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E-book Extra




Family Binds: A Reading Group Guide

Up Island by Anne Rivers Siddons

My generation of women didnt have any notion that wed ever have to take care of ourselves. When something like a divorce happens, its devastating.



Topics for Discussion

1. What role do the swans, Charles and Di, play in the lives of each of their human caretakers? What do they represent for Luzia, Bella, Tim and Molly, respectively? And what do they give back to the humans in return for food? Why do you think Tim and Luzia are able to communicate with the swans better than anyone else? What is the significance of the fact that they are a rare breed of mute swans?

2. When Mollys mother dies, her ghost begins visiting, first Molly, and then Tim, in their dreams. What is Belles ghost trying to say to them? What does she want? And does she get it? What does Belles hat mean to Molly when she first arrives on Marthas Vineyard? What does the hat come to mean for Molly?

3. What kind of understanding of family did Molly inherit from her Mother? Did it change when Molly had a family of her own? How does her up island experience change her notions of family, and in what ways? How might her new understanding help her cope with loss and her husbands betrayal?

4. Livvy says to Molly, thats what middle age is, one loss after anotherDidnt anybody ever tell you? All of the people in Mollys Vineyard family, her father, Dennis, Bella, Luzia, and herself, suffer from one or more devastating losses. How do they each cope differently with their losses? What enables each of them to ultimately find renewal and hope?

5. Molly muses that her son Teddy was not losing his father from the divorce, only I was losing. From the perfect skin of The Family, only I was being ejected. How could that be? How does her separation and potential divorce from Tee irrevocably alter her relationships with her children, friends, and parents as well? How is it that only she was losing? And does that still hold true by the end of the novel?

6. Molly agrees to stay in the small up island cottage on the condition that she is not required to become emotionally involved with the Ponders and their mysterious quarrels and struggles. What is it that draws her into the lives of her wards? When does Dennis Ponder cease being an abstract cancer patient and become real in her eyes? What kind of relationship do Dennis and Molly arrive at by the end of the novel? How would you characterize it?

7. I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. What is the significance of Thoreaus passage for Tim, Dennis and Molly?
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I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU,







 

Chapter One




YOU KNOW HOW PEOPLE ARE always saying I knew it by the back of my neck when they mean those occasional scalding slashes of intuition that later prove to be true? My mother was always saying it, though she was not always right. Nevertheless, in my half-Celt family, the back of ones neck is a hallowed harbinger of things to come.

I first knew my husband was being unfaithful to me, not by the back of my neck, but by the skin of my buttocks, which, given the ultimate sorry progress of things, was probably prophetic. I always thought it was grossly unfair that Tee got all the fun and I got dermatitis of the posterior, but there you are. According to my mother, again, it was a pattern we had laid down in stone in the early days of our marriage.

I had been having fierce itching and red welts off and on since Christmas, but at first I put it down to the five-pound box of candied ginger Tees boss sent us and a savage new panty girdle that enabled me to get into my white beaded silk pantsuit. Later, when the itching and welts did not go away, I switched bath soap and body lotion, and still later had the furnace and air-conditioning unit cleaned and found some plain, unbleached cotton sheets for our bed. Still I felt as if I had been sitting in poison ivy, and often caught myself absently scratching in public as well as private. Teddy, my eighteen-year-old son, was mortified, and my best friend, Carrie Davies, asked me more than once, her elegant eyebrow raised, what was wrong. Tee would have teased me mercilessly, but he was not around much that winter and spring. Coca-Cola was bringing out two new youth-oriented soft drinks, and Tee and his team were involved in the test marketing, which meant near constant travel to the designated markets across the country. I could have scratched my behind and picked my nose at the same time on the steps of St. Philips and poor Tee, jet-lagged and teen-surfeited, would not have noticed.

When I woke myself in the middle of a hot May night, clawing my skin so that the blood ran, I made an appointment with Charlie Davies, and was distressed enough so that he worked me in at lunchtime the next day.

Well, Moonbeam, drop your britches and lay down here and lets see what we got, he roared, and I did, not really caring that the paper gown Charlies nurse had provided me with gapped significantly when I tied it around my waist. Charlie and Tee had been roommates at the University of Georgia, and I had known Tee only two weeks longer than I had Charlie. Charlie had married Carrie Carmichael, my Tri Delta sister, a week after Tee and I had marriedwe had all been in each others weddingsand we had kept the friendship going all through med school and internship and then practice for Charlie and the early and middle years at the Coca-Cola company for Tee. Charlie had probably seen my bare bottom more than once, given the house parties and vacations we four spent together.

He had called me Moonbeam after Al Capps dark, statuesque, and gloriously messy backwoods siren, Moonbeam McSwine, since the first time wed met. I allow no one else to do so, not even Tee.

I rolled over on to my stomach and Charlie pulled back the paper gown and gave a long, low whistle. Shit, Molly, has Big Tee been floggin you, or what? You look like you been diddlin in the briar patch.

Despite his redneck patter, Charlie is a very good doctor, or he would not have any patients. Atlanta is full of crisp, no-nonsense out of towners who would draw the line, I thought, at being told to get nekkid and lay on down, unless the one saying it was supremely good at what he did. Charlie was. In time, the good-ole-boy gambit became a trademark, a trick, something people laughed indulgently about at parties. If it secretly annoyed more than amused me, I never thought to verbalize it.

How bad does it look? I said.

Honey, how bad can your sweet ass look? The day Tee married you the entire Chi Phi house went into mournin for that booty. Though now that you mention it, there seems to be a good bit more of it these days, huh?

And he slapped me gently on the buttock. I felt it quiver like jellied consomm under his thick fingers. There was indeed more of me now than when I had married. Where once people had looked at me and seen a tall, sinewy, sun-bronzed Amazon with a shock of wild, blue-black hair and electric blue eyes, now they saw a big womana really big womanwith wild, gray-black hair, all teeth and leathery-tanned skin and swimming, myopic eyes behind outsized tortoiseshell glasses. Then, they had stared at the slapdash, coltish grace and vividness that had been mine. Now they simply stared at big.

Christ, its a goddamned Valkyrie, I had overheard someone say at last years performance of The Ring when it came to Atlanta. Tee and I had both laughed. I seldom thought about the added pounds, since they did not for a moment inhibit my life, and Tee never seemed to notice.

I mean the rash, or whatever it is, you horny hound, I said now to Charlie.

