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The Obituary Nobody Wrote

BABY GIRL LASHER

March 1950 – March 1950

A daughter of Walter and Edna Lasher of Kettle Kill was born at Rondout Valley Hospital in Kingston in March of 1950, one of twin girls, and died, according to her family, soon afterward. Her twin sister, Lorraine, went home.

She does not appear in the state's index of deaths. No death certificate has been found. There is no entry for her in the burial register of the Old Dutch Church, where her family worshiped, and no stone for her there or in the Rural Cemetery. If she was given a name, no one in the family has said it aloud.

Her father told his surviving daughter about her once, at the kitchen sink, when the girl was six or seven: the other baby died. Her mother would not discuss it. That sentence was the whole of her notice for most of a century. It was never printed, because a family does not send the newspaper a death it will not speak of, and a newspaper does not print what nobody sends.

She was predeceased by no one. She left no possessions, no photograph, and no record of the hour she was born or the day she was lost. Her place in the family was kept, in a manner of speaking, by the silence where she had been.

She is survived by her twin sister, Lorraine Lasher Hollenbeck, of Kettle Kill, who was told about her in one sentence, and by a niece, who has written that sentence down here to see what it looks like on paper.

— Drafted by Greta Hollenbeck, Kinfinder Research, from what the records seemed to say


Chapter 1: Status Unknown

At ten minutes to seven on the second of April, Pim Van Etten was painting out the past.

He stood in his doorframe across the landing in a watch cap, a gallon can of white at his feet, and worked from the lintel down in long, even strokes, the way he would have painted a hull. The frame had carried a column of tides for every month since last April, penciled close as a ledger. The February ice entries went under first. Then the line he had added on a Friday night in March, D.R. — 1988 — no lights., went under too, and I watched it go from my step with my coffee and did not say anything. It would still be there. White paint is only a lid.

The river was high and brown and in a hurry. The ice had gone out in March, and now the snowmelt was coming down from the north woods with everything it had picked up on the way: sticks, a whole split fence rail, a plastic lawn chair riding upright as if it had paid for the trip. Up Landing Road the forsythia had gone off all at once along the guardrail, a long blaze of yellow against the wet gray, the only thing in Kettle Kill that morning that looked as though it had slept well.

A fine drizzle was falling, the kind you feel on your face before you see it. The tin parrot by my door said FAIR.

Dex had come as far as the threshold behind me, looked at the wet step, and gone back to the ticket bench. It was April. He was out of his sweater, and he felt the insult.

"Morning," I called across the stones.

Pim finished his stroke before he answered. He has never in his life left a brush in the middle of a board.

"Morning."

"It's April second," I said. "Any jokes left over?"

He laid the brush across the can and turned to look at the water, the drift going by at a walking pace, the fence rail turning slowly end over end. "I don't play jokes in April," he said. "The river does." He took the tide table out of his cardigan pocket, folded small and soft as an old handkerchief. "Table says the flood started at six. She hasn't heard. That's all the north woods, coming down. She'll ebb on the flood till May and the table can write a letter about it."

He would start the new column when the paint let him. In the meantime he wrote the morning's tide on the back of the table with his carpenter's pencil, so the river wouldn't think he'd stopped watching, and went back to the jamb.

I lifted my mug an inch. His thermos was on the step, and his hands were full of April.



Gussie's counter was cold under my wrists, eighteen feet of gray marble that had sold steamboat tickets to people leaving town and now held my laptop, my card drawer, my reading glasses on their beaded chain, and the fossil fern, which stood propped by the register like a framed photograph of somebody's very old aunt. Behind me stood the nine-shelf white-oak bookcase. Above the counter hung nine frames on nine nails: Gussie, Grietje, Joey, Ambrose, Dinah, Danny, Bobby, Abel, and Hester, the newest. In the ticket-window file my ten-year lease lay where I'd filed it in March, with Tenant will attend the party in the margin in my own hand and Pim's initials beside it. Up the hill, Thirty Women had been open in the Old Dutch fellowship hall for a week, and the coffee urn had not exploded once.

My mother's scarf hung on its hook by the door. Gray wool, a cable up the middle, a band of mustard seed stitch, and a hand's width from one end, a single stitch that sat a little lower than its neighbors. It was staying in.

I uncapped the green Pelikan.

