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  1

  JESSIE


  TWO YOUNG GULLS prance on the boulder outside my kitchen window, tossing a dead fish back and forth. The others stand, one-legged, facing the spot on the far shore where the sun will emerge. Sometimes I imagine that it won’t rise at all and the light will remain dim throughout the whole day. Tranquil October mornings are my best time for thought.


  Before the telephone rings or Carl fills the kettle with water, I sit at the painted yellow table, without tea, without the clatter of breakfast dishes, without a living soul to speak to. Sometimes I write in a handmade book filled with pale green paper given to me by Sylvie last Christmas. I keep the sweet card she sent tucked in toward the back of the book. But I am tired. I don’t write anything. The book lies flat open on the place mat.


  Today I just sit and look at my hands. When I touch the skin on the back of my hand between the long bones, the spot feels puffy; the skin, brittle. If I saw those hands in a magazine photograph, I would say they were the hands of an old woman, and I’d be right. It surprises me, that’s all.


  “Carl.” I know he’s awake, so I don’t raise my voice. Just call loudly enough to let him know I’m starting the omelet. The first egg yolk breaks when I crack its shell against the bowl rim. The next two are perfect. I shake a little extra pepper and dried thyme into the bowl before I beat the eggs.


  He comes clattering up behind me with the teakettle. I keep grating the cheese. He runs too much water into the kettle every morning and it takes forever to boil. After he lights the gas, he stands behind me and presses his mouth to the back of my neck and hums. Every day.


  “Good morning, my pet,” he says.


  “Carl? Why do the gulls face the rising sun?”


  “Because they know it’s going to be a day full of fish.”


  “Tomato in your omelet?”


  “Not today. I’ve got a canker from all the tomatoes. How about some of the smoked salmon from last night?”


  That’s what I love about him. He doesn’t say, Sure, tomato would be fine. And he gets the smoked salmon himself from the refrigerator, unwraps it, and places it on the cutting board in front of me. I slice it into tiny pieces while the omelet sizzles in the frying pan and the teakettle hums to boiling. We’re a team, Carl and I.


  “What are you doing today?” I ask him.


  “Nothing,” he says. “Nothing planned.”


  Funny. For years there was no question of what was to be done on any given day. Monday: go to work. Tuesday: go to work. Saturday: rake the yard, clean the garage, play tennis if there was time. I taught history to high school seniors. Carl was a surgeon who replaced knees and hips with metal and plastic. We worked hard. Now we don’t.


  Even when I was a child, days were mapped out for my brother and me. My dad was a teacher at Wheaton College and my mother died delivering us. Harry and I were the only children, but they say twins are enormously difficult to raise. It was true. After Harry’s accident, I wasn’t very well behaved and Harry needed constant attention until his hip healed. In the summer we took trips to educational places like Gettysburg and the Grand Canyon. During the school year, I took ballet and piano and figure skating. Harry took drawing and sculpture. I should have taken the art lessons, I suppose, because that’s what I love to do. But Harry took them because he couldn’t dance or skate or run.


  Dad never married again. He had friends. A few serious women friends. But I think he felt he had to compensate for our having no mother. In a way, Harry and I were mothers to each other. What a strange thought.


  “About time to go see Sylvie, n’est-ce pas?”


  “Next week,” I say. “The last time, well, it wasn’t easy.”


  “She expects us. We haven’t been for a couple of months.”


  “Not now, Carl. Some other time.”


  Last Thanksgiving was a nightmare. The children were all here. Sam. Charlie and his wife. My brother, Harry, and his wife. Sylvie. It took both Carl and Charlie to hold her, to keep her from burning the place down.


  I set the table with plates and cloth napkins and my mother’s china teacups. “Let’s paint in the woods. Just take the easels down the path and paint some of the mushrooms before they rot. There’s a fox skull down by the old pine. I’d like to do something with that.”


  We sit on opposite ends of the long, thin table, the smoked salmon and cheese omelet on a platter between us, the teapot steaming. He places his glasses on the windowsill before he helps himself. Some days, like today, he looks too large to fit in a chair. People used to remark that he was too big to be a surgeon, that his hands were more suited to moving hay bales. Carl laughed at them and told them to think about Oscar Peterson and his sausage-sized fingers playing piano better than anyone else in the world.


  “Still water today,” he says. “Not a ripple.”


  “No. Not a ripple.”


  “Quite a chunk of fish the young ones have.”


