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“Memory... is the diary that we all carry about with us.” - Oscar Wilde

“The true art of memory is the art of attention.” - Samuel Johnson
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“Thomas, we’ve already discussed this. No.”

“Maggie, give me another chance. I’ll do anything.” 

It was my second conversation over the phone with my future ex-husband this morning. 

“Ma’am, board the train, please. It’s about to leave!” The station attendant’s sharp tone brought me back to my current surroundings. 

“Gotta go, Thomas.”

“Please—” 

“Gonna miss my train because of you! I’ll call you later!”

“Ma’am, please!”

I ran to the train with my half-opened backpack. The ticket collector’s hand met my arm at the bottom of the stairs and quickly lifted me up. 

“Thank you,” I said, as the train started. 

“My pleasure. One of those days, huh?” 

“I’m afraid so.” I smiled. 

“Where are you going?”

“Coueuses.” 

“At least that’s the right train.” 

I nodded and entered the wagon to my left. It was empty. I picked a spot near a window and collapsed in my seat with a loud sigh. Outside, the leaves were in full autumn mode.

The last time I was in Coueuses was six months ago. I had wanted to go back earlier, but book deadlines and Thomas had kept interfering with my plans. Three hours alone on this train would allow me to unwind. I turned off my smartphone. 

As a child, I used to spend  all my summers in Coueuses with the best grandparents in the world. I caught my first fish, learnt to swim, and played cards with Pops. Nene taught me to draw; she also instilled in me a passion for books. And then, there were our cooking sessions! When the three of us were in the kitchen together, there was a singular spark in Nene’s eyes. Pops shared tales about our family. The aroma of love spoke through butter, lemon, and herbs. 

“Your Nene was the most beautiful thing I ever beheld,” Pops always said when he recounted their first meeting. “But she played hard to get. It took me years to convince her to go on a date with me.”

She sighed and laughed. “Girls liked your Pops. He was a very handsome boy. See what I mean,” she answered, pointing at a black-and-white photograph taken on their wedding day. 

“I’m still handsome.” Pops displayed a wide grin. “I’ve been told I look like a young Frank Sinatra.”

“Sure, sure. Now, come back to us and check on the pot. I have to grab something in the library.” 

“Nene, can I go?” I exclaimed.

“No, sweet pea. You don’t know where it is. You would make a mess.” 

Nene was fussy about her library back then. Only adults were allowed in on their own. And she would not let anyone go with her when she ran errands in Abeulines.  

“She likes her solitude,” Pops said in a solemn tone. 

Unlike many kids, I understood when not to pry. I knew that Nene would return from her trips with a nostalgic mind. Attired in one of her long-sleeved dresses, she would invite me to join her in the library. She would then pick up photo albums from one of the top shelves, put a record on the old turntable, and wax lyrical about growing up during World War II. 

“It was a difficult time for all of us,” she commented, gently tapping on specific photos. “We did not have much, you know. But we were happy.” 

Pops usually joined us for a dance session. As my grandparents waltzed effortlessly across the room, humming to each other, I shook with excitement. 

“Your face will be sore from smiling so much, sweet pea,” Pops joked. “Now, stand up. I’ll teach you some moves.” 

In those days, Pops was as laid-back as Nene was shy and self-conscious. Limbs and cleavage were considered private in her book. So much so, in fact, that I only saw her bare arms for the first time when I was 13. 

“Nene, does it hurt?” I asked on that day. 

“What does, sweet pea?” She adjusted her clothing.

“There, on your right arm, the scar.” 

“Oh, that? It does not hurt, no.” 

“But it did before?” 

“I was... riding my bicycle a little too fast. I... I didn’t see the rock.” 

She suddenly turned towards the only window in the room and started rubbing her scar. 

“The arm broke in two places,” Pops said softly, placing his hand on her back. “Who’s up for some cooking?” 

Nene nodded and stood up. But before exiting the library, she leaned on the door frame, her pallid face fixated on the window. Was there a human form there? I squeezed my eyes shut. When I opened them again, everyone was gone. 

An uncomfortable silence ensued in the kitchen; it then attached itself to the rest of my vacation. Back with my parents in the fall, Nene visited a few of my dreams as well as my first poems. What had happened to her? Were my grandparents hiding something from me? If so, would they ever tell me the truth?  

The following summer, everything was different. Nene barely left the house anymore. She spent  most of her time watching TV in the dining room—and touching her scar. Pops had also become more and more protective of her, evading questions from everyone, even me. 

“What really happened to your arm?” I bluntly asked her one evening when he was busy chatting with a neighbor. 

Without giving her time to answer, I grabbed her arm and touched the scar for the first time. It felt smooth and slightly arched. Her eyes opened wide and her lips attempted to form a word. But no sound came out. Instead, she ran to her bedroom and locked herself in.

I stood there stunned and quite ashamed of myself. 

“That’s okay, sweet pea,” Pops commented when I told him what had happened. “Your grandma has been struggling lately. She’ll be fine tomorrow.” 