I write drafts in green and what I can prove in black. That morning I took a clean sheet and wrote, in green, the obituary that nobody had ever written: the one the family had carried around for most of my mother's life without once setting it in type.

It was a habit of the trade. Before you correct a record, you ought to see the error whole. My grandfather had said one sentence about her, at the kitchen sink, to a girl of six or seven, and then nobody had said another word about her, ever. I wanted to see that sentence written down once, plainly, the way it would have run in 1950 if anyone had run it, before I spent the spring un-writing it.

So I gave her the dates everybody had always given her, March to March. I gave her the hospital in Kingston and a twin sister who went home. I wrote down every place she wasn't: not in the state's death index, not in the Old Dutch burial register, not under any stone on the hill. I let the sentence at the sink stand as the whole of her notice, because for a very long time it had been. When I reached the end I signed it the way I sign drafts, from what the records seemed to say, and read it over once.

It looked exactly like an obituary. The grammar was clean, the dates tidy. Every sentence was either true or honestly hedged, and the whole of it was wrong. In twenty-two years on an obituary desk I had written thousands of notices, and Ambrose Teller had read his own across this counter. This was different: I was setting down a death I already knew had not happened, so I could at last take it back.

I folded it in thirds and opened the card drawer.

The ten cards lay face down where they live, squared at the edges, beside the banded Search the living log. On top was the one my mother had written at her kitchen table in February, in her Palmer hand and my black ink: When the lilacs come? I didn't turn it over. I knew which way the question mark leaned. I lifted the stack, slid the green draft underneath, set the cards back exactly as they had been, and closed the drawer with my hip.

Drafts are records too. This one would keep until it had something to be corrected against.



My mother called at a quarter past eight. She regards calling before eight as a thing you do when somebody has died.

"Your lilac," she said, without hello.

"I don't have a lilac."

"Mine. By the back fence. I went out with the coffee grounds." Behind her, the radio organ was humming on its stand, switched on and then abandoned, which meant she had been playing something and stopped. "It has buds."

"It's the second of April."

"I can read a calendar, Greta. They're tight. Like a fist." She let that sit. "Every one of them. Like a little fist."

I looked across the room at the drawer.

"So you're going," I said.

There was a pause the length of a measure.

"I didn't say I'd go," my mother said. "I said the cards were a set."

"You did say that."

"I said it about the cards." I heard her pick up her coffee and put it down again without drinking. "You have a bad habit of reading things into what people say. You get it from your profession."

"I get it from you."

"That is a slander," said my mother, and hung up, and I sat with the phone in my hand and thought about a lilac by a back fence, holding on hard to something it wasn't ready to let go of.



At twenty to ten my phone buzzed against the marble.

Lefferts called. River-side wall at the Lasher place. Finally.

I read it twice. The Lasher place is a stone house with a red door on River Road, with lilacs at the corner and the river at the bottom of the garden, and my mother had grown up in it, and it had belonged to strangers since 1990. Strangers with names, now. Fran and Ed Lefferts had owned it since 2009, and for two years Jonah had been telling them that the garden wall on the river side was coming down whether they hired him or not.

The phone rang a minute later. Jonah does not trust a text to carry anything heavier than a time.

"Two years of telling them," he said. "Took a frost heave."

"How bad?"

"She's bellied out a good foot toward the water. Fran walked down to hang a birdhouse and the top course moved when she leaned on it." A pause, which with Jonah is a paragraph. "Ed's got a birdhouse on every post down there. I'm supposed to work around them."

"Can you?"

"I can work around a birdhouse." I heard his blinker going, and the radio turned low. "I'm going to measure it Saturday. Take the top courses off once it dries out. It'll want to come down to the footing."

"That's a lot of wall."

"It's a good wall," Jonah said. "Somebody meant it. It just got tired." Then, more carefully, the way he sets a stone he isn't sure of yet: "You could come see it. Saturday. If you want."

I wanted to. I wanted to stand on that lawn and see the back of the house my mother grew up in, which I had seen only from the road. I wanted, too, for reasons I hadn't sorted, to see Jonah's hands on that particular wall.

"I might," I said. "Let me see what the week does."

"It'll be there," Jonah said. "That's the trouble with walls. They wait."

When he'd hung up, I looked up at the ninth nail, the one he had driven in March, square-cut iron from the barn on Old Kings Highway. Nail goes in first, he likes to say. Everything else is patience.



