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January Baby 

By Kaitlin Bartlett 

 

It’s something in the floors, I think. An aged, oaky smoothness embedded deep in the 

hardwood that rises up to greet me as I stand in my grandmother’s house. I smell it now, hear it 

whisper, You made it, sweetheart, now come in and relax. I want to lie face down on the floor 

and inhale.  

“Elle? You in here?” 

Uncle Davis pokes his head into the living room. I’m still not used to seeing him without 

the beard he sported throughout my childhood. Gray hair is less noticeable in a mustache than a 

beard, he’d joked when I first commented on the change. Every time I visit, I recognize fewer 

and fewer things about him.  

I chew on the skin of my pinkie. The old habit crops up every time I think I’ve kicked it. 

“Yeah,” I say, waving at him to mask my nervous tic.  

Uncle Davis strides into the room—he never used to stride, either, more like a slow 

shuffle—and hugs me, lightly patting my back. Those hugs I recognize. That’s something. 

“Hey, favorite niece.” 

“Hey, favorite uncle.” He’s my mom’s only brother, and I have no siblings, but even if 

our family had been bigger, we’d probably still be each other’s favorite.  

“Sista didn’t want to come?”  

I shake my head, half-smiling at his nickname for Mom. At the idea of having a brother 

to nickname you. 

“She still mad at me, then?”  
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Again I shake my head, more to appease than tell the truth. If it had been up to Mom, 

we’d hold onto this place until our family line died out, passing it down the generations like a 

relay race baton. But Uncle Davis got the house when Grandma died three years ago, and after 

dumping some money into it in a failed kitchen remodel, he decided to sell. 

“I’ll bring some stuff back for her in case she wants it later.”  

I envision my apartment’s closets stacked high with boxes of old dishes and dusty lamps 

and faded photographs, biding their time until Mom decides they don’t hurt too much to look at.  

“You take her back whatever you think she might want.” He nods to a pile of empty 

cardboard boxes in the corner. “Take it all if you feel like it. I’ve already picked out my share.”  

I look around at the fully furnished living room and know my fingerprints are smeared on 

every chair, each piano key, the handles of the TV cabinet. I trail my fingers through the thin 

coat of dust atop the end table, swirling patterns like when I was younger, half-expecting 

Grandma to pop up and swipe the dust away with a cloth.  

The furniture will have to stay. It won’t fit in my Corolla.   

 

I start in the basement and work my way up. Rusty old tools, a push lawnmower, some 

old terracotta flowerpots. I leave those and start unfolding the wilted flaps of cardboard boxes. 

The first one is full of dolls, plastic heads and arms with bodies soft as beanbags. Mom’s. I pull 

out a couple and stare at them, trying to guess which was her favorite. I can’t decide, so I lay 

both aside.  

Soon my hands are coated with dust and dirt and my pile is overflowing with objects that 

may or may not be sentimental. Finally, I pull out my cell phone and dial Mom’s number. 
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Voicemail picks up after six rings. I immediately hang up and call back. I don’t care that I’m 

interrupting her dinner prep.   

When I was in elementary school, Mom binge-cooked. She made huge meals—gallons of 

soup, spaghetti sauce from scratch, ten dozen oatmeal raisin cookies—and jammed our freezer 

full. Dad even had to buy a second freezer that we kept in the basement. She would not stop 

cooking, no matter how many times Dad and I reminded her we were a family of three, not ten. 

Every time Grandma came over to babysit me, she left with a vacuum-sealed bag of homemade 

applesauce.  

But as time went on and our grocery bills skyrocketed, Mom spent fewer hours in the 

kitchen. Since I moved out she’s gotten dinner for two down to a science. Enough for seconds 

but no leftovers.    

She answers her phone this time. “Seems like every time you call, I’ve got my hands 

coated in some food or other—I’m making meatballs for me and your father, you have to mash 

up the ground beef with your hands—”  

“Mom, I can’t do this.”  

The line falls silent, and I exclaim, “Mom!” again before she answers.  

“Honey, I don’t know what to tell you.” 

“Tell me what you want from this house,” I say. “What should I take? I don’t know what 

stuffed animals you played with as a kid or if you like those drinking glasses with the peach 

flowers on the sides. The board games? They don’t sell some of them anymore, you know. You 

might never see them again.” 