Well, Ive seen worse, he said. Saw jungle rot once, when I was a resident at Grady.

Come on, Charlie, what is it? What do I do about it? I never had anything like this before.

I dont know yet, he said, poking and prodding. Id say some kind of contact dermatitis, only you dont have a history of allergies, that I remember. Im going to give you a little cortisone by injection and some pills and ointment, and if its not healed by the time youve finished them, Im going to send you to Bud Allison. We need to clear this up. I dont imagine Tee is aesthetically thrilled by the state of your behind, is he?

I dont think hes even noticed, I said. Hes been out of town so much with these new Coke things that all weve had time to do is wave in passing. Its supposed to slack off in a couple of weeks, though, and I wish we could get rid of this by then. Hell think I have been rolling around in the alien corn patch.

Gon sting a little bit, Charlie said, and I felt the cool prick of a needle. Then Charlie said, I thought he was back by now. I saw him the other day over at that new condominium thing in midtown, the one that looks like a cows tit caught in a wringer, you know. I guess he was helping Caroline move in there; he was toting a palm tree so big only his beady eyes were peekin out of it, and she was bent double laughing. Shes a honey, isnt she? The image of you at that age, thank God. Yall must be real proud of her. She working around midtown?

He pricked me again.

That must have been somebody elses beady eyes peeking out of that palm tree, Charlie, I said. Ow. That does sting. Caroline is married and living in Memphis, with a brand-new baby. Honestly. You knew that; yall sent the baby a silver cup from Tiffanys. Must have killed you to pay for it.

Charlie took his hand off my buttocks. He was silent for a space of time, then he said, You get dressed and come on in the office, and Ill write you out those prescriptions.

I heard his heavy steps leaving the examining room. I heaved myself up off the table. It hit me as I swung my bare legs over the side. The skin of my face felt as if a silent explosion had gone off in the little room. I actually felt the wind and the percussion of it. The room brightened, as if flood lamps had been switched on, and when I took a breath there was only a stale hollowness in my lungs. A new hot, red welt sizzled across my left buttock.

Tee has somebody else, I thought. He has had, since Christmas, at least. That was Tee Charlie saw. He knows it was. And that was her Tee was moving into that condo.

I sat for a moment with my hands in my paper lap, one cupped on top of the other, a gesture like you make in Communion, waiting to receive the Host. I could not seem to focus my eyes. My ears rang. Through it all, the skin of my behind raged and shrieked.

I stood up, dropped my paper gown, put on my clothes, and went out of the little room and down the hall and out through the reception area to the elevator. I thought of nothing at all.

When the elevator came, I got on with a handful of lunch-bound people, some in white coats, stared vacantly at the quilted bronze doors, and thought, the family. What is this going to mean for the family?

By the time I stepped out on to the hot sidewalk running along Peachtree Street, I felt as if I were on fire from the back of my waist to my knees. I had the absurd and terrible notion that the weeping redness was sliding down to my ankles and puddling in my shoes, the visible stigmata of betrayal and foolishness.



When I was small, my grandmother Bell lived with us for a time. She was a frail, sweet-faced little woman who was afraid of many things, including my mother, whose theatrical outbursts and exaggerations made her wince and shrink. Mother caught on to that in about one minute, of course, and often set about shocking and frightening Gran just for the sport of it. I suppose it was irresistible; even I, who adored Gran and often fled to her talcumy arms when Mother trained her silver arrows on me, wondered with the unforgiving contempt of the very young why Gran stood for it. But she always did. Her way of dealing with my mother and whatever else threatened her was simply to pretend that it did not exist. The sight of her chattering cheerfully about nothing and plying her small daily rituals while literally quivering all over like a terrified rabbit used to madden me, but I do it myself now. Like a savage who will not name or acknowledge a demon lest it draw the demons attention, I deal with awfulness by becoming a caricature of middle-aged suburban normality.

I began doing it as soon as I stepped on to the sidewalk in front of Charlies office. I swung my bag jauntily over my shoulder, pulled my chin up and tucked in the offending fanny, and turned left down the long hill toward Peachtree Battle, finding a long, loose, city stride and swinging along with a happy-to-be-in-the-world smile on my face. I nodded to pedestrians who passed me and looked with interest and approval at the beds of impatiens and begonias in front of the Shepherd Spinal Center. I noted with another silly nod of my head the electric sign in front of the Darlington Apartments that kept track of Atlantas population: 3.7 MILLION. That sign was a source of annoyance to me most of the time; Atlantas mushrooming population had long since made streets and sidewalks impassable. But on this day I beamed at it with the fatuous pride that I had felt when Tee and I had lived in our first small house, in Collier Hills, and the sign meant to me that my upstart town was becoming a real contender, an honest-to-God city. Take that, New York, Chicago, L.A., I said today under my breath. I looked down at my prancing feet in approval: just the right plain, low-heeled Ferragamo walking shoes a well-grounded Atlanta woman should wear on a hot spring day. The weight of my bag thumped against my side, and I was pleased: just the right, well-worn, lustrous Coach handbag, nothing trendy or with initials on it that were not mine. All my totems were in order. But my heart was banging in slow, cold, breath-sucking beats.

My chastely Cliniqued mouth smiled wider.

I was nearly down to the entrance to Colonial Homes Drive, where for decades all the singles in my set lived until marriage and the move to Collier Hills on the way to Habersham Road or Ansley Park, when I heard a voice I knew shouting at me from the eddy of traffic.

Livvy Bowen was calling to me from her dirty old Saab, stopped beside me at a red light.

Where on earth are you going? she yelled in her not unpleasant New England honk. Livvy came south for the first time from a Boston suburb ten years before, when her husband, Caleb, was transferred to Coke headquarters to work on Tees marketing team. Caleb was Harvard and Livvy was Radcliffe, and Atlanta was a thick stew of culture shock for both. Caleb had read the handwriting on the corporate walls and adjusted fast; Livvy never had. She hated the South in general, Atlanta in particular, liked Tee all right, and for some reason loved me. She had instantly, as I had her. Something in her raw bones and narrow, unmade-up face and acid tongue spoke to what my mother called the damnyankee in me. Mother spoke allegorically, of course; my parents were both Southern, back to their families arrivals from England and Ireland, and that was more than two hundred years ago. I knew what my mother meant, though, and so, apparently, did Livvy. In her mouth, damnyankee was not a pejorative term.

