to achieve. She has outlived her husband, her two sisters, her brother, one of her sons, one of her daughters, and two of her grandchildren. Ten years ago she experienced a series of strokes and was left physically frail and confused, which resulted in the need for full-time care. With round-the-clock caregivers to attend her, she continued to live in her home in Connecticut. Someone, either a caregiver or a family member, would drive her north to visit me and my family in Vermont, where she has a house on our farm, for weeklong visits several times a year, and for holidays.

On Memorial Day weekend 1999, Mother was diagnosed with pneumonia here in Vermont, and since then she has not been back to Connecticut. Even before this happened, my brothers and I felt that our mother had become too isolated in her home. Her circle of old friends was fast diminishing, and her neighbors, who remained loving and loyal visitors, were beginning to be concerned about her. It had become very difficult for her four children to monitor her well-being from the distance of our own adult lives in other parts of the world. We decided that it was best for our mother to stay with me in Vermont for the time being.

Mother does not live in my house, but in a smaller one that my husband, Nat Tripp, designed and had built for her just up the dirt road, only a hundred yards away. I visit her in the evenings, but full-time caregivers keep her company twenty-four hours a day. They help her eat and dress, and tend to her bathing and personal care. Most of them are Buddhists, associated with a Buddhist meditation center established in Barnet, Vermont, in the same year I moved to the area. The head of the team is Ann Cason, who has been a Buddhist as well as a care professional—a coordinator of care—for more than thirty years, working all over the country. I met Ann when she created a care system for my uncle John Wilkie in New York during his last years. His widow, my aunt Margot, a lifetime Buddhist, has been one of my mother’s closest friends for seventy years. My mother, who is not a Buddhist, used to describe herself as “a lapsed Presbyterian,” but Aunt Margot still referred us to Ann Cason.

I know that Mother is very fortunate to be able to afford such care, and that I am very fortunate to have her near—but not in—my home. All the same, I don’t know what to do with her. It is the silence. It isn’t a matter of not being able to talk to her. I can talk, but she doesn’t answer, though I believe that she understands everything I say, even if she chooses to pay less attention at certain times than at others. She rarely answers, in fact she rarely speaks, and she does not write at all. This astonishes me. Words were central to her life for as long as I have known her, and yet she appears perfectly comfortable without them. She does not miss them. I, on the other hand, am at a loss. I am bewildered, confused, absolutely at sea, in my mother’s silence.
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September 1999




I learned to know the world through words, but they were not my own. From the beginning of my life, as I remember it, everything I understood was made plain to me in her language, which I knew much better than my own. Her quiet voice, her exquisite gentle articulation, her loving eloquence, all of these things spoke me through my days, comforted my nights, and gave each hour of every twenty-four its substance, shape, and meaning from the time that I was born.

She knew me well, and at each moment of my need, she spoke the words I needed. Sometimes the words were abstract, the language vague, but the message was always uncannily the right one for that instant. When I was a child—the youngest of her five offspring—and injured or unhappy, she would say, “Everybody loves you, Reeve!” and that was enough to draw the healing circle of affection around me and mend my trouble, whether it was a skinned knee or a bruised heart.

When I was grown and had my own daughter, and reveled in the ecstatic connection between me as nursing mother and my baby at my breast, my mother watched us and told me, “It is, of course, the only perfect human relationship.” This made me laugh, but at the same time, I believed her. I still do.

Then later, when I lost my first son just before his second birthday, she who had also lost her first son knew what to say, and she was one of the few people I was willing to listen to. She told me the truth first. After I had found my baby’s dead body one January morning, just after it was taken away but before the family had gathered together in shock and bewilderment to comfort one another, my mother said, “This horror will fade, I can promise you that. The horror fades. The sadness, though, is different. The sadness remains…”

That, too, was correct. The horror faded. I left it behind me in that terrible winter, but the sadness remained. Gradually, over the years, it became a member of my family, like our old dog sleeping in the corners. I got used to my sadness, and I developed a kind of affection for it. I still have conversations with it on cloudy days. Come here, sadness, I say, come sit with me and keep me company. We’ve known each other for a long time, and we have nothing to fear from each other. But my mother was right. It does remain.