At half past ten the paint across the landing was dry enough. Pim came out with his pencil and his folded tide table and stood in the doorframe a long time, looking at the river as if it owed him an apology, and then he wrote the first line of the new column on the clean white jamb, small and square, at the height of his own shoulder. I couldn't read it from my step. I didn't need to. Whatever it said, it would be the truth about one morning, and nothing more.

The parrot still said FAIR, out of stubbornness.



At eleven o'clock exactly the phone rang again, a number I knew from February, and I picked it up before the second ring.

"Greta. It's June Tessaro."

Her voice was what it had been in that hallway in Troy: measured, kind, and giving away nothing she hadn't decided to give.

"June. Good morning."

"Good morning. I'm calling for Laurel." A small pause, while she checked the words against something. "She has a job for the letter one."

For a moment I didn't say anything at all. Across the room, Dex lifted his head from the ticket bench as if somebody had said his name.

"A job," I said.

"Her word. She asked me to call you this morning, not this afternoon." June sounded as if she were smiling, slightly, at a crossword. "Saturday. Ten thirty. At the house."

"I'll be there."

"Bring the dog," June said. "She was specific."

"He'll be thrilled. He's not allowed on the furniture, I take it."

"You take it right."

I had the green pen in my hand. I put it down and picked up the black.

"What kind of job?" I said.

"She'll tell you," June said. "She doesn't let me."

There was no apology in it and no complaint. It was a plain report of how things stood, from a woman who had spent a long time learning to stand exactly where Laurel put her and no farther forward.

"Saturday," I said. "Ten thirty. With the dog."

"She'll be in the studio," June said, and hung up.



I sat with the phone on the marble and the black pen in my hand and did not write anything for a while.

I have been hired by a great many people. A home economics teacher with a quilt she wanted to send home. A probate firm in Kingston that writes to me only on letterhead. In a year of clients I had found grandmothers for strangers and great-uncles for lawyers and, once, a Dutch Reformed deacon for a man who was disappointed it wasn't a pirate.

My family has asked me for things all my life. My mother asks me to look up whether a Terwilliger married a Kip in 1911, and who ran the Feed & Grain after the war, and she asks with notes. She has never once called it a job. You don't hire family. You get asked over for supper and handed a question with the lemon squares.

Nobody in my family had ever hired me. Not once. Not my mother, not a cousin, not an aunt, because for most of my life I hadn't known I had one.

Now an aunt had. A painter in Troy, in her seventies, who had looked at me across her studio in February and told me the order of her own birth as plainly as an address, had decided on a Thursday morning in April that she had work for me, and that she would explain it herself, and that I should bring the dog.

She hadn't let June say what. I found that I didn't mind. I had spent my whole working life on people who couldn't tell me anything. I had a client who could, and who would, on her own terms, at half past ten on Saturday.

I reached for the phone to call my mother, and stopped.

It wasn't mine to tell yet. A client's business belongs to the client until she says otherwise, and this client, I suspected, would say exactly what she meant and not one word more. I would tell my mother what the job was when I knew what the job was. Until then she had her lilac to watch.

I pulled a fresh card from the stack, because I am who I am, and wrote on it in black:

Sat. 10:30 — Riverbend — Laurel. Client. Bring Dex.

I looked at the word client a long time. Then I opened the drawer, and I did not put the card with the ten. It wasn't a question. It went in the front of the drawer where the working cards go, the ones for jobs that have a day and an hour and somebody waiting at the other end of them.

Across the landing, Pim had gone in. His new column stood on the clean white jamb with one line in it.

On the ticket bench Dex sighed, turned around three times, and lay down facing Troy.


Chapter 2: Not on the Furniture

Bellview Avenue goes up out of Troy as if it has an appointment at the top and is running late. The Volvo took it in second gear, complaining in the voice it saves for hills, and in the back Dex stood braced on all four legs with his nose at the cracked window, reading the wind off the river like the morning paper.

It was a bright, scrubbed Saturday, the sky so blue it looked laundered. Forsythia ran down the front yards of the steep street in long yellow spills. Somewhere down in Kettle Kill, Jonah was walking the river-side wall at the Lasher place with a tape and a level, and I had told him "I might" and then driven the other way. He'd said the wall would wait. I hoped he was right about walls.