Youre the only woman I know below the Mason-Dixon line who doesnt run by Saks on her way to the grocery store, she said in the early days of our friendship, and the only one who doesnt own a Judith Leiber bag. Do you even know what a Judith Leiber bag is?

I didnt then, and cant remember now.

I said nothing on this morning, only smiled brilliantly at her. I couldnt think where to put her in this teetering new scheme of things.

Youve got on lipstick and panty hose, she said and grinned, gunning the hideous Saabs engine. Whos died?

I continued to smile. Hi, Livvy, I ventured as the light changed. She did not move the Saab forward. Behind her, horns began to blow.

She stared at me for another moment and then said, Get in the car.

Livvy

Im not moving till you get in this car, she said, with the iron of old Massachusetts money in her voice. The chorus of horns swelled. I got into the car and slammed the door and she screeched away up Peachtree Street.

We did not speak again until she swerved into the fake fifties diner that newly occupied an old car wash and stopped.

Wheres your car? she said. Where have you been? Whats the matter with you? Youve got red blotches all over your neck and chest.

Ive been to the doctor, I said in my grandmother Bells dreadful, sunny voice. Ive got some kind of allergy; its nothing. Charlie Davies gave me some stuff for it. My carmy car I looked down at my blossoming chest; my backside was indeed colonizing new flesh. I smiled at Livvy. Even I knew it was what Tee calls a shit-eating grin; I could taste it on my mouth.

I guess I left my car in the parking lot at Charlies.

Uh-huh. And you were going where?

A little lick of annoyance managed to penetrate the smog of Bell denial.

Who are you, Joseph Mengele? Vee haff ways to make you talk. I was going home, of course; where do you think I was going?

She just looked at me. My face flamed and my chest burst into a Flanders Field of red; I could feel it. I lived in Ansley Park, in the opposite direction of the way I had been walking, and had for nearly twenty years. I had been making for my parents old home, the one I had grown up in, on Peachtree Hills Avenue. They had not lived there for the past five years, but in a condominium behind St. Philips Episcopal Cathedral in Buckhead.

I knew that Livvy knew that. I put my face in my hands and began to cry.

Tee is having an affair, I sobbed. I just found out. I dont know what to do about the family.

Livvy and Caleb live in a sprawling brick house in Brookwood Hills, a leafy old family enclave across from Piedmont Hospital and its attendant doctors buildings. I have always loved that neighborhood. I wanted to look there when we were finally able to leave the Collier Hills starter house, but Tee felt Ansley Park had a more international feeling to it, and that was the direction Coke was going in. Many of the new transferees were buying and gentrifying the old town houses there, and besides, you could walk to the Piedmont Driving Club. Tees family had always belonged. Mine had never even been to a wedding reception there. So we found and remodeled our own tall town house with a tiny walled garden. I liked it, and had sunk a few roots and had raised my children there, but it never felt like Atlanta to me. You cant just walk down the street on a spring evening in Ansley Park, I told Livvy once. You have to have the right kind of suit. A jogging suit, or a cycling suit, or a Rollerblading suit, or a dog-walking suitand the right kind of dog, of course. Lazarus definitely does not cut it in AP. Im thinking of renting a dalmatian just to walk it.

Id be thinking of moving, Livvy snapped. A dalmatian would be laughed out of Brookwood Hills.

We skidded through traffic and she hung a heart-stopping left across two lanes; we were in her sunny kitchen with cups of coffee before I could stop the treacherous sobs. I could not even remember the last time I had cried.

Tell, she said, handing me a hot washcloth, and I mopped my face and told.

When I stopped talking, she snorted and said, Thats just shit, Molly. Tees not having any affair. In the first place, you-all are joined at the hip. In the second place, when would he? Calebs out with him when hes traveling; dont you think Id know if Tee wasnt wherehe said he was? Some doctor youve got. Some friend, too.

Charlie saw him, Livvy

Excuse me, pet, but how does Charlie know it was Tee? Every man in Atlanta in a certain class and age group looks just like Tee. Most of them work for Coke.

 
I had to smile, even through the thready galloping of my heart, because she was right, or partly. There is a type of wellborn Atlanta man who looks enough like Tee to be his kin, and may be: tall, lanky, blond-going-gray, hands jammed in pockets, with the shambling gait of the college athlete most of them were. Tee was the starting forward on UGAs basketball team the year we graduated and the team won the SEC championship; he still had the loose-jointed, pigeon-toed lope that went with the position. His hair was short now and gilded with gray, and fell over his forehead, and there were fine wrinkles at the corners of his blue eyes, but he was still snub-nosed and thin to the point of boniness, and his grin still charmed and warmed. We had been a stunning couple in college, a study in opposites but of nearly matched height, and we had known it then. I had long since forgotten. I wondered if Tee had.

Charlie was Tees roommate for four years, I said. Hed know him if he saw him. He thought the girlthe womanwas Caroline. So she must be tall and dark and very young. And pretty, of course. Caroline is a very pretty girl.

Crap. If the guy was hidden behind a palm tree, how could this wonderful Charlie be sure? Its not like you to jump to this kind of silly conclusion, Molly. Youve never had any reason to doubt Tees faithfulnesshave you?

No, I said, and knew that it was true, knew it with the same baseless interior certainty with which I had known the truth of Charlies words this morning. Tee had not strayed before this.

If he was going to, dont you think hed pick a better time? Livvy said. Hes traveling with a team of nine people. Hes almost never in the same city two nights in a row. Hes in meetings from breakfast until midnight. Unless shes a stewardess with a key to the rest room, Tees not banging anybody but you. And hes sure not doing it in those particular condos. Half of Coke lives there.

But Ive had this breaking out since Christmas, and thats when he started travelingits gotten really bad. Its like my body knew something that my head didnt, yet. I feel so damned sure, Livvyand Charlie said stress could do that to you.

So can poison ivy. So can whatever you wash your underwear in. I think youve slipped a cog. What could Tee possibly want that you dont give him?

Ive gained a lot of weight, I said in a low voice. I dont think about it much, but I know I have. I dont take the pains with myself that I used to. You should have seen me in college, Liv. I was homecoming queen my junior year. Tee and Iwe were something to see together.

You still are, she said. Dont you know people turn around on the street to look at you? You look glorious. You look like an Amazon princess, or likelike

If you say Moonbeam McSwine, Ill throttle you, I said, beginning to grin in spite of myself. Some of the cold weight had lifted off my chest. The fire in my fanny and neck was cooling.

That, too, Livvy said, and reached over and put her hands over mine. Hers were warm. I realized only then that despite the days sullen heat, I was as cold as ice, as death.

Listen, she said. I dont for a minute think youve got anything to worry about, and if you look at it rationally, youll see that Im right. But Mollwhat if, just what if, there was somebody else? What would it mean to you, what would you do?

I stared at her. What would it mean? Whythe end of everything. The end of the family. God, the familywhy didnt she see?

What do you think it would mean? I said. What would it mean to you? If it was Caleb, I mean?

She shrugged. Depends. On whether it was serious or a fling or some kind of silly midlife thing. Depends on how sorry he was.

She smiled. Her long Back Bay teeth were the color of rich old ivory. No anxious cosmetic bonding or bleaching for Olivia Carrington Bowen; even loving Carrie Davies, who knew how close I was to Livvy, had said once that Livvy looked like a horse.

But the thoroughest of thoroughbreds, Id rejoined shortly. Carrie had snorted, sounding herself like a horse. I knew that she did not approve of Livvys and my friendship.

Shes not like us, Moll, Carrie had said. She wont ever be. She doesnt even try.

And thats why I like her, I snapped, hoping to put an end to the subject. And I had. My old crowd did not espouse Livvy Bowen, but in my presence they no longer denigrated her, either.

And what would you do?

Id snatch him baldheaded, and then her, Livvy said. Id give him two hours to wind it up quietly, and if he didnt, Id tell Coke he couldnt keep it zipped, and tell her he had a penile implant. And if he still wouldnt, Id throw his stuff out the door and change the locks and hire the meanest lawyer this side of the Mississippi River.

 
She looked at me with only a half smile. I thought that she was not altogether kidding.

What about Dana and Elizabeth? I said, thinking of Livvy and Calebs two daughters, both in college in the East. What about the family?

Dana and Elizabeth are neither one coming back home after school, she said matter-of-factly. Ive always known that. Much as I love them, they arent going to be a big factor in my future. Theyd have to make their own separate peaces with it. Molly, thats the third time youve said the family. Not my family, but the family. What is it with you and the family? Its like you mean some kind of idea, instead of your own people

The family. The family



When my mother married my father, she was twenty-one years old and an actress and dancer, or at least aspiring to be one. She was, he said once, as lovely as a silver minnow in a creek. Her name was Mary Belinda Fallon, but she called herself Belle Fallon professionally. She had had unpaid parts in a number of local theatrical productions and one badly paid part in the chorus of a touring company of Lilli at Chastain Amphitheatre in Buckhead, and was scheduled for a far better speaking and dancing role in the next years touring production of West Side Story. Her blue-black hair and milky skin had caught the eye of more than one regional producer; she had reason to think she could go as far as her lithe legs and low, purring voice could take her. But then she met and married Timothy Bell, and since she could not be billed as Belle Bell, took the fatuous stage name Tinker Bell. It was Dads nickname for her; hed called her Tinker from the day hed met her. She was as erratic and glinting and shining and ethereal as the frail, jealous sprite in Peter Pan, and she might well have gone on to make a name for herself on the stage, for she had, in addition to her looks and a middling talent, enormous presence. Even at home she had it, even at rest. I really think she was born with it.

But she was pregnant when she married Daddy, and by the time I was born, a giant of a baby according to hera wrecker of pelvises and stomach musclesher trajectory was broken, and she climbed into no more rarefied air than that of local theatrical productions and later, acting and dancing lessons. My poor mother: the heart of a gypsy, the soul of a prowling tiger, forever trapped in local productions of Showboat and Auntie Mame, and once, with notable success, Hedda Gabler. It was a bitter loss to her, and perhaps worse for the rest of us. It was catastrophic for me. She never ceased blaming me for it.

Oh, she never would admit that she did that, and in all fairness, probably did not know it. I certainly did not. I knew only that something about my size, my very person, was unseemly and worse: damaging. Dangerous. I can remember trying to fold myself into a smaller shape when I was no more than four, and slouching like a little old osteoporosis victim when my real spurt of growth started, at nine or ten. By twelve I was five feet eleven inches, within a hair of what I am now, and felt as unclean as a leper. Of us all in the smallish house on Peachtree Hills Avenuemy mother, my father, my granny Bell, my brother, Kevin, and meonly my father seemed to know what Tinker Bell was about with her little jeweled barbs flung gracefully at me, her fastidious little shudders and drawings aside when I blundered too close to her. At those times he would hold out his arms to me, or make a dry, small joke at my mothers expense, or sometimes simply say, in his quiet voice, Tink

My mother would run at me then, and fold me into her arms and smother me with kisses that she had to stand on tiptoe to deliver, and say, in her lovely lilt, As if it were your fault, my darling! As if you asked to be such a nice big armful!

And, encircled in her warm, sweet, reaching flesh, I would feel the full, ponderous weight and height of my nice big armful, and her arms would feel as cold and alien to me as marble.

It would have been impossible not to see that Kevin, my younger brother and nearly the twin of my mother, fit with every slender, quicksilver inch of him into her arms. Flesh of her flesh might have been written for my mother and my brother.

Many years later, after a near killing loss, I found myself doubled over on my bed, arms folded across my stomach, rocking to and fro and weeping, in a kind of mindless mantra, I want my mother! I want my mother!

And knowing, in a terrible epiphany, that even though she was only ten or so blocks away, I had never had her, and could not now. There has never been anything in my life like that moment for sheer, monstrous aloneness. Never, not anything. I dont think there ever will be again.

It seems odd to me now that it was for her that I wept that day when, from the first moment of remembered awareness, it was to my father that I ran for comfort. But perhaps it is not so strange, after all. Any child knows, with a cell-deep certainty, when he has been given only half. Later, when that half has proved strong enough to sustain and propel, he may not miss the unproffered other half of sustenance so much, may not even remember a time when its absence starved and terrified. But the void, the abyss of its absence, is with the child always, and when great loss comes, as it so often does in the middle years, much of the attendant anguish is for that earliest loss. And so, on that hot day in a much later spring, I wailed for my mother and then got up and called my father. As he always had been, he was there, and as it always had, pain and fear shrank back. I have never been unaware as to whom I owed my life.

