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Chapter 1  Family Tree - Rose
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There is a storm on the way. Brewing out there, wind sweeping through the trees and rattling the windows, heavy clouds gathering. Rose Warner says as much, in case her visitor, her great granddaughter Kendra, has somehow missed it, 12 year old nose buried in her cell phone. This is an actual storm, Rose clarifies, not the sort of metaphorical thing the rest of the family likes to discuss. 

“I know, Gran.” Kendra looks up with a small smile, a delicate nose wrinkle across her freckled face that quickly fades. “They’re ready for it. They were sandbagging outside when I got here.”  She sets the phone down and pulls some sort of notebook from her satchel, and from this, unfolds a larger sheet of paper.

Just the sight of a child with a paper and pencil makes Rose smile. Well, she’s barely a child anymore, as tall as Rose herself would be if she could stand up straight. Often seeming as serious as a middle aged accountant. Rose feels her mouth curving into something between a smile and a snort. At 96, she’s allowed to make this sort of judgmental observation, at least to herself.  And amuse herself; laughter being the best medicine and all that.

Anyway, Kendra flattens her paper on the all purpose table that serves as everything from Rose’s breakfast tray to her ipad holder to her writing surface. Her assisted living facility is nothing if not efficient in its use of space. It is clean and dry. Everything here has an over-sanitized scent, that masks the over-cooked food and stale body odors that seem to brew from the very pores of the place.

“So we’re doing a family tree, only it’s mapped on this timeline, see? So you can place each person within their, um, historical context.” Kendra pauses, gazing at her directly. She points to the paper. “It has years and events already filled in.”

Rose appreciates how sensitive Kendra is. How she doesn’t assume her 96 year old great grandmother is deaf or stupid, but is aware when she misses a beat. Squinting, Rose can see that the large page is not blank, but has a column of small printed dates and text. 

“The Crash of 1929 is the very first event,” Kendra says, indicating the top of the page. “And that’s the year you were born, Dad says.”

“indeed. So your teacher doesn’t think anyone was born before then? I’m the oldest?” 

“No, it starts 100 years ago. But you probably are the oldest. I don’t know anyone else with a great grandma.”

“Well, your great grandfather would be 100 if he were still alive, imagine that.” Rose herself really can’t picture it; Edwin died almost 25 years ago, only in his mid-70s. A spring chicken, as far as she’s concerned now.

At Rose’s request, Kendra reads off more of the so called events on the page: the Depression, the New Deal, the Longshoreman’s Strike (it’s a progressive school), Pearl Harbor, Normandy, Yalta.  Rose holds up a tired hand. It’s odd to think of all these things, big worldly events, as just little blips in a history lesson. Or Sociology or whatever this lesson is. Kendra is in the seventh grade, if memory serves.

Kendra watches her, pencil in hand. “So you had three children, my grandpa, and then great Aunt Alicia and great Uncle Casey,” she prompts.

Rose nods. “Your grandpa, my Bill, my oldest, was born in 1952. Then Alicia in 1955, Casey in 1960. Oh, it’s funny to think that they are all old now too, even Casey could be called a senior citizen.”

Kendra nods, though her expression doesn’t change. Presumably the whole bunch of them seem quite ancient to her. “So then my grandpa also had three kids, but he had a first wife and a second wife.”

“That’s right. By the time Bill was settling down, the whole country was getting riled up. Divorce got much more common. So your Uncle Greg was born in, um, 1975. Then Bill married Brenna, and your Aunt Taylor was born in 1985 and your dad, Oliver, in 1986. Greg mostly lived with his mother, so your dad didn’t really grow up with him,” she adds.

If this observation interests Kendra, she doesn’t show it. Her pencil is poised, waiting for more names and dates. Rose lists them by family: Greg had been married and soon divorced, but his daughter Jing, Kendra’s first cousin, was born in 2009. Taylor didn’t have kids, and of course Kendra herself came along in 2013. 