Riverbend House stood at the top, big and brick, planted on its corner as if somebody had once owned all the view and meant to keep it. Every window across the front had yellow curtains. I parked in the side lot by a door marked STAFF & VISITORS, under a tall streetlight with nothing to do in daylight.

Across the side street stood a gray stone church with a square tower, and in the tower a white clock face with black hands. PROSPECT HILL METHODIST, said the board on the lawn. COFFEE AFTER. It was twenty-six minutes past ten.

"Ready?" I asked the back seat.

Dex looked at me with the patience of a dog who had been ready since Kettle Kill.



June Tessaro opened the front door before I knocked, fleece vest, reading glasses up in her short gray hair, a folded crossword in one hand.

"You're early," she said, as a fact and not a complaint. "She said you would be." She looked down at Dex, Dex looked up at her, and some agreement was reached that did not require me. "Hello, sir."

The front hall smelled of coffee and turpentine, and paintings climbed the stairs in no order at all. By the door stood a coat tree with a single coat on it, a long yellow slicker, the old-fashioned kind that comes down past the knee, and hooked over the arm of the tree a dark-red umbrella with one rib bent out of true, like a bird with a bad wing.

From the hall window you could see straight across to the church tower.

"Laurel tells time by it," June said, following my look. "She doesn't wear a watch. She says the church is always right and watches only think they are."

A woman came down the hall at speed in a gray cardigan and sensible black shoes, reading glasses on a chain, a stack of folders against her chest. She had the face of someone who had answered four phones before breakfast and liked the people on most of them.

"You must be Laurel's visitor! Nancy Ferraro. I'm the director, which mostly means I find things." She shook my hand with the folders still in her other arm. "Don't mind the hall. The van's in the shop and we're stretched, but we're family here. Is that the dog? She's been telling everybody about the dog." She straightened the slicker's sleeve on the tree as she passed, the way you'd fix a child's collar.

And she was gone into a front parlor with a desk buried in paper.

I have a habit, picked up on the obituary desk, of writing people's notices in my head while they are still very much alive and in a hurry.

Nancy Ferraro, sixty-one, directed Riverbend House on one van, too few hands and a firm belief that the coffee was the worst thing in the building. She signed whatever was put in front of her so the day could go on, and she was always just leaving. She is survived by a dark-red umbrella she meant to have fixed.

"She's all right," June said, which from June was a full character reference. "This way."



The studio had been a sun porch once and had never gotten over it. Light came in on three sides and lay on everything: the long table crowded with jars of brushes, the CD player on the sill, two easels, and the red-door houses leaning four deep against every wall that would hold them.

Laurel was at the near easel. She raised one finger without turning, put in one more small stroke of white, then set the brush in the water jar and wiped her fingers on a rag that had given up long ago. Yellow barrette in the silver bob. Yellow cardigan. Glasses on their cord.

She looked at Dex before she looked at me.

"There," she said, and pointed the clean end of a brush at a paint-spotted drop cloth on the floor beside her stool. "Not on the furniture."

Dex considered the armchair, and then her, and walked to the cloth, turned around three times, and folded himself down onto it like an expensive umbrella.

"Good," said Laurel.

"Good morning," I said.

"It's still morning. Good." She took a board from the shelf behind her, held it by the edges, and turned it to face me. "For the girl."

It was Orchard Street. Not a kitchen like my mother's: hers. The cherry oilcloth, every cherry with its stem. The white stove. The hymnals on their shelf by a slice of front window. In the middle of the table the plate, robin's-egg and then a little darker, with windmill cookies on it, and on the wall by the back door, the hook.

I have looked at that plate across that table my whole life. She had it more exactly than I did.

"That's the blue," I said.

"I know. You told me. A little darker." She held it a moment longer. "It's dry. You carry it flat."

Then she stood to set the board on the table, and Dex stood too, and before either of us could stop him, he leaned. He leans the way greyhounds do, the whole long length of him poured sideways against a person's legs until the person is holding up a fair share of the dog. He leaned on Laurel and shut his eyes.

Laurel looked down at him, unhurried.

"He's heavy," she said.

"He likes you."

"I know."

She didn't move away. She put one painty hand flat on his narrow head and let him stay until he was finished. Then she sat back down, and Dex sighed and lay down again on the cloth with his chin on her shoe.



"Now the job," Laurel said.

June took the chair by the door, opened her crossword, and became, in the space of a breath, furniture herself.

I sat on the wooden chair by the window, the one I'd sat in back in February while she painted my scarf. Laurel folded the rag in half and in half again and put it down square.

"My houses go away," she said. "You find people. Find where my houses live."

I didn't answer right away. I understood her all at once, the way a record sometimes turns over in your hands and shows you the side that was facing the wall.

"How many?" I said.

"Lots."

"Do you keep a list?"

"I keep them in my head. Exactly." She looked at me over the glasses. "You want some."

"I'd like some."

"The one with the boat. The boat is small, by the willow. You have to look." A second finger. "The one with three lilacs and a cloud." A third. "The one after the snow. I painted it after the big snow. The door is redder."

Every house in that room had been painted from the same spot in the road, the same lilacs, the willow leaning the same way toward the water. She didn't tell them apart by the house. She told them apart by the smallest true thing in each one, a boat, a cloud, a shade of red, the way my mother knows her hymnals by the cracks in their spines. I was being handed a filing system, and it was better than mine.

"I can do that," I said. "I'd like to. I should tell you what I charge."

"I'll pay you in yellow," said Laurel.

By the door, June's pencil stopped moving.

I thought about my rates, and about my mother handing me questions with the lemon squares, and about the card at the front of my drawer that said Client in black.

"That's my rate," I said.

"Good," said Laurel. "Don't be slow."



When she went to the sink to wash her brushes, I got up to look at the houses properly, and that is how I found the ladies.

They were stacked along the back wall behind the red doors, a dozen or so boards, older, their edges soft with handling. Every one was a woman in the rain, seen from a little distance, walking, in a long yellow slicker that came down past her knees, under a dark-red umbrella that hid everything above her shoulders. Gray rain. Gray street. The yellow coat, the red umbrella, and nothing else in the world.

"Laurel's yellow ladies," said a voice beside me, fondly. A woman in a Riverbend lanyard and sneakers had come in with a tray of clean water jars. "Monica. I run the studio, or it runs me." She nodded at the stack. "She puts yellow on everybody."

I looked at the umbrellas. They were all the same deep, wine-bottle red, and in every one the same slight hitch in the line of the canopy, as if the cloth had been stretched over something not quite straight. I noticed it the way you notice a misspelled surname in a census, and filed it, and didn't yet know where.

"Is she in my light again?" said a man's voice from the door.

A tall man of sixty or so stood there with a canvas under his arm, gray hair combed carefully wet, a pencil behind each ear. I could see the corner of a green-and-white city bus and a row of small hands in its windows.

"It's my light," said Laurel, from the sink.

"She takes the good light," the man told me, as one professional to another.

"I was here first," said Laurel.

"Nineteen ninety-eight," said the man.

"March, nineteen ninety-eight," said Laurel.

He considered that, found no grounds for appeal, and set his bus on the far easel, where the light came from only two sides. "Marvin Pike," he said to me. "Buses. You're the one with the dog." He looked at Dex on his cloth. "He's on the floor. Good. She's strict."

"I've noticed."

"Every passenger waves," Marvin said, squaring his canvas. "That's the rule on my bus. You get on, you wave. Nobody's ever not waved."

I looked at all those small hands in all those windows and believed him completely.



At a quarter past twelve Laurel dried her hands, pulled her cardigan sleeves down, and said, "Wendy has the numbers. Come."

So we went, Laurel first, down the back hall toward the side of the house, Dex's nails ticking on the old floorboards and June bringing up the rear. The bookkeeper's office was the last door before the side entrance. It had a keypad by the frame with a small green dot, steady as a pilot light.

"Knock, knock," said the woman inside, before anybody had. "Laurie! Come in, come in."

"Laurel," said Laurel.

"Laurel. I know, hon. My mouth's older than my manners." She came around the desk in a soft blue cardigan, reading glasses pushed up into her hair, a woman in her fifties with a quick smile and the kind of warmth that arrives already holding something out. In this case it was a clementine, from a bowl on the corner of the desk. Laurel took it and put it in her cardigan pocket, unpeeled. "Wendy Kraus. I do the books, the birthdays and the clementines, not necessarily in that order."

The birthdays were on the wall behind her, a big calendar with every resident's birthday written in green pen, each with a little drawn cake. The room smelled faintly of almonds, from a pump bottle of hand lotion by the phone. On the shelf above the desk, among the binders, one book that wasn't a binder: tall, old-fashioned, green clothbound, its spine rubbed pale at the top where a hand would pull it out.

