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Don’t say good bye to me
Describe the sky to me
And if the sky falls, mark my words
We’ll catch mocking birds

—From “Green Grass,”
by Tom Waits and Kathleen Brennan






Swim to the Middle

 

1980

I avoid reunions. I’m not a rebel, a recluse, or a sociopath, and I’m too young to qualify as a crank, even if it’s true that I just spent the evening of my twenty-fifth birthday not carousing with friends or drinking champagne at a candlelit table for two but resolutely alone and working, glazing a large ovoid porcelain bowl while listening to Ella Fitzgerald sing songs by the Gershwin brothers. (A crank could never love Gershwin.) My one real boyfriend in college, just before we broke up, told me I’m nostalgic to a fault. He professed contempt for what he called “the delusional sound track to our parents’ deluded lives.” He informed me that you can’t be nostalgic for things that had their heyday before you were so much as born. Just about any member of my family would have laughed him out the door and down the garden path.

Family reunions are the worst—all that competition disguised as fellowship—and they’re also the hardest to avoid. But when my father’s Great-Aunt Lucy died last summer, there was an inheritance at stake, a collection of antique jewelry. Not the glossy priceless stuff—no diamonds, tiaras, or niagaras of pearls. Not things you’d sell but things so deliciously old-fashioned and stylish that to wear them makes you feel like a character from a Jane Austen novel or a Chekhov play. The one piece I remembered most vividly was a cameo, two inches square, ivory on steel-blue Pacific coral, a woman’s face inclined toward her hand, in her slender fingers an iris. Aunt Lucy had worn that cameo day and night, winter and summer, on lace and wool. Maybe she’d left us a charm bracelet, maybe earrings of garnet or Mexican silver, but mostly I wondered about that cameo. And wanted it. I’d wanted it since I was a little girl. One of my earliest memories is of sitting on Lucy’s lap, squirming to find a comfortable spot on her bony thighs yet happy to feel her kind honeyed voice in my hair as she talked with the other grown-ups gathered on her porch. She did not object to my poking and fingering the cameo, probing its fragile details: the woman’s eyelids and earlobes, the cuticles of her nails, the harmoniously wandering tendrils of her hair. She let me borrow it once, for a family dinner at a country inn.

Because Lucy never had children, not even a husband, my father long ago became the one who kept an eye on her in the last decades of her very long life. Geographically, he was the closest family member by far; out of a large, tenaciously Confederate clan, they were the only two living anywhere you can count on snow. Once Dad decided to stay north, after earning two degrees at Harvard, the family lumped him together with Lucy: “How are the defectas faring up yonda?” a cousin might ask Dad at a wedding in Memphis or Charleston. Happily, their proximity blossomed into genuine affection.

So Dad was the executor of Lucy’s will, which emerged from her bureau drawer along with a letter to my father that she’d written a year before she died. It began, To my splendid grandnephew Beauchance: Before I take my irreversible leave (which I suppose I will now have taken, strange to think), I am seizing this lucid moment to write down a few matters pertaining to the house and my ragbag possessions therein. I have little doubt that I shall have left the house in a rather sorry state, for which I apologize. Be charitable, if you can, to any bats or raccoons which may have colonized the attic or basement (though none to my knowledge have done so), and please take Sonny’s word on any tasks for which he claims I still owe him payment; our mutual accounting has grown slack if not capricious …

Over the phone, Dad read me the letter in its crisp yet meandering entirety, stopping now and then to chuckle. I heard no tears in his voice until the end, where she wrote, Whatever modest adornments pass for jewelry, I leave to your daughters, Louisa and Clement. I did not become as intimately acquainted with them as I would have liked, but I did know the satisfaction, one summer to the next, of seeing how they grew; as I wish I had seen you evolve in your youth. I wish I had known much sooner, Beau, that you would become the facsimile of a perfect son, a gift whose pleasures I wish I had been blessed to know firsthand.

His voice cracked on the word gift, as if he didn’t deserve such gratitude, my father who will do just about anything for anyone, driving my mother crazy with all the favors he does for everyone else (including, as she likes to say, any random citizen of Outer Slobovia and its most godforsaken suburbs).

I decided to fly across the entire country because I couldn’t bear the thought that if I didn’t show up in person, my sister might inherit everything—including that cameo—by default. On the plane, I tried to decide which of two equally vulgar motives, materialism or spite, had compelled me to buy a ticket I couldn’t afford to a place where I’d see no one I wanted to see. My life was not, as people like to say, in a good place—though, ironically, the place where I lived at the time happened to be Santa Barbara. So I made excuses and timed my visit to avoid the masses of cousins, aunts, and uncles who would descend on Lucy’s house to grope the heirlooms by day and drink too much bourbon by night. I may share their Huguenot blood, but not their bad taste in booze and their glutinous drawl. I will never forget how, when our grandmother died two years ago, the family marauded her New Orleans house with no more respect than the Union soldiers who stripped us all bare a century back. You’d think, with all our costly educations, the reconstructed Jardines would avoid civil wars. Well, ha. There was an ugly brawl, which featured weeping and a smashed lamp, over the Steinway grand. Someone with Solomonic intentions actually went so far as to crank up a chain saw. I could not deal with that type of gathering all over again. Whether I could deal with Clem remained to be seen.

My sister had been living with Aunt Lucy for what proved to be her final summer. After Lucy’s death, Clem stayed on while the relatives passed through, finishing up her summer jobs before heading back to college for her junior year. During the days, Clem worked in a bike shop and volunteered at a sanctuary for recovering raptors: birds, she’d explained when I called, that had been shot, struck by small planes, tortured by teenage boys. In the evenings, she kept an eye on Lucy—until her sudden death at the beginning of August. Not that our aunt was infirm, incontinent, or witless, but for the last several months of her life she was afflicted with an obstinate restlessness that sent her out after dark on urgent eccentric missions. Winooski, Vermont, is a snug, friendly place, so she wasn’t likely to be mugged or abducted. Nevertheless, reasoned Dad, who could say she wouldn’t do something drastic like sell her last shares of Monsanto and Kodak, head for the airport, and unintentionally vanish?

I’d hardly spoken to Clem since moving out west two years before. After college, in pursuit of a man I’d prefer to jettison from memory, I hauled my pottery wheel, my heart, and my disastrously poor judgment from Providence to California. It was completely unlike me to do anything so rash; maybe, subconsciously, I was trying to get back at Clem by pretending to be Clem, to annoy her by stealing her role as devil-may-care adventuress. Whatever the reason for my tempestuous act, it backfired. Three weeks after I signed a lease and bought a secondhand kiln, the boyfriend shed me like a stifling, scratchy-collared coat. To keep up with the rent I’d fooled myself into thinking he would share, I gave up my car. After that, I sold a pitcher here, a platter there, but to stave off eviction I wrote articles for a magazine that told workaholic doctors what to do with their leisure time. In college, I’d been just as good with words as I was with clay, and one of my Brit-lit classmates had started this odd publication. People had laughed, but subscriptions to Doc’s Holiday sold like deodorant soap.

Thus did I hold starvation at bay, but I also felt like the work kept me stuck in a place where I ought to love living but didn’t. Everything out there unnerved me: the punk shadows of palm trees slashing the lawns, the sun setting—not rising—over the ocean, the solitude of the sidewalks as I rushed everywhere on foot, carless and stared at. My inner compass refused to budge. North! it kept urging me. East! I’d just come to the conclusion that I didn’t belong there and never would, and I was feeling uncomfortable in my work, both kinds, but I had no intention of letting Clem in on my angst. My plan was never to trust her again, never to fall for her charms the way everyone else, especially men, seemed to do so fervently. And to snare that cameo. Maybe a string of pearls. Oh, Glenn Miller. I love him, too. What’s life without a little delusion?
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IF YOU’RE TO HEAR LOUISA’S VERSION of what went on last summer, you will also be hearing mine. Louisa’s worst side is the one I call the Judge. À la Salem witchcraft trials. There’s this look she gets on her face that tells the world and everyone in it how completely unworthy it and they are to contain or witness her presence. Beware! says that look. The Spanish Inquisition was Entenmann’s Danish!

Her new life in Santa Ladeedabra did not seem to have mellowed her out one iota, because when I pulled up at the airport, that’s the look she was wearing, firm as a church hat, beaming her world-weary scorn clear across the state of Vermont. I was late, okay, which didn’t help. It didn’t help either, I know, that it was me picking her up.

I wonder sometimes what kind of sisters we’ll be when we’re ancient (if we ever are). Olivia de Havilland and Joan Fontaine: before that visit, you’d have bet the hacienda we’d end up like them. Cold? Suspicious? Resentful? Ever notice how sisters, when they aren’t best friends, make particularly vicious enemies? Like, they could be enemies from the time they lay their beady little eyes on each other, maybe because their mother makes them rivals or maybe because there’s not enough love to go around and—not out of greed but from the gut, like two hawks zeroing in on a wren—they have no choice but to race for it. (Laws of nature, pure and simple. Be vigilant and survive. Altruism? A myth. Share? Oh please. Whatever it is that feeds the hunger, dive-bomb first, philosophize later.) Or maybe they grow apart in a more conscious way, maybe because their marriages clash: the guys they choose see each other as losers or sellouts; the women are helplessly loyal. But that’s not our story. No husbands yet, not even a hint of husband.

