
The Phoebe variations
Excerpt

It was an April afternoon when my mother Greta detonated her little bomb. The windows were open, an
ecstasy of crab apple blooms in the yard, the only time we noticed those trees. There was never any fruit,
and almost no color in the fall. It was a cycle that puzzled me when I was a girl, in spring such a wild
display of white lace, the lure of innocent pink at the center of each blossom, all soon to fade into the
general backdrop. We lived in South Forest, a Chicago suburb of towering elms and oaks, hardworking
fathers and housewives doing their best to people the Earth under the canopy. I was nearly eighteen on
that afternoon in 1974, Greta somewhere in her forties. 
 
I shouldn’t say “little bomb,” when Greta’s activism did not permit violence. I was outwardly a quiet girl,
seemingly observant and sensible. Greta, my remarkable, my ill-used mother, unaware that I was the
standard teenage vessel for tremendous feeling. I was playing the piano in the living room, working on a
Brahms intermezzo for my lesson, a solid excuse to postpone my calculus homework. Trying as best I
could to be worthy, even a little, of Brahms’s mind, the man who’d suffered so by loving Clara Schumann.
Johannes whose childhood also had wounded him, who reputedly had to play in brothels, that boy
tormented both by beauty and by degradation. My Johannes Brahms. I was in love with several of the
dead composers. 

The two boys from a nearby town, boys Greta often brought to the house on weekends, Bert and Joe,
were at the kitchen table finger painting a crime scene, I thought, in primary colors. Our cleaning lady,
Hertha, had a client whose daughter had gone down to the dark dogs. Hertha, born in Berlin, making
idioms her own. Lisa, that daughter and the mother of the boys, had no hope of doing anything but
coming to no good, Hertha said, those children in need of a stable home. I never saw them again after I
left Greta’s house, a month or so later. The boys were four and five years old, about to become
parentless, for a reason I didn’t want to know. 

When I quit the Brahms, dragging toward math, I went to the wall sharpener in the kitchen to prepare my
pencils. Greta was at the stove making tapioca pudding. She often had many plates spinning, my mother
on the vanguard of the multitasking revolution. That’s why, I suppose, she thought to bring up a trip to
Wisconsin just then, supervising the finger painting, making pudding, ticking off the talk she needed to
have with me. She said, as if we’d been discussing the foundational situation of my life, that it would be
smart for me to get my feelings on the parentage issue squared away before I went to college. That’s how
I remember it. I recall thinking, Parentage issue? This sounded Victorian or Shakespearean, my life from
out of a novel, not that Greta read the books I loved.

When I didn’t answer she said, “Phoebe, I’m talking to you.”

“What,” I said.
 
She was stirring the pudding slowly. “It’s important, kiddo. Important to deal head-on with your birth
parents before they’re a burden. Before they become a romance in your head. If they aren’t already. Joe,
honey, move that red paint from the edge of the table.”

I had no idea what Greta was talking about. I called her Greta, had been calling her Greta for some time,
at her recommendation. When I didn’t understand her, my tactic was to keep moving. Not that I was
trying to maneuver around her, or somehow manage her; she’d always granted me freedom and respect,
and if I’d wanted to rebel she would have honored my independence. Tactics, that is, were only required
on occasion. She was admirable, brave, energetic, and earnest. 

 In the hierarchies of my affections, my friend Luna was everything to me, followed closely by Patrick
O’Connor, who was of great importance to both of us. Greta was graded in a different system, a sound but
dimensionally second place to my friends. Despite my adequate feeling for her she was my mother, and
so I naturally sometimes had no interest in her subjects, no interest in following her train of thought. 

 “We’ll visit them, and then,” she was saying, “you’ll know who the Dahlgrens are. You’ll have a
relationship with them. You’ll see that they are regular, real people, and you won’t need to build up any
kind of fantasy about them. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Meeting them will be a significant time-
saver in your life.”

what the deep 
water knows

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What has been your experience reading poetry? Did
the arc of this collection change the experience for you?

2. This collection is broken into six sections as it traces
the course of a woman’s life. Did one of the sections
resonate with you most? Which one and why?

3. How did you interpret the narrator’s relationship with
her mother? 

4. How do you believe the narrator’s relationship with
her mother was different from her relationship with her
own child? 

5. Throughout this collection, we can see how each
section of the narrator’s life is defined by the principal
relationship of that period. How is the end of the
collection different? 

6. While this collection spans a woman’s life, it also
chronicles the lifespan of a marriage. How did you feel
about the narrator’s marriage?

7. There are vibrant descriptions of the natural world
throughout this collection. How do they add to the
meanings behind the poems?

8. Was there a poem in particular that stuck with you?
Why did it resonate?

9. Why do you believe the author chose to title the
collection “What the Deep Water Knows”? How does
that poem and title speak to the collection as a whole?

10. If you were a reader of The Paper Palace, did you
find any similar themes that Heller interweaves
throughout that novel and this collection?