It used to make me wild when he would refuse to do battle with my mother, to avenge my hurt.

I dont think ballet, darling, she said when I was six and wanted to join the magical classes she taught in our remodeled garage, where willowy little girls wore soft leather slippers and tied their hair high in severe buns and moved like wildflowers in the wind of her presence. A wall of scummed mirrors gave back their images, and a long bamboo bar was a trellis for them. It was the loveliest thing I had ever seen, and she was the mistress. If I were one of them, I would be one with her.

Why?

Even I could hear the whine in my voice.

Because you are already far too big, she said coolly. She hated whining. I stopped doing it early. Now I hate it, too.

Ill stop growing.

Youve only started growing. Youll reach the moon. You would look terribly out of place in a corps, and of course you could never hope to solo. You will be a giant, heroic woman; you must be the one who holds the ropes, not the acrobat. Whatever would the world do without its rope holders?

Swim, my father said when the tears overflowed my bottom lashes. Youve got just the streamlined build for it. Youll look like a mermaid in the water. Ill teach you.

And he did and signed me up for lessons at the Chastain Park pool, and cheered me on when the prowess he had predicted propelled me to victory after victory in the free stroke and relay. He took double shifts at the post office during my teenaged years to pay for my tuition at Westminster, and was always there to cheer me on when I brought home medals and cups for the school, even when Mother had a night class and could not attend. I was never popular at Westminster, not with the petite Buckhead girls whose cliques I aspired to, but I was known and applauded, and that gave me impetus enough to live with some equanimity until, in my last year of middle school, I suddenly began to come into my looks. It seemed to happen overnight; it almost drowned me at first. I was forever looking warily at the vivid image in mirrors and store windows. Who was that? Soon sidelong glances and a scattering of dates, usually with older (and taller) boys, followed. Miniskirts stopped looking, as my mother said, like tutus on a Clydesdale and started to showcase enough long, tanned, smooth-muscled leg to occasion whistles and calls from downtown construction crews. I began to stand to my height, and to stride instead of shuffle. I learned to smile openly and fully.

My father gave me all that.

 
And, when I wanted to try out for the varsity basketball team at the start of my junior year and my mother raised her silky black brows and said, Do you really want to go lumbering around a gymnasium sweating like a draft horse with girls who have mustaches?, my father said, You could model. Theres a guy at the post office whose daughter is signed up with some model agency or something. She does fashion shows and even TV commercials. Ill find out about it.

And he did, and I signed with Peachtree Models and Talent that summer, and finished putting myself through Westminster and much of the University of Georgia on runways and in production studios. I learned to move and be comfortable with stillness, and to engage a camera with my eyes, even to lower my Amazonian bray to the clear, throaty voice I still have. Mother was proud of all that, though she could not resist giving me stilted instructions on moving and walking and stretching my neck, which had to be tossed out before the camera. And she began to shop for clothes with me, and even though she was wont to say things like, Smocking and Twiggy baby dresses on someone your height are ludicrous, Molly. I dont even think they make them in your size, still, she steered me away from the kittenish excesses of mid-sixties dress that would have made me look ludicrous, indeed.

I could and did thank my father for all that, too.

But I could not make him defend me verbally to her, and that drove me early to rages of protest against the unfairness of her exquisite little sorties against me. Unfairness is the earliest and most irremedial of the worlds wounds that a child encounters. It is never forgiven.

 
Why dont you tell her to shut up? I remember weeping once, when I had run to him yet again, this time over some obviously-to-me unflattering comparison to small Kevin. His natural grace and spilled-mercury vivacity, so like her own, were always being held up to me when I clumped or sulked.

She doesnt mean to hurt you, my father said, holding me close enough to smell his familiar smell of Philip Morris cigarettes and sun-dried cotton undershirts. She doesnt even realize she does it. It wouldnt be fair to her to yell at her.

What about to me? Whats fair to me? Shes always liked Kevin more than me. Hes her little boy.

Well, youre my little girl, so were even, he said.

And for the moment that would be enough.

It would invariably come up again, though, and I would rail at him once more: Why wont you make her stop? I cant, but you could! Youre always saying people can change if they really want to; if you told her to, shed change.

But I dont want her to change, he said. If she changed, she wouldnt be her, and that would break my heart. Shes the only magic I ever had in my life until you came along, Molly-o, and one day youll see that shes the main magic in yours, too. You and I, we need magic. Were earth critters. Shes our wings. Kevin has her wings, too. It balances out. All together, we make a family.

And we were at the heart of it, though I did not know it then.

Neither of my parents ever really had a family, so when they married, they simply made some rules for what they had and called it, if only in their minds, The Family. They were not the first to make living, breathing individuals fit into the iron cage of an abstraction, not by any means. Ozzie and Harriet and Leave It to Beaver probably defined family for half the baby boomers born. But it is my own familyThe Familythat is finally clearest to me, and I can trace easily the steps of its peculiar, tumorlike growth.

My mother, for instance, was abandoned by her feckless teenaged father when she was an infant and raised until age ten or so by her pretty, empty-headed, Irish mother in Savannah. When her mother, still only twenty-eight, took off with a hospital supply salesman to the Florida Panhandle, little Mary Belinda Fallon was taken in by her aunt Christy ONeill in Atlanta, and raised with the ONeills quarrelsome, cloddish brood of children in a clannish, dilapidated part of the city near the old Fulton Bag and Cotton Mill. Belle Fallon was all grace and moonshine and cloud shadow, profoundly unlike the ONeills and unwanted by them, and when she graduated from Fulton High she left the mill village and crossed town, to the northside. She got a receptionists job at the Georgia Power Company during the day, and in the evenings, she took to the stage. There were few enough struggling local theatrical groups, and she was talented enough, and above all, attractive enough, so that she made her mark quickly. Belle Fallon at eighteen was the toast of Atlantas minuscule theater-going public.

By the time she was nineteen, she was singing and dancing and emoting in almost every production mounted within the city limits, and in some in outlying Macon, Birmingham, and Tallahassee. By twenty she had snagged her first featured part in a national touring company. At twenty-one she met and married my father, and by the time she was barely twenty-two, I was born and her career was dying, and The Family had begun to emerge as if from developing fluid. My father, himself an orphan raised in the Methodist Childrens Home in Forest Park, Georgia, had his own set of rules, his own blueprint for being a responsible adult, so he was content to let my mother draft the master plan for The Family. He knew no more of how to go about it than she did.