I’ve always been the favorite—our mother’s, at least. Partly, it’s the animal thing: Mom grew up on a storybook farm where animals ruled life more strictly than clocks. And I happen to be the one who set my sights that way. Saving animals is all I’ve ever wanted to do. In fourth grade, I asked Mom to give me all her shoe boxes. A hospital: that was the plan. I cut windows in the ends of the boxes and stacked them in the bottom of my closet like high-rise condos. My first baby bird got the penthouse. Next day, he was dead. They almost always die, I’d learn. But that didn’t stop me. “You’re my daughter, all right,” said Mom when she saw what I’d built (though her tone made me wonder if the likeness was such a good thing).

Louisa thinks this makes my life easy—being the favorite. She doesn’t realize that once you’re the disappointment, or once you’ve chosen a path seen as odd or unchoosable, your struggle is over, right? On the other side of the fence—mine—every expectation you fulfill (or look like you might, on purpose or not) puts you one step higher and closer to that Grand Canyon rim from which you could one day rule the world—or plummet in very grand style.

[image: ]

IN THE CAR, I let Clem do the talking. She was late to pick me up, and I was glad: it gave me a reason to sulk until I could get my bearings. I was glad to be back in New England, but I was cross-eyed with fatigue. I cannot sleep on planes. So Clem filled me in on the reading of the will and what she called the Great Divide: relatives clutching lists, drawing lots, swarming the house like fire ants. But this time there were no dogfights; everyone, said Clem, remembered the piano brawl.

I hadn’t seen the place in five years, and when we arrived, I just stood on the walk and stared. It’s a Victorian, more aspiring than grand, and it had always looked a little anemic, but now it was a wreck. The sallow paint, formerly white, hung off the clapboards in broad curling tongues, and the blue porch ceiling bore the crusty look of a cave complete with stalactites. The flagstones were fringed with moss. The front steps sagged. That the lawn had just been mowed made the house look even more derelict. “How could Dad let her live this way?” I asked.

With the edge of a sneaker, Clem swiped cut grass from the steps. “She insisted. She felt safer this way. No one busts in if they figure you can’t afford a paint job.” She shrugged. “Makes sense to me.”

“But I remember this caretaker guy …”

“Sonny?” Clem laughed. “Lou, do you know how old he is now?”

I walked ahead of her into the house. I braced myself for cobwebbed sofas, curtains spattered with mildew, but I was shocked again. The antique tables were polished, the upholstery taut and preened, the glass over the samplers and watercolor seascapes shimmering with leafy reflections. The floor, once oak plank covered with dark orientals, was now a bright field of linoleum, great black and white squares, stretching from parlor to kitchen. I dropped my bag. “What the hell happened here?”

“She told me she always wanted to live inside a Vermeer.” My sister watched me for a moment. “I mean, you’re the artist, you can relate.”

“Vermeer? This is Captain Kangaroo.”

“It was an experiment,” said Clem. “Don’t be so uptight.”

I walked on through the dining room. The same old salt-pocked captain’s table and the five-foot brass candlesticks supported by turbaned Moors now resembled pieces on a chessboard. But the kitchen had become the most eccentric room of all, a time warp. The cabinets were the ones I remembered, their rumpled glass panes framing porcelain platters, ranks of translucent teacups, curvaceous tureens (of which, I now realized, I would have liked to claim a few). In the center of the room, like a relic of Pompeii, the same claw-foot bathtub held court: no faucets, a rusted gas-jet heater below. When I was little and we stayed here, Dad would haul water from an outdoor pump and turn on the gas. After turning it off, he’d press a towel or two against the bottom so Clem and I could bathe without scalding our bottoms. Beyond the pump was an outhouse shrouded in lilacs. When Dad insisted on plumbing, Aunt Lucy balked. The compromise was one toilet, a washing machine, and a kitchen sink; after that, to fill the tub, she’d hitch a garden hose to the tap in the big soapstone sink. “Luxe de luxe! Just splendid! My dears, you haven’t a clue what modern feels like,” she’d say. “To you, it’s the air you breathe. To me, it’s a foreign country, an Oriental language.”

But the long wooden counter, with its century of scars, now stopped at a double-door frost-free Amana, imposing as a glacier. Lined up along the back of the counter, cheek to cheek, were several brand-new culinary contraptions. A Cuisinart, a coffee grinder, and a microwave, followed by a small turquoise missile whose function I deduced only from its name: Juice King. At the very end, a circular machine with a plastic dome. When I peered inside it, Clem said “It makes bread” and opened the freezer door. Stacked inside were dozens of foil-wrapped cubes. “She sort of stopped sleeping at night, so sometimes I’d stay up, too, and we’d, like, improvise. She never settled for plain white or wheat, no plain anything. I’d be a wreck at work the next day, while she’d sleep away the morning. But we had a blast.”

Side by side, we examined the contents of the freezer, its chilly white mist scorching our skin. Each loaf was labeled in Lucy’s Christina Rossetti cursive on first-aid tape: ZUCCHINI-BIRDSEED, BANANA-MAPLE RYE, ZUCCHINI-CHOCOLATE, PRUNE-PECAN-CASSIS. “Harvey’s Bristol sourdough wheat?” I read aloud.

Clem reached past me and took it out. “Awesome with cream cheese. We’ll have it for breakfast.” She closed the door, leaned against it, and folded her arms. Standing there, she looked for just a minute like our mother, sure of her place in a world where she’d landed almost by accident. I laughed.

“Oh good,” said Clem.

“What?”

“You didn’t leave it behind after all.”

“What?” I said again.

Clem walked toward me and pretended to pull something out of my breast pocket. She held it up, the invisible thing, and shook it in front of my face. “Your sense of humor.” She put it back, giving my pocket a tender pat.

I felt the air shift between us, as if we were finally together somehow. This wasn’t what I wanted. I walked across the room and looked out the window at the backyard. I counted four bird feeders, all filled. My sister, Saint Francis of Assisi.

“The cousins missed you,” said Clem. “Too bad about your deadline. Couldn’t you just have brought your typewriter out on the plane?”

I sat on the edge of the tub. I could tell her that I didn’t work well away from home, but it would have been a lie, and it might have started a real conversation, which I was doing my best to avoid. “How come the place isn’t looted?”

Clem pointed to the kitchen table and chairs. I noticed then that everything wore a claim: a tag or strip of tape marked RACINE, JACKIE J., GAIA, BEAU, and so on. The shippers would pack it all up the following week, after Clem left for school. My father would return, to hire painters and talk to real estate agents.

Clem hadn’t taken her eyes off me. She’d spotted my resistance, and I could tell she was contemplating the challenge. “So, you buying me dinner tonight?”

“If you’re buying tomorrow. I don’t remember owing you any favors,” I said.

Her smile opened wide. I’ve always envied her those perfect teeth: small and square, lined up straight as rails in a banister. “Deal,” she said.
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FUN WAS THE LAST THING I expected when Dad roped me into this babysit-the-family-dowager job. But free rent all summer in Vermont: who’d say no to that? So I figured, okay, my hot date’s gone to Alaska to make big bucks on a rig, not an adventure I cared to join, even if I could’ve schemed the airfare from Dad (and I would have), and this way I could work with all these amazing creatures—owls, hawks, and falcons, something I couldn’t get paid for without a fancy degree—and maybe get in some serious cycling. Aunt Lucy knew this guy who ran a bike shop; his dad had been her gardener when she’d bothered with a garden. Fine, I figured; so I’d spend the summer fixing things—rusted derailleurs and bent spokes, cracked beaks and fractured wings, my great-great-aunt’s delusions. Bikes and birds I could deal with. Dementia? Well, I’d play that one by ear.

Lucy was ninety-eight and a half years old when she died. She was still sharp, if a little slow on her feet, even surprisingly strong. Walking, she reminded me of a cat on a skinny branch: agile but cautious. She ate her meals at normal hours, but she’d be wide awake for most of the night and then sleep, when she did, during the day. That was her only weird habit. I thought back then (back then!) she made an excellent argument for avoiding marriage and babies, and I told my Catholic boyfriend as much. (Luke still goes to church when he goes home. Which I try to ignore.) If she was ever lonely or bored, she didn’t say. The day I arrived at the house, a UPS truck was pulling away. Lucy was on the porch pushing a humongous box through the door, one careful inch at a time.

“Hey, let me do that!” I shouted. I dropped my backpack on the sidewalk.

She looked down at me and said, “Hello, dear one. I am in the process of newfangling my life.” Without waiting for me, she went back to her task. When I got inside the door, she had just pried the packing notice from its sleeve. She held it at arm’s length. Her face lit up like a flare. “Oh splendid!”

I stood beside her as she pulled an X-acto knife out of her apron pocket and removed its cap with her teeth (her actual teeth, believe it or not). Slowly, and with a concentration that totally canceled out my presence, she slit the tape. When she pulled the box open, Styrofoam peanuts exploded upward, reverse confetti. “I hate these dingbats, don’t you? They end up all hither and yon. Like water bugs in a tornado.” The cap in her teeth whistled as she spoke.

“Yeah, and you know,” I said, “they’ll outlast our species by about a million years. The dingbats and the water bugs.” I picked a few off her dress.

