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Praise for
THE BIRD SISTERS
BY REBECCA RASMUSSEN

“A story of heartbreak and regret, The Bird Sisters evokes a bygone innocence.”

—Wisconsin State Journal

“I’d recommend this debut novel to anyone who had a childhood, which is all of us.”

—Historical Novels Review

“Rasmussen’s debut novel is full of grace and humanity. Her heroines are fearless and romantic, endearing and engaging, and her poetic prose creates an almost magical, wholly satisfying world … enchanting and timeless.”

—Library Journal, starred review

“Rasmussen’s debut novel begins like a typical coming-of-age story, but reveals itself to be a singular portrayal of familial sacrifice and loss … Achingly authentic and almost completely character driven, the story of the sisters depicts the endlessly binding ties of family.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A bittersweet, charmingly offbeat debut … [Rasmussen writes with] warmth and originality.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A charming yet sober tale of two girls struggling to grow up amid family turmoil and poverty, this is a welcome debut.”

—Booklist

“What a book—unique, beautifully written, vivid and heartbreaking. I loved it. With evocative and finely wrought prose, Rebecca Rasmussen has crafted a moving story that explores the fierce bonds, wounds, and tender complexities of the human heart. The Bird Sisters is a magical debut.”

—BETH HOFFMAN, bestselling author of Saving CeeCee Honeycutt

“A magical debut, original and poignant, lovely and moving. The Bird Sisters evokes the richly imaginative joys of childhood and the throat-aching betrayals and loyalties of being an adult. I absolutely loved The Bird Sisters and will carry Milly and Twiss with me as if in a locket for a long, long time.”

—JENNA BLUM, bestselling author of Those Who Save Us and The Stormchasers

“In shining prose, Rebecca Rasmussen brings to life the world of Milly and Twiss—characters written with such grace and tenderness that I fell in love with them at once. The Bird Sisters is a lush and moving story about discovery and disappointment, failing and forgiveness, and the enduring bond of family. It’s a beautiful novel.”

—ARYN KYLE, bestselling author of The God of Animals and Boys and Girls Like You and Me

“The Bird Sisters tells its tale with prose as miraculous as the images it conveys, like a starling on the verge of death suddenly twitching and taking flight. The achingly human characters, so stubborn they keep unspoken all the words that could save them, are tied together by last chances and lost love. And yet Rebecca Rasmussen’s gorgeous debut is infused with a certain grace: There remains hope that damaged things, wild or tame, can still be nursed back together again.”

—SIOBHAN FALLON, author of You Know When the Men Are Gone

“Richly textured, and sly with its elegant plot, this story of family and sacrifice is full of an aching beauty that touched me in all the right places. Its final pages, where the delicately structured bones of the past and the present intersect, are ones that moved me tremendously and shook me the way great writing always does. You’ll want to read this novel slowly. When you’re finished, you’ll want to read it again.”

—LEE MARTIN, author of The Bright Forever and River of Heaven

“Rebecca Rasmussen has written her graceful debut, The Bird Sisters, with unflinching and transporting empathy. After a few short chapters of this vivid, lucid novel, you will forget you are reading words on a page; the book in your hands will become a portable window into the interior lives of two remarkable sisters.”

—STEFAN MERRILL BLOCK, bestselling author of The Story of Forgetting

“The Bird Sisters is that immensely satisfying combination of indelible characters and a suspenseful and cunningly revealed plot. In lovely, evocative prose Rebecca Rasmussen conjures up her two sisters, Milly and Twiss, and their rural Wisconsin community during the summer that changed their lives. Full of wonderful surprises, The Bird Sisters is a splendid debut that will stay with the reader long after the last page.”

—MARGOT LIVESEY, award-winning author of The House on Fortune Street and Eva Moves the Furniture

“In The Bird Sisters, Rebecca Rasmussen has created the ultimate literary heroines with Milly and Twiss. As heartbreakingly brave as they are fragile, the sisters endure despite the failings of love both familial and romantic, promises not kept, dreams deferred, and the price one pays for keeping secrets. In prose that sings, Rasmussen has created a magical world where you will believe that birds and perhaps even humans—no matter how broken—will soar under the capable ministrations of Milly and Twiss.”

