Believe You Me by  Lorrie Neilsen Glenn

Sit yourself down, she says. Take the comfortable chair. You're excited, I can tell. I hope I can help. Let me just put the kettle on.

Books in piles around her desk. Plants spilling from the window.


Glad you called, she says, smiling. Amazing, isn't it? After years of broken snowsuit zippers, midnight feedings and car payments you look up one day and there it is: that glowing,
fragile egg of a thing—the future you want to have. All along you wanted something like it, but it was hiding under a secu​rity blanket or the telephone bill.


And now here it sits, as if it had one eye cocked, challeng​ing you: I'm yours if you want me, it says. It's now or never, it says. Believe you me, I know what that's like. I was fifty when I woke up and said, Annie—time to grab the future. Red Rose okay? I have decaf, too, she says.

Oh, let's see: Hildegard of Bingen. Rachel Carson. Grandma Moses—seventy-eight when she got serious. Virginia Hamilton Adair. Mary Lawson. All late bloomers. All, yes, there are more talented women around than bus tours to Peggy's Cove. Her laugh is like her voice: deep, seasoned.

Just tell that cat to get down, she says; just wants the body heat. Coyote, we call him. You're not allergic, are you? And don't let him do that—rude thing. Taking your picture, I call it.

You're wondering: am I too late? Her eyes narrow. Can I write that novel, learn to sing, open a retreat centre for ado​lescents? Well, you can. Let me guess: the mirror is looking more like your mother and the years are disappearing like summer fog. Am I right? Her eyebrows are up, waiting for an answer. So, what's stopping you?

Yes, I hear you. I thought that too. But, you know—oh, for goodness' sake. Coyote, that's enough of your tricks. Outside you go. He's hungry, all right, but for attention.

Where were we? Would you like honey? Milk? Well, grab a pencil from over there. Now that I'm retired, I have more time for a good chat. My friend Marce calls this a chin-wag. Ah yes, women: after thirty years of working in the academy, I am still struck by how little we believe in our own understanding.

Elizabeth. Susan. Seemeen. Frances. She puts down her cup, looks somewhere out the window. A woman—her name changes with the semester, the years—who has accom​plished amazing feats, scaled emotional mountains, been lost in a dead-end marriage. A fiercely intelligent mother or sis​ter or wife who can negotiate the rocky landscape of child-raising or minimum-wage work or chemotherapy or the death of a parent with wisdom, grace and the efficiency of a Swiss train. A wizard. Yet she appears on campus eyes down, racked with anxiety, apologizing for everything. Doesn't know just how much she knows.

Have one of these crispy squares. Low fat. Easy. Remember the ad, the woman slaving over a hot stove to make them? Reminds me of my first year of marriage; I'd make the bed just before my husband came home. He was dazzled. "Wow," he'd say. "You've been housecleaning!" Bless him.

So, here we go.

She looks to the ceiling, holds up a finger. This is the rest of your life we're talking about here. You've decided what you want; now how can you make the most of it? Oh, my dear, my dear, where to start?



Red shoes. That's my first thought. Red to stand out in a crowd, with good support to move quickly without hurt​ing yourself. Find out what your red shoes are—your dis​tinctive feature or talent that sets you apart from others. Shine them up. 


Travel light. What's that rather crude saying— "It's not the ups and downs in life, it's the jerks"? You'll be surprised by the characters you have to dodge. So the less you carry, the better. I mean, of course, grudges, your own demons, unfinished business, all that.

Be smart. I don't mean careful, strategic, shrewd—those go without saying. I mean let yourself be smart, don't hide your intelligence. Can't tell you the number of students I
had who didn't know they were smarter than their own professors sometimes. Yes, smart. Smart with a smile is disarm​ing, you know. She dabs a drop of tea off her chin, curls a slow grin.



Yes, please, help yourself to another. Was that the phone? I'll let it ring. And that's another point. This fragile egg— this goal you have. Give it room and time and space. Helps you focus. You know the old Maria Muldaur song—/ can wash out forty-four pairs of socks, feed the baby, grease the car starch shirts, give my man the shiverin' fits? The woman was magician, all right, but for whom?   

Send signals that this is important. Put a sign on the door of your room—you have a room, or at least a corner, don't you? Claim the part of the day when you are fresh. You’ll teach your family self-sufficiency, inspire your friends. Sleep better; too, knowing you spent that time. My friend Joan unplugs her phone. I used to mark half-day appointments with myself. Told people they were for dental surgery.

She stands up. Can you hear anything? Is that the cat?

Where was I? Oh, yes—choose good travelling compan​ions, she says. Read. Make phone calls. Have tea, like we are. Get the backstories and horror stories. Don't spread the negative; just make a note of it; there could be trolls under the bridge. Look around—find out who has integrity. Find your tribe, as Margaret Laurence said. Mary Meigs found one—did you see The Company of Strangers? You have family you don't even know yet. She reaches for the box of tissues.

