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Before. And after.

Every moment, every thought, every event, everything can be divided into before and after.

Some of the divisions are bigger than others. Before breakfast, or before the funeral. After I grab my purse, or after I destroy the evidence.

Some of the divisions affect millions. Others affect only a single soul.

My grandfather taught me to lie on a warm autumn afternoon when I was thirty, and I am the only person who will ever remember it. It makes me a little lonely to think about, so I try not to. Maybe in some unforeseen after, being forgotten will hurt less.

Before, Thou shalt not lie is one of the ones that I kept very seriously, and with nearly the same success as I kept Thou shalt not kill. I was scrupulously honest, even when I had every reason not to be. I didn’t lie to my professors about how much time I spent on a project, I didn’t lie to my dentist about how often I flossed, and I didn’t lie to get insurance to pay for my surgery. I was incorruptible.

Or so I thought.

And then one day, I called my grandfather and he, very suddenly and without apology, did not remember me.

I see now, that was there it began.

“Hi, Grandpa, it’s me.”

“Who?” he yelled into the phone, his hearing nearly gone.

“It’s me!” I called him every week, and was the only one of his grandchildren to do so. ‘Hi, it’s me’ was the only introduction we’d ever needed.

“Who’s ‘me’?”

“Alice,” I said, still not understanding. He didn’t reply and cold misgivings coiled in my gut. Something was different. I added uncertainly, “John’s daughter.”

“John’s daughter?”

I smiled, the tension going out of my shoulders. “Yeah. Hi, Grandpa.”

“John doesn’t have a daughter.” Then he hung up on me, convinced I was either a Nazi infiltrator or a telemarketer, and just like that, I was gone.

I stood frozen. Shocked. 

My father didn’t have a daughter. Those visits to the family in Idaho, that time he had told me right in front of everyone that I was his favorite, the book I gave him one year just because, that hug through the car window when we were driving home from school and he was walking down the road: all erased.

I didn’t exist.

I put my phone back in my pocket, then sat on my bed and cried.

He remembered me just as suddenly on the next call, and the one after. But the calls that he didn’t remember become more and more common. Soon, he never remembered me at all.

I stopped calling.

When Liam got married, I hadn’t seen Grandpa in six years. Before that, he had been living with my aunt, but eventually had to move in with my parents after Aunt Susie couldn’t bear the suspicions and accusations anymore and her marriage fell apart.

I came parading into the house, husband and three children in tow. He was sitting on the couch, watching John Wayne save the day.

“Grandpa!” I called.

He looked up at me and his face lit with a smile.

Warm relief washed through me. He remembered my face. I’d been terrified that he wouldn’t.

Grandpa pushed himself up off the couch and shuffled toward me. “Hello!”

“How are you?”

He chuckled. “Sick, sad, sorry, broke, and disgusted, but other than that, I’m doing alright.” It was how he always answered.

I laughed. “Aww, we can do better than that! Here, come meet my kids.” I took his arm and led him to my family, still prying their shoes off in the doorway. “These are your great-grandkids. This is Aaron, and Will, and Renner.”

He smiled, nodding at each one. “Noisy critters, ain’t they?”

“Endlessly.”

Grandpa turned back toward me. “And what was your name?”

The smile on my lips turned brittle. Two broken heartbeats later, I said, “Alice. I’m John’s daughter.”

“John?”

“Yeah.” I clung to that broken smile like a lifeline.

“That’s my son.”

“I know. And he’s my dad.”

Grandpa frowned, confused. He must have seen the hurt in my eyes, try as I did to hide it, because he quickly stammered, “Oh, that’s right. I remember you.”

But he so clearly didn’t. And he didn’t remember on the days that followed either. On his most lucid days, he called me Meghan, confusing me for my mother. He attributed all of my children to her and, once again, I found myself neatly clipped out of the family. I looked at all my sons that he thought were theirs and realized he’d been right all those years ago- no daughters.

I paced endless laps around the kitchen table. Around and around and around. “How’s Grandpa?” I always asked, but I never liked the answer.