And Rose’s middle child, Alicia, who seemed like she would drift along as a want to be hippie forever, suddenly married a high school friend she had found at a reunion, and they had the twins, Melanie and Megan, in 1989. These two didn’t have children yet well into their 30s, but times had changed so much. Rose imagined they were the types to have frozen eggs stored somewhere, waiting for development of a robot lady to bear the babies.

And then Rose’s youngest, Casey, had also lived a long time in the haze of seeming young adulthood well into his actual middle age. He liked being the cool uncle, he drifted from one younger girlfriend to the next, losing interest if things got too serious, he sneaked outside to smoke pot at gatherings (he still did this even though it was now legal).  

Rose leans in to look at Kendra’s chart, noting a cluster of events during her children’s youth – the Kennedy assassination, Civil Rights and then Martin Luther King and RFK, Woodstock, moon landings, Watergate.  The chart was now well populated, bulging in that middle area when the grandchildren came along, shrinking now with Kendra’s generation. She thought of how Bill had been a little too old and serious for the excesses of the late 1960s, Alicia primed for all those idealistic movements, Casey a little too late. And then how old the grandkids had been when 9/11 happened, how such a thing would shake you up so much more as a teen than as a tot. 

“You know, it might be more informative to note the events that happened when each of us came of age,” Rose says. Her own life for example – was it more informed by arriving at the crash, or becoming an adult in the optimistic post-war era of the 1950s? Both, but surely more the latter. She had always been both resilient and cheerful. Even now, her life and mobility so severely limited, she took small pleasure in so many things around her.

Kendra looks puzzled; she needs clarification for what coming of age means. But then she nods eagerly. “I’ll tell my teacher you said so,” she says. “She likes it when, um, older people weigh in.” She studies the list for a moment. “So my dad, right – he came of age right when the Housing Crisis happened?”

It takes Rose a moment to register what that was. She nods slowly – now mostly forgotten, but hadn’t the economy teetered, people thrown out of houses they never should have gotten mortgages for? And sure enough, Oliver had started his adult life saddled with debt from college and hard pressed to make a living during that recession.

Kendra is watching her, Rose realizes, head tilted, waiting for a response. “Well, he did have a hard time finding work at first, but it turned out okay,” Rose says reassuringly. “I don’t know that it was always his goal, but he likes the work he does.” She couldn’t remember the name of his nonprofit organization, just that it served people, did some good, and who could ask for more really.

“And then Melanie and Megan are three years younger, so they were influenced by the Digital Revolution. That makes sense.”

Rose nods. It was true, both young women had been highly involved in technology their entire adult lives. And likely that small three year difference from their cousin Oliver loomed large, given how the economy boomed – the twins stepped off the graduation stage into a wealth of job offers, didn’t they. Rose feels too tired to explain any of this though, how fast things snapped back, how Obama’s second term started on such optimistic conditions. Kendra was only herself in the womb then, no memories of that happy time. Then a global pandemic interrupting her early school years. “I wonder what’s in store for you, my dear,” she says instead. Might as well wonder; it was unlikely she would live to see it.

Kendra offers a heavy sigh, either from imagining terrible things or unable to conceive of so many years ahead. She gathers the paper and neatly folds it, her movements quick and smooth. “Who knows, right,” she says, sounding suddenly worldly, a glimpse of her teenager self peeking through. “Anyway, thanks for helping me.”

“It’s always good to spend time with you,” Rose says, truer words never spoken. She watches her great granddaughter carefully. Oliver or Natalie would be by fairly soon, and often Kendra liked to just sit together and read while she waited. Kendra didn’t like to be pushed, but sometimes she had things on her mind that needed sharing.

