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 ‘I am so sorry. Our little daughter died as she was born,’ said David Henry. A tragedy on his family over the following 25 years began.

The book opens during a snowstorm in the American city Lexington, Kentucky, in 1964, when Norah Henry realizes that she is going into labor. Unable to reach the hospital in time, her husband David, an orthopedic surgeon, and his nurse, Caroline, assist Norah with the delivery. He is able to safely deliver their healthy son, Paul, but as Norah delivers a second child, a girl, Phoebe, David immediately recognizes the signs of Down syndrome. Because David is unable to bear the idea of causing his wife the pain that he knows coming with a child with Down’s syndrome, he asks Caroline to bring the girl to a home and then lies to Norah that the second baby is stillborn. After seeing the conditions at the institution, Caroline cannot bear to leave the baby there alone. She leaves town determined to raise the child on her own.
From that moment onward, two families begin their new, and separate, lives. Phoebe is raised lovingly by Caroline, who must struggle against societal prejudices in order to give Phoebe the same opportunities as other children. On the other hand, Paul grows up in a household filled with tension as the family is immersed in Norah’s grief of losing her daughter and David’s torment by his secret. As a result, Phoebe grows joyously; the hardships in raising Phoebe all fade away when Caroline sees Phoebe’s smile. However, Norah and David grow more and more distant from each other and Norah eludes through a series of affairs, alcoholism and concentrating on an all-consuming career; David looks for solace through photography, trying to make sense of his life through the images he captures. In contrast to Phoebe, Paul feels a disappointment and finds his only release through music. 

The Memory Keeper’s Daughter is a complex and riveting web Edwards has tightly woven, entangling lives of two families and the devastating secret that shapes them both. The book is written with masterful writing techniques, one of which is antithesis. The whole story is run through by secrets composed by lies. Edwards has done a great job in contrasting the family of Phoebe with the family of Paul. The story is alternately narrated through four different points of view, moving from one character’s mind to another. I feel myself sinking into and emerging from two entirely different families, drifting between happiness and tension until the two families finally meet. I found myself indulging in a meditation on loss and grief and a commentary on love and hope when reading the book. The skilled use of antithesis has created a stark contrast between the families and makes the personalities of characters prominent and in-depth. Moreover, reading the book is like having journey with different characters, who met with me, shared their life journeys and perceptions, their joys and struggles, and were eager to help me learn. These characters are as real to the reader as his next-door neighbors.
The use of photography as a metaphor for David's life throughout the book is artfully done. Unable to see life head-on, he chooses to view it through a camera lens, removing himself emotionally from his family. “Photography is all about secrets,” David said “The secrets we all have and will never tell.” He takes photos of young girls and tries to still the rushing world, the flow of events and keep the memory using the camera but of course that would have been impossible. David’s heart of guilt of having lied to his wife is sharply portrayed using this metaphor. With Edwards’ professional writing, reading the novel is not only an amusement but a kind of appreciation of word art.

The story ends with a thought-provoking scene, in which Norah and Paul meet Phoebe for the first time when both Phoebe and Paul attend their mother's wedding and Paul takes Phoebe to their father's grave. What if David did not tell the lie 25 years ago? What if there was more communication? Everything would have changed totally and the births of children would not have resulted the tragedy of the family. The Memory Keeper’s Daughter is a compelling story that explores universal themes, including tolerance for people with disabilities, impact of a family secret and importance of communication, attitude when facing a dilemma and predicament. After reading the book, I have a better understanding on these subjects.

To our modern sensibilities, it is discouraging to have a child with Down’s syndrome, which is a chromosomal condition caused by the presence of all or part of an extra 21st chromosome. Individuals with Down syndrome tend to have a lower-than-average cognitive ability, often ranging from mild to moderate disabilities, leading to great difficulties in living a life with assistance from others.

Although Phoebe is raised lovingly, there are difficulties for her to fit in to the society. The novel begins in 1964, when children with Down’s syndrome were rejected to enter public school and could hardly feel accepted by the society. Caroline and a group of other women - the Upside Down Society – make much effort petitioning to let their children go to public school, insisting the world see these children as individuals capable of learning and of ability, demanding change and rights for their daughters or sons. However, when time went by, have our attitudes toward people with disabilities changed? Are we more enlightened or accepting now?
Certainly yes, the living situation of children with Down’s syndrome has improved a lot compared with nearly half a century ago. More and more non-governmental organizations working with Down’s syndrome have been set up, holding courses and activities equipping them with the skills to help them fit in. Although the attitude David has about Down's syndrome may be outrageous to us now, there was a time, not all that long ago, when the ideas of repelling children with Down’s syndrome were widely held. Parents expect their children to grow healthily. What if their children are found to have incurable diseases? The only thing they should do is to face it with a positive attitude and support their children with love and care. Escaping or denial will only lead to more and more problems such as regret or even separation with the family as in David’s case.