My mom paused on the other end of the line. “He’s… okay. Same old.”

Around and around and around the table. “Good.” What else was there to say? “And how’s packing going?”

“It’s fine, but…” Again, she hesitated. We aren’t a hesitating kind of family. We say what we think, the moment we think it, and any whiff of tact meant something was wrong. “About Grandpa.”

“Yeah?” My boys ran screaming through the kitchen and I yelled, “Savages! Go outside!” They didn’t.

“We took him to D.C. for house-hunting last week.”

“Oh, yeah?” I shoved the kids into their playroom and closed the door. “How’d it go?” Pace, pace, pace.

“One of the ones we went to-”

The kids burst back into the kitchen and I yelled again, “Boys! Out! I’m talking to Grandma!” And to my mother: “Sorry, I didn’t catch that. Gimme just a second.” I dug a fistful of granola bars out of the closet and lured the kids out the front door. “Leave the chickens alone, alright?” I closed the door. “Sorry. You were house-hunting?”

“Yeah. And Grandpa wanted to wait in the car, so Dad and I went inside. And when we were inside, he wandered off.”

I stopped, gripping the back of the chair. “What?”

It was something we had all worried about when Dad got his orders for D.C. Grandpa in D.C. was ludicrous. Too many people, too many cars, too many streets, too many ways to get lost or hurt or mugged.

“He’s okay,” she quickly assured me. “But it took us a while to find him. Actually- the cops found him.” Even thousands of miles away, I could hear the strain in her voice.

“Wow,” I said, sinking into the chair. I didn’t know what else to say. It wasn’t the first time the cops had found grandpa after he’d wandered off, but that had always been in nice suburban neighborhoods outside of small towns. Never in the crowded heart of the nation.

“We’ve been talking, and there’s just no way Grandpa can stay with us. There’s just… no way.”

I nodded, staring at the cluttered kitchen table. “Did Aunt Susie ever find a place?”

She sighed. “No. She’s been so busy. And I feel bad making her do everything all the time.”

“Yeah.”

“But… we’ve been talking to Uncle.”

I perked up. Uncle was only a two hours’ drive from me. And Delta was a beautiful little farming community. Grandpa would be welcomed with open arms. “That’d be- that’d be great! I mean, he finished his house, right?”

Again the hesitation. “Well- not really. But we have a plan.” Her voice picked up pace again, rushing along like a stream. “Dad’s gonna give our renters a month’s notice, and then Uncle can move in there with Grandpa. There’s lots of room for him to walk around the property and-”

It was perfect. The more she told me, the more I liked it. But there was just one thing. “But if they can’t move in for a month… Isn’t Dad reporting this week?”

“Yeah. That’s the part I needed to ask you about.”

It had been hinted at before. And just like that, all the pieces fell into place.

Three days later, I introduced myself to my grandfather.

Grandpa still didn’t remember me. He got used to me, and knew that I was his pharmacist and friend, but every time I reminded him that I was his granddaughter, he got this look of delighted surprise, like I had just told him he’d won the party’s only doorprize. I got to delight him with this multiple times a day.

My days, usually measured in snacks, diaper changes, and picture books, took on new yardsticks. Ensure drinks and denture cleanings and palmfuls of tiny white pills, and most of all, the same stories, stuck on infinite loop for hours at a time. I turned the music off so he could talk. We scheduled extra time to walk Will to kindergarten so Grandpa could shuffle along with us. I let the chickens out of their yard for longer so that he could sit on the patio and watch them hunt for seeds and bugs.

It was nice. Strange at times, certainly, and a little bittersweet at others, but mostly it was nice.

Sometimes, it was agonizing.

Grandpa woke one morning worrying about cancer, and that was one of the hardest story loops to shake him from.

His mother died of cancer. There’s no cure. Now he has cancer. He got it from his mother.

I tried asking about how he’d lost his finger.

But he didn’t remember. He remembered his mother. His mother died of cancer. There’s no cure.

What was his father like?

He was an alcoholic, so much so that he died of it. But his mother died of cancer. There’s no cure.