It occurs to Rose that there was in fact something specific, something that probably accounted for that heavy sigh. There had been an incident, not at her school, but at the neighboring high school. Nobody in the family had mentioned it, presumably not wanting to upset her, but she had heard it mentioned on NPR and then read about it on her ipad. Generally, Rose skimmed the news – so many stories these days were indeed upsetting, and also, in order to see them properly, just a few words fit onto the screen at a time. It was tedious. 

But anyway, the threat of a gunman had been called in, the police arrived in a frightening flurry, and the school was locked down, as was Kendra’s nearby school just for good measure. Turns out it had been a hoax – and it seemed this was actually a trend now, like how calling in bomb threats once emptied schools decades ago. Only the threat of an active shooter on campus clearly terrorized the children and their parents. Children cowering under desks in their locked classrooms, parents dropping everything to race to the school, the police force mobilized. And while there was no actual threat, no real harm, it would obviously take a toll on one’s psyche. 

That was real harm, Rose reminds herself. The days of people toughening up, tamping down on their stress and sweeping all those sorts of things under the rug were gone now, and that was a good thing. 

“I hear there was some excitement at your school earlier in the week,” Rose says. Just bringing it up, she won’t push.

Kendra gets that grown up frown on her face. “Dad said not to tell you if you didn’t know about it.”

“I heard it on the radio. You don’t have to talk about it. I’m very glad there wasn’t an actual, um, intruder.”

There is a long silence. Kendra messes with her satchel and then her phone, but she looks antsy, like a cat that suddenly notices it’s in a closed room. “I don’t understand why people would do that,” she says at last. “It’s called SWATing, because the SWAT team comes. It was almost the end of the day, but we had to stay late. My teacher told us it was at the high school and we would be fine, but it was still scary. Anyone who acts like it wasn’t is totally lying.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Rose says. But even as she speaks, she is imagining, the spiral of gut wrenching terror spreading from the children cowering in their classrooms to the parents receiving their texts, to even distant people who had lived through such a thing before, how the panicky memories would quickly surface. Back long ago, when those bomb threats were called in, she wouldn’t even hear about until long later, Casey mumbling at the dinner table. It barely registered. Whereas this was something frightening enough that Kendra was clearly stressed about it, no doubt her parents too. “Do they know who did it?”

Kendra shakes her head. She mumbles something about fake phone numbers, how the caller hid his identity. They could have been calling from anywhere. “Anyway, there’s going to be a special assembly. We did the lock down really well, followed all the rules and stuff, so it’s supposed to be a reward. But I’m, like, I don’t really want to be in a crowded room with the whole school.” Her little face looks miserable as she speaks.

Rose feels her eyes water suddenly, the poor girl. Since the Pandemic, nobody felt very safe in a large crowd, and it seemed cruel to force the issue. “Could you ask to be excused?” 

Kendra frowns. “That would be worse. Nobody likes to stick out in school, Gran, that hasn’t changed.” She pauses, and straightens up. “I’ll be okay. I wish the school would start taking climate change that seriously though. I mean that’s a bigger threat to everybody than some fake shooter.”

Rose doesn’t know how to answer that. Was this Kendra’s own idea, or something the twins, who were both actively and loudly involved in climate issues, had pushed? 

As if punctuating the conversation, the wind has picked up outside, and loose branches of the tree by the window lash it. The gutter above rattles, and the first plinks of rain begin to fall. Kendra’s phone buzzes. “Dad’s here, he says hi but he wants us to hurry before it rains hard.” She leans over to give Rose a quick hug, and then grabs all her things in a flurry, like a little storm herself.

Rose settles back, her spirits still lifted from the visit. The sky is quickly darkening, and she puts on the lamp she can reach, and then the radio. Warm voices to distract from the rattling and swirls of rain. Another late season storm, these have gotten more common and more severe. Climate change, Rose understands. She feels powerless to do anything to stop it.
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Chapter 2  Sunday Dinner  - Oliver
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Oliver Warner waits for his daughter Kendra to buckle her seatbelt before easing out of the parking lot of his grandmother’s assisted living home. The small lot tends to be crowded with anxious mask-wearing seniors in bulky cars; he is wary of sudden stops. He feels the multiple stresses of running late, wanting to get going, get home before the storm, and missing at least saying goodbye to Grandma Rose. And trying not to rush his daughter, but wishing she wasn’t so precise in her actions. He doesn’t want to pressure her; she probably isn’t paying attention to the rain, that the power will probably go out, impending rush hour.