She really looked at me then, as if I’d passed a silent test. “I liked the old newspaper stuffing,” she said. “I liked looking at the stories, especially when they came from towns that one is never likely to visit. ‘Mayor’s Nephew Charged with Poultry Theft.’ ‘Tree Surgeon and Dog Catcher to Wed in Fall.’ ‘Cattle Drive Causes Interstate Mayhem.’ Serendipity and fluff. Not always inconsequential, but never of tragic proportions.” She capped the knife, straightened up, and looked me over. “You have been sent here, young lady, to curtail my amusement. Your father was frank about that. He has also canceled my American Express. As if I were squandering an imperial nest egg. I tolerate Beau’s meddling because he does it from afar. But yours: we’ll have to see about yours. You are the slippery slope toward one of those, I believe they’re called ‘home health attendants’?” She sighed, leaned over, and pulled a tapered plastic tube from the box. She held it up like a flagstaff. “Noses down behind cushions!”

Jesus, I thought, I’m spending my summer with an old lady who goes into raptures at the sight of a new vacuum cleaner.

At least she wasn’t in diapers.

So my great-great-aunt, who still wore lace-up pointy-toed boots and long-sleeved, ankle-length dresses in June, had become the consummate consumer. It was like she’d lost her virginity and discovered the tyranny of lust. She loved paging through catalogs, but her new favorite thing was getting out her ’66 Ford Fairlane after dinner and driving to Burlington, where stores stayed open late because of the students. These shopping trips—for which she refused to call the guy who was supposed to drive her places—were what Dad called her “nocturnal missions” (innocent pun, I’m sure). They were the main reason he wanted her under surveillance. So Lucy and I made a deal. I drove, and I had veto power over purchases that were outrageously impractical or way overpriced. I’d come back from the bird station about six-thirty and put our frozen dinners in the new microwave. I’d talk about birds; she’d talk about books. She liked poetry and war memoirs, a weird combination, and lately she’d begun to subscribe to magazines like Architectural Digest and House Beautiful. “A curiosity,” she said, “the way my aesthetic urges have veered toward the palpable.” After dinner I’d make her peppermint tea and then, most nights, she would look at the grandfather clock before the just-emptied cup touched its saucer and say, “On your mark, Clement dear!” By the time I pulled the car out of the garage, she’d be standing out front with her purse—excuse me, handbag.

That was my life for two months. Except for the absence of Luke, I would gladly have lived like that for a year.
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CLEM PUT ME in the room that was, a very long time ago, Aunt Vetty’s. Vetty was Lucy’s sister, who lived here, and died here, way before I was born. On the bed lay the green and yellow wedding-ring quilt Aunt Lucy said Vetty had made to honor her marriage (before it turned sour). Her quilting hoop still hung on a hook behind the door. Her brush and comb lay on the bureau, her Bible on the washstand, her dresses and shoes inside the wardrobe with the streaked milky mirror. Newly taped to the mirror was a hand-lettered decree: CONTENTS TO GAIA: HANDS OFF! Gaia, who’s my age, is a second cousin who dreams of becoming a Broadway costume designer. Sometimes I worry that artistic grandiosity runs in our blood. Which isn’t to say my cousin has no talent. It’s me I worry about. Do I feel I am somehow entitled to live with an immunity to rules? There’s a lot of that in our family. Sometimes when I’m at the wheel, mesmerized yet alert to its rapid spin, hands shiny with cocoa-colored mud, I wonder. Am I talented? Am I a fraud? Am I grandiose?

In Vetty’s room, the only other sign of change was a faintly darker oval in the wallpaper over the bed: the ghost of Vetty’s husband, according to Dad. Aunt Lucy, he says, took the cad down when her sister was dead, face turned up toward that picture, not even an hour. Dad says she actually scolded the picture. When he tells the story, he holds the imaginary portrait before him and whispers, with the utmost contempt, “Begone, poltroon.” We don’t laugh, because we know what Aunt Lucy sacrificed on account of that man.

In our family lore, she is a saint, a crackpot, or a militant lesbian ahead of her time; take your pick. If she had stayed where she was meant to stay—if she had married as she was expected to marry, raised a family, and ushered her offspring into society—she would have reigned over a sun-filled French Quarter town house, complete with lacy gridwork, gilt chairs, a world veiled by white oleander. Tante Lucidité, we might have called her. Or maybe she wouldn’t have lived so long. Maybe we’d never have met her.

It starts like a fairy tale. There were, once upon a time, three sisters in the Jardine family: Vetty, Amy, Lucy. Vérité was the oldest, Amitié followed two years behind, and Lucidité, spark of sentiment, trailed them by twenty more. There was also a son, Vetty’s twin brother, Aristide (my father’s father’s father). Aristide had the anxious honor of being the first Southerner accepted at West Point after the Civil War. As the only member of his class to inherit the pain of cultural as well as military defeat, Aristide was an object, variously, of his fellow cadets’ pity, esteem, and scorn. His eventual popularity was hard won and, as a result, never taken for granted. After rising through the ranks faster than any of his classmates, he wore four stars by the time he was fifty and, on November 11, 1918, in Rethondes, France, played a critical role, with his plantation manners and flawless French, in closing the deal on the Armistice.

For Aristide’s graduation, the family commandeered a first-class train carriage north, the women flaunting every amber bead and tiny pearl that remained of their semiravished sugar fortune (that blue cameo, I imagine, riding the proud throat of my great-great-grandmother Théa, barely pregnant with Lucy). They’d stuck it out beyond the terrible losses of the war, refusing to turn tail and head back to France, as so many of their compatriots did. They would show these Northerners that they had done far better than merely survive.

During the festivities, the Jardines must have stood out like peonies in goldenrod, strolling the campus and praising the sights, exclaiming at everything in their patrician drawl, fussing with fans and parasols. Aristide’s best friend, Josiah Moore, squired the two sisters about with their brother whenever the parents’ energies flagged. Bantam-chested and big-chinned, blond but with a Venetian’s dark eyes, Josiah looked tremendously virile in his uniform. (Who can know what his smile was like, how devastating, when all that remains to us now is a shady quicksilver image on glass, a portrait taken the day of commencement?) A week after the Jardines returned to New Orleans, Vetty fled north again to elope with Josiah. She wrote to her family from Boston, requesting their love and forgiveness.

What she got was a thorough disowning. It was one thing, in 1881, to share education and martial fellowship with one’s vanquishers and quite another to marry them, let alone on the sly. Over the next two decades, Père Jardine rebuilt his fortune, cane by cane; Lieutenant Aristide Jardine helped bring in Geronimo; Amy married a grapefruit czar and had the first three of five children; young Lucy grew up and was groomed by mother and older sister for a glorious debut. She knew of her eldest sister’s existence only through whispered remarks outside her home. The way Dad tells it, Lucy was popular and pretty, poised for a momentous engagement, when a letter arrived from Vetty, opened only perhaps because its postmark was a riddle. Vermont? Who knew anyone there?

Vetty’s husband had left her. Childless, she could not bring herself to ask his family for help, and she was afraid she might not survive another winter by herself. She was too distraught, she said, to travel home on her own and did not know, besides, whether the family would take her back in.

Meanwhile, her sister Amy was pregnant for the fourth time—as it would turn out, with twins of her own—and her mother’s help was indispensable. Père Jardine had a business to run, and Aristide was about to set sail for a tour in the Philippines. So a bold nineteen-year-old Lucy volunteered to make the trip, with a trusted servant as companion, to bring home a sister she’d never even known. (Is this tale Victorian or what?)

How it happened that the servant returned to New Orleans several months later without either sister isn’t entirely clear. But in the end, what we do know is that Lucy stayed in Vermont to care for Vetty, a woman who made herself scarce, preferring to stay in her room and quilt, her stitching a method of mourning away the rest of her life.

About the forlorn, mysterious Vetty, rumors still thrive: that Josiah left her far earlier than she claimed, nearly as soon as she was disowned, because money was all he’d been after; that she had a child who died as an infant; that Josiah ran off with their maid after getting the girl pregnant. Whatever Lucy knew, she kept to herself. When I asked Dad why he didn’t get her to tell the whole story, he said, “Louisa, we live in an age when keeping secrets is out of fashion, and that’s a shame. If she wanted to tell us, well, she would.”

More than once, I’ve listened to my relatives squabble inconsequentially over the meaning of Lucy’s choice, as if she made it last week. Some say she was a foolish martyr who inherited the loneliness she deserved; others that she was a wise, willful woman who saw and took her best chance at freedom from a life of luxurious monotony. Others insist that she was simply a good girl who honored—as so few children do these days, they’ll say with a sharp mournful glance at members of my generation—the Most Important Thing: loyalty to blood, cost be damned. Some of the younger cousins are certain that Lucy was gay, perhaps dallying with her own sister. I don’t believe any of this; I believe she was swept along on a tide, like most of us. There you are, diligently swimming a straight line, minding the form of your strokes, when you look up and see, always a shock, that currents you can’t even feel have pulled you off course.
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A WEEKEND, a whole weekend, with Louisa? What a sourpuss she had become. But I was stuck playing host, so I asked for the afternoon off from the bike shop. That morning, I was slicing the loaf I’d thawed and Louisa was sleeping off jet lag when who should call but Ralph. Ralph and Hector ran the raptor station. They’re zoology grad students, muscular outdoorsy guys you’d never guess are lovers unless you’ve been to their house and seen their water bed (king size, spread with a polar bear hide). Ralph wears a diamond the size of a peppercorn in his left ear, but he also has a tattoo—a blue cormorant—on the opposite biceps. Ralph’s run the Iditarod, and Hector, from Portuguese New Bedford, dresses like an off-duty fisherman—clean but hardly stylish. When Ralph asked if I wanted to go out and hear a new band, all I could think was that my prayers had been answered. I wrote Louisa a note and left to put in my grease-monkey time at the shop.