—ROBIN ANTALEK, author of The Summer We Fell Apart

“With a poet’s ear and a wisdom about the subtleties of the heart, Rebecca Rasmussen delivers an unforgettable debut that takes its reader to the depths of love, fidelity, and a sense of belonging. From the opening image of one sister gently placing a wounded bird inside her pocket, I was hooked. And I’ll wait a while before I pick up my next book, because I’m not ready to leave this world just yet.”

—SUSAN HENDERSON, author of Up from the Blue
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These are the days when Birds come back—
A very few—a Bird or two—
To take a backward look.

                            —EMILY DICKINSON
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[image: ]sed to be when a bird flew into a window, Milly and Twiss got a visit. Milly would put a kettle on and set out whatever culinary adventure she’d gone on that day. For morning arrivals, she offered her famous vanilla drop biscuits and raspberry jam. Twiss would get the medicine bag from the hall closet and sterilize the tools she needed, depending on the seriousness of the injury. A wounded limb was one thing. A wounded crop was another.

People used to come from as far away as Reedsburg and Wilton. Milly would sit with them while Twiss patched up the poor old robin or the sweet little meadowlark. Over the years, the number of visitors had dwindled. Now that the grocery store sold ready-bake biscuits and jelly in all the colors of the rainbow, people didn’t bother as much about birds.

On a particularly low morning, while the two sisters were having tea and going over their chore lists, Milly pulled back the curtains when she heard an engine straining on one of the nearby hillsides. When all she saw was the empty gravel drive, the hawkweed poking up along the edges, she let go of them.

“We should be glad,” she said. “Maybe the birds are getting smarter.”

Twiss brought the breakfast dishes to the sink. They were down to toast and butter now, sometimes a hard-boiled egg from the night before. “How can you stand to be so positive?”

“We’re old,” Milly said. “What else can we do?”

But even she missed the sound of strangers in the house, the way the pine floors creaked under new weight. Had it really been a month since a person other than Twiss had spoken to her? Time had a funny way of moving when you didn’t want it to and standing still when you did. Milly didn’t bother to wind the cuckoo clock above the sink anymore; there was something sadistic about the way it popped out of its miniature door so cheerfully every quarter hour. But the visitors! Though she and Twiss had devoted their lives to saving birds, not wishing for them to be injured, the last few years Milly had perked up whenever a car turned into their driveway instead of continuing up the road. Most of the time, the people would be looking for directions back to town. They’d spread out their laminated touring maps with expressions of shame because “just in case,” the words they’d used to justify buying the maps in the first place, meant they were lost, and there were no noble ways to say that. The men would look up at the sky, trying one last time to discern east from west, and the women would look down at the ground because their husbands had failed to understand a simple map. Milly would put the couples at ease by admitting that she missed a turn every once in a while, even though there wasn’t one to miss. She’d point to the blank space between the hills and the river.

This is where you are.

When the sound of the engine grew louder, unlike all of the others during the last month, Milly pulled back the curtains again. This time, a green minivan was barreling down the driveway, kicking up dust that did not quickly settle.

“I knew this one was for us,” she said.

“Better get ready,” Twiss said, leaving her cup of tea and going for the medicine bag in the hall closet. “People who drive minivans usually know where they are.”

And the driver of the green minivan did, although the country wasn’t where she was supposed to be at eight thirty in the morning. On her way to drop her children off at the elementary school in town, the woman had run over a goldfinch, and her daughter had cried enough to make her do something about it. The minivan’s tires, rutted monstrosities that belonged on a tractor, had severed one of the goldfinch’s wings and crushed the other one. The goldfinch was also missing his left eye, which the little girl said she’d looked for on the road but couldn’t find among the crumble of loose blacktop.