  “Look. That adult just brought another. Look. There on the rock.”


  The Earl Grey tea smells smoky, like old cigars and Harris Tweed, like professors at grad school. I pour mine first, as Father always did, because the first pouring is the weakest.


  Carl’s skin is old, too. I touch the back of his hands.


  “Jessie? What’s up?”


  “Nothing. Just touching you,” I say.


  “Sure, we can go to the woods. Oils or water?”


  “Watercolor today. I prefer watercolor.”


  “The tree?”


  “Yes. Of course. The tree.”


  Last year we both took a drawing class at the library with an artist who lives in New York in the winter and comes here for the summer. Funny, I can’t remember his name, but he’s famous. We drew paper bags for eight weeks. At the time, I thought that was excessive, but we learned patience and how to see something as it truly is. We crumpled bags. We smoothed them out. We stacked them one on the other, hid them behind each other, pushed one inside another. The teacher kept saying to draw what was really there, not what we thought should be there. When we learn that, we can draw what’s in our mind. I’m still stuck at barely drawing what is really there, but I think Carl has graduated to drawing what he imagines there. It will come, Carl says.


  Breakfast takes a long time. We sip tea and nibble at our eggs. He toasts a stale bagel. I pour us both more Earl Grey as the gulls continue to watch the sunrise and make plans for their day. Another young gull has joined the fray, vying for fish. Do birds really wonder what they will do in the afternoon? Decide if they will fly over to Schoodic Rock or to Little Sheep? Or does the chief gull just take off and the others follow?


  While Carl cleans up the breakfast dishes, I open the top drawer in the red chest and sort through the paints. Someday soon I’m going to organize this blasted drawer and throw away the dried-up tubes and empty jars and stiff brushes. Because it’s October, I choose browns and reds and yellows with white to make colors like coffee and brick and canary.


  Carl sings while he washes the dishes. Usually he sings old tunes like “Blue Moon” and “Let Me Call You Sweetheart,” a little off key, but today he sings in French. He spent his early childhood in France. Now he changes to a children’s song in a small voice, like a child’s, words that I can’t understand. How do I know it’s a children’s song? It just is. Such a sweet thing, to sing a children’s song. You can tell even if you don’t know the words. Kind of mournful and sung in a peculiar key, a different language. Maybe Spanish. Where would he have learned Spanish? I don’t think I’ve heard it before. He speaks German, too, and a bit of Polish because of the time he spent there during the war, but he hardly ever uses it. When he’s upset about something, he swears in Polish.


  The canvas bag has everything we need. We each have a portable easel that Charlie gave us for Christmas. I tell the children that we don’t need anything, because they usually get us something useless, but we do use the easels. One year Sam gave us a very expensive book about Siberia. We bring it out and put it on the coffee table when he comes to visit. Another coffee-table book.


  Carl carries the canvas bag with the paints and paper and easels, not because I’m not strong enough, but because he’s taller and the bag doesn’t bump along the tops of the stumps and stones as we walk.


  “What’s the song about? The one you were singing?”


  “Oh, I don’t remember. Something about a little bird.”


  “Your mother sang it to you?”


  “Yes. My mother.”


  “French?”


  “Yes. French.”


  But I’m not sure it’s French. I studied French for years and I didn’t recognize even one word. No, I think it’s another language entirely. But I don’t ask again. Carl is kind of exotic. There are things about him that I don’t know. I love to imagine all kinds of possibilities, like that he was the prince of some foreign land or was kidnapped by the Russians and held against his will. What I do know is that he had a hard time of it during the war.


  Wet leaves cover the outcropping granite and I’m afraid I’ll fall. I wrap my fingers around the edge of his jacket, which of course is ridiculous because if I slip I will pull him down with me, but it makes me feel safe.


  “Should we get another dog? We don’t have to get a puppy.”


  “It’s too soon. Maybe in the spring,” he says.


  Reba’s only been dead a month. How long do you wait before it’s proper to get another dog? Who decides these things? She was a big golden retriever who wouldn’t retrieve and hated the water. Carl said some other breed got in with the mother for a quickie and Reba’s father wasn’t really a golden at all but some poodle or Irish wolfhound. We both cried out loud when we found her dead the morning of September fourth under the kitchen table. Carl said some expletive in Polish when he pressed his palm against Reba’s cold forehead. I wish I spoke another language. When I got my Master’s degree I had to read French, but that’s not like speaking it.