A year later, Nene’s diagnosis—early-onset Alzheimer’s disease—led me to write my first novel and set off my storytelling career. In The Night Bridge, a woman wakes up in a hospital. She struggles to speak properly and remember specific events in the last six months. The only clue at her disposal is a scar. My favorite person in the world was slowly sliding into dementia; this project helped me cope with the anger and pain I felt. 

Nene got progressively worse over the years. After a decade, my devoted Pops decided to  accept help from my retired parents, who temporarily moved into the Coueuses home. A few months later, he passed away peacefully in his sleep. 

“Your mom and I have decided to stay here,” Dad said to me in the kitchen on the night of the funeral.

“This is great,” I replied with a smile. “Nene will be happy.”

“Yes.”

“Are you selling the apartment, then?” 

“If you’re okay with it.”

“Of course I’m okay with it.”

“We thought you—”

“Dad, please don’t worry about me. I’m an adult now.”

“Ah ah, that you are!”

“I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back in a bit.”

On my way out, I noticed that the library was open. A small picture book that I had never seen before was lying on the floor. When I picked it up, an envelope fell from it. It was addressed to a woman named Jerika. Inside, the pages of a letter were glued together.  

“This is not mine,” Nene blurted when I showed her the letter. 

“Isn’t it your writing?”

“No!” She started rubbing her scar. 

“Nene, look at the date. 1963. I’m sure it’s your writing.” 

“No! You’re wrong. Burn it.” Her knees were locked tightly together.  

“Nene, please stop,” I replied, noticing the reddening scar. “It will get infected.” I thrust  the letter into my pocket. “Would you like to go for a walk?” I asked, gently touching her hand. 

She nodded, wiping a tear from her cheek. “I want to show you something.”

We walked in silence to the small clearing where I used to go fishing with Pops. The forest was all around us. 

“You see the small bridge there?” Nene asked. 

“Uh huh.”

“That’s where I... fell.” She took a deep breath. “Now, that very tall tree on the other side?”

“The one with the piece of clothing hanging on the branch?”

“That’s where... where... I...” She looked at me. “My best friend and I loved spending time in the forest. Jada. She was here every summer...” 

“You’ve never mentioned that name before.” 

“I did not have time to have a photo taken with her...”

“Oh, why?”

“I... I... don’t know. It was a long time ago... Can we go now?” 

“Of course.” I offered my arm, which she held the whole way home.  

That night, as I lay in bed next to a snoring Thomas, my conversation with Nene kept replaying in my head. The more I thought of her words and behavior, the more I felt the need to keep the letter. I might be able to unglue the pages. Who was Jerika? What was Nene hiding from me—and maybe the rest of the family? 

“Ticket, please,” the collector said. 

“Oh, right,” I replied, snatched away from the memory of Nene. “One moment, please. Here you go.” 

“Thank you.” He noticed my notebook. “Are you a writer?”

“That’s what they say,” I answered with a smile. 

“What kind of books do you write?”

“Mostly historical novels. I have also written children’s books.” 

He handed me the punched ticket. “I see. Are you going to Coueuses for research?”

“Not really. I’m visiting my parents and grandma. I haven’t been there for a while.” 

“Well, you never know what a visit to that charming village may bring.”

“That’s true!”

“I hope you enjoy your time with your family.” He tipped his hat and left. 

Once he was out of sight, I removed the letter from my notebook. Ungluing its pages had required a lot of patience. I could have read them weeks ago, but I did not feel in the right headspace until now. Thomas’s never-ending attempts at eliciting my forgiveness had drained me. He did not help his case by calling me again this morning.  


Coueuses, April 16, 1963. My dear friend—



A child’s voice came out of nowhere. 

“Mom, mom! May I sit near the window?”  

“Yes, you may. But no running, please.”

Turning around, I saw a young girl and her mother walking towards my seat. 

“Good afternoon, Madam,” the girl said with a big smile. She was barely 12, sporting a beautiful maze of curly hair. Her beige coat struck me as very old-fashioned. 

“Good afternoon, young lady.” 

“May we sit by you?”

“Honey, please do not bother the lady,” the mother said. “Let’s sit elsewhere.”

“That’s fine. You can sit across from me.”

“Are you sure?” she asked after eyeing the letter and the notebook on the table. 

“You aren’t a bother at all,” I replied with a smile. 

“Thank you so much. Honey, what do we say to the lady?”

“Thank you, Madam!” 

“You are welcome.” 

Looking out of the window, I noticed that the trees no longer had leaves. 

“The storm blew them all away. Like last fall,” the child said. 

“You are a mind reader,” I exclaimed. My comment was met with a booming laugh. 

“I have practiced with Baba. Right, mother?”

“Yes, you have, honey. My daughter can be quite chatty. She loves a captive audience.” 

As she smiled, I could not help but notice the striking resemblance between the pair. Both had the same beautiful curly hair. The mother wore hers shorter, with a few graying patches at the temples. Her lovely flowery dress and cap style hat made me wonder about her age. 

“So, where are you headed?” she suddenly asked
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