“Poor thing,” Twiss said, which meant the goldfinch wouldn’t live. Twiss had spent her life saving birds; all she had to do was glance at one to know if it would recover or not. And all Milly had to do was glance at Twiss, who’d never been especially skilled at hiding what she saw.

Twiss kissed the goldfinch’s tawny beak.

“Yes, you are a poor thing,” Milly said, kissing it too.

Twiss took the goldfinch, the medicine bag, and the little girl to the bathroom off the kitchen. After she laid out her instruments on a towel, Twiss would pick up Dr. Greene’s old stethoscope. If she heard even a faint heartbeat, she’d patch up what she could and splint whatever she couldn’t with strips of balsa wood from the old model airplane in the attic. She’d offer the goldfinch a teaspoon of millet and peanut butter and hold him up to the window so he could see the sky. Once a bird had lost his ability to fly, not much else could be done in the way of mending him. Losing a wing was a little like losing a leg and the freedom of movement, of spirit, it granted you; most people could live without the former but not the latter.

Milly steered the mother, a woman with the frame of a thin person but the flesh of one who’d had too many children and worries to keep her figure, to the kitchen. Instead of taking the seat Milly offered her, the mother paced across the linoleum, pausing to examine the surroundings now and then. She paid particular attention to Milly’s collection of ceramic salt-and-pepper shakers lined up like avian soldiers, orange beak to orange beak, hummingbirds to owls, on the shelf above the stove, and to the damask wallpaper Milly and Twiss had helped their mother put up when they were girls, which had bubbled at the outset because they’d applied the glue too liberally. Over the years, the wallpaper had peeled back little by little so that now it clung to the wall desperately when it clung at all.

The mother seemed the most interested in the milk-glass lamp in the far corner of the kitchen and the WC stenciled in blue paint on the bathroom door. Like many other visitors before her, she seemed surprised to find the house equipped with indoor plumbing and modern electricity. Milly expected the mother to say what everyone from her generation said: We used to have that exact shade in our kitchen! What they didn’t say but what Milly had gleaned from their collective tone, and the decorating magazines in the general store, was that they’d replaced the opaque milk-glass fixtures with track lighting the moment they could afford it. And the moment they could afford track lighting, they could afford to be sentimental.

Oh? Milly would say, wondering why anyone would want the equivalent of a runway on his or her ceiling. But the mother didn’t say anything about track lighting.

“I kept telling her a bird’s nothing to cry about,” she said about her daughter. “When you’ve had your heart broken, you’ll run over a person and you won’t even notice.”

The mother finally took the seat Milly had offered her, which pleased Milly since she was used to people sitting down and telling her things, seeking from her a kind of emotional support only strangers could offer while Twiss patched up the birds in the bathroom; that kind of listening made Milly feel useful when most of the time now she felt useless.

The rest of the woman’s children, three gangly boys, were standing on the front porch daring one another to jump off the steps into the mud puddle that had formed beside Milly’s freshly watered flower beds.

“Would you like a biscuit and jam?” Milly said, mentally hauling out the mixing bowl and the sack of flour from the pantry. There had to be a jar of jam left in the cellar that mold didn’t inhabit. Another stick of butter, too.

“I have to stay away from things I enjoy,” the mother said, pulling her T-shirt over the part of her stomach that had become exposed in the process of sitting down. “This book I’m reading says if you want to be as thin as a stalk of celery, then that’s what you should be eating. I’m not sure I want to look like celery, but I know I don’t want to look like a biscuit.”

Her wristwatch began to beep, softly at first, then louder and louder. She smacked it against her leg, which changed the cadence of the beeping but didn’t stop it. Before she could turn it off, her middle boy came in and took a yellow pill out of her purse.

“Seizures,” the mother said, after he swallowed the pill and went back to the porch. “He’s had them since he was a baby. The other ones have food allergies. I can’t make anything without one of them puffing up. Rice puffs make them puff up.”

“That must be difficult,” Milly said.

“It is when you have a husband like mine.”

When Milly didn’t say anything, the mother added, “He sells carpeting. The kind that’s been doused with toxic chemicals.”