"She's working for me," Laurel said. "She finds people. She's finding my houses."

"Is she!" Wendy looked at me with real pleasure. "Well, I've got every one of her houses in my book. Numbered." She tapped the green spine without taking it down. "Every one that's gone to the gallery downtown. I'll type you up the list and email it Monday, if the printer's speaking to me."

I gave her a card. She propped it against the clementines.

Dex had come in behind me, and he went to her the way he goes to the man who reads the gas meter on Landing Road: a long, thorough, wholly noncommittal sniff of the shoes, the cardigan hem, one hand, as if collecting information for a report he would file later. Then he came back and stood against my knee, four feet square, and did not lean on anyone.

"Oh, he's a gentleman," said Wendy, and laughed. "Every aide in the building has the code for that door, by the way. If I'm not here, just walk in. I'm never not here."



June walked me out the side door into the lot. The wind had gotten up. The forsythia by the step was throwing itself about, and somebody's grocery list went cartwheeling across the asphalt under the streetlight.

She stopped by the Volvo and looked up, and I looked where she looked. Above the side door, on the second floor, was a window with yellow curtains tied back.

"That's her room," June said. "Over the lot. She gets up for rain. Always has. She'll stand at that window an hour."

"Watching what?"

"The rain," said June, as if I'd asked what a clock was for. Then, with her hand on my car door, the measured voice gone slightly less measured: "She's never hired anyone, Greta. She told me to tell you she'll know if you're slow."

"I believe that."

"So do I."

I laid the Orchard Street painting flat on a folded blanket on the back seat, and Dex climbed in and arranged himself beside it without touching it, which I would not have believed of him a year ago.

When I looked up, Laurel was at the window.

She stood between the yellow curtains and looked down at the lot, the car, me. Then she turned her head toward the church tower, and I turned too. It was eleven minutes to one by Prospect Hill Methodist, which is always right.

Laurel looked back at me and tapped one finger on the glass, twice, the way you tap a watch you don't own.


Chapter 3: Consigned

The list came in at four minutes past nine on Monday, while the kettle was still deciding.

Hi Greta! As promised, every one of Laurie's houses from my book (Laurel's! I know, I know). Holler if you need anything. — W.

The attachment was a single page on Riverbend letterhead, with a pen drawing of the brick house across the top, its chimneys a little taller than life. Under that, typed in neat columns, were thirty-eight lines. Each began RB and a number, then the same title thirty-eight times, House with Red Door, then a status. Twenty-four said sold, with a price beside each between three and four hundred and fifty dollars and the artist's half beside that. Nine said ret'd to artist. Five said at gallery.

I read it once straight through and once with a pencil, and copied two lines onto cards in black:

RB 31 — sold — $400.00 — artist share $200.00

RB 36 — sold — $450.00 — artist share $225.00

A list is a record, and you treat a record like any witness: you take it at its word, and you write down where you got it. On the back of each card I wrote Per W. Kraus, Riverbend, typed from consignment book, rec'd by email Mon. Apr. 6, 9:04 a.m. It is the dullest sentence a genealogist writes, and the one she is gladdest of later.

Then I came to the nine.

On Saturday, in the back hall on the way to Wendy's office, I had asked Laurel whether any of her houses ever came home. She hadn't slowed down. She hadn't looked back. "They don't come back," she said, to the hall in front of her. "They go away."

I had taken it then as a sentence about loss, which is what twenty-two years on an obituary desk does to the ear. On Monday, with the list in front of me, I heard it as a statement of fact.

The list said nine had come back. The artist said none ever had.

I took a fresh card and wrote the nine numbers down it in a column, and under them, in quotation marks, "They don't come back. They go away." — L.L., Sat. Apr. 4. When a record and a witness disagree, you don't choose between them. You write them both down and wait for a third thing to break the tie. I filed the card and did not decide anything at all, which is harder than it sounds and most of the job.



The kettle had made up its mind. I took my coffee to the counter and cleared it.

People generally ask me what provenance is just before they ask what their grandmother's teapot is worth. The plainest answer I have is that provenance is a family tree for things that can't talk. A painting is born in a studio and goes out into the world, and each owner who takes it in is a generation. A bill of sale is like a marriage record: it joins the thing to a new family on a certain day in a certain town, for a stated consideration, and somebody signs it. A gap is a gap, and you leave it open, because the minute you fill a gap with a guess, you have stopped doing genealogy and started writing fiction.

So I built Laurel a descendant chart.

I set one card at the river end of Gussie's counter and wrote on it L.L. — Riverbend studio, Troy, for the ancestor. Below it, in a row, went a card for every house: RB 1 through RB 38, in black. Index cards are five inches wide. Thirty-eight of them, laid edge to edge, come to fifteen feet and ten inches, and Gussie's marble is eighteen feet long, and in all my years at that counter it had never before been exactly long enough for a family.

Under each sold card I wrote Gale Gallery for the first generation, and below that I left a blank for whoever had taken the house home. Under the five at the gallery I wrote still there. Under the nine, I wrote nothing. I turned those nine cards a quarter turn, sideways in the row, so my eye would catch on them every time it went by.

Dex watched from the ticket bench with the long-suffering air of a dog whose person has covered the only interesting surface in the room with paper.

"It's a family," I told him.

He closed his eyes on the subject. Across the landing, Pim's new column was five lines long, and the river was still running brown.



At six o'clock I carried the Orchard Street painting up my mother's front walk flat, in both hands, like a cake.

The kitchen smelled of lemon polish and something with onions that she had made so as not to be waiting. The radio organ sat on its stand by the front window with its lid up. On the oilcloth by the bread box, where it had been since February, lay the other painting, the one of my scarf, stitch for stitch, dropped stitch and all. Beside it were two small white boxes from a mail-order DNA company, still in their outer sleeve, with a packing slip in Walt's name.

"Put it down," my mother said. "Not there. There. Where the light is."

I laid the board on the oilcloth under the ceiling fixture. Dex went under the table to the place where his chin fits on my foot.

My mother put on her reading glasses and went over that painting the way she used to go over the Old Dutch bulletin on Saturday nights for forty years, hunting for the misprinted hymn number. She started at the upper left. She went across. She came back.

The cherries, each with its stem. The white stove. Her hymnals by their slice of front window. She looked from the painted hymnals to the real ones and let them pass. Then she came to the plate.

She took the actual plate off the actual table, cookies and all, and held it up beside the painted one.

"It's darker than a robin's egg," she said.

"A little."

"Exactly as much as it is," said my mother, after a moment, as if the admission had been extracted from her under oath. She put the plate down where it lived. "That's the blue."

I waited. She went on across the board, by the back door, and stopped, and I watched the corner of her mouth begin to go before the rest of her face had been told.

"Greta."

"Yes."

"Which way does that hook face?"

In the painting, a plain iron hook by the back door, its curl turned toward the door. On the wall, the same hook, with her good cardigan on it, its curl turned the other way, toward the stove.

"Your father put that up," my mother said, "facing the stove, so the coats would dry. It has faced the stove every day of its life." She took off her glasses and folded them with tremendous satisfaction. "I told you she'd get it wrong and it'd be your fault."

"You did tell me that."

"In February. At this table."

In February, in a sun porch in Troy, a painter who doesn't fix what's there had asked me which way the hook faced, and I had answered her, and I had been wrong. She hadn't guessed, and she hadn't improved on me. She had painted precisely what she was given, the plate exactly right and the hook exactly wrong, with the same care.

"She didn't get it wrong," I said. "I did. She painted exactly what I told her."

"That's what I said." My mother set the painting a half inch to the left, square to the table's edge. "So the next time you tell her something, you tell it right. She's owed that much."

It was the warmest thing she had said about me in a month, and we both knew it, and neither of us did anything about it.



Over the onion thing I told her about the job.

I had kept it from her on Thursday, because a client's business belongs to the client. On Saturday I had asked Laurel whether I could tell my mother about the job. "Tell her," she had said. "She knows the house." That was permission, not something I could infer from who had been in the room.

"She hired you," my mother said.

"She did."

"What does she pay?"

"Yellow."

My mother considered this. "It's about time somebody paid you in something you can use."

So I told her the rest. Thirty-eight houses, numbered. My houses go away. You find people. Find where my houses live. I said it once, the way it had been said to me, and stopped.

My mother looked at the painting of her own kitchen for a while.

"Thirty-eight," she said. "Of the one house."

"Thirty-eight that went to the gallery. There are more in the studio. I don't know how many. She does."








