She sighs. “I don’t want anything.” 
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“Don’t give me that bullshit.” Even though I’m twenty-four, part of my brain scolds me 

for cursing at my mother. “This is our last chance. Uncle Davis is selling everything we don’t 

take. I know you don’t want to lose these things, so just tell me what to do.” 

“Elle, honey,” Mom says. “Even if I took all my parents’ furniture and arranged it in my 

living room just the way they’d had it, it wouldn’t be the same. Nothing you can bring me from 

that house will ever be enough. I’ve accepted that.”  

Yeah, well, I haven’t, I want to say.  

“Fine. Whatever. If you change your mind, text me a list of things you want me to look 

for. Otherwise you’re out of luck.”  

And then I hang up in a huff, just like I’m thirteen years old again.  

  

The kitchen is gutted. Drop cloths crackle under my flip flops as I walk through with a 

nearly full box in my arms. Uncle Davis warned me to watch for dropped screws and nails. My 

every step feels dangerous. 

He tried to install a dishwasher—Grandma had done all her dishes by hand—but 

something went wrong with rusty pipes, and money ran out. Now half the kitchen counter where 

Grandma always brewed her morning Folgers is crumbling. Uncle Davis selling the house as a 

fixer-upper, letting a stranger accomplish what he can’t.  

I pick my way across the kitchen with my box, trying to ignore the sharp smell of metal 

and sawdust. 

Mom hasn’t visited the house since Uncle Davis started remodeling.  
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Unlike the kitchen, nothing’s been touched inside Grandma’s bedroom since she died. I 

don’t think the room has been redecorated in my entire life. I perch on the edge of the bed, 

plucking at a stray thread in the quilt Grandma sewed from leftover scraps of the kitchen 

curtains. In a little while I’ll peel the quilt away from the mattress and fold it into a box, but I 

want this to look like Grandma’s bedroom for a few more moments.  

  She died of a heart attack while she slept. Uncle Davis came over to take her to her hair 

appointment that afternoon and found her still in bed. She’d never slept past six-thirty.  

I move over to Grandma’s dresser and open her jewelry box. Mom did take some of 

Grandma’s jewelry after the funeral, the only things I knew for sure she’d wanted. I’m angry at 

my mother for making me feel so useless. Couldn’t she leave one meaningful thing behind for 

me to grab out of the dust and return to her?  

I pick up one of Grandma’s rings, a garnet set into a gold band, and slide it onto my ring 

finger. It only makes it to the first knuckle. She bought this ring after I was born, her first—and 

only—grandchild, a January baby. Engraved on the inside is my name: Ella Katherine Boyd.  

I twist the ring around my finger. Me being named after Grandma isn’t any secret. The 

moment my parents mailed my birth announcements, family members commented on how I was 

destined to be a carbon copy, how I even had her eyes.  

“You’re sure you don’t want to save one of the names?” my dad supposedly asked Mom. 

“You know, for the next one?” 

But Mom refused. They’d had a hard enough time getting pregnant with me. Who knew 

if there’d even be another?  

And she was right. I remember being six years old with my ear pressed against my 

parents’ bedroom door. They’d bolted right past me upon coming home from the doctor’s office. 
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Grandma, who had been babysitting me, was behind that door, too. Eventually she emerged, 

steering me away from the bedroom and saying, “Your mom’s not feeling well right now—bad 

bellyache. But she’ll be okay, sweetheart, don’t you worry.” 

I became the one and only Boyd child after that. Every night, Mom kissed me on the head 

and whispered I was all she ever wanted, and I tried not to think about the tears she’d sobbed 

behind the bedroom door.       

Back when I was in seventh grade, kids at school started calling me Cinderella and 

offering me the rotting Halloween pumpkins off their porch. At the time, nothing felt worse than 

my name. Elle, I determined, was cool, spelled the same way backward and forward, so I 

exchanged the A for another E in my name.  

Mom pitched a fit. “I didn’t name you Elle,” she insisted. “I named you Ella for a 

reason.”  

I slip Grandma’s ring into my pocket. Then I step into the living room and survey my 

growing pile of boxes and bins. Lampshades and coffee mugs stick out of the tops. So much stuff.  

I’ll make three trips if I have to, I decide. It’s all coming back with me. 