At the time of my son’s death, when I asked my mother what would happen to me as the mother of the child, how that part of me would continue, she said, “It doesn’t. You die, that’s all. That part of you dies with him. And then, amazingly, you are reborn.”

At the time, it was very hard to believe the last part of what she said, although I understood the dying part. It felt that way, certainly. I did not expect to feel any other way, ever again. But she was right again. I died with my first son, and then later, never thinking it could happen, I was reborn into a whole different life with my second.

Sometimes I still hear my mother’s voice in my head, telling me that all is well, that the logic of existence is intact—not painless but intact and, in its own way, beautiful—and that she is still here.

In fact, she is still here. And she speaks on rare occasions, but not in the clear, quiet voice I used to know so well, inhabited by a meaning intended, as I always believed, just for me. One of my mother’s great gifts with language was that each person who listened to her, like each person who read her books, believed that she was talking intimately and exclusively to him or her.

Age and illness have silenced her now, and she lives in silence to such a degree that speech, when it does come, seems unfamiliar to her, her voice hoarse and thick with the difficulty brought on by disuse, a rustiness of pipes and joints too long unlubricated by their once normal flow. She speaks to make a discomfort known, perhaps—“I’m cold”—or to ask an idle question: “Is someone in the kitchen?” “What are you reading?”

Reading. There it is. Reading. That’s where I have learned to look for her lately. That’s where she is. That is where she lives now. Reading. I am just beginning to understand, and my understanding excites me in the way an explorer must feel when coming to the top of what seemed an impenetrable mountain, treeless with rocky escarpments and no view, and suddenly, without warning or expectation, sees a whole new country beyond…fields, forest, a river that was not on any map.

She once conversed and kept silence only briefly, as an emphasis in conversation. Silence for her was like a rest in music: a pause with a point. She would stop talking, then sigh, then look me in the eye or glance briefly, mysteriously away. Then she would say something that would make me laugh, or that I would write down to treasure always:

“Grandmothers are either tired…or lonely!” “The cure for loneliness is solitude.” (I am just beginning to understand what this means.)

Later, poignantly, after my father—along with most of the men of his generation—had passed away, she would tell me, “Grandchildren are the love affair of old age.” When we asked a friend to design and paint a toy chest for the grandchildren who visited her, we had that aphorism painted on the side of it.

Now, instead of conversing, she reads. She reads almost constantly, unless she is sleeping, or eating, or watching a video on television in the evening. She often reads without interruption; even when company is in the room, she does not look up from the book, sometimes for hours.

She reads while sitting in the armchair in her living room, from any one of a pile of books neatly stacked on the table in front of her, near the vase of flowers, and the collection of smooth stones, a seashell or two, and one stuffed plush robin that was given to her as a party favor at a grandson’s birthday in July. It’s a Beanie Baby, I notice.

“I love him very much,” she says to me, when I pick up and hold the stuffed bird for a moment, admiring his puffed-out red breast and the brightness of the two plastic yellow-and-black beads that are his eyes. Does she remember the party? Does she remember the grandson? (The last time my brother Land called, when I was sitting with her, she told him, “I’m here with my sister,” and looked over pleasantly at me.)

I don’t know what she remembers, and I finally have learned not to ask. In any case, it would be rude to interrupt her. She is reading.

Sometimes, if I am with her for several hours and she leaves the room to take a nap or to use the bathroom, I look through the pile on her table to see which books she has chosen for the week. The first time I did this, I almost laughed out loud—not at the reading material, but at my own surprise.

These were the same books, or at least the same authors, I had seen for forty-five years on her tables and shelves. There were even some of the same titles I had memorized as a child, without understanding their meaning, when I lay on the bed in her room early in the morning, after having crept into bed with my parents in the middle of the night because of a bad dream, or a sudden noise outside, or simply because I had fallen into one of the unnameable bottomless crevasses of fear and loneliness in which some children find themselves when there is darkness everywhere.

Here they were all over again: The Divine Milieu by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin;Four Quartets by T. S. Eliot; Rainer Maria Rilke’s Duino Elegies. I remembered these all so well. I remembered, too, as I looked at the Duino Elegies how many years it took before I could appreciate Rilke, despite having been introduced to his books on my mother’s shelves almost before I could read. The air was so thin as to be almost unbreathable, it seemed to me, in the intellectual and poetic atmosphere in which this man lived and thought. His literary and poetic presence was so ethereal, so romantic, that I couldn’t imagine him in the flesh and could not picture him with any physical body at all.