She began by assigning us all roles. Dad would be the provider, the supporter, the fixer, the protector. Beguiled by this creature of wood smoke and wild honey who had flown into his life and alit, he dutifully left his evening law studies at Oglethorpe University and went to work at the post office, where he stayed until his retirement forty years later. He made himself into a good household manager, a banker and accountant of some asperity, a fine handyman and fixer of things broken and faulty, and a steady and constant cheerer from the sidelines for the three lives he found himself in charge of. I think that my mother chose well: Dad seemed to me, all my life and his, to be content, indeed, happy, in his appointed role. In any event, he couldnt have helped but cheer her on in whatever she chose to do; I never saw a man so quietly and totally in love with a woman.

I could hardly resent that. The love spilled over on me in full measure, and to a lesser but equally constant extent, on Kevin. But Kevin, for most of his life until he left home, wanted only Mother. If that disappointed Dad, I never saw evidence of it. It was part of the dynamics of The Family, and therefore meet and right.

Mother was the flame on our hearth, the giver of light and dazzle, the lightning rod, the visible totem of The Family. She was who we were, in our collective souls and to the world. Almost every family has one of these, but they tend to be men, or certain children of the tribe. The role of nurturing, minding, enabling does not allow for much dazzle. I think my hapless mother tried to be and do it all until I arrived, hefty and draftlike from birth, and she recognized with relief the designated giver. From the time I could toddle I was taught to accommodate, smooth over, prop up, set right. I dont ever remember really minding. I did and do it well. My role gave me status and definition; there was never a time I did not know who I was to The Family. It was only when I aspired to anything outside the cage that I came to grief. Mother never unsheathed her arrows when I trod my road compliantly. That was when her whirling butterfly hugs and kisses were given; that was when her beautiful trained voice soothed and approved. As for those other times, I dont know what or who I might be now if it had not been for my father. As I said, his half flourished.

Kevin was our future, who we would be, how we would be known.

Listen to him; hes already projecting, my mother gurgled with delight when Kevin howled in his ruffled bassinet. He was born graceful and pretty; he looked like her from the outset. His silky black hair was somehow hers as mine had never been, though to my eyes they were identical. His blue eyes were Fallon and not Bell, as mine were said to be. He had her delicate, porcelain features, and not the strong, carved ones I shared with my father. When he began to toddle, it was with her flat-footed, straight-spined dancers gait. Even his tantrums were silvery and somehow theatrical. They made her laugh, as mine never did, and even my father smiled to see them. When Mother held him in her arms they seemed a Degas portrait: Mother and Child. Indeed, Dad once parted with a breathtaking amount of money to have a distinguished professor from the Atlanta School of Art paint them so, both of them bare-shouldered and bathed in dappled purple light from the blooming wisteria vine that sheltered our front porch. It is pure summer to look at; early summer, just before coarsening ripeness begins to swell. It hangs now in the living room of the condominium, as it did in the front room of the house on Peachtree Hills Avenue, where we sat when visitors came. Kevin and his wife wanted it when they first married, but Mother would not part with it. I knew of little else she had refused him.

So our paths were laid down from the beginning, and so we have continued since, in lockstep, four people destined and doomed to bear on our shoulders the living, holy ark of The Family. When I think of my mothers voice, it is this that I hear her say: Family comes first, always. Blood is everything.

I told what I could of this to Livvy Bowen that morning.

Your mothers obviously read too much William Faulkner and Tennessee Williams, Livvy said. I can just see her in Williams. God. Blood is everything my ass. Who does that make Tee andwhats Kevins little wifes name again? I cant ever remember. Chopped liver? Official consorts? Does she include them in this family stuff? Do you?

Sally. Her name is Sally, I said, obscurely annoyed. My attempt to explain The Family to Livvy had obviously fallen short. Of course she includes them. Of course I do. Tee is family for me, just like Sally is for Kevin. Tee and Caroline and Teddy for me; Sally and Amanda for him. There was never any question in Mother and Daddys minds that we would marry and have children. Thats what makes family.

But did it? Mother was drawn to Tee from the beginning, I knew that; she teased and flirted with him, charmed his conservative northside parents, shone as if klieg-lit when we invited her to the driving club, was the focus of all eyes at the parties we gave in Collier Hills and later in Ansley Park. Tee gave my mother the one thing her foreshortened career had not: social status, a chance to show what she could have been if not burdened early with a gigantic daughter and dancing lessons in her garage.

But I dont think she ever approved of my marrying him. Tee should have been a woman. Then Kevin could have had him, and so had the matched consort that Mother had always envisioned for him. The only time Kevin ever really defied her was when he married Dresden-exquisite, utterly conventional Sally Hardy from below-the-salt Lakewood. Mother ceased excoriating Sallydelicately, of courseonly when Kevin threatened to move with her to Nashville or Charleston or somewhere out of firing range. I dont think Mother ever saw that Kevin could not have lived with a woman who was Tees equivalent in money, charm, and assurance. Where would he have drawn his audience then?

No, I think Mother somehow thought he would marry her. His mother, that oldest love. I dont think she ever forgave Kevin Sally, any more than she did me Tee Redwine. The order should have been reversed. Both of us, in our choices, threatened the sleek skin of The Family.

Well, the pattern has held, hasnt it? Livvy said, nuking our cooling coffee in the microwave and producing pastries from Harrys in a Hurry, just up the street on Peachtree Road. Youre still the good girl, the dutiful one. Woman of the Year in Volunteerism, or whatever, last year, right? And Kevins still the white hope. Top local anchor in D.C., with network written all over him. And your mother is still the family star, running those recitals all over town, still looking like a gazelle and wearing those incredible hats. And your dads still wiring lamps and making bookcases in the basement, and going to all her recitals and all Teddys tennis matches and all your awards banquets. Does any of you know who you are? Do you know who those people who live at your house are? Jesus, no wonder your butt itches at the thought of the act breaking up!

I have always loved Livvys blunt pragmatism, but she can be spectacularly wrong, too, in the manner of one who has always been so sure of her blood and money and place in the world that she has never had to question it. I knew that she was wrong now. But somehow her earth-rooted words soothed the sucking terror in my stomach and eased my shallow breathing. Something in my mind moved an imperceptible fraction of an inch forward, like a gear clicking into place, my self came flooding back, and the thin, acid, starving air around me thickened into nourishing normality.