Oliver glances over. Kendra has settled back, phone out. He quickly pulls onto the street. “Gran okay? Did she help you?”

“Yeah. She said she’s fine. She remembered when everybody was born. Or I guess she did, she told me the years.”

Oliver grins. It would be like Grandma Rose to just smile and make something up if she didn’t know it. He was glad Kendra had asked to go see her, and he felt deeply grateful for the bond they had, the oldest and youngest of their large family. It meant leaving work early, catching up tonight, driving through this fast moving storm, but you couldn’t put a price on the value, later, that Kendra so loved her great Grandma Rose.

He asks about her project, and smiles as she gives quite the perceptive analysis of how his college graduation at the time of the housing crisis may have been problematic. He tells her about the lengthy search for his first post college job, and she wonders aloud about what sort of work would still be available a decade from now. She doesn’t seem either too hopeful or too worried at least. 

These sorts of exchanges are also worth the hassle, Oliver thinks. Something about them both facing forward, him attentive to the steering wheel, helped her open up. Which was something he and Natalie both strove for as she approached her teen years. Both of them remembered how little they had spoken to their own parents as teens, and vowed that Kendra’s adolescence would be better.

He tries for a moment to imagine his own father leaving work early on a regular basis to make sure that he could visit an elderly relative. Or consciously attempting to draw him out with stimulating conversation. No, Bill Warner was a man of his time, a baby boomer who felt the mere act of coming home nightly to the dinner table set him apart from earlier generations.

That may be true, Oliver would concede, but looking back, how easy his dad had it. Both parents. Even though they had met as co-workers, his mom had not worked outside the home for much of his childhood, only returning to something precious and part time just for the fun of it later. They could afford that, raising him and his sister Taylor in a pleasant East Bay suburb on just Dad’s salary, paying off a three bedroom house, decent public schools, two cars and nice if modest vacations every year. Dad had worked a series of finance related jobs, retiring smack at age 65 with a good pension just around the time tech was finishing shaking up the finance world.

Bill Warner had missed the rise of Silicon Valley professionally, and he would be sure to complain about all the changes even in his comfortable retirement. Oliver shakes his head – he cannot imagine reaching a point where he could afford to stop working. He and his partner Natalie were both full time and barely treading water, money wise, and that was assuming the economy didn’t decide to tank or another pandemic roared. He grimaces, worried for a moment that he is becoming like his father, focussed on the negative.

The clouds part, rain comes dumping down. He can barely make out the brake lights in front of him, the windshield half fogged and tires shooting out spray. Oliver turns the wipers on high, and veers toward his exit, relieved to be off the freeway and only minutes from home. “Look at this, what a mess.”

“Will we be okay?” Kendra’s high voice is anxious. Suddenly she has morphed from sophisticated tween musing her future career to a scared little girl.

“We’re fine. The car is built for this sort of thing and I’ll drive slow. We’ll just get a little wet is all.” Oliver focuses on the road. Their neighborhood is quiet, most people too sensible to be out on the road in the storm. 

The fast moving wipers keep up a steady clacking, and the rain beats on the roof. It feels like dusk already, so dark, and tree branches are bobbing crazily as they pass. Glancing at Kendra, he can see her staring nervously ahead at the storm. Is she just worrying about the rain, he wonders. Or is she remembering the last time he drove her home, after the lockdown at her school. Just recalling that, his frantic rush to get to her school, causes his own rush of anxiety. The very real threat seemed to make all his other vague concerns shift aside for a moment – would his workplace run out of money, would he, would right wing nuts have enough power to mess up even progressive states like California, would climate change prove his cousins right that this problem topped all others? Instead he and all the other parents had driven like maniacs to the school. Held their children close, even after it turned out not to be a real gunman.