Lucy liked my mechanical know-how. She treated me like a free electrician, plumber, you name it: an all-around Ms. Fix-It. This was her subtle revenge for my treating her like I was her probation officer, no matter how nicely. If I came home for lunch, I’d find a sandwich, a bottle of beer in a bowl of ice, and a note that said, Clement dear, the drain in the sink seems a mite sluggish; could you give it a thorough snaking? or Do you rewire? The tasseled lamp by the pink chesterfield has a new habit of winking. Lucy would be asleep in her room, so she never asked me in person. I could have stayed in town all day, but the weird thing is, I began to look forward to going back at noon: I liked the green breezy silence on the porch, liked finding that beer, liked peeking through Lucy’s bedroom door to make sure she was breathing. Maybe this was the closest I’d ever come to having a child.

But nothing surprised me more than how much I got into the afterdinner shopathons. By early July, I was an ace chauffeur and personal shopper. At first, we just hunted down gadgets: man, was she obsessed. Like the juicer, which I tried to talk her out of. She had to ask me what it was for, and when I explained how it was mostly for health fiends who live on carrot juice and have orange skin on the bottoms of their feet, she said, “My carrots will never be anything other than boiled.” But she put her hands around the barrel of that thing and said, “Don’t you adore its sheer presence? So exquisitely masculine! A stevedore. A gigolo!” In her mouth, that word was a delicacy, a chocolate-covered cherry, and she gave me a new smile—hardly the smile of a maiden aunt—so I overrode my own veto. (Things I did veto: a pasta maker, an electric corkscrew, an automated shoe-shine.)

Her obsession sent us back to the same three stores again and again; after two weeks, she’d seen everything there was to see. So one beautiful evening—dry spruce air off Lake Champlain, sunset scorching the water flamingo pink—she steers me down a street of hippie boutiques, those places where simply stepping inside to browse makes you smell like a swami for days. I figure she must sense this because at first she just peers through open doors, makes disapproving remarks (“Clutter, clutter” or “Whose attic exploded here?” or a tart “Remarkable”). But then she says, “Here we are!” like she’s a regular, and pulls me into a pack rat’s trove of gauzy dresses, earrings like chandeliers, and a million doodads for smoking pot. I’m nervous she’ll ask me what all the bongs and pipes and clips are for, but she’s staring at the ceiling—a fleet of Chinese kites. She points to a black one, a twisting dragon with scales painted in gold. It’s incredibly cheap for something so cool, so handmade, I guess because the paper’s fragile and it isn’t expected to fly. I warn Lucy, but she says she’s too old for flying kites; she wants to hang it over her bed. (We know who’ll get to do that.)

While the salesgirl wraps it—in a slo-mo dream haze and I know, or smell, exactly why—Lucy wanders around the store. “Is this la mode these days?” She pulls a minidress, all tiny brown paisleys, off a rack. Then she turns toward a mirror and holds it against her chest. Her laugh is soft and husky. The dress does look silly against her navy-blue dowager special, a tailored thing from about the year my sister was born, shoulders straight from the Super Bowl, neck closed with this old-fashioned cameo she wears all the time: some dainty damsel sniffing a flower. But right then, for the first time, I see my great-great-aunt as more than a charming fossil. Her face is so wrinkled, it’s a geology unto itself, and her hands are knobby and speckled as driftwood. I’d bet she’s lost five inches in height—never too tall to begin with. But she stands upright and slim, wears her hair in a neat silver twist, and smiles sometimes like she’s sixteen, so I think, Why the hell not?

I lead her to a back corner, a rack of dresses on sale because they’re outdated, last spring’s longer style. I pick a dark purple one with red flowers, crinkly rayon with a loose waist and sleeves. Lucy jiggles the tiny bells that hang from ties at the neck. She looks cautiously approving. “So?” I say. “Try it on.”

She tells me emphatically that she’s past the days of undressing outside her own room. But I can guess her size—like, teensy—and nine dollars is worth the adventure. When I point out it’s a two-for-one sale, she says, “Very well, then this one, too.” The second dress is equally modest, but it’s an electric maharani green shot through with turquoise, like the sea off Martinique at noon. It comes with a long gold sash. As she strokes the sash, laughing quietly at herself, it makes me think of all the years she’s lived and all the people who’ve passed through her life—just countless—because I’m pretty sure that none of them ever saw the Lucy I’m seeing tonight.
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I SLEPT TILL ELEVEN, infuriating myself. Clem was gone, but she’d left out that eccentric bread, cream cheese, maple butter, and coffee in a brand-new Swedish coffeemaker. I poured a cup and took her note onto the front porch. The house wasn’t far from the street, but thanks to Aunt Lucy’s hands-off approach to the landscape, it was hidden by holly trees that had knit their branches into a daunting fortress.

Clem had made plans with two guys named Hector and Ralph, and did I mind? My first reaction was, So what if I do? The second was, Which guy is she involved with? Clem is never without a boyfriend or two. She’s not beautiful, exactly, but she’s tall and strong and has the kind of hair—dark and dense—that lends itself to tossing. She’s physically daring, if rarely graceful, runs and throws like the boys (fast and far, which they so predictably mention, tripping over themselves with adulation). I’m not so tall, not so strong, and my hair, ruly and just barely blond, doesn’t toss. I decided that whichever guy was hers, I would do my best to steal him, just for a night. I was determined if not optimistic.

After toast and more coffee, I toured the house. Clem was staying in the bedroom next to mine. It looked like a college lair: whirlpool of sheets, sneakers, and books. Clem’s books are detective novels and nature guides: everything you ever wanted to know (or not) about dolphins, comets, birdsong, and the endangered flora of northern New England. The dresser was strewn with earrings—wooden tigers, silver parrots, soapstone Eskimo fish—and the floor with bikini underpants, glossy and black like her hair.

But Aunt Lucy’s room was where I wanted to snoop. Partly because I wanted to see what treasures, if any, were left behind, but mostly because she’d always been such an enigma. After her sister’s death—sometime back around World War Two—Lucy started sleeping in the den, off the parlor. The furniture was heavy and dark, the linens starched and wedding white. The quilt on the bed was white on white, a grapevine, one of Aunt Vetty’s. The wallpaper, a mesh of spidery ferns, gave the room its only color.

In the past, the dresser had held only practical things. Lucy did not like displaying photographs, least of all any including herself. So, no effigies of family on the dresser, but tucked in the frame of the mirror was a picture of Jimmy Carter, a recent cover from Time magazine. On the lace runner below, among soft-bristled brushes and silver-capped jars, a cassette player loomed like an urban intruder, one of those new macho machines resembling a suitcase. Some of the tapes stacked beside it were classical—Chopin, Mozart, Puccini—but the ones on top included Bob Marley, Bruce Springsteen, the Grateful Dead. When I pushed PLAY, Van Morrison filled the room, a song that went off in my memory like a flashbulb: back in college, a picnic in Boston Garden, roast beef subs, screw-top chablis. The swan boats gliding in a blur behind willows. “These Dreams of You.”

Over the bed hung a kite, a dragon with a twisting tail, suspended from the ceiling with hooks and fishing line. On the side table, a wind-up alarm clock had stopped at 9:21.

The dresser drawers were empty, except for the brittle paper liners patterned with tiny violets.

“The jewelry,” said Clem, “is in the bank.” She stood in the doorway.

I closed the top drawer. “That’s not what I was doing.”

“I know.” Oddly (mercifully?), she didn’t sound sarcastic. “I’m trying to hang on to her, too. All the little details. The quirks. Really, though, she didn’t leave much of herself—her self—behind.” Clem walked back into the parlor and looked around. “She used to make me lunch. I suppose we’ll have to go out. We have a lifetime supply of bread, but nothing to go between it.”

“I think I saw soup in a cupboard,” I said. “When I was looking for sugar.”

Clem laughed. “That’s right. You take sugar.”

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, just everything.”

“Death is funny?”

“Sometimes, Louisa, yes. As a matter of fact. But that’s not what I meant.”
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“AVIAN AEROBICS,” I explained to Louisa. “Physical therapy.”

Ralph held a peregrine falcon while I exercised the newly healed wing, flexing it away from the body and back, away and back. Lance (Ralph gave all the birds Round Table nicknames) knew the routine by now, but still you had to be careful. Back in June, a barn owl had nailed me. I thought he was small enough for me to handle alone; next thing I knew, he snatched a leg free and sank his claws a good inch into my arm. I managed not to scream; a struggle would have ripped me to shreds. Hector, precise and silent as a surgeon, pulled the foot free one sickle-shaped talon at a time.

Louisa was finally out from under her portable storm cloud. She seemed thrilled by everything we showed her. But she was weirdly overdressed—in this practically see-through white dress, long gold earrings that Lance would gladly have swiped in a flash; I could see his cold laser glance captivated by the glint as she laughed. She stood back when I brought him out and turned down my offer to help feed our orphaned cygnets.

Ralph explained how Lance had been caught in a ground snare set for wolves, how he’d fought and broken his wing in two places. Lance is one of Ralph’s miracles. Unlike most of our birds, which end up in preserves and zoos, he’d get released back into the wild.