As a teenager, I was taken by my mother, who adored Rilke, to the church where he was buried in a village in the Rhone Valley in Switzerland. There I was told that the poet had died from an infection caused, my mother told me in a voice hushed with awe and sorrow, “from the prick of a rose…” All I could do at the time was nod respectfully, but inside I was muttering to myself, Give me a break!

I came to love Rilke despite his lofty aesthetics, and I should not have been surprised to see him so well represented in my mother’s daily readings. Why was I so surprised? Was it that her reading sophistication was so much more elevated than her conversation level? Isn’t that true for all of us? Most people can read much more profoundly than they can write, speak, or even think. For me, this is one of the great humiliations of being literate at all. If I can read Shakespeare, why can’t I write Shakespeare? It’s not fair.

I suppose I am surprised that my mother’s ability to read and think has not been taken from her, while the ability to use what she is reading and thinking clearly has. Or has it?

I make so many assumptions in my love for this person who is very old and very quiet. Desperate for communication, equally desperate for some kind of certainty in the bafflement and enigma that her old age has presented, I hang on every one of the few words my mother utters. I decide at certain moments that my aging parent has always been an oracle. At other moments, depressed and discouraged, I think she must have become an idiot.

I rediscovered a printed copy of a speech she delivered in New York City in 1981, about aging (she was then seventy-five), and I found it so moving that I brought it to show her last week, and to read it aloud, in the evening. She had spoken to a group of women at the Cosmopolitan Club about the inevitability of moving from stage to stage in one’s life, and the need to welcome each stage with a different readiness while learning from the movement itself. She likened the process to a game of musical chairs, and she quoted Simone Weil, T. S. Eliot, Bernard Baruch, and others. At the end of the speech she read from one of Eliot’s Four Quartets, “Dry Salvages,” finishing with these words:


The moments of happiness—not the sense of well-being,

Fruition, fulfillment, security or affection,

Or even a very good dinner, but the sudden illumination—

We had the experience but missed the meaning,

And approach to the meaning restores the experience

In a different form, beyond any meaning

We can assign to happiness.



My mother’s caregivers loved the speech as much as I did.

“Thank you, Mrs. Lindbergh,” someone said into the quiet after I finished reading. “Those are wonderful words.”

“Aren’t they?” I said. I was pleased and turned to my mother in her chair. “It is such a beautiful speech—so much insight, so much humor. It’s a gift!”

But my mother was looking at me with an intensity that I had misinterpreted. She had looked this way all through my reading, and I had thought it was a listener’s intensity. Instead it was internal preoccupation, something with too much force of its own to allow her to hear anything else. “Take me!” she said. “Take me away! They spank children here!”

I don’t think there was a pause. We all reassured her at once. Nobody would spank her, nobody spanked anybody here.

“I don’t allow spanking on my farm!” I said with a smile. We all talked about spanking among ourselves—all except my mother, who had fallen silent once more. I recalled, to the room in general, my mother’s fear of one grim childhood nanny. Had she been spanked far, far in the past? It must have been awful.

“They spank children!” my mother said several times, as if she hadn’t heard the conversation at all. We continued to reassure her until finally she said to me, as if weary of the whole topic, and of me and my lack of comprehension, “Please—go.” It was late, and I went.

Into the pool of mystery—which frightens me—leaps a whole team of explanations, like lifeguards, busily rescuing me with their practiced phrases: “She doesn’t understand what she’s saying…This can’t mean anything. It’s just nonsense.” Or, conversely, “What is she trying to say? It must mean something very important. I must try to understand. What’s wrong with me, that I don’t understand?”

Conversation was so integral to my own sense of my mother’s life and identity that I cannot accept its absence. I find myself inventing her speech when I am with her, and continuing with the invention long afterward. Now my mother’s eloquence has found new life in my mind, and in my dreams.

I dreamed that we were together on a bench at a railway station. All three of us sat there: first me at one end, then right next to me the mother I had known all my life—vivid, eloquent, well dressed—then at the far end, this little silent one, only half visible. That is to say, she was not fully fleshed but ghostlike, a human being already partly vanished into the elements. She was pale gray and insubstantial, a fog-person.