  “There won’t be many more days we can paint outside,” he says. “We’ll have to paint the ocean from the kitchen table.”


  “Here we are,” I say, as if he wasn’t aware that we had arrived at the old pine tree. “It’s still there. Do you think it will fall?”


  “Fall?”


  “The tree. The pine tree. Sylvie’s tree.”


  “Jess, my love, that tree’s been there for years.”


  “But the lower limb. It’s got a crack in it.”


  “Jess, all things fall over and die sometime. That old tree will. But not today.”


  This place is damp. It reminds me of the swamp where Harry and I used to hide from the bad guys. Once, our father had to gather the neighborhood for a search. They found us soaking wet and covered with scratches. There weren’t really any bad guys and it’s not really a swamp here, but the smell is the same. Damp leaves. Rotting ferns. Seaweed from the nearby shore. A place where the living turn into the dead to feed the living.


  “There’s mushrooms all over the place,” Carl says.


  “I’m going to get the fox skull,” I say. “It’ll only take a minute.”


  The only sound I hear behind me is Carl setting up the easels. I’ve forgotten exactly where I left the skull, but I follow the narrow game trail through the alders, watching on the left for a stump with bones on top. I gather bones of dead animals. Isn’t that crazy? The fox skull is the most exciting. Why? I don’t know. Perhaps because I can hold it easily in my hand and imagine where the tongue was and what the teeth chewed on. I load the skull, plus the fragments of legs and ribs and wings I’ve gathered, into the front of my jacket. Near the stump are some pinecones and clumps of chartreuse moss that I pile onto the bones until there’s no more room.


  It reminds me of when I was pregnant with Sylvie and thought I couldn’t get any bigger without bursting, and I balanced a mug on my belly at breakfast. Carl thought it was a riot but always checked to make sure the tea wasn’t hot enough to burn me. I wanted to name her after his mother, Chantal, but he didn’t want to. He said he had no family. Carl chose Sylvie. He’d always liked the name, he’d said. I wonder how it would have been with her if we’d named her Chantal. Sylvie, like sylvan, the woods, the moss, natural like the deer and the coyote. Sylvie was like the woods when she was small. She picked up sticks and leaves and small bones and tucked them into her pockets. Her whole village was made from debris she found in the woods and on the shore. Whatever happened to it?


  The alders blur ahead of me and I’m not sure of my way. My load shifts and some of the cones spill onto the ground. Ahead through the trees I hear Carl rustling around getting ready for the morning. I hear him pouring tea from the thermos. Has it come to this? Nothing important to do? Painting bones and moss and mushrooms on big sheets of bleached paper that will be thrown out when we die by children who thought we were just keeping busy?


  “Carl, I’ve got a load here.”


  “My darling, let me help.”


  Everything is set up: the portable stools that we bought at the flea market and the easels from Charlie and the canvas bag that we spread out and cover with tubes of paint organized by color.


  “Be careful, my pet, not to kick the water over.”


  I tiptoe around the paints and canvas to my spot. I thought I might paint the tree today but it’s really Carl’s subject. The closest branch hangs lower than usual because of the break. The last storm, I think. It won’t last long. I wonder if we should get some new wire and tie it up. Sylvie will be distraught if the limb breaks. But I say nothing. Perhaps after we are finished painting. Or perhaps tomorrow. Or in the spring.


  I set up my still life beside a rotting bolete, lean the cracked wing bone against the black side of the mushroom, tear off a small section of the chartreuse moss, place it in front of the bone.


  “Too much balance,” he says.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Here.”


  He pulls the piece of moss away from the bone and places it closer to the mushroom, and it is better, unbalanced, uneasy, more exciting. I don’t think I’m very exciting. I sit down on the stool and dip my brush into the water and start to paint.


  2

  JESSIE


  JUST AS I BEGIN my second still life, I sense something new in the woods, a sound or a presence or perhaps a change of weather. Carl glances my way to see why I’ve stopped painting. “It’s nothing,” I tell him. “Just thinking about the mushroom.” I move the stool so that I can view my still life from another direction and tear off the sheet to expose a blank one.


  “I think it’s too difficult to have Sylvie home for Thanksgiving, don’t you?”


  “Then let’s go down the day before and visit,” he says. “I’ll bring her a painting of the pine tree. Remember how she loved to climb way up? And the tree house that we built? There. Look. A board’s still hanging from that high branch.”