“He’s magnificent,” Louisa said to Ralph.

“They drove this guy down from Canada; they know we don’t fool around,” said Ralph. He put Lance back in his cage.

“Tell her about the redtails,” I said.

This was our favorite success story, but really it was Ralph’s. The previous fall, before I arrived, he had rescued a female red-tailed hawk with a torn foot. She’d been a star inmate at the sanctuary when I came. Ralph adored her, but he was careful not to tame her. Two weeks after I got there, she was ready to go home. “So we drive her in on this long bumpy road,” said Ralph, “in a big cage in the back of the truck, and she’s bouncing like crazy, and she’s calling out in protest—or that’s what I think till I cut the engine and I hear the calling back, and it’s coming from up ahead. And we look up and we see …” Tears began to fill Ralph’s eyes, the way they did whenever he told it. “It’s her mate. He’s waited all this time. Eight months! They’re calling back and forth—it’s earsplitting—and then we can actually see him up there. We let her go, and she flies up to meet him and …” He lifted one hand in a soaring motion.

“Off into the sunset,” I said. “Romeo and Juliet.” I got teary, too.

“Except with a happy ending,” said Louisa. “Wow.”

Ralph wiped his eyes. “I can’t believe what I do.”

After I met Ralph, it took me a while to figure out why he’s so likable, so effortlessly cool: it’s because he’s brilliant at what he does but without a speck of modesty, false or real. He never stops asking questions. Hector’s just as smart, but he’s shy. He has this kind of honest stealth and a soft voice that transfixes the birds into stillness whenever he holds them. A matter of soul, not technique.

The band wouldn’t go on till ten, so after we locked up the station, we took a six-pack and a bottle of wine to the lake. We found an empty stretch of smooth gray rock, its surface striped with raised white welts as thin as twine. Louisa told Ralph about her pottery, how she’d been in a bunch of shows, though never her own. I’d seen the announcements on the fridge at our parents’ house. Louisa never sent them to me. Most of her pots are tall and curvy, like skinny people in a fun-house mirror. When you see them, you can’t resist smiling. You’d think they were made by someone who’s perpetually sunny.

At the end of telling us about her life, Louisa sighed loudly. “But the truth is,” she said, “I can’t stop missing the East. I’m hopelessly Yankee.”

And how, I could’ve said. But I said, “So move back. Before you fall for the wrong guy and get stuck there. Isn’t Santa Barbara like the capital of golf? That’s all you need: some golfer who can’t see his white shoes over his beer gut.”

Ralph laughed. Louisa gave me her iron-maiden look. “You try to change coasts when you’re always on the verge of broke.”

“I am always broke.”

“You’re a student,” she said. “That doesn’t count. Dad bails you out.”

“So, he’d bail you out, too.”

“I wouldn’t let him.”

I couldn’t help laughing. “You wouldn’t …”

“Wouldn’t what?”

“You shouldn’t be so proud, is what I meant to say.” I’d been about to say that she didn’t seem inclined to let anyone do much of anything for her.

“What I am is practical. I have to make a living. Save some money.”

“No offense,” I said, “but making pottery is practical?”

“Shouldn’t you be in New York?” asked Hector before Louisa could answer me. “Isn’t that the place to be an artist, to be taken seriously?”

“I like New York, but”—she groaned—“I wanted something different. Well, different’s what I got. Different as in irrelevant.” She shrugged. “But I’ll figure it out. I don’t mean to complain. And you”—she turned to include Ralph—“you guys are an inspiration.”

She asked Ralph about his thesis. He’s studying birds that nest on Lake Michigan, how pesticide residues weaken their eggshells. Tests of local topsoil show evidence of, among other poisons, a compound that was used to kill boll weevils ten years before and no farther north than Georgia. Louisa nodded sincerely, saying things like “Incredible” and “That is such important work” and “People have no idea.” Her aggressive flattery put me on edge.

I interrupted. “You know what blows me away about Ralph? He’s run the Iditarod.”

“Once,” said Ralph, his mouth full of pretzel. “It was fantastic, but once is plenty. I like my toes and fingers very much. I find them useful.” He wiggled his salty fingers in front of his face. He glanced at Hector, who blushed and smiled.

“The what?” said Louisa.

“It’s a thousand-mile race by dogsled,” I said. “It makes the Boston Marathon look like a game of Old Maid.”

I started to describe how the route retraces the relay that carried a vial of diphtheria serum to snowbound Nome back in 1925, but Louisa cut me off by turning to Ralph and saying, “Did you win?” This is so her, the A student ranking everything in sight.

“Second to last, but you had better believe it, I finished.”

Louisa took off her gold sandals and stepped into the water, ankle deep. The low sun shone through her dress. “Do you realize how beautiful this is?” she said, gazing across the lake. She looked good—sexy; tall and curvy like one of her pots—but she also looked absurd, like a Greek goddess who’s dropped in to make a little trouble for the mortals below.

Ralph punched me on the arm. “Hey, tomorrow. Let’s take her out to the gorge. It’s supposed to be a scorcher. I’ll bring the boys. And some tunes. You bring lunch.”

“Oh. Like, we’re women, so we do food?”

“How about, I’m your boss so you do what I say? I’m the one with the four-wheel drive? Clement dear.” He’d heard Lucy call me that.

“What gorge?” asked Louisa.

“A place we go when we’re tired of the lake,” Hector told her.

“When we want a touch of danger,” said Ralph in a menacing whisper.

“People dive off this tall rock,” I said. “It’s incredibly stupid, but too much fun. I did it once, for the rush. A guy was killed last year when he boomeranged back in midair and smashed his skull. He thought he could do a somersault. On top of stupid, he was totally trashed.”

“Didn’t someone get sued?” Louisa looked queasy.

Ralph said, “This is Vermont, baby. The risks you take are all your own. You break it, you bought it.”

Everyone laughed except Louisa.
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I GET WEARY just looking at dreadlocks. I keep thinking, How heavy is all that hair? How on earth do you wash it? We sat near the stage, so the music was loud enough to boil your blood, and the smell of dope was a fourth dimension. I’m no big fan of Jah, whoever he is, but I did my best to feign a glow. Clem must have caught on when I failed to sing along with the Natty Lads’ cover of “No Woman, No Cry.” She suggested (she had to yell) that we head over to a bar called the Galaxy, which had, she said (yelled), a “jukebox for white girls.”

Well, I said to myself, be what you are.

On the way over, the guys walked together in front of us. Clem whispered to me, “Are you just alone too much these days or what? You are like so … I don’t know, antsy?”

“Is that a question?” I asked.

“Well, see what I mean?” she said loudly. Ralph turned around to smile at us, then waited to throw an arm around Clem’s shoulders. And then we were, thank heaven, at the bar. Because she was right, about my being alone too much. I knew I was being obnoxious, and I didn’t care, but what if I couldn’t have been otherwise? What if I’d tried to be agreeable but couldn’t?

When Marvin Gaye came on, Ralph asked me to dance. He spun me around with such certainty and speed that I was dizzy, but in that happy way when you know you’re in the hands of a man who won’t bungle the moves. Who dances so well that you do, too, no matter how clumsy you are. He had to be the one, I decided—the way he put his arm around Clem and whispered in her ear—but I liked him, too. I liked the way his thick dark mustache moved when he talked, I liked the passion he had for the minutiae of his work: measurements, in millimeters, of feather-shaft diameter, egg circumference, the width of fledglings’ skulls. At first I’d thought of it as a game—a taste of revenge—but now, with the wine singing in my ears, I decided, both overjoyed and mournful, that I was falling for the guy. That morning I’d worked out a scheme: Saturday the view, Sunday the kill, Monday the jewels, Tuesday split town to visit my parents. Now it didn’t look so easy.

Between his deft moves, Ralph liked to talk, so he sounded a little breathless. “Nice you two are friends.” Spun me out, snapped me in. “I have a brother in Chicago, can’t stand the sight of me. Once in a while I try again, but no cigar.” Under his arm I soared, as if cast on a reel of silk ribbon.

“We have our moments,” I said when I faced him again. “Our differences.” I didn’t say that lately I’d felt about Clem the way his brother felt about him.

I rolled inside his arm toward his chest in an effortless spiral. I could smell his sweat, just faintly, through his damp plaid shirt. “You know, I met your Aunt Lucy,” he said. For a few minutes we were face-to-face. Gently, he rocked the two of us back and forth, his hands clasping my shoulders. Please stop talking, I thought. “Man, what a live wire,” he said. “Somebody should’ve studied what her secret was. I’d say I’m sorry she died, but it seems like she lived the life she chose, no other. You know what I mean?”

He clapped loudly at the end of the song, as if Marvin Gaye were right there with us. He took my arm and led me back to the table. I said, “Yes, and talk about a devoted sister.”

As I started telling the story of Lucy and Vetty, Clem stood up. She touched my back. “I’m off to lounge in the lounge.” She gave us a tiny flirtatious wave. Ralph mimicked her wave in return. My heart sank.

I told the short version of the family saga, because the jukebox was right by our table. I touched Ralph’s hand several times. When I finished, my throat was sore from shouting and Clem was still gone. In Ralph’s pure, sincere attention to the story (mirrored by Hector), in the way his hand never moved in reaction to mine, I saw that none of his attention had anything to do with me. I was both mortified and relieved. I excused myself.

