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The Nest
—  a n   e s s ay   b y  —

l auren grodstein

At the intersection of two highways near my house in New Jersey sits  
 an improbably cheap fruit and flower store. The last time I was 

there, they were running a six- dollar special on hanging planters, so I bought 
one, filled it with petunias, and hung it from my porch. The petunias draped 
fetchingly over the sides of the pot and made my house look very charming.

A week later, a nervous chirpy sparrow started dashing from the innards 
of my planter every time I came close. What’s with the sparrow? I wondered 
aloud. Who’s it hiding from?

I bet it built a nest in there, said my seven- year- old son, Nathaniel.
Sparrows have nests? I said. I’d always thought of sparrows as kind of 

homeless birds, congregating by the trash cans outside pizza places. My son 
looked at me like I was crazy and then requested that I hoist him up to 
look inside the planter. And sure enough, there it was, a perfect nest, maybe 
three inches in diameter, made out of twigs and bits of fluff. 

In the next few days, more magic: first, two tiny bluish eggs, then a third, 
and then a fourth, all neatly arranged. How did the sparrow find the time 
to do all this? Some days it was all I could do to fold the laundry. 

And then, that Saturday, a mystery: a slightly larger, more speckled egg 
nestled among its four fellows. 

I don’t think that one belongs there, my son said. I think it belongs to a dif-
ferent bird. Does that ever happen, where a bird ends up in someone else’s nest?

We went inside to have a discussion with Google, who told us that sure 
enough, this egg was not a sparrow’s egg but rather the egg of a cowbird. 
Instead of raising its own young, the cowbird drops its egg in another 
bird’s nest in the hopes that the other bird will be a sport about it and raise 
the baby cowbird as its own. The technical name for this kind of bird is a 
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“brood parasite,” but that sounded pretty nasty, so Nathaniel and I decided 
we would call the cowbird something else: the biological mother.

Biological mothers are on our minds a lot these days, as we anxiously 
await the arrival of my son’s sister, our new daughter, who is currently liv-
ing in an orphanage in China. As I write this in May 2016, our daughter, 
Xiaoxiao, is almost two years old. She will be with us this fall — we have 
been working on bringing her home for fourteen months. We are so close 
now that we’ve begun to count days.

What do you think the biological mother is doing right now? my son 
asked, peering into the nest the day after we found the cowbird egg. Maybe 
working, I said. Maybe going back to school. 

I wonder if she thinks about her egg, Nathaniel said. I would, if I  
were her.

My husband, the only one of us tall enough to see into the nest without 
using a stepladder, started reporting on the eggs on his way in from work. 
Eggs looking good, he’d say. Flowers need water. Then we’d eat dinner, 
and after dinner we’d watch the videos of  Xiaoxiao the orphanage sent us.

But then last Thursday, I checked and saw that two sparrow’s eggs were 
missing from the nest. The next day, one more was gone. My heart thud-
ded. The following morning, the nest was empty. Even the cowbird’s egg 
had disappeared.

What had we done wrong? Had we checked too vigilantly? Driven the 
sparrow crazy with all our comings and goings? 

My son and husband both seemed a little disappointed about the mys-
teriously empty nest, but as for me, I was beside myself. I looked all around 
the porch for eggshells but didn’t find the merest feather. It was as if the 
eggs had never been there at all. I stood by my back door, looking out at the 
planter hanging from the porch, feeling like an idiot because I was crying.

What kind of mother was I? What kind of mother would I be?
I wrote my new novel, Our Short History, because I’d been thinking 

about motherhood and fear: the fear of not being able to raise my son, the 
fear of having to live without him. Every so often I think about these things, 
because I write books, and my imagination can be hard to tame, and be-
cause I’m a mother, and my imagination can be hard to tame.

Our Short History tells the story of a single mother named Karen who 
has stage IV ovarian cancer. Karen knows that when the time comes, she 
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will have to leave her young son, Jake, to her sister’s care, and she wants to 
make sure that things go exactly to plan. She’s diligent about every detail, 
even freezing an absurd amount of baked ziti so that whenever Jake misses 
her, there it will be, something she made for him with her own hands. 

In the beginning of the novel, Jake asks to meet his father, a man Karen 
dated briefly who broke up with her after she found out she was pregnant. 
She agrees to the meeting because she assumes it will be a blip, a moment’s 
interest. Instead, Jake and his father fall in love at first sight. They share a 
dorky sense of humor, a fierce love of video games, an obsession with Star 
Wars. They have the same half- curly hair and hazel eyes.

Karen doesn’t want to let Jake have a relationship with his father, because 
a) his father broke her heart, and b) she’s been raising Jake herself for six 
years and suddenly this guy gets to swoop in and be Superdad? No way, 
Karen thinks. Not happening. She goes a little crazy at the thought of this 
man getting his undeserving hands on her son.

But Jake loves his father. And she loves Jake more than anything else she 
can name.

The more I think about Karen, the more I identify with her: It’s easy 
to become a little crazy when, for instance, you’re waiting for news of the 
daughter you’ve never met. But more than that, I think I was able to write 
Our Short History because I know the desperation, the helplessness, of lov-
ing your child, and the way that kind of love can derange a person. It’s the 
kind of love that lifts cars and steals bread and gladly sacrifices itself again 
and again. I know this because I live it. And that’s why, even though imagi-
nation is my job and my hobby, I can’t imagine what it took for Xiaoxiao’s 
biological mother to let her go. 

But for some reason I was able to imagine Karen, desperately missing the 
little boy who was still standing in front of her. I was able to imagine her 
cataloging the way he runs, the scrapes on his knee, his favorite T- shirts, 
his favorite songs. I loved Karen for the way she loved her son, and for what 
she was willing to do to keep him by her side. I also loved writing about her 
because it felt like a way of explaining to my own children — the one I know 
and the one I have yet to meet — how desperately I love them. It seems al-
most unhinged to say these sorts of things out loud, maybe: I love you more 
than anyone. I love you more than I love me. 

But one day I hope they’ll have nests of their own, and they’ll understand.
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