A fine one you are to pooh-pooh blood, I said, grinning around a mouthful of apple turnover. Yours is bluer than ink and so is Calebs. I dont notice any transfusions of rich, rude, peasant blood in your line, on either side.

Blood is not a policy in either of our families, she said sulkily. Livvy hates being hoisted on the petard of her lineage.

The hell its not. Thats just what it is.

We stared at each other over the antique cherry game table that the Bowens use for family mealsLiv had once told me that George Washington was supposed to have played cards on it on his way to the Battle of Mounmouthand then we laughed.

Later we went to lunch. I offered the club, but Livvy dislikes it. She says the people who go there, even to play savage tennis, do not sweat, they mist. So we went instead to a funky little place on Peachtree Road called R. Thomas, overflowing with lovingly tended flowers and herbs and raffish, cheerful, talking birds in cages; the last bastion, Liv claims, of the Age of Aquarius. I like it, too; the vegetarian dishes are rich and wonderful, but no one I know frequents it. Carrie Davies isnt all that sure its clean. So I go there only with Livvy. After lunch she dropped me back at Charlies building to pick up my car.

So when is Tee due back? she said, sticking her head out the Saabs window.

Day after tomorrow. But he goes right out again Monday.

Do me a favor. Take the two days just for yourself. Cancel all your good works and let Teddy fend for himself. Hes too old for you to hover over, anyway. Spend a day at Seydell and get the workshaircut, facial, massage, makeup, all of it. Then go to Neiman Marcus and buy yourself something fabulous to sleep in. Order in Friday night. Chill the wine, light the candles. Attack Tee the minute he walks in the door; take no prisoners. Whatever it was that was terrific about your first roll in the hay, do it again. Then ask him if hes having an affair.

I couldnt ask that

Ask him, Moll. Jesus, you Southern belles. How do you ever find out anything you want to know if you dont ask? Ill guarantee youll like his answer.

Well

Guarantee. By the time you two get out of bed, your butt will be as smooth as a babys. See if its not.

I left her laughing. I was laughing, too. In the two hours I had spent with her, Livvy had given me back my old life, my old self, my old context. I drove back down Peachtree toward Ansley Park humming Bye, Bye, Miss American Pie under my breath. The sun was shining and the flower borders in the midtown office buildings looked festive and European. It was, at that moment, utterly absurd to me that I had ever thought Tee was anybody but my beautiful, comfortable old Tee; that I was a cuckolded wife instead of the cherished Molly I had always been; that the family was newly and sickeningly endangered. I could not even remember how the fear had felt. I stopped at a produce truck in a parking lot and bought huge red Florida tomatoes and cucumbers and the last of the Vidalia onions. I would make gazpacho for the weekend. Both Tee and Teddy loved it. Perhaps I would go by European Gourmet and pick up something wonderful for Friday night dinner. Maybe I would go to Neiman Marcus; it had been a long time since I had slept in anything but an old, extra-large Black Dog T-shirt that Livvy had brought me from Marthas Vineyard, where Calebs family had had a summer place for generations. It was so old and washed that the shiny black dog stuff had half flaked off, and the Marthas Vineyard signature labrador was a dalmatian instead. Something pale and silky, maybe, to set off the swimming tan I hardly ever lost and make my light blue eyes flame in the dark, as Tee had sworn they did when we first went to bed together. And if there was time, perhaps a good blunt haircut to tame the wild black-and-silver tangle that I never could subdue. I drew the line at dye, or even a rinse. But the other things, maybe. No. Definitely.

When I got home, still humming, and tossed the tomatoes on to the kitchen table, Teddy called to me from the rump-sprung sofa in the library that was his television lair. I walked through my Eurotech kitchen and into the book-lined cave that Tee had made for himself and that the entire family had appropriated. I could see nothing of my son but enormous feet in new Nikes hanging over the sofas arm, but I knew how he would look: a long sprawl of tanned, sinewy arms and legs furred with the soft gold of his thick hair, dark blue eyes half closed, long, mobile mouth chewing whatever he had fished out of the refrigerator. He is Tee from the top of his head to his soles, except that Tee would die before he wore an earring. Teddy has had his for two years. So far it has not sent him spiraling into delinquency or homosexuality.

Lazarus, so named because we got him from the pound only hours before his appointment in Samarra, would be lying on the floor beside the sofa with his big, hairy muzzle on Teddys stomach, and Teddy would be lazily scratching the top of his head. Lazarus is huge and shaggy and looks put together from leftover dog parts. We have never been sure what breeds met in him to produce such a strange animal. All of us adore him, and he us, almost embarrassingly so, but none of us is under any illusions about Lazarus. He will learn no tricks, win no ribbons, save none of us from fire or attack. Lazaruss only talent is love.

I looked over the back of the couch. There they were, as I had pictured them. Lazarus thumped his tail, and Teddy raised a hand in languid salute.

What are you doing home? I said. I thought you were taking Mindy to get her drivers license.

We had a fight. She was acting like a shit. I told her so. I said I wasnt going to be responsible for her being a shit on wheels. I think her mom is taking her, my beautiful son said, not fully opening his eyes.

Language, sport, I said automatically. Youre going to have to apologize to her, you know.

But I was not sorry they had had a fight. Mindy Terrell is a strident, possessive girl with spectacularly disquieting looks and an obsessive attachment to Teddy. She was, I had thought, older at barely sixteen than I had been at twenty-five.

In a pigs ass, Teddy said. Let her call me. And she will. Speaking of calling, Dad called a few minutes ago. Hes coming in tonight. He said hed be real late, so not to wait up.

Whats the matter? I said, my heart beginning to suck and drag again. Why is he coming in early?

I dont know. Nothings wrong. He just said he wanted to see us, just wanted to talk to us. Said wed have a long breakfast in the morning. He sounded homesick.

I smiled. Warmth spread through the middle of me. Tee used to cut his trips short sometimes just to come home and see us, and wed always have a long pancake and sausage and conversation breakfast the next morning. The morning after the night of his homecomingmy face colored at the thought of those nights. He had not done it in a long time, though. Did I have time for Neiman Marcus? No, but there was that black chiffon thing hed ordered for me, as a joke, from Fredericks of Hollywood two Christmases back. The one with the slit in the bikini panties. I wondered if I could still get into it.