I found her talking on a pay phone in the ladies’ room; she gave me her coy little wave. I heard her say, “Like crazy, you animal you,” before hanging up.

“Another one waiting in the wings? You never cease to amaze me.”

“Another what? That was my guy Luke. You don’t know about him. He’s in Alaska for the summer.” She turned toward the mirror, arched her eyebrows to put on lipstick. She moved her hips to the music out in the bar and, before closing the lipstick, looped it through the air like a stunt plane, part of her dance.

“Who’d you steal him from? Is he a dogsled champion, too?”

Clem giggled. She worked at coaxing her hair behind her ears. “What about me? Think I could do it, Lou, the race to the Pole?”

She offered me her lipstick. Angrily, I took it. It was exponentially brighter than any color I’d ever worn. “You are so stoned,” I said. “But, sure, why not? That’s you, isn’t it? Adventures right and left just begging to let them be yours. Same as all the men.”

“Ouch.” Clem looked at me in the mirror. “Is this about Mike?”

“No,” I said.

“Yes, it is. Christ, it is.” She gazed at the ceiling. “I guess I’d be stupid to think you’ve forgiven me after all this time, right? Did you come out here to, like, reinforce the grudge, is that it?”

“I came out here to pay my respects,” I said. “And not to you.”

“Oh that is such bullshit,” said Clem. “Louisa, are you lonely or angry or both? Or am I deluded when I remember we used to have fun?”

Instead of answering, I looked at myself in the mirror and put on the lipstick. “I don’t think so,” I said, but I was talking about the color.

“Wow,” said Clem. “So. Who gets to be the Soviet Union and who gets to be the U.S.A.?”

A very drunk girl entered the bathroom and stopped to brace herself on the paper towel dispenser. She caught my eye in the mirror and laughed. “Uh-oh,” she said. I asked if she was all right, but she was already lurching into a stall. Clem and I listened to her retch. I started for the door back to civilization.

“No,” said Clem, blocking my way. “You’ve got this idea of me.”

I sighed. “Okay, sure, we did have fun. We used to.”

“So, if I say I’m sorry, will you snap out of this funk?”

Another girl came in, calling loudly, “Fran? Fran, are you in here?”

Clem started laughing. The new girl glared at her. As we left the restroom, Clem leaned against me and said in a soft voice, “Listen. I’m trying monogamy on for size. And you know, it’s not like I’ve been … promiscuous.” She sounded out the word with care. “Which I know is how you see me. Well, you’re wrong.”

Barry White was singing. Hector and Ralph were dancing. Together.

“Hoo, will you look at those boys,” said Clem. “Delicious, aren’t they?”

Clem saw my ruefulness, written all over my face. “Guys. Deceptive, even when they’re not trying. Always a challenge.”

“Well, for some of us.”

“Even for me,” said Clem, barring me with her arm for an instant, to make me look her in the face. “Lou, I am not who you think.” I had no answer, and I don’t think she wanted one.

I let her lead the way back to our table. We watched the men dance.

Clem said, “If I could steal one of those wonderful guys from the other, I just might.”

“So much for your monogamy pledge.” But I couldn’t help laughing. Mostly at myself.

Mike was the guy she’d stolen from under my nose, two summers before. I was twenty-two; Clem was eighteen. It was the last summer we were both at home, living with our parents. Mike lived down the road. He collected motorcycles, repaired our neighbors’ sports cars, and, I’m guessing in retrospect, serviced the neighbors’ wives with a parallel expertise. One day I got him to look at my rusty Dodge Dart, which had developed yet another ominous rattle or squeal. In his driveway, I thought those easy smiles were personal, mine alone. We spent one fragrant sticky night on the hammock behind his garage apartment, and oh, what ridiculous notions I had about what that night meant. Two days later, he picked me up on one of his bikes and sped me to a distant beach. We went at each other, clumsy and hot, against a hedge of prickly beach plum.

A week went by; I stayed late a few nights at the museum where I worked, putting up a show of new photographers (which is how I met the one I followed out west—Clem’s fault if I factored in Mike and the rebound effect). One night when I got back, the two of them were on the porch. I assumed Mike was waiting for me. After we watched the news together, me sitting tight by his side, he said he still had work to do. When he didn’t take me with him, I thought, All right, a little distance is natural. Next night, Clem’s bicycle was gone and stayed gone till morning. The phone rang forever at Mike’s. The night after that, under a crazy quilt of stars, I crossed five backyards in my bare feet. I heard them long before I saw them, but that didn’t send me home. I had to see them with my own eyes, all but naked on the chaise by Dr. Eccleston’s pool. Going back, I stepped on a piece of glass.

He had the nerve to come to my parents’ Fourth of July barbecue, and Clem had the nerve, even worse, to borrow a dress from my closet. It’s quite something, watching your favorite dress make time with the guy you’re crazy about—without you in it. I walked right over and threw my Mateus rosé in her face. I drove to the beach and lay on the sand till fireworks erupted from the trees. When I told her she was the scum of the earth, she said I might have a good case.
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LUCY’S ROUTINES BECAME MINE, so whenever she broke them, I was thrown off balance. One breezy Saturday evening, once I’d parked the car near the Burlington green and helped her out onto the sidewalk, she said brightly, “No shops, not tonight.” She put her arm through mine, the way she asked for support without asking. “Show me the town, Clement dear.”

“The town?”

She laughed. “Don’t play the innocent. I know a party girl when I see one. Take me to your favorite nightclub, your … hangout? Den of iniquity?”

I laughed, too. What was I afraid of?

The Galaxy was filling up fast. We got a few odd looks, but there was Ralph, waving from a table beside a window. Bob Marley was singing “Positive Vibration.” Ralph called out, “Cool runnin’s, baby!”

“Africa, unite!” I called back, raising a fist. “I know those guys,” I said to Lucy, leading her carefully through the crowd.

Ralph and Hector stood up like our fathers would and pulled out a chair between them. They acted like it was the most normal thing in the world, taking your great-great-aunt to your local bar. That’s when I really fell for them. Ralph took Lucy’s handbag and put it under his coat on the windowsill. Hector insisted on treating us.

Having settled herself and looked around, she turned to him and said, “Africa? Is this Black Panther talk?”

Ralph laughed loudly and leaned close to Lucy. “Mrs. Jardine, it’s reggae talk. We’re just into the lingo of the music, it’s a fantasy. We’re too pathetically white to be Rastafarians.”

She told him to call her Lucy. “I have never been a Mrs. and will never be a Ms.” She frowned. “Rosicrucians, did you say? The Rosicrucians make music?”

“Just listen for a little,” he said. “Let me be your deejay.” And off he went to the jukebox.

We watched her take in the music and the surroundings. Hector set her cream sherry in the center of a napkin, like a waiter in a white-glove hotel.

Lucy cupped a hand behind her best ear, to hear the music over the voices in the crowded bar. She repeated carefully, uncertainly, “ ‘In the abundance of water, the fool is thirsty’? Is that what he just sang?” She went back to listening, and then she looked at me. “So if I were a young girl now, this is the music I would like?”

Oh Lucy, I wanted to say, you are a young girl. I felt so moved by the look on her face that I couldn’t quite answer. I asked, “Well, are you thinking of, like, revolutionizing your tastes?”

“Revolution is no longer a possibility,” she said. “My tastes, like my bones, fossilized decades ago. Reach a certain age and you are obliged to become an anthropologist. It’s the only way to ignore that the rest of the world regards you as an artifact, that your culture has faded beyond the horizon, leaving you adrift on your tiny, solitary life raft.” She said this without self-pity or sadness. I’d lived with her for a month and hadn’t stopped to think, till then, that she no longer had any friends her own age. Not a one.

Ralph returned. “Bob Dylan, the Dead, Marianne Faithfull, Lou Reed, Al Green, Hendrix. It’s a start.”

Lucy closed her eyes. She looked as if she was listening in order to memorize. For Jimi Hendrix, she sat forward and squeezed her eyes tight. At first, I assumed she found the din of his guitar unbearable. Then she opened her eyes and said, “He’s kissing the sky?”

Her sherry glass was empty; with a slight nod, she passed it to Hector, who rose at once to get her a refill.

“What a lovely thought. Kissing the sky,” she mused, a ghost of southern girlhood in her voice.

Several songs later, she asked me if we could go to a music store the next day. “You’ll remember what we’ve heard this evening, won’t you?” she said as we helped her up. I assured her that I would.

“Come again, anytime,” said the bartender as we passed him.

“I just might,” Lucy told him. “I just might become a regular.”

But she never did ask to go back. Two weeks later she died, as she deserved to, in her sleep. I’d made our dinner, poured her sherry, but she didn’t respond to my knocking. The night before, she’d said she was too tired for a drive, said she’d go to bed early and read. Just after dawn, I was sure I’d heard her in the kitchen below my room. But the night we went to the Galaxy, she was tireless, as much a party girl in her way as I am in mine. Going home, she made me stop at the all-night Star Market. “Carrots,” she said. “I want to try out my little blue gigolo.” She waited in the car; when I came back, I noticed that her nose just barely cleared the dashboard.

Lucy insisted on a pitcher, tray, crystal glasses, and mint from the patch that grew wild by the old water pump. I carried this Swanee-style production onto the porch.

“This is like punch! Miraculous! Splendid!” she said. My hands were stained bright orange, along with my Red Stripe T-shirt and most of the kitchen counter.