Milly glanced at the green linoleum, the slick of wax beneath the table.

“Depending on what part of the country he’s in, I wish for a disaster that corresponds to that region. If he’s in California, I think about earthquakes. In Florida, it’s hurricanes. In Colorado, it’s avalanches. Great cascading, obliterating avalanches.”

The mother put her hand on her hip. “You wouldn’t know it to look at me, but I used to be a runner. I set a national record once.”

“You don’t run anymore?” Milly said.

“I don’t do a lot of things anymore,” the mother said.

Usually, visitors would eat a biscuit and talk about the price of gasoline or the corn coming up in the fields along the river. It isn’t as sweet as it used to be, they’d say, when what they meant was I’m almost used to being unhappy.

“I know exactly what you mean,” Milly said, looking out the window at the patch of earth where the garden used to be. “I used to grow everything—tomatoes, squash, zucchini, peppers, lovely little potatoes. Fingerlings, I think they were called.”

Before the mother had a chance to say anything, the little girl ran into the room.

“WetriedtosavethebirdieMama!”

“Slow down,” the mother said. “I can’t understand you.”

“We tried to save the birdie, Mama, but it died.”

The mother sighed deeply, as if she’d expected this outcome from the very beginning. Rather than causing her sadness, the events of the morning seemed merely to have exhausted her. “Remember what I said about heaven, Molly?”

“But it can’t fly,” the girl said.

Milly placed her hand on the girl’s curls. Their softness and the scattering of freckles at the girl’s neckline, the sudden camaraderie she felt with the mother, opened up something inside her that hadn’t been opened in a long time. She was lured to the feeling the way other people were lured to trespass on property that was not their own.

“I’m not sure about heaven,” Milly said to the mother while she stroked the girl’s hair. “I used to believe heaven was a place in the clouds and God was a nice old man who sat on top of the highest, fluffiest one. Then one day our priest, Father Rice, announced that God either didn’t exist or He didn’t care. It wasn’t what he said—that was the same as learning Santa Claus wasn’t real. It’s what happened after that made me believe he may have been right.”

The little girl’s mouth dropped open, and a high-pitched mewling, not altogether different from the sound calves made when they were separated from their mothers, came streaming across her lips. Then came the glassy eyes and the sniffling.

“Santa died too?” she said.

The mother lifted the girl onto her hip as if Milly had become dangerous.

After that, everything happened so quickly that an apology, let alone a gesture of apology, was impossible for Milly to achieve.

The mother called to her other children to stop jumping and get into the car. Before she buckled the four of them in and drove off, she looked at Milly with an equal mix of fierceness and pity. “You just made my day ten times harder,” she said.

And then, “Only a person without children would say something like that.”

Twiss came into the kitchen a few minutes later carrying the goldfinch, which she’d wrapped in one of their mother’s embroidered handkerchiefs. Whenever birds died in their care, they buried them in the gladiola bed out back.

“Where did everyone go?” Twiss said.

“The children were late for school,” Milly said, picking up her tea and then setting it down again on the kitchen table.

She was still trying to understand what had happened. It must have been all that talk about natural disasters, a disastrous marriage. In reaction to the woman, and the toxic fumes she imagined rising from the floors in the woman’s house, the pessimist had broken out of its shackles. Heaven? The topic was too tempting.

What she couldn’t stop thinking about was the way the mother had looked at her and how that look, more than her words, had exposed the fact that Milly had never had children, a fact that usually didn’t bother her, because she had the birds to fall back on when she invited people into their home. Most visitors were too busy worrying about karmic retributions (were there any?) for running over a bird on their way to work to notice that she’d never experienced the pain of childbirth, the pleasure of loving someone more than she loved herself.

The luxury, Milly thought when Twiss set the goldfinch on the table. She stroked his neck the same way she’d stroked the girl’s, although instead of curls, she felt broken bones. “That woman didn’t think a goldfinch merited a kink in her schedule,” she said to Twiss.