It makes no difference. Ill be out of it in no time, I thought, running up the stairs toward our bedroom with the idea of changing the sturdy, striped wash-and-wear sheets for the ivory Porthault ones my mother-in-law had given me for some unremembered anniversary. She had them even on her beds in the Redwine beach house on Sea Island. She also had Isobel to wash and iron them. I had never taken mine out of the ribbons theyd come in.

Oh, by the way, Ma, hows your bee-hind? Teddy called up the stairs after me, and as if on cue, the itching flame-stitched itself across my buttocks.

Going to be fine, I called back, scratching hard. Charlie thinks its an allergy.

Jeez, I hope its not to me or Lazarus, or to Dad.

Dont flatter yourself, I yelled, and went into the bedroom to peel off my panty hose and panties and soak my affronted rear in a warm tub.



Tee was very late coming in. I have usually fallen early into a light, waiting sleep since he has been traveling for Coke on this assignment, but this time I was awake. His step on the stairs was so familiar that I could feel it in the beat of my blood; there was the place he always broke stride, where the landing curved, and there was the next-to-top step that always creaked. I thought that there was something different about tonight, though, and then realized that his footsteps were slower, and heavier. Tired; he must be so tired. This insane traveling had gone on for far too long.

He came quietly into the bedroom, as he always did when I slept, and moved about with the ease of one who has undressed in this familiar dark many times before. I heard his shoes fall, and then the rustle that meant his pants were going down, and the little swish as he tossed them on the ottoman from the big blue easy chair under the window that looked out over the garden. The smaller swish of his shirt followed. He went into the bathroom and closed the door. I waited until I heard the toilet flush and the lavatory water stop running, and then reached for the switch on the bedside lamp. When I heard the door open again, I clicked it on.

Hey, meester, you wan a girl? I called.

He froze in the flare of light, staring at me with near black, unfocused eyes. His face was emptied out and utterly still. For a moment my breath stopped. He looked mortally tired, bled white, old. His face was all angles and hollows in the shadows, and the stubble on his chin was so pronounced that I could see it from across the room. It is so fine and light a gold that you almost can never tell when he needs a shave.

Honey? I said tentatively, and sat up in bed in a great rustle of plastic. And then his face crumpled and he began to laugh.

Back in the silly seventies, a quintessentially silly woman named Marabelle Morgan had written a ludicrous antifeminist diatribe called The Total Woman. One of the husband-pleasing stratagems she had suggested was wrapping your naked self in Saran Wrap and meeting hubby at the door with a cold martini when he came home from work. Tee and I had hooted over it, and one night I had done just that, and we had ended up making love on the floor of the tiny vestibule that served the Collier Hills house as a foyer. I had had the striations of the diamond-shaped tiles on my back for days.

Well, shes right, it works, Tee had said, panting.

Having tried and discarded the Fredericks of Hollywood ensemble as simply too sleazy to stretch over middle-aged flesh, I had remembered the Saran Wrap and done it again that night. For good measure, I had added a jumbo red velvet bow that had adorned our Christmas wreath, pulling it tautly over the worst of the weals and scratches on my bum. I was bathed, oiled, powdered, and shot all over with Sung, and my heart was galloping nearly as hard as it had on the first night Tee and I had ever gone to bed. When he began to laugh, I jumped, crackling and rattling, out of bed and ran to him and threw my arms around him. I pressed myself against him and rubbed as suggestively as I knew how; I kissed him all over his face and put my tongue in his ear. I felt his arms go around me, hard, and threw my head back and laughed aloud with joy. My clean hair swung into both our faces.

You don like me, I got a seester, I growled low in my throat.

Tee buried his head in my neck and scrubbed it back and forth, back and forth. He still did not speak, but I could hear his breathing thicken and deepen. I could feel him harden against my stomach, too, a ludicrous feeling muffled in plastic wrap.

 
Wanna see if it still works? I whispered into his hair.

I ripped the plastic wrap off and pulled him down on top of me on the bed. On the way down I reached over and clicked the light switch, sending the lamp rocking on its base. I gave him no quarter. I took him in my hand and guided him into me, clamping my legs around his waist and holding on as if I were in danger of falling off the rim of the world. He drove hard and deep, still not speaking, and I did not, either. Later for that. In the morning. Pancakes and sausage and Vivaldi and talk, sweet, slow hours of it. In the morning.

When wed first made love, I was so nervous that my voice shot up an octave and I trembled all over, as if I were freezing. He was nervous, too, and half drunk; it was in our last year of school, after a Chi Phi party, in the apartment he shared with Charlie. Charlie was in Atlanta at Carries house; he was almost never in Athens on weekends that year. I remember that I closed my eyes and whimpered, and Tee, trying to soothe me, had whispered over and over, Its gonna be good. Its gonna be so good, baby.

And to my immense surprise, it had been. It was so good that even before we found our rhythm, even before that first deepening and ripening, we both laughed aloud with surprise and pleasure. We were so exactly the same height and build that we fit as if we had been designed to illustrate one of the better sex manuals. There was not an inch of me, inside or out, that he did not cover exactly, fill perfectly. There was not an inch of him that I could not enclose. That had never changed, not in twenty-seven years.

And it didnt change this night. It was as good as ever. If anything, it was deeper, warmer, faster, more urgent than ever before. When we finally lay gasping aloud and tangled together, coated with sweat even in the stale chill of the air-conditioning, we still had not spoken a word. I felt as if we had passed far beyond words, into a new place where, forever after, communion would be through our skin, through our mingled heartbeats, through the very blood that pulsed in our necks and wrists and throats. I lay steeped in moonlight, pinned to the bed with the sweet, sweaty weight of him, listening to his breath soften and slow in my ear. I felt his slack mouth on my neck. I felt invincible, boneless and weightless and young. I thought it would be fine simply never to move out from under him.

But finally my legs began to prickle and go numb, and I turned my face into his neck and said into his ear, a bubble of laughter catching in my throat, And I was actually going to ask you if you were having an affair.

He began to quiver against me, as I have felt him do before a hundred times when he laughs silently after love, and I began to laugh, too. I stretched myself as far as I could, like a cat, laughing against the side of his face, rubbing his shaking shoulders, giddy and nerveless with completion and relief.

It was not until I felt the wetness on my neck, a small rivulet of it coursing slowly down the slope of my breast, that I realized he was crying.
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