While I was lighting the mosquito candles, I said, “If this is disrespectful or nosy, just say, but I’ve been wondering—living here, you know, with you—about Aunt Vetty. She’s like this gothic character everyone whispers about. As if she was a ghost even when she was alive. And that spooky room, with all her stuff up there …”

“Well, my dear, in every family lucky enough to inherit stories, there will always be specters.”

“What inspectors?”

“No, Clement dear.” She laughed. “Perhaps I should say, Many a hope chest contains a suit of rattling bones.” She sipped her juice, pushing the suspense. I waited. Finally she said, “I used to wonder if your father knew. He’s the only one of the current crop who might.”

“Everybody agrees you saved her life, that you were incredibly selfless.” For the second time that night, but differently, I was nervous.

Lucy looked at me, silent again for what felt like ages. I thought she might be angry until she said, “Do you know, Clement dear, that not one member of this prolific family has ever asked me for my version of events until now? Until you? As if they think I’d keel over from recalling the sheer disgrace of it.” She smiled what I thought of now as her little-blue-gigolo smile, practically sexual, a come-on. I thought, sadly, how she never got to use that smile the way it was meant to be used. “Not that I know if I would have told anyone,” she said. “There is a secret—only because no one’s pried. And which, if you stay up, I see no reason not to tell you. Consider it a dividend of all your hard work. Keeping me in the strait and narrow. I think your father must be pleased.”

I waited. I laughed my nervous laugh. “Well, I hope it involves a trunk of money buried in the yard that will support me like royalty the rest of my life.”

Right away, I was sorry for the joke, but Lucy kept on smiling, more like a grandmother now. “As you might say, don’t I wish.” She touched her throat for a moment, the place where she had worn that old cameo before we jazzed up her wardrobe. She kept doing that, always forgetting she’d given it up.

“My sister Vetty was thirty-seven when I met her for the first time,” she said. “Imagine that. And all I knew of her till then was that she had done this rash, impetuous, ruinous thing: run off with what sounded to me like a perfectly respectable young man whose only shame was provenance. Isn’t that a comic, lamentable slap of fate?” She directed this question out toward the holly trees, the fireflies, the chorus of crickets.

“When I met her, this husband had left her, just as you’ve heard—no thanks, mind you, to our sanctimonious parents. Vetty and Josiah had no children, but she loved him. Such a passion for such an ordinary man, and oh how she tried to hold him! When he left the army after the Indian Wars, he came home—here—to run his father’s sawmill. Vetty was thrilled. He would be safe; they would sleep under the same roof! But after five years he moved across town to look for another bride. I think if she’d had a family to meddle and cajole, events might have turned out otherwise. Never mind, though: he still gave her money, still split her wood, still went to their church—she was the one who had to change pews—but she was alone as could be. The more so for his being near. She had a talent, thank heaven, and by the time I arrived, she had a solid business as a seamstress. She was pitied, but also respected. No one blamed her. Hand of God and such.”

I watched Lucy closely. “But you … you came up here to rescue her.”

“Oh no.” She looked at me, this time without a smile of any kind. “I came up here so she could rescue me.” Lucy reached down slowly and lifted her glass from the floor. “Another, thank you.”

I poured her the rest of the carrot juice. “Clement dear, when I was eighteen years old, I met a man of my own. A man the family couldn’t have approved of more! A man with whom I was smitten! Everything splendid! A nascent betrothal in everyone’s eyes, as it turned out, but his. There I was, six months later, not a gem on my hand, but pregnant as the sky is blue. So ordinary, as sins go; even that seemed sinful, how viciously ordinary it was. The most common of female mishaps. Now, my daddy could bear many less-than-agreeable things, but common things, no. My daddy belonged to the same club as my young man’s daddy, but they shared no business, so there was no leverage. We were one year into a fine new century. Duels were a thing of the past. And what could possibly make more sense, in my parents’ desperation to bury another scandal, than to ferret out and repossess fallen daughter number one to gain a refuge for number two? Logical, don’t you agree, Clement dear?” She drained her glass with a flourish and held it tight in her lap.

“Vetty. Imagine how ecstatically she must have awaited my arrival—the sister she’d never laid eyes on, soon to deliver a baby, to give poor Vetty a flesh-and-blood purpose. Misfortune it might seem to some, but to her, it meant reunion with her family and the gift of the child she’d always longed for. As for alibis, I was said to be on a tour of Europe recovering from the attentions of a cad—a colorful affliction at best—and would return to the marriage market evanescent and worldly. I would be fed stories of Paris and Constantinople with which to charm new ranks of suitors. How clever my parents were. How thorough.”

“You had a baby?” I said. “You had a baby?” I was longing for a beer but didn’t dare leave the porch.

“A little boy,” she said. Not a hint of tears. She smiled rapturously at the night. “He was with us, Vetty and me, for less than a month when our father arrived. You could have knocked us down with a butterfly wing.

My, but his particular coldness … something more climatically suited to these parts than to steamy, gay New Orleans. A gene, I’m thankful to say, that seems to have dwindled into extinction.”

She laughed a tight, dry little laugh. “Our father was such a shrewd strategist. I suppose it didn’t take him long to see how very useful it was that our sister Amy was expecting her fourth child. Aristide, your great-grandfather and my brother, would never have let it happen. He’d always written, secretly, to Vetty and her husband. His twin sister and his best friend from school: the union always seemed right to him. But he was abroad at the time of my calamity, ignorant of the entire affair. I sometimes think my parents sat quietly on their decision till after he had shipped out to the far, far East. So Amy, our favored sister, the only one not to betray and disappoint, well bless her soul if she didn’t all of a sudden have twins. One quite the bruiser, astonishing! No one ever saw a newborn baby so big, no mother was prouder. She wrote me often, I will say that. She sent me a portrait every year at Christmas: my son in her lap. Sometimes, you know, I think about the pressure on Amy to be the good one, how much more strenuous that must have felt once I fell by the wayside, too.”

“Wait,” I said. I belong to one of those families in which every single member could produce under torture a flawless family tree, every gnarl and knot in place, reaching back five generations. I was doing some hasty scrambling through the branches. Amy’s twins were my great-uncles Charles and Christopher, both recently dead. I asked her, Which one?

“Ah,” she said, “here ends my confession, dear one.” She handed me her empty glass, stood, and leaned against the back of her chair.

“I won’t tell anyone if you don’t want me to. I’ll keep it a secret.” Mentally, I was busy reconfiguring two batches of second cousins; which were in fact descendants of Lucy?

“If you should be so lucky as to live a life this long—that is, if you consider it luck, and I am not saying you shouldn’t—I cannot possibly hold you to a promise like that. But promise me this.” She put her arm through mine. As she leaned against me, I could smell her gardenia powder, a smell like attic and garden together. “Promise they’ll burn me in that splendid green dress you made me buy, the one with the golden sash.”

The next day, when I came home for lunch, she looked as if she’d been impatient for me to arrive. She asked if I had time to drive her to the bank. On a table in the living room sat a large box covered with dark green alligator skin. She had no further use for jewelry, she said; it might as well be somewhere safe. Then she reached out and pressed something into my hand. I felt a slight prick and looked down at the old blue cameo. Its sheer familiarity, as something inseparable from her, made me lightheaded, yet I felt I had to tell her it shouldn’t go to me because I’d never, ever wear it. But she said, “Can you please send this to your cousin Gaia? She likes Victorian. And please insure it, Clement dear.”

“For how much?” I asked.

“Oh,” she said, waving a hand, “enough to convince the postal service it’s too valuable to lose.”

After the bank, Lucy said she was too tired to shop for music. I took her home for a nap and went by the sanctuary. When I finished cleaning cages, I drove to the record store on my own. Later, after dinner, I brought the boom box out on the porch. We listened to song after song after song. Bob Marley was in the middle of “Exodus”—I love how he sings it Exey-duss, taking that lofty word away from the Bible—when suddenly I got it. My cousin Gaia was Lucy’s great-granddaughter. What did this change? Everything and nothing.

I looked over at Lucy, to express to her what I felt more than what I had learned, but she was asleep again. Her body was getting ready to sleep for good. A few weeks later, before the rest of the clan arrived to divvy up the other spoils, Dad and I managed to get ourselves into a canoe without tipping over, to scatter her ashes on Lake Champlain. I had this image of Lucy flitting weightless over the water, that gold hippie sash like a peacock’s tail: Lucy, up there, invisible, finding out what it’s like to kiss the sky.

[image: ]

WE STRETCHED A WORN CHENILLE BEDSPREAD on a rock beside the gorge, weighed down the corners with six-packs of beer and Coke and a basket of sandwiches (cucumber and chicken between fat slices of Aunt Lucy’s sourdough-prune). Except for the surrounding birch trees—which made me achingly homesick for everything northern, everything dependent on frost—the place made me think of somewhere southwestern: along a twisting sinew of river, slabs of rock leaned every which way, like a band of precarious drunks. The river flowed down a shadowy corridor, some twelve feet wide, with lichen-stained walls. A few people had arrived just before us, so the road leading in was a tunnel of dust, dust that now coated my skin and hair, since I’d ridden in the back of the pickup to be with Ralph’s dogs, Tuck and Moe. Along the way, brand-new NO TRESPASSING signs leaned out from the encroaching woods. My backside, thanks to the potholes, felt like it had been shot full of novocaine.