  I don’t respond about the tree. And what’s the point in giving her the painting? “Sam’s bringing his new girlfriend. Did I tell you?”


  “Yes, you did. A medical student, isn’t she?” He holds up a dark green painting. “How do you like this one?”


  “Very nice. They won’t be here until early Thanksgiving morning. Renting a car in Boston and spending the night on the road. That will give us time to get back from seeing Sylvie. Do you think it’s wrong to not want her here? It will just be too much with the new girlfriend and everything else.”


  “What’s that you said?”


  “Just mumbling to myself.”


  I’m scared to have her home. Last Thanksgiving, Sylvie came home the week before because she wanted to help with dinner. We picked up a free-range turkey from a farm down the road, and the day before Thanksgiving, Sylvie and I baked pies and made stuffing. We made pecan pie and deep-dish cranberry pie and a pumpkin pie with Frangelico and a ginger crust. Sylvie chopped nuts and baked the pumpkin. She made a papier-mâché turkey for the centerpiece.


  “Mom,” she said. “This is fun. I want to come home. You know, live at home. With you and Pop. Wouldn’t that be great?”


  Had I ever been so hopeful as I was that day? I’m not sure. I truly believed it would, in fact, be great. But could I have really been thinking it would last? That we would make meals together and knit by the fire in the evenings? Sometimes mothers hope against hope for their children.


  On Thanksgiving morning, Charlie arrived with Madeline, his wife of seven years, and her mother, Mrs. Lachaby, as she insisted on being called, and Harry and his wife. Well, after all, the mother’s husband had just died and she had nowhere to go. Sylvie was fine. She and Carl went for a walk along the shore before dinner. They were stunning together, hand in hand, father and daughter. It was almost a dance, the two together, she light as silkweed, he steady as stone. I watched them until they disappeared behind the granite boulders.


  When they came back I could see she was edgy. Charlie was basting the bird when it happened. It began as swearing. Just pacing and light swearing about holidays and turkeys and the world in general. I tried to tell Mrs. Lachaby to leave it alone, just ignore it, and I went on chatting about Maine in November and how stark the landscape was. But she didn’t get it.


  “Do you allow her to behave in that manner?”


  “She’s an adult,” I said. “I can’t allow or disallow.”


  “Well, I think it’s deplorable conduct. Madeline, were you aware of Sylvie’s behavior? Has this happened before?”


  “Mother, let it be. Give her some space.”


  “Does this kind of thing run in families? Sylvie. Can’t you calm yourself, young lady?”


  “Well, fuck you, Miss Pig,” Sylvie said. “Mommy? Tell her. Tell her to leave me alone.”


  “Sylvie, darling,” Harry said, “let’s you and your old uncle Harry go for a walk.”


  “Please, Mrs. Lachaby, have some patience. She is ill.”


  “Oh, ill, is it?” Sylvie said. “Is that what you call it? I’ll show you ill.” I’m glad she chose the cheesecake, because it was soft and easy to clean up. And I’m glad she threw it at me and not at the mother of our daughter-in-law. After that, Sylvie said she’d take a bath and calm down. She’d be fine after her bath.


  Sylvie made a little bonfire in the bathroom with dry pine needles from her pocket and a bunch of drawing pencils from the art drawer. She wanted to keep the people who lived in the bathtub warm. She exploded when we said there were no people living in the bathtub. Carl and Harry brought her to the hospital and made it back in time for dinner. But it was all very distressing. The holidays were never very good times with Sylvie. Something about the time of year.


  We paint for the whole morning, and for the entire time, I hear things in the woods. Not squirrels or birds, either. Once, I think of calling out, Who’s there? Is anyone out there? but Carl’s right beside me painting the pine tree over and over again. It’s funny. He’s the one who paints the tree but I’m the one who loves it. By noontime we each have a stack of watercolors. His are all of the pine tree. Mine are of bones and mosses and cracks in the pine bark. Carl says we could have a two-person show at the library next summer. Yes. We could.


  On the way back to the house for lunch, I walk behind him because he’s bigger and breaks the way through the bushes. And besides, I love to watch his back as he tromps through the woods. I wouldn’t ever tell anyone that I find my husband sexy at our age. But that’s the truth of it.