“You just have to take care of her,” my real mother said to me. She was authentic, I knew. Her voice was clear and compelling, her eyes that dark blue I knew so well. She was wearing a trim suit and a traveling hat (the one false note; she never wore hats) with an improbable feather poking out the back of it, jaunty and unusual, an inch wide but a foot long. It looked like a pheasant’s feather. This made sense because my mother has always been fond of pheasants and had a particular favorite she used to feed on her lawn in Connecticut. But the hat itself was very uncharacteristic. Perhaps I should have felt warned, but I did not. I was comforted.

Her voice was so welcome! It was absolutely familiar. I had not heard it, or that tone in it, for so long. It was her teacher’s voice, gentle and insistent. She was telling me a truth I could not doubt. She was giving me an instruction.

“You just have to take care of her, Reeve. Nothing else.”

Just take care of her. Nothing else. This I could understand. This was my real mother’s message to me from her real self, about my task as it related to this vestigial, wraithlike Other Mother, by whom we were both confronted and crowded on the railway bench. There wasn’t really room for all three of us. We were uncomfortable as we waited, and I never learned how many of us were going to get on the train. But my mother had the answer. Just take care of her. That was all I had to do. I didn’t have to understand her or identify with her. I didn’t even have to love her, as I had so intensely loved my real mother, for more than fifty years.

How simple, and how wonderful! My mother had returned to me, and she had healed my hurts and solved my problems once again.

Long ago, when my infant son Jonathan developed encephalitis, he became unfamiliar to me for a time in the manifestations of his disease. He did not seem to be the baby I knew, cheerful and responsive. Instead he was fretful, racked with crying, prone to spasms and other strange movements and behaviors that I had never seen and could not interpret or control. I was exhausted from his condition and my own. The long vigil of his illness had left me sleepless. When I did sleep, I dreamed that my sick child was a changeling. At the end of the ordeal, the dream told me, if I just had the courage to see it through, I would get my own boy back. This one would vanish into whatever eerie dimension he had come from, and my own beloved healthy infant would return.

I have often felt this way about my mother, in recent years, so it was a joy to find her again in the railway-station dream, just as I always knew her (except for the hat). And with her words, she had lifted my trouble and my burden.

But then, of course, I woke up in the morning and remembered that there is so much else! In a situation like mine, there is memory, and there is frustration, and there is grief, and there is guilt. In fact, there is more guilt than anything else. No matter how good the care provided, no matter how much attention or how much money is spent to address their needs, no matter how extensive the medical treatment lavished upon our beloved elders, there is always guilt, and it is always the same.

We feel guilty because our parents are living at home and are not doing well. We feel guilty because they have been removed from their homes by our arrangement and are not happy about it. We feel guilty because we live far away from them and do not see them often enough. We feel guilty because we live close by and still don’t see them often enough. We feel guilty because we live with them and see them every day, but our presence does not seem to help them.

I think we feel guilty about our aging parents, regardless of their circumstances, not because we have not done our best for them but because we have. Our efforts only emphasize the truth that we and they must live with every day. Whatever we have done, whatever we continue to do, it isn’t enough. It won’t change the fact that we cannot keep them alive, not forever. We cannot keep them healthy and happy, we cannot keep them with us much longer. They are exactly where they are, close to the end of life. There is nothing we can do about it.

It strikes me as ironic that even though my mother is frail, confused, tired, and nearing the end of her life, she also has to keep moving. She already moved away from her former life—her friends, her work, her routines, even her most familiar daily surroundings, now that she is no longer in her house in Connecticut but in her “vacation house” with me in Vermont.

She left her marriage behind twenty-five years ago when her husband died. After more than forty years of life as half of a partnership, and a complex partnership at that, she moved abruptly into a completely different stage of life, one that she referred to in her writings as “active widowhood.” Then, fifteen years after his death, her own health deteriorated suddenly due to a series of small strokes. At that time her life changed even more abruptly than at my father’s passing, which had been a relatively gradual process. There was a period of agitation and confusion. The round-the-clock care in her own home, with the accompanying loss of control and independence, must have required an extraordinarily difficult adjustment for her. It may have produced, in itself, some of the agitation from which she suffered, and from which we all suffered at that time.