Could I make him anything for lunch? (This asked despite the untouched breakfast on the table in front of him.)

He has cancer. He got it from his mother.

His mother died of cancer.

It took me nearly two hours to get him to talk about how he started logging at age nine and had so much money that the bankers confiscated it. But by that time, my nerves were completely frayed from repeatedly comforting a sobbing old man in my kitchen who didn’t know how he got there and was dying of cancer, which he got from his mother. I didn’t know if Will was ready for school yet. I didn’t know what the baby was doing. I didn’t know what I was doing. It wasn’t even eleven yet and I was already on autopilot.

He talked about logging, adding embellishments that I knew weren’t true but he didn’t, and then he started talking about his kids.

“Let’s see, I’ve got the two boys. Ben and… and…”

“John,” I reminded him.

“Oh, you know John?”

“He’s my dad.”

That same look of wonder. “Well, I’ll be danged.” He grinned at me for a few moments and I smiled back, and then he continued, “And the two girls. No, three girls?”

“Three.”

“Lisa. And Amy. And…”

“Susie.”

“Right, Susie. And the three boys.”

“Two boys.”

“No, there’s John and Benny and…” He wrapped his hands around his head and muttered mild curses to himself. “And…”

“I think there’s just the two, Grandpa.”

“No, there’s another one.”

It was possible that there was another son I’d never heard about- a little boy who died young, or a child by another woman- but I doubted it. I did the dishes and let him think. I often just let him tell his stories, even if I was pretty certain that a nine-year-old didn’t have so much money that the bank had to confiscate it, or that he had once saved an entire Native tribe from bankruptcy, or that the story I’d heard from everyone else in the entire family about why he and Grandma had split up had been concocted to defame him, the real hero. But contradiction held its own perils.

“No, wait, it was three girls,” he announced, relieved. “Lisa and Susie and…”

“Amy.”

“Yeah. Lisa’s the youngest and I told her that she was in charge when I started to go down.” He looked at me meaningfully over his glasses and I nodded to show that I understood. “And I got all them other kids to agree, and that was the hardest part.”

The truth was that Lisa was the least involved in her father’s care, and ‘all them other kids’ rarely agreed on anything, let alone the care of their father, descending rapidly into advanced dementia. Assuming the meeting had happened at all, getting them to agree to on something would have been the hardest part.

“So I got all them kids together and…” He frowned. “Now where the heck was Amy?” He squinted up at me, his personal repository of all knowledge of locations, ranging from his children to his teeth. “Where’s Amy these days?”

“She died, Grandpa.” It popped out without thought, a reflex, and I stiffened the moment it left my mouth.

It was a mistake. I knew that instantly. I turned from the sink slowly, facing him.

His jaw hung open, mouth trembling, and he rasped, “Died?”

Sickness roiled through my belly, crawled up my throat, choking me. I opened my mouth, but didn’t know what to say.

“But… sh- when?”

My fingers twined nervously together. “About… eight or nine years ago.”

His eyes widened further and he whispered hoarsely, “No… She can’t…”

I had just killed his baby girl all over again. In his mind, he had just talked to her last week. Not only had I killed his daughter, I’d reminded him of every lost minute since then.

Grandpa slumped into a chair blindly, groping at the edge of the table for balance, and I grabbed his arm, steadying him. He folded his arms, rested his forehead on them, and sobbed out his devastation.

For the first time in my life, I thought, I should have lied.
And I’ve been lying to him ever since.

I live now in a world of afters. After my grandfather forgot me. After I started lying to him about the people he loved enough to still remember.

But there are befores, too, and they can hurt just as badly. Before I can accept the awful robbery of dementia. Before I can forgive what nobody could help.

I know it’s not his fault. I know it’s not mine. But it still stings.

In the meantime, in this painful present of befores and afters, I’ll keep doing what I can to minimize the hurt.

Like learning that a lie is sometimes admissible, sometimes merciful. Like learning to say, “She’s doing alright, grandpa. Still kicking around Idaho.” and knowing God would understand.
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