  I try to picture him as a young boy, running away fast as he can on sickly legs, his mother yelling, “Vite, vite!” for him to run faster, faster, and his father blocking the bullets behind him. Did he keep running when he heard the shots? When he heard the rest of his family drop to the ground? When he noticed that his mother’s voice no longer urged him on? He never told me the details. I only know that little bit because I pried too hard once when we’d had too much champagne. And I’ve seen the fish on his arm and the scars on his back. There’s no mistaking those things. Sometimes I’m satisfied not knowing very much because it’s clear it’s a life he’s set aside, but sometimes I want to prod and snoop. But where do I do that? I don’t think he has anything from that time except for the violin.


  It was during the war. When I think of it all, I cry. I can’t help it. And right now I want to yell at him in English to run fast, but I know I can’t do that. There’s no reason to worry except for the feeling I have that there’s something in our woods that doesn’t belong here.


  As we approach the house, I half expect Reba to dash off the porch to greet us. It’s like when I quit smoking. Every time the phone rang, I’d reach for a cigarette, although there weren’t any and I wouldn’t have smoked one anyway. Sometimes even today that happens to me, after twenty-two years of not smoking. Reba’s only been gone for a month. Do you suppose I’ll be watching for her twenty-two years from now?


  “What’s that, Jessie?”


  “I’m just laughing at myself,” I say.


  “Shall I slow down?”


  “Why would you do that?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Carl? Do you hear something?”


  “Crows. Gulls. Your footsteps. That’s the best sound. Your footsteps.” He turns around. “My Jess. What do you hear?”


  “I thought I heard someone. A person. A dog. It’s nothing.”


  He kisses my forehead before he turns back on the trail toward the house, which seems oddly alone on the small hill overlooking the bay. I can see from here that the gulls have gone off for the day, probably to Schoodic Rock or down to the sardine factory to scrounge more fish.


  We clatter and bang our way into the house, dragging easels and finished canvases and paints up the back stairs and into the kitchen.


  The answering machine blinks by the kitchen phone. Three messages. The first is the library reminding me about the overdue mystery. I delete it. The second is Sylvie.


  “Mommy? Are you there? I’ve left the fucking place. Everyone there’s a nutcase.”


  “What?” Carl says.


  “I’m on the way to the Midwest. Isn’t that a riot? Going to North Dakota,” she says. Her voice is sweet, lyrical, like when she was a child. “I have money and I know how to get more. I can dance.”


  “Yes, my darling,” I say to the machine. “You can dance.”


  “Don’t, Jess. She can’t help it. There’s nothing we can do.”


  “And guess what?” There’s a long pause, as if she expects us to pick up the phone. “There’s a guy here in the loony bin who loves me. How about that?”


  “Oh, Sylvie, I love you,” I say.


  “Loves me loves me loves me,” she sings. The tune is familiar but I can’t place it. “Yes, he loves me, yeah, yeah, yeah.” It’s a Beatles tune.


  “Sylvie, where are you?” Do I expect her to answer?


  “’Bye, Mommy. Dad. He’s leaving, too.”


  “Who, dear?”


  Carl presses the button for the next message. Is Sylvie finished? He hardly gives her time to say good-bye.


  “Mrs. Jensen? This is Rita at Douglas House. I’m sorry to worry you but please call as soon as possible. Hello? Are you there?”


  There are more “hello’s” before Rita from Douglas House finally hangs up.


  “What? Sorry to worry us? Worry that Sylvie left? Sorry she is insane? Sorry she’s not Sylvie, sylvan of the woods, tree climber?”


  “Jess. Compose yourself. We’ll find her. She never goes where she says she’s going. You know that. She won’t go to North Dakota.”


  “Carl. She’s in the woods.”


  “No. Jess, why would she be in the woods? How would she get here? She isn’t in the woods.”


  “Call the place. You call. You’re better at these things.”


  We both sit down, as if an outward appearance of calm will translate through the phone lines to the bureaucracy. I pull the sock out of my knitting bag, thankful that I’m not at the turning-the-heel place, thankful that I have several inches to go on the leg before I need to think. Carl leans back in his chair, pen and paper in his lap. Only my knitting needles move; their clicking is the only sound.


  “Rita, please,” he says when someone answers. “Carl Jensen here.”


  They know nothing at all. Isn’t that why they get paid? To know what happens to their patients? Carl waves me away when I try to ask the questions, Where is she? Why did she leave? Does she have her medication? When was she last seen? He listens intently, writes on the pad little notes in doctor writing that no one else can read. When I peer over to try, he shifts his weight so that I can see, but it’s just lines, dots, dashes. I recognize nothing about where or when or why.