“Then we can only hope someone runs over her one day,” Twiss said.

“Is death always your solution?”

“At least my dead people go to heaven,” Twiss said.

Milly sat down at the table with the empty teacups, the napkins she’d folded the moment she saw the car coming up the driveway. “I don’t know what got into me.”

“Three-quarters of a century’s a long time to live like a saint.”

“I’m not a saint,” Milly said.

Twiss patted her shoulder. “Not anymore.”

[image: ]

While the two sisters finished their pieces of toast, the goldfinch sat on the table between them, shrouded in the last of their mother’s handkerchiefs. The bottom dresser drawer in her bedroom was now officially empty, and neither sister knew whether to be happy or unhappy about it, although each had known for some time that their bird-saving days were coming to a close. They hadn’t been able to save the last four birds brought to them—a wren, a bluebird, a cardinal, and a lovely little mourning dove they’d both adored.

“Do you want to do it, or do you want me to this time?” Milly said, wondering if she had the energy or the strength of heart to dig another hole. She used to perform elaborate ceremonies for the fallen birds—she’d say prayers, sing songs, and recite poems about avian cousins that had not yet fallen, although the cruelty of the latter homage had recently occurred to her and the poetry had stopped.

“I’ll do it,” Twiss said. “Do you want me to dig a hole for you, too?”

“We’re too old for that to be funny,” Milly said.

“Are we?” Twiss said, rolling up the sleeves of her beige coveralls.

She’d gotten up from the table and was leaning against the door that led to the dining room. When they were girls, the two would stand against the molding to record their heights. The pencil marks began when Milly was six and Twiss was four, etching their way upward like rungs of a ladder. Halfway up the molding, Twiss had figured out how to make herself taller than Milly. She’d put coasters in the heels of her shoes.

“Look at that!” she’d crow. “I grew two whole inches overnight!”

The marks stopped at sixteen and fourteen, even though Milly and Twiss had continued to grow, sometimes legitimately, sometimes not.

“Look how tall I used to be,” Twiss said.

“You were never that tall,” Milly said, standing up to emphasize her point. She smoothed the front of her green housedress. After all these years, and the coming and going of the women’s liberation movement, she still wouldn’t wear slacks.

Twiss stood on her tiptoes. “I might have been.”

Milly washed the breakfast dishes and Twiss dried them. Together, as they did when they were girls, they carried their mother’s bridal tea set to the sideboard in the dining room. The poor light made the embossed finials look less regal than they did in the kitchen.

Twiss traced the rim of a teacup. “Remember what she used to say?”

Milly thought of the old lilac bush beside the barn, the little square window sealed shut behind it. “I remember.”

The two sisters lingered in front of the sideboard, as if waiting for their mother to appear and caution them, before they took up their lists and went about their chores.

Bone china is like your heart. If it breaks, it can’t be fixed.
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Since her hip replacement Milly kept mostly to the house. Whenever she sensed Twiss watching her—especially on the days she used a stepladder to dust the top of the bookshelves and the hutch—she’d make a joke to ease her sister’s concern.

“I’ll be fine,” she’d say, knocking on her hip. “I’ve got more titanium than a rocket.”

“But you don’t have a launcher.”

“Who says?”

“Gravity.”

Twiss liked to have the last word and, because this seemed a small concession, Milly allowed her to. She’d direct her attention to an empty corner of the room, as though she needed privacy to consider her sister’s remarks, when really she’d be thinking about the feel of the duster in her hand, the snow-white feathers.

“I’ll be in the barn then,” Twiss would say, and leave her to her thoughts.

This morning, as she dusted the bookshelves, the rows that mingled culinary delights with field identification and bird anatomy, Milly stopped when she came to The Curious Book of Birds. Out of instinct or perhaps habit (Milly knew the words by heart), she took the book off the shelf to read the inscription on the worn title page:

For Milly,
Because.

“Horseshit!” Twiss had called the book after she’d fished it out of the mailbox years ago, but Milly had been inclined to keep it.

“For the illustrations,” she’d said. “Not for the history.”