Look at you, she says. Full of mother wit and female wisdom. You can organize a birthday party for an explosion of nine-year-old boys; navigate a Stonehenge field of bureau​crats to find your father an assisted-care home; you know ten ways to nip a hot flash in the bud. You think those things didn't prepare you? Listen, my dear, late bloomers are street-smart, savvy and generous. Every grey hair holds a truth, I always say—of course, I have to, look at this head— and every wrinkle a line of wisdom. Please—finish this last square. That cat is crying to get in and you need some hot in that. I'll be right back. 

No cat, she says and pours more tea. Yes, you're right, of course. It's gender. It's about whose knowledge matters. Wit, common sense, intuition, embodied knowledge—put any words around it you want. What you know is valuable. The Wife of Bath—now, what was it she said? Here it is: "All these tales were written by men and scholars—now if women wrote them very different they would be." Then she ripped out the pages of the book her husband was reading and threw them in the fire. Isn't that a stitch?

She shakes her head, leans forward:


You see, here's the thing. Official knowledge: rules, reg​ulations—those are stories too. We tell ourselves stories in order to live, Joan Didion says. And theories and rules are just stories people tell themselves about how the world works. Or how they think it should. Stories change. Some are abandoned—take the flat earth theory, for example, or chastity belts. Some last longer than they should: funda​mentalism, Colonialism, that a second X chromosome is needed for housecleaning and finding the mustard in the fridge.

But the unofficial stories—hard-earned wisdom—are just as credible, you see. Yet we're taught to look outside. I grew up—Edson, The Pas, Saskatoon—certain that culture's prime meridian was a street in Manhattan, or—in a pinch— Toronto. Answers were at the back of the book. Poems and stories and radio news had essential meanings that rose up like morning mist from a valley called Truth.

Oh, I've let my tea get cold, she says. I get so worked up! Dick and Jane and Sally would never have lasted a day in the real world. We jumped off the coal shed, played tag until dark, yet on Monday mornings, there they were in all their primer glory, writing Life for us. Illusions.


Think of Dorothy. When she pulled back the curtain, she found not a wizard but a funny little guy pushing buttons. That's it in a nutshell.

We've got to push our own buttons, change the old pat​ terns. Too often I see women seeking out rules, even if there aren't any, looking for the right way, even when there isn't one; and believing in the hierarchy, even when it is specious. You know, my dear, women believe the treasure—answer, solution, workable theory—is "out there" and seldom realize that we bring it with us; it's been there all along.


So throw that book in the fire. Use your wits and . . .

You said it—trust your gut. How's our time? she asks. Oh good. We'll have a bite of supper soon.

Listen, you're bound to step into alien territory, cross a line, get someone's knickers in a knot. Don't worry about it. Enjoy it! Late bloomers have little to lose except time. Use your moxie. Besides, middle-aged women are invisible to most people, so use that to your advantage.

Let me see—what else. Ah, yes: send postcards. I mean— tell everyone where you're headed. Sister, partner, favourite grocery store clerk—let them know when you've published an article, earned an A, written a song. That way, when you're slogging through sloughs of despond or up to your kneecaps in a pothole, they'll be like water bearers at a marathon. And—you know this—you're more likely to per​severe because they're with you.

Good grief. The sun goes down early, doesn't it? Over there, she says; the switch is at the base.


Start now. One of my students cared for her autistic son, held three part-time jobs, gave palliative care to her mother, and still managed to finish a master's degree and enrol in a doctoral program. Paula didn't wait—things weren't going to get easier. Take whatever small steps you can. Funny, though; as Paula persevered, doors opened—to scholarships, work that served her goals.

Pat's another example. We wore Cowichan sweaters in high school, became stage rats at Aden Bowman Collegiate. We loved poetry. Three years ago doctors removed every​thing cancerous they could find, and then some. Bald and gut-empty, Pat began to write poetry, to rethink those hundred-hour workweeks. She saw a shaman, Buddhist monks, inhaled poetry books. And wrote. Full, she says, I've never felt so full and whole.

Finally, candles—celebration, faith, ritual, all rolled in one. I wrote a novel, someone will say, but it wasn't nomi​nated for the Giller. Yes, I wrote a song, but I'm not Connie Kaldor. Forget the yes-buts. Get out a journal—write down all you've done; turn around, see how far you travelled. Kick up the heels of those bright red shoes.

And never forget that little girl writing chalk lines along the sidewalk to jump into and over, an arc at the turn-around end. Pedestrians scuffed it. Rain came. Every night the girl slept hard, dreamed. And even7 morning she went out again with her chalk, writing herself into the landscape.

Now, she says, rising, reaching out her arm. That's enough from me. Let's put some soup on. I want to hear all about you.