However, despite the acceptance towards patients with Down’s syndrome shown by the majority, it is not uncommon to see news articles reporting babies with disability being abandoned. Although the process of raising him or her is long and difficult, all hardships are worth for the sake of the future of the children. They would have joy instead of being in the shadow of self-reproach for their whole life. Furthermore, being developmentally disabled is not a stumbling block baffling their growth. They can lead a meaningful life with love and a smug family, as Caroline told David when they finally met, ‘You missed a lot of heartache, but you also missed a lot of joy.’ The heartache and effort of Caroline have certainly paid off.

Sincere communication is essential for the harmony and wholeness in a family. Lacking of frankness and communication, household dissension is a general phenomenon nowadays. David and Norah do love each other but they express their love in a wrong way. David has tried to protect his wife, Norah, from sadness of giving birth to a child with Down’s syndrome by deceiving her; intending to assuage David’s workaholism, which is the most visible sign of the problems in his marriage, Norah has gifted David a camera, which turns out to be an obsession for him. The tragedy is resulted from their positive motivation. If they had spent more time communicating with each other, they would have understood what the other really needed and misapprehension could have been prevented and a disintegrated family could have been kept intact. As David dies towards the very end of the story, Norah realizes what he has done when Caroline tells her the fact. What if David told her by himself in person?\

In Hong Kong, teenagers’ detachment from family life and divorce of couples have resulted from household quarrels arisen with the lack of communication given the long time the parents spend on earning a living. They should notice that money is not the only element to maintain a harmonious family, but love is. Are parents the only one to blame for broken families? Surely not. Being a son or daughter, have we spared a day in our packed schedule to stay with them instead of with friend or computers? Have we taken our responsibility being a family member contributing to the family by caring other members in the family? Efforts of parents and us made are the bricks to build our family.
Dilemmas are situations that may be faced by everyone of us. If we were in the difficult situation as David was in, would we choose to Norah the truth? David has chosen to lie and that comes with the price of stricken conscience and an invisible wall between Norah and him, leading to the treachery of his wife, the misunderstanding of his son and a lifelong irredeemable regret. Maybe we will also make a wrong decision and consider it as a wise one. Yet we may finally realize that what we are getting through is not what we have expected when we make the decision in the first place. We should envisage the problem caused by us in time and not hesitate or shirk as what David has done in The Memory Keeper’s Daughter. In spite of our desire to freeze a moment or step back in time, the reality is too cruel to allow us such an opportunity. What we could do is to seize the opportunity to change our future but not immerse ourselves in the past.

Caroline is a role model for us to learn about the correct attitude when facing a dilemma and predicament. To leave Phoebe in the poor institution or not? Knowing it would be a cragged way for Phoebe, she chooses not to abandon her. Never spending a moment regretting her choice and enmeshing in the past, she tries her very best in raising Phoebe, with her positiveness turning the tragedy into a triumph. Let me cite another example of the deaf-blind Helen Keller, who studied hard to write and speak, and finally earned a Bachelor’s degree in Arts. Losing his hearing, Beethoven continued to compose, conduct, and perform music and remains one of the most influential composers of all time. So our future lies in our attitudes towards adversity.

Despite being a profoundly mesmerizing novel, there are some flaws in The Memory Keeper's Daughter which Edwards can improve. Firstly, more focuses could be put on how Caroline has raised Phoebe as the part on how Phoebe grows up is barely sufficient, diminished by the tragedy of Dr. Henry’s family. As a reader, I am interested in how Phoebe lives her life with Down's syndrome and how it has affected Caroline. Moreover, increasing the proportion of this part could help to give prominence to the theme of ‘tolerance for people with disabilities’. Secondly, Edwards has truly illuminated her characters and their story at the beginning and the end of the book by showing their small, quiet moments of everyday life and I look forward to knowing more about their lives in the time span of 25 years. However, their lives in those years are only expressed with the narration of a few big events, which I found disappointing.

Regardless of these minor flaws, The Memory Keeper’s Daughter packs a hefty emotional punch and sympathetic events that will keep readers turning the pages. It is a wonderfully crafted tale highly recommended to all of you.
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