  I drop a stitch. My fingertips feel numb on the yarn and I have to use a crochet hook to pick up the loop before I continue going around and around on the three needles. The noise of the clicking makes me a bit crazy myself but I’m afraid to sit with nothing. I’ve never been one to be idle, to clasp my hands in my lap.


  “Please let us know if you hear anything,” he says into the telephone.


  “Of course they’ll let us know,” I say after he hangs up. “What a stupid thing to say.”


  His face flushes as if I’d slapped him. “They’re looking in all the usual places,” he says.


  “I’m sorry, Carl. I didn’t mean to say that.”


  “I know, my pet. Of course you didn’t.”


  “Now what do we do?”


  “You could finish the sock,” he says.


  3

  JESSIE


  THE WAIT IS INTERMINABLE and the socks are finished. Useless balls of yarn, too small for anything but trim or accent, roll around at the bottom of the basket. Then I remember the paper bag in the car with the Donegal tweed yarn that I bought to make Sam a sweater, and some skeins of primary colors for socks. I’m afraid to leave the phone to get the yarn and I hesitate to ask Carl to do it for me because it sounds like such a frivolous errand.


  “Shall I heat the chowder?” he asks.


  “No,” I say. “I’ll do it.” Thank God he asked about the chowder, because the inordinate hush is disconcerting. On the way to the kitchen I lift the receiver, just to make sure it wasn’t replaced off kilter. That happens sometimes.


  The kitchen is as we left it this morning, which seems strange to me because now life has changed. Wouldn’t you think the kitchen would appear darker or lighter or disturbed in some way? I know this has happened with Sylvie before but that doesn’t make it any easier. The table creaks when I lift one end and swing it toward me, away from the wall, just to shift the focus when we sit to have lunch. A change of scenery. Look at things from a new angle. You have to do that sometimes.


  Just last night we sat here sipping too-hot fish chowder and eating fresh biscuits, chattering about Sylvie, saying we hadn’t heard from her in a while and how that seemed like a good sign. The chowder is thicker today as it falls from the bowl into the saucepan, chunks of potato and haddock plopping into the bottom, splashing milk onto my sweater. Some splatters the lenses of my glasses and I can’t see the chowder in the pot.


  Carl is right. We always find her. She gets picked up on the street or she calls us from a stranger’s house a few minutes away from Douglas House. They can’t really keep her locked up, because she isn’t a danger, they say. Just crazy. Just out of touch with reality.


  When I put the pot of chowder on the top of the gas stove and turn the heat on very low, I take off my glasses and sit at the table to wait. My fingers close around my glasses tight enough to break them but I don’t hear any cracks or snaps except in my own brain. Why don’t they break? I pound the glasses down on the table and a lens falls out in my hand. Now they’re broken. That’s reality, n’est-ce pas? as Carl would say.


  “You all right over there?”


  “Right as rain,” I say. “Waiting for the chowder.”


  When I was in labor with Sylvie, I wanted chowder and all the hospital had was cheese sandwiches. The doctor said not to eat anything because it would make me sick. Sylvie was big. I remember that. They knocked me out with ether and wouldn’t let Carl in the delivery room even though he was a doctor. While I lay there on the table, my arms tied to keep them out of the way, legs tied to keep them open, invaded with forceps and strangers’ fingers, Carl went out to the Norfolk Restaurant and bought a triple takeout of fish chowder.


  I think my own mother bled to death. Because we were too big. Why couldn’t they stop the bleeding? I think my father was with her. Were we there or did they take us away? As a child I imagined my mother cradling us, one in each arm, as my father wiped her cheeks with a damp towel and she whispered that she loved us with her last dying breath. I’ve gotten over that but I still picture her touching us, placing her fingers in our small fists. I’ve never asked my father if she saw us. I don’t want to know that she didn’t.


  Sylvie was pretty: dark like Carl, and elfin, her face framed with black hair, which the nurses had to trim because they were afraid it would hurt her eyes. Her fingers waved in the air like dancing ferns. And I couldn’t even eat the chowder Carl brought. He ate it all himself except for one spoonful that he fed to me. I couldn’t seem to eat anything but toast.


  Carl doesn’t ask why the table is askew or why my glasses have a lens missing. Sometimes I wonder if he notices things like that or whether he just doesn’t mention them because he’s grown accustomed to my odd habits. We chat about Sam and whether the girlfriend can pay for her own medical school and about Charlie’s new appointment as partner at McGinty, Trainor, and Hoyt. Carl gets up once to check the receiver. We don’t speak of the telephone until we finish eating.


  “I’m going to go outside,” I say. “Will you listen for the phone?”


  “Where are you going? She’s not out there. How would she get here?” He slurps his soup. Carl is a good man but he slurps his soup.


  “Just a walk. Breath of air, and I need to get my yarn from the car. Call me if you hear anything. I’ll be back soon.”


  I half-wittedly hold the door behind me for the dead dog and kick dry leaves from the landing, where they pirouette to the ground. The sun has dried the night dew from the forest. Small noises surround me as I make my way through shriveled ferns toward the pine tree. I stop here and there to listen to rustlings made by squirrels and birds and perhaps mice. Nothing sounds big like a human being walking. Carl is right. She couldn’t come all the way here by herself.


  My still life has collapsed. I gather dry leaves into a pile at the base of the tree and lower myself onto them. I’ll just sit quietly and listen to what comes. A woodpecker hammers in the next tree. I hiss at it to shut up. If there were someone in the woods, I wouldn’t hear them over that racket. I shift my weight, unfold my legs, which have fallen asleep, and stretch them out in front of me. My foot kicks the old broken wing bone.


  “Sylvie? Are you out here?”


  The woodpecker racket ceases. The small rustles disappear. There is nothing. I’m not sure what I expect.


  “Look at me, Mommy.” It’s a little girl’s voice I hear in my head, not my grown daughter who is crazy, hiding in the woods. “Look how high I am.” And I looked and said, “Oh, my. You certainly are a climber.” And afterward we walked through the woods, her small hand tucked in mine, while she gathered her “collection,” as she called it, a tote bag heavy with stones and chipmunk tails and clods of moss. In those days, we lived here only for a few weeks in the summer in a cabin we built ourselves. Sylvie set up a whole village of people and houses made from sticks and bones and feathers in the middle of the living room floor. Did we know something then? Harry said it was strange for a child to set up a disparate world like that. Sam and Charlie knew to stay away from her village, and each year it grew larger and more complicated until the year she was twelve. One day we came back from town and everything was gone. The only sign was a moldy spot in the center of the braided rug. She never spoke of it. When I asked where her village was, she said she was grown up and had no need for such things. Should I have talked to her about that? I guess we should have.


  The next year, Sylvie burned the place down.


  Then I hear it again. A footstep, perhaps. The snap of a stick. A breath that is not mine.


  “Hello? Sylvie? It’s Mommy.”


  I struggle to my feet because my legs are all pins and needles from sitting so long. No one answers. I look up but I can’t see anything. My glasses. “Come down, darling.” If I had my glasses I could see better. A pinecone drops from the tree and sticks to my sweater. Is that the noise? Pine-cones dropping?


  All the way back to the house I listen for her, but I know she isn’t there. She would appear if she saw me. She’d laugh and throw her head back, and for a moment I’d think she was little Sylvie of the woods with her tote full of doll parts. But after the laugh would come anger and swearing and then perhaps a lost look and a tilt of her head. “Mommy?” And she’d run to me and kiss my eyelids. Once, after the kiss she bit me. Not hard. But Carl noticed the marks.


  Carl sits at the end of the kitchen table, receiver to his ear, twirling my broken glasses around and around through the empty lens hole. He’s talking to Charlie at the office, asking if he’s heard anything. Now, why would Sylvie contact Charlie?


  “Will we see you on Thanksgiving?” he says. “Well then, bye, Son. We’ll keep in touch.”


  “Why are you using the phone? What if she calls?” I sit down in my chair. “What if she’s trying to reach us?”


  “Here, Jess. Have some tea.” He pours steaming tea into my breakfast cup. “I just thought they might have heard something. Charlie’s her brother, after all.”


  “Should we go to Bangor? Should we go searching?”


  “Where? Where would we start?”


  “Anywhere. The police. Churches. Hospitals.”


  “They’re looking for her. Did you get your yarn? You could start another sock.”


  “Did Rita call again?”


  “No.”


  “But you’ve been on the phone.”


  “How about Scrabble? It’d pass the time.”


  “Would you drive up the lane to the highway? Just see if she’s trying to come to us. It’s a long walk down here. What if she fell?”


  “I do hear something now,” he says.


  “Who would be knocking? Who?” There has been no car sound. And we’re over a mile from the road.




End of sample
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