But history was exactly what Milly was interested in this morning: the time before she loved birds, when the wing beat of a hummingbird seemed as ordinary as the rustle of leaves, the sound of rain falling on a gravel road. Before Cousin Bettie came to visit for the summer, when Milly was sixteen and Twiss was fourteen, birds were background noise: something you heard but didn’t listen to. By the next summer, Milly could tell you which bird the pip-pip-pip and the pup-up-up belonged to, and she could tell you why.

When Milly opened the bird book, its spine cracked the way hers did when she bent over too quickly. Like her face, the pages had yellowed around the edges. They smelled sweet and sour and tingled the tips of her fingers when she touched them. The cover had buckled outward over the summers and inward over the winters, which had made peaks and valleys out of it, difficult topography. Milly turned to chapter one: a story about a woodpecker doomed by her disobedience never to quench her thirst in lakes or rivers, brooks or fountains. As punishment for her refusal to help build the water basins of the world, the Lord decided the woodpecker would spend her days pecking at dusty wood. Her voice would be heard only when a storm was approaching and her thirst would be quenched only when it arrived, and so the woodpecker spent her life forever looking at the sky, waiting for the first drops to fall.

Milly looked out the window at the blue above and Twiss below; she was sitting on the porch pulling on the same muck boots she used to pull on when she was a girl and the fields were wet, though today the fields were dry. All summer they’d waited for rain and all summer it hadn’t come. For months the fans had been stirring up dust, which clung to tabletops and lamp shades and made the house feel weighty even though the specks were weightless. Milly thought about what the house used to look like (strikingly similar to its current state), then she thought about what it could have looked like if their lives had gone one way instead of the other. The book, which had arrived more than half a century ago wrapped in blue paper, was a gift, though on a day like today it was difficult to see it that way.

When Milly heard the chime of church bells, she looked down at the book curiously, as if the sound had come from it instead of from the country chapel up on Lilly Road. The chapel had been closed after a tornado tore off the roof and dropped it back down into the river, but it was still used for weddings occasionally—mostly couples from Minneapolis or Chicago who were charmed by the overgrowth of honeysuckle and romanced by ruins. No one from Spring Green had been married there since she was a girl. A young woman. Young.

When the sound of the bells faded and then disappeared altogether, Milly was left with the image of her childhood love climbing onto the John Deere, blades of freshly cut grass stuck to the back of his neck, lines of sweat streaking his work shirt like rain.

“Asa,” she said, willing him to spring forth from the pages.

Her will was met with the facts of history, which she blamed the mother for dredging up this morning. Only a person without children. A person without children …

The truth was that the past and the present, hope and actuality, had been rubbing up against each other, and against Milly, before the arrival of the minivan. Instead of time continuing forward as it typically did, lately time had begun leaping about as it pleased, unsettling all that had been settled years ago. When Milly stood in the backyard, for instance, some days she saw a stump where the oak tree used to be. Other days she saw the oak tree itself, even though they’d paid a man from Wilton to cut it down twenty years ago now.

This morning, Milly watched gold light work its way across the parlor floor and was transported to the last pew of the Lilly chapel, where dust motes swirled in the air and the air smelled of incense and damp feet. Death, she thought, even though she felt all right.

On one side of her was Twiss, on the other her mother.

Milly closed her eyes, hoping that when she opened them she’d be back in the living room again with the more singular smell of age, which she shared with the books and the upholstery, to affront her senses. She didn’t know if she could bear to see herself young again. Full of possibilities. Happy as the corn was sweet.

Despite her hoping (or to spite it?), when Milly opened her eyes, she found that she was still sitting between Twiss and her mother in Lilly chapel, which she used to do every Sunday until she was sixteen—that is, until Cousin Bettie came to visit for the summer and took her place in the pew. When Milly looked at her legs, she saw patches of silky hair where waves of loose skin used to be. Peeking out from the patches was the old kidney bean scar on her left knee, except that it wasn’t faded anymore; instead of white, the scar was red.
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