Bodies, half clothed or naked, sprawled on the rocks, soaking up sun. Because of the restless geology here, privacy was easy to come by; as we zigzagged toward Clem’s favorite spot, we passed a sudden crevice where a lean brown couple were making love.

Only two or three people were swimming. On my stomach, leaning over the steep drop beside us, I could just touch the surface of the water if I stretched. “Jesus!” I said, electrified by the chill.

Clem had already helped herself to a sandwich. “Oh, you’ll go in. It’s too hot not to.” As if to prove her point, Tuck and Moe plunged, side by side, splashing us all. They panted as they swam, noses tilted toward the sky.

“Oh Christ,” said Ralph. He took off his shirt and dove in.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“There’s a waterfall down there, around that corner,” said Clem. She sounded nonchalant. “We go through this routine every time, but usually they wait till we go in.”

Hector walked the edge of the river, abreast of Ralph and the dogs, who floated down in tandem, cradled on a lazy current. The four of them slipped out of sight where the river made one of its many sharp turns.

Clem saw my anxiety (she always does). “Relax. Farther down, it’s not so steep. Hector pulls them out. Ralph gets to push.” She laughed. “Hard to believe they once worked for a living, those goofy dogs.”

Clem pulled her sunglasses down off her head, over her eyes. She unclasped the top of her bikini, tossed it aside, and lay back on the bedspread. “Cancer, come’n get me.”

Her breasts are smaller than mine, but tight and golden, like our father’s skin—the Basque in the woodpile, he likes to say. Her nipples are darker, too, a startling purple. I realized that she was significantly older than the sister I’d been determined I would leave behind for good; older than I wanted her to be. She was nicer, which I struggled not to see, but also less relaxed. Above her glasses, I saw the first hint of lines at the peak of her nose.

“Have you thought about the jewelry?” I said.

She raised her head, looked at me, then lay back down. “Not really. It’s all in a big leather box we drove to the bank. I didn’t ask to open it; that seemed rude.”

“Rude never stopped you before,” I said, though I found myself speaking lightly.

“Well, yeah, touché, Miss Manners,” said Clem. “But you know, family jewels don’t exactly fit the life I picture for myself. I mean, rubies on the Outer Banks? Hatpins on Kilimanjaro?”

“When do you plan to be on Kilimanjaro?” I was saying when I heard a loud “Heads up!” Ralph’s voice, followed by whooping laughter and a lash of ice water. The dogs arrived ahead of the men and shook themselves all over our small encampment.

“Pigs, you pigs! You boorish Eskimo pigs! Shit!” Clem was on her feet in an instant, clutching a towel.

“Watch your language, missy.” Ralph took Clem’s towel and wrapped it around her from behind, squeezed her tight in his muscular arms.

“Scrub me down, hot stuff,” she said, and twisted inside the towel to face him. Then she pushed him back, threw the towel over his head, and dove past him straight into the river. In the water, her skin turned blue as moonlit snow. The dark bottom of her bathing suit split her body in two. Before she arched back to the surface, I saw the soles of her feet, the dust rising quickly in a cloud, their pallor reflecting the sun.

“She’s an athlete, I’ve always been jealous of that,” I said.

“Strong swimmer,” said Hector. “But crazy, too. I saw her go off that rock. Her and Ralph. Me? No way.” He looked upstream toward the site of the fatal dive.

Clem broke the surface. “Yahoo! It’s fuckin’ polar down there!”

“Make room,” called Ralph, and he dove in again. Hector bent over and untied his sneakers. He set them aside symmetrically paired, then took off his T-shirt, folded it into a square, and laid it on top of the sneakers. If Clem and Ralph made one logical couple, Hector and I would fall together sensibly as well: careful, circumspect. But who was I fooling? I was alone.

“Come on in,” said Hector, smiling warmly at me, and then all three of them were in the river, heads bobbing on the surface. Even the dogs had deserted me, still on land but roving their way upstream, hunting for untended food.

Clem was treading water next to Ralph. “C’mon, you overeducated pseudo-bohemian pondscum,” she called out.

This was exactly the sort of moment with her that made me feel so small. “Maybe later,” I said. “I think I’ll read for a little. I don’t think I’m hot enough yet.”

“Suit yourself,” said Clem. She swam after the men, who now sat on a ledge just above the waterline, their legs submerged to the knee.

I lay on my stomach and pretended to read, but I was looking down at the water. Though I’d grown up near the ocean, I had never liked going in over my head. I had seen the rock bottom of the river when I leaned over the ledge, yet I knew that depth is always an illusion; those rocks could have been six or twenty feet down. But come on, I told myself. Here, in front of these two charming, brainy men and my charming, invincible sister, was I really going to lie on this rock by myself, reading Mrs. Dalloway?

They talked and laughed. About me, perhaps. I couldn’t hear a word because of the hidden waterfall, its steady hiss. Clem gestured wildly, arms waving overhead. Hector smiled at her antics. What story could I have told with such fervor?

I stripped to my bathing suit and sat on the edge. I hate diving because my ears always fill up with water, and this dive was steep. I turned around on all fours and felt for toeholds in the face of the rock. Halfway down, I slipped, scraping my right shin, but I was in the water—which was so cold that my lungs turned to stone. I gasped and clung to the wall beside me. The surface of the river was calm, but my knees were gripped in a taut undertow. I took a deep breath, let go of the rock, and swam as hard as I could. Without lifting my head, I knew I was going nowhere, my stroke too weak to master the current, which seemed to insist that the party was better downstream. When I came up for air, I saw that I was slowly slipping backward, toward the waterfall. I reached out to grab the rock but could find no cracks or ledges. The surface was glassy with slime.

“Hey, you. No big deal, what did I say?” Clem had spotted me. She was grinning. “Come on up here. Fantastic or what?”

I was kicking like crazy, but my upper body was caged in frigid fear. “Where did you take swimming lessons?” I heard my sister call out in jest. “Oh, that’s right. Dad taught you.”

My mouth would not form a single word. I saw vaguely that Ralph was frowning, saying something to Clem. She stood up on the ledge and shouted, “You all right?”

All I could do was shake my head. I was still grappling at the rock when I heard her voice again, directly above me. She stood on the edge of the gorge four feet over my head. Then she was kneeling, her dark wet hair hanging down around her face. I could not see her expression. She said, in a low, deliberate voice, the voice of a teacher, “Swim to the middle of the river.”

“No,” I managed to gasp. “No.”

“Swim to the middle, Louisa,” she said again, just as calmly, though her voice was louder. “The current is strongest at the edge, where you are.”

“Can’t be,” I forced out. I felt as if I were wearing a medieval corset. My right shin, where I’d scraped it, throbbed with an icy fire. Christ, I thought, all because of a stupid piece of jewelry and an adolescent grudge, I might die. Actually die. I thought, absurdly, of the clear “picture” Clem had mentioned about the life before her. I had no such picture of mine.

“Do what I’m telling you. Now, Louisa.” Later, I would remember this moment with exceptional clarity, how her voice betrayed not a hint of panic. Tuck stood beside her, looking down at me with his eerie ice-blue eyes, smiling and panting. I wondered if I was about to suffer the humiliating relief of being rescued by a dog. I wondered how he would do it, what part of me he would grab in his jaws.

I pushed away with my right foot and hurled myself, more than swam, toward the middle. She had been right. The water unshackled me as I left the edge. The middle of the river, a fissure of noon sun, was placid and warmer, and after treading water for a moment to let my muscles find their purpose, I swam slowly upstream. Clem walked with me, the way Hector had walked beside Ralph and the dogs, and then she climbed down where the ledge came closest to the water, where I had watched her telling her antic story, and she reached out to reel me in. As soon as I was sitting beside her, I started to sob.

“I always knew you were a weakling,” Clem said, rubbing my back with a towel, “but hey.”

I wept into the towel, bent over my lap. Weeping was my only language.

“Seriously,” she said, “the current is strong. We’ve been swimming here for two months. I kind of forgot to warn you, I guess. But you’re okay. Aren’t you?”

By the time we returned to our picnic, the dogs had staked out the lion’s share of the bedspread, and Hector was picking apart his sandwich to give them each a bite of chicken. Ralph put an arm around my shoulders and handed me an open beer. “To immortality,” he said.

I sat next to Moe. His hot fur felt glorious against my thigh. When I stroked his neck, he twisted away from Hector and licked my face with abandon.

“Oh my. He’s in love,” said Hector. “He doesn’t do that with everyone.”

That’s when I lost it again, crying uncontrollably and shaking. I saw Clem not knowing what to do. I wanted to be mad at her all over again, for putting me in this shameful spot, but I couldn’t get back there because I had done what she told me to do, and she had been right. Against all instincts, I’d swum to the middle.

“Hey you, you’re okay. You really are,” she said to me, but she sounded less certain in her chiding. Hector wrapped a second towel around my shoulders. I was thinking how if she wanted the cameo, I’d have to let her claim it now, and then I remembered what she said about hatpins on Kilimanjaro.

Kilimanjaro? And it dawned on me: This was the first time in three years I had an urgent question to ask her, a question to which I really wanted the answer.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Glas_9780307377777_epub_tp_r1.jpg
JULIA GLASS

I See Yoo
Fierghene

i,





OEBPS/images/Glas_9780307377777_epub_L01_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Glas_9780307377777_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
PANTHEON BOOKS

| SEE YOU
EVERYWHERE

JULIA GLASS

il






OEBPS/images/Glas_9780307377777_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





