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	FIRST EDITION

	
For Michael

	
Dear Johannes Vermeer,

	I had no idea you would be waiting for me that day. I was about to have my first appointment with a psychiatrist where I would, I assumed, be expected to spill my guts, and I was terrified.

	I wonder, if I had known that, along with the doctor, your “Girl with a Pearl Earring” was waiting for me on the other side of the door, would I have been less nervous? It is, after all, my favorite of yours. My sisters loved it as well.

	I recall clearly that initial appointment. Details are still crisp and sharp. Like an early fall day, which it was.

	The waiting room was more hallway than actual room. I was the only person in the space and the door to the office was shut. This was my first visit to a psychiatrist, so I was unsure of the protocol. Do I knock? Do I wait for someone to come and fetch me?

	Nervous about this appointment, I forgot to arm myself with reading material. I was in the middle of a compelling novel and desperately wished I had tucked it into my bag. I contemplated leaving. Just slipping back out the door and driving back home. I would have sent the good doctor a check to cover the wasted hour. I swear.

	There was a stairwell opposite me, and a young, professional looking woman was climbing the stairs. Her sleek blonde hair, pulled back into a smooth top knot, came into view first. She was clutching half a dozen or so manila folders against her chest. She smiled as she saw me. I knew her. She went to school with my daughter. Her mother is a great friend of mine. She paused and I stood up and embraced her. She glanced at the closed door and then back at me. Then went on her way down the hall to her own office. She is an attorney in this building.

	Now escape was no longer an option. She had seen me.

	I wondered if she was curious about why I was there. I felt horribly self-conscious. But then I realized that she must know. Everyone knows. I have lost my sister, and in losing her, I have also lost most of my family. Coping has become almost unbearable. My husband, Michael, has forced my hand. He has insisted I need to get help. Professional help. So there I was, waiting for that help. That miracle, to open the door and invite me in.

	Three pages into a People magazine, the doctor stepped out of his office and approached me. He held out his hand and smiled. He had such a kind face and his voice was gentle as he introduced himself and gestured for me to follow.

	In his office was a print of “Girl with a Pearl Earring”. I stood, transfixed. My eyes filled as I recalled introducing both of my sisters to you, Johannes Vermeer. To this painting in particular.

	I avoided looking at the doctor as I took a seat, instead focusing on The Girl.

	He had placed a large box of tissues next to one chair, so it was obvious I was meant to sit there. He lowered himself into the chair opposite and reached over, pulled a Kleenex from the box and handed it to me.

	Then we sat quietly. There was a large window, and I watched as the coastal fog swirled outside, temporarily hiding the eucