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KISSING GRANNIMUMS GOODBYE

On The Plane- Ottawa to L.A. HMarch"19th,“'1978 Brook Simons

It all seems to come down to living and dying. Sitting
with Grannimums, holding her soft hand, feeling so many things she
had to tell me. How very simple all my commotion seemed as I
stroked her forehead and looked out the hospital window at the
grey Ontario sky, an ambulance and one house.

Saying goodbye to Mom at the Ottawa Airport, walking
in my sandals through the snow on the airfield out to the plane,
the sadness reminds me of my own strength, permeating my being
until it breaks into leaves eut from the order of 1ife "that
float through me to find the nature of my being, a green meadow
covering earth as soft as her cheek, ready to take my tears as
seed.

Traveling three thousand miles to stroke her forehead,
and pat her hands, comihg into her hospital room, the first
thing I saw behind the curtains was her hand, open on a pink, silk
pillow. I had put rose-colored polish on my nails, and hers was
the same color. I put my hand on hers. The tips of my fingers
matched hers so I couldn't tell for a second which belonged to the
woman I was compelled to kiss goodbye and which were the fingers
that I demand to mold a life as full and good as hers. I put
my finger in her hand, wanting to feel that she was holding on to
mine the way a child does. I put my face close to her ear, told

her [ liked ‘her maill ‘pelish, and teold her I iloved hers
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I wanted to be connected to her, to know the essence
of her loveliness, which seemed easier with no speech or smiles
or stiff upper lips. At first she opened her eyes a few times.

Naked, wide brown eyes, scared, sad, bewildered and annoyed. Oh
how I wanted to put my arms around the questions in her eyes. Mom
covered up her shoulder with a pink shawl, the bones still. with

a girl's grace, and I thought of her falling in love, a gown

she couldn't wait to wear and a handsome man unable to avoid the
promises that I saw still, as I watched the pulse in her neck.

My life was full of vital plans and idle junk when she
became so ill that she had to be moved from her house to the hospital.
I needed to be with her, and everything she ever was and her reasons
for life came through her hands to me. Had she been well, it would
have been too far and expensive to go fo for her knowledge, and had
we been able to speak, I would have forced a premature birth of my
questions that were not yet ready for words.

She could not speak, and as I sat looking at her, my fingers
combing her hair, I was on a plane that let the whole realm of my
inexperience open to her conclusions. She had so many years, wars,
children, art, research, writing, documenting, reading and
always the sharp eyes observing the slightest accomplishment or
need for love. She lay there alive, her genes in me and in my mother,
asleep in the chair beside me. She was the source of my being, and
my knowing finally, what on earth I am here for. From her presence,

I found the ¢larity that I expect myself to have, to sift, as she did,

frivolity from freedom.
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Marraige, children, loyalties, priorities, work, birth, death,
all the.possibilities for the one course we can make from birth, through
all the rebirth that life brings and the ultimate bearing of one's self
into death. I knew from a geometry teacher, who I think may be in my
mind if I ever drift back over my life as Grannimums I was sure was
doing, that there is only one line that can be drawn from pointlA to
point B. For a person, though, those points of birth and death seem
to be points that are planes, and our life is the many lines from one
to the other, cross-hatched, colored, woven, torn, repaired but
unavoidably producing a piece of fabric that Will be a valued treasure
if the weaver has an eye for beauty.

I wanted to have my Grandmother, the way oﬁe keeps a
loved person within themselves to look to when the course seems
murky. My time is not her time, perhaps our criticism and praise
would be triggered by elements unfamiliar to each other, but time
is not different from space, it merely is a measurement of it.

So I sat with my chin on the cold rails of her bed, as if I
were a new model car with a tank made for fuel refined by her pearls
and powder, her hugs that made it all okay, her time turned into
the widsom left for the journey through mine.

I had to come. I was not her child with years of her
presence to equip me with the philosophy and practicalties a mother
conveys. My mother is especially mine, as Grannimums is hers. There
is no other Mother I could possibly have who could grow with me,
enough years lived before I came, to find a language for our exchange

of her knowledge, my aggravation and love that keeps us young and

always preparing both of us to find the way to create our own charts.
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My Mother's Mother took imperceptible breaths beside me, then
a few short deep ones, her chest still strong enough to demand more
air, and I had to feel her there, just be with her especially then
when every bit of advise, every gesture that taught by example,
every thing she had ever done was coming home to her, as if all
of her had to be returned to its source before she would be ready
to 6.

I am glad I waited until she was lost in the freedom of
roaming through her years. My Mother was standing by the bed and
looked down on her and said, "I wonder where she is." There were
so many places she could have been in that realm where I felt she was,
where time slowly unfastens itself like a corset she wore. Time,
like a corset I will never wear, finally allowing one of its
long-stemmed, tightly-petaled roses to blossom in the perfection
of space not marked by the hours of a lifetime.

My Mother said once that in looking back, she saw that
14 fedisrd Ut & string»of splendid moments. These embryos of her
words and the example of her existence attach themselves to the
womb of my mind. They are not dictates flung at me. They are
all the children that would have been conceived if their purpose
had been life. I was conceived, I was borm. I was meant to be alive
because I am. The complexities of embryo's fertilized by a daughter's
exXistence and growing to structure her being are intangible and
their discipline more elusive than a baby made with a man. Those
children are hung by their heels, slapped, swabbed and laid on their
mothers' chests. They have the certainity of life, no matter its

length. But a mother is always a woman, and each gift of Femininity
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her daughter perceives has a possibility for growth and birth just as if
it were a child conceived. There is no certainty that circumstance will
cultivate weeds, wildflowers or neatly arranged bouquets. There is
only the hope and dedication that rambles and briars and buds can be
trimmed into a woman. A mother must be the one with shears and
muddy knees coming in with sweat pouring down her face for a cool
drink before attacking her garden or her daughter with gentle hands
and well-planned words. A girl is given many sunny days to grow
in if her Grandmother was not afraid of the earth and grew a girl
flower into a woman to carry on with her tools and rules and kisses.

A mother raises her children and .cherishes the leaveé
and shells .a‘' child rushes, ruddy-faced to bring her. When andaughter is
toor old./"for her to watch her sloulders turning pink or her lips blue,
too old to warn not toswim too far out,when a daughter is old enough
to jgaradthe pain of: ehildbirtH into plegdsure,  a Grandmother has
smiles and praise for her daughter's daughter. A Grandmother has
no desire to see weeds, not mine. She sees a little girl, already
perfect, and if she is walking in the wrong direction, she will offer
a word, but mostly she had love and beauty with no curfews. Aall
my life this pure strong love has been there.

I had to come, as if this were the one demand she ever made
of me. Her sweet, smiling mouth, her silent conversation with me, I
feel she found me and all of use who love her finally worthy of passing
onto us her deepest wisdom, worthy of putting together all her love
for us in an always-shining sun. Wrapping one sunshine for each of us

in ‘a . lag.
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I had to come. She had a gift of brightness to give me,
always warm, always helping us grow, shining as she shows us
how to live, shining as she shows us the light with which to die, "l

and I wonder why anyone was surprised that I traveled three thousand’

miles to kiss her cheek and say goodbye.
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311 East 50"
Apartment 7H
New York, NY 10022

December 3, 1999

Mrs. A.V. Byers

1510 Riverside Drive, #1202
Ottawa, Ontario KIG 4X5
Canada

Dear Granny,

It was good to catch up with you by phone while I was in Seattle. I'm glad to hear that you are
doing well.

I returned from Seattle to find the enclosed letter in my mailbox. I guess that it did not make it to
you at the Ganaoque address in time. Nikki and I are both truly sorry for the delay in the thanks
to you because we had such a magnificent visit with you on the Island. At least now you also get
the enclosed photos of our most handsome family!

I had a lovely visit with our whole family in Seattle for Thanksgiving. It was really great to have
everyone together. I am sorry that our plans for Thanksgiving in New York did not work out,
but in light of the circumstance with our very ill close family friend, I am very happy that I made
it to Seattle.

After not seeing much of my family in the recent past, [’'m going to see quite of bit of them in the
coming weeks (hopefully it won’t be too much!). Derrik, Shawna, and Sophia are coming to
New York tomorrow and will be here for about a week. Kathryn will be coming into town on
the Sunday for a visit with all of us. A week from tomorrow, my dad arrives for a medical
conference and will be staying for about ten days. Three days after he leaves I return to Seattle
for Christmas (I’'m already counting down the days!).

Everything else is going very well for me. Work has its ups and downs but is turning out to be a
tremendous learning experience. My responsibilities continue to grow and when I decided to
move on, I will be in a position to move up. Nikki is doing very well. She is working quite hard
these days with both teaching and go to school herself. Fortunately, we are still able to find
some time to see each other. And New York is also home to some of my closest friends. In fact,
I will be meeting three of my closest friends from Wesleyan for dinner tonight.

Once again, I'm sorry for the postal delay.

Much Love,

-

Michael
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The Wilderness Society is a nonprofit membership organization dedicated to protecting and preserving 104 million acres of

wild lands throughout the U.S. For information, or to join The Wilderness Society, please write to us at 900 17th Street,
NW, Washington, DC 20006, or call us at (202) 833-2300
The Wilderness Society gratefully acknowledges the generous donation of this photograph, titled
Gneiss Lake
©1996 Richard Hamilton Smith, All Rights Reserved

THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY
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