Oliver eases the Prius onto their street, pulls into the driveway, and turns off the engine. Neither of them move. He looks out the window, which is now fogged and streaked with the downpour. It possibly is clearing? The wind is still blowing wildly. He doesn’t want to talk about the school shooter hoax, he doesn’t want to think about it. “You could interview people on your family tree,” he tells Kendra instead. “Sunday dinner, lots of them will be there.”

“I don’t think that’s part of the assignment,” she says softly.

“Well, it might be interesting anyway. Flesh it out some.” He wishes she was a little more assertive about this sort of thing, slipping in extras to impress the teacher. She was so bright, but so passive about showing it. 

Kendra shrugs. The pre-teen is back. 

“Let’s go. Race you to a clean towel,” he says.

They arrive together at the front door, hair dampened from a few steps outside. He waves her through. He doesn’t care about wet hair here at home, and he wants his daughter to feel comfortable. Kendra’s safe spot is her pretty little bedroom – that’s where she retreated to after they got home that day. That’s where she had felt most at ease during the first year of the Pandemic, when everywhere else seemed so fraught.

Oliver heads to the kitchen to get a start on dinner. Natalie is home, but still working. He can hear soft music from Kendra’s room. It strikes him, how normal that is for her – parents home but not really available. Or being suddenly sent home from school. Unlike for him, or for any earlier generation, that was the norm. Kendra had only been a second grader that first year, barely used to the routine of school, when she’d found herself back at home, he and Natalie scrambling to provide some sort of education while trying not to be visibly frightened and frighten her.

A whole generation of kids, he thinks, are growing up with little trust for the institutions that used to seem rock solid. Not to mention taking it for granted that a man with a gun might appear on any given school day. But he has to set the tone, he knows, not give in to fear, or let her be constantly on edge. 

––––––––
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BY SUNDAY AFTERNOON, the storm was long gone, and most of the fallen branches and broken stuff have been cleared. Traffic would be back to its normal bumper to bumper chaos, but at least they wouldn’t risk large wind uprooted trees falling on them as they made their way to the family dinner. Oliver checks a couple different sites for the conditions.

Except for the hassle of getting there, Oliver actually enjoyed the monthly Sunday dinners at his parents’ house. He knew not everyone did. Well, Natalie was inured to it all by this time, able to tune out the random bickering and sudden childish behavior that reared when he and his sister and cousins and their parents got together. Kendra was still mostly entertained, and she also liked the old style foods, greedily putting away Lay’s potato chips and sugary snacks before the inevitable meaty and carb heavy meal. 

His sister Taylor regularly found excuses to miss these family meals. She felt disrespected about something someone said or implied pretty much every time she did show up. His cousins, the twins, always seemed to be annoyed at the amount of time it took to eat a frigging meal. From the looks of it, they mostly ate Door Dash on the run, and always had a pressing deadline or urgent message chain pulling their attention away.

It meant so much to the folks, though. No matter what sort of arguments occurred, what ancient disputes were aired, what resentments flared, Dad would sit in his chair at the head of the table, beaming. And that would make Mom happy, even though her appearance might lean toward manic by the end of the evening. She stressed about every detail, carefully chose the proper place settings and decorations, was bothered by slights that nobody else even noticed; it was clear that these family gatherings were a big part of her job now. Her job as wife and mother and most importantly the person who ran her husband’s golden years.

Oliver issues a polite ten minute warning to Natalie and Kendra, and goes to the fridge to get the pricey bottle of wine he’d picked up. Mom had taught all of them never to show up as a guest empty handed, but she also got insulted if you brought food, and seemed flustered
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