My own feeling is that she has been restless ever since. Even her reading seems restless, with a quality of seeking, yearning, moving, trying to go somewhere. Something in her now always needs to keep moving, to expend energy on motion, whether of the body, mind, or spirit. Yet at the same time, she appears very tired.

What a disturbance all this movement must be! What agitation and locomotion old age brings! Maybe my mother is simply too travel conscious, too preoccupied by the perpetual journeying, to make conversation. She has no time for anything but the essentials. She is ready to go, dressed for the journey, pheasant feather in her cap, waiting for the train.

On the rare occasions when she talks with me, really talks, using more than one or two words at a time, she often discusses traveling. She speaks with a good deal of urgency, too, as she repeats to me and to her caregivers that she wants to go home. I don’t know where “home” is for my mother now. I used to think, since she said this when I was with her in Vermont, that it must mean she wanted to go back to Connecticut, to the house she and my father designed and built in 1963, on the property where they raised us all in a much larger house, which they sold to another young family after we grew up.

My mother lived in this second, smaller Connecticut house for thirty-six years, much longer than in any other home my parents had shared since their marriage in 1929. But her caregivers tell me that when she is in Connecticut, she says then, too, she wants to go home, even more frequently than she says it now in Vermont.

This has me stumped. What does she mean? Is she thinking of the house in Englewood, New Jersey, where she spent her own childhood? Is it some favored one among the many homes she and my father shared all over the world? England, France, Switzerland, Hawaii? Is it an actual home, in the sense of a physical place, at all?

I have theorized that this “going home” was a kind of metaphor, representing my mother’s instinctive spiritual urge to leave the body and become united with the vastness of the universe—that my mother, in simple language, was asking to be dead. I’m not so sure about this kind of thinking, though. Is it her wish that she be released from the burden of her aging body and her drifting mind, or is it mine? This is always the question when one tries to interpret the wishes of someone who makes us uncomfortable and who cannot speak for herself. Someone else’s silence is a vast field of temptation, an open invitation on which to project one’s own conscious or unconscious thoughts.

I remember driving her over a highway in New Hampshire only a year or two ago and being startled to hear her say in a loud voice, after a long silence, “I’m afraid of dying!”

I was moved almost to tears and tried to think of a way to respond sympathetically. Of course she was afraid of dying. She was frail, and weak, and ninety years old.

“Yes, I can certainly understand that, Mother,” I offered gently, hoping she would talk further, that the talking might help her with her fear. “But what is it, exactly? Is it the thought of dying itself, a sense of pain and struggle, or is it leaving old friends, leaving the world, leaving your family…” I struggled for other examples and felt myself warming up to this discussion, but she looked over at me with irritation and said firmly, from the passenger seat, “It’s your driving!”

The other night, when she expressed again her unfathomable longing to go home, I tried to respond with understanding and kindness, mixed with solicitude. “Are you sure, Mother? It’s very late. Do you really want to get in a car and drive all those hours, all the way to Connecticut?”

She fixed me with a speculative glance. Who was I? What should she say? Then she replied thoughtfully, “Well, I wouldn’t mind doing a little shopping on the way.”

The evenings with her are not always easy, but they are lively and rich and full of surprises. It is in the mornings that my life is most often a stone in me. I sit crouched and small around it, weighted down at the bottom of the pool that is now murky with questions I cannot answer and responsibilities I don’t understand. There is no possibility of surfacing, there are no lifeguards in sight. Again, at these times I don’t know whose gravitational pull it is, mine or my mother’s that has sunk me so deeply in such unclear waters.

Looking in the morning mirror, I ask myself, What is that face I see? How did I get here from childhood? A fifty-four-year-old woman with glasses and wrinkles, brooding about her confused ninety-three-year-old mother in diapers. This is not what I asked for! This is not where I wanted to be!

My mother, at least, is free of numbers, free of the besieging notions we all have about numerical age. A few days ago, on an afternoon when language was flowing more freely for her than usual, a friend of a granddaughter of hers asked her gently how old she was.

“How old am I?” she repeated, as if surprised by the question. Why would anyone want to know?

Someone helpfully prompted, “You just had your ninety-third birthday, isn’t that right?” But she looked up, laughed, and denied it. “Heavens, no! I’m about sixty-five.” It sounded right. I remember that year. She was working hard, writing introductions to her journals to be published by Harcourt in a series, and my father was still alive. I think he had begun to be ill by then, but the illness seemed peripheral to their lives—a little trouble, as yet undiagnosed.

For myself, every morning the confusion and bewilderment and loss in me moves slowly and lightens as I wake up to the details of the day. “The Good Lord is in the details,” someone wrote, and it is true that I rise, through one detail after another, every day. Maybe I rise to meet Him, I don’t know. I have no sense of my final destination. I know only that I’m ascending, and that I’ll surface eventually, and that details do the job.

First I am lifted, just a bit, by the wet leaves of autumn on the lawn outside my window. Then I continue a little more, watching the old dog who drinks from a puddle in the driveway. I rise further because the puppy has left a puddle on the newspapers in her bedtime crate, because it is not possible to wallow with stones and mysterious pools and clean up after a puppy at the same time.

Coffee and orange juice are always uplifting, and so is sunlight. The kitchen is warm and bright. Soon my husband and my son come down the stairs, one big and gray-haired, one small and tousled, both still blinking with sleep.

Nat is looking for coffee, Ben for his socks. He never says “I can’t find my socks,” but instead, politely, “Do you know where there might be some socks?” As if his socks were a community household item, like pencils, with many possible and generalized locations.

“There should be some in your top drawer,” I suggest, “or else in the laundry basket. Or maybe there’s an extra pair right here in the kitchen, in the bag with all your soccer stuff.” I get enthusiastic about my suggestions. I rise higher, up from the murk, heading toward the light and perhaps toward the Good Lord, too; triumphantly holding up a pair, in fact many potential pairs from any number of hiding places, of Ben’s clean white socks.

Soon we are in the car driving to school, and Ben starts a discussion with me about words.

“When I say ‘a few,’ Mom, how many does that mean to you?”

“A few? It depends. If you’re talking about an audience for a concert, then twenty would be a few. But if you’re collecting eggs in the barn…”

“Let’s say eggs.”

“Then I’d say three is a few.”

“What about ‘a couple’?”

“Two.” Two is always a couple to me. I suppose sometimes three could be a couple, if I’m in a sloppy mood. But not when you’re talking about eggs. I wouldn’t call three eggs a couple, not at this time of year, when the light is dwindling and the hens are holding out on me. In November I’d call three eggs an abundance.

“How about ‘a group’?”

“Like a group of people? Maybe five or six. More than three, anyway, but four could qualify as a group, just barely.”

“And ‘a pack’?”

“Eight, at least. That’s my opinion.” How many wolves in a pack? How many wolves snapping at my heels throughout life? The wolf of fear, the wolf of sadness, the wolf of death, the wily wolf of love.

“Okay, now ‘a crowd.’” Ben is orderly, more interested in progression than rumination.

“Twenty. Where does this come from, Ben?” School? Television? A game somebody else taught him?

“Just from my mind. Hey, what’s ‘a flight’?” He asks this as we drive up the longest hill, almost a small mountain in New England terms.

“As in birds? A flight of swallows?”

“Sure. Why not?”

We reach the crest of the hill, and suddenly I am all the way awake, my sun has risen. There is open sky above us, autumn trees, branches not quite bare but tattered with leaves, edging the pastures all around. The hillsides, brown and gold, spread downward below us. I am above, flying with Ben’s birds.

They are just from his mind, and yet they circle and sweep the sky, a flight of swallows, light as snow or wind or the memory of spring, free of earth and thought.

“At least a dozen,” I say, and we’re over the top, heading into the valley.

“That makes sense,” my son agrees comfortably.

Down the winding valley road, across the bridge and over the short paved lane into the school grounds. As he gets out of the car, Ben is suddenly older, swinging one strap of his backpack over his shoulder. He is in seventh grade this fall. He needs to leave me now and get into his school self and his classroom, but I can’t quite let him go.

“Ben, I have just one thing to say to you. Do you know what it is?”

That I love you deeply, that you have floated me up above the surface of the murky mysteries this morning, and then, even further, have helped me to rise up with swallows into the wide and optimistic sky.

He smiles. He knows.

“Mom, I’m already late, almost. See you.”

“See you.”

We wave at each other, and he walks away. I turn the car around and drive home, wordless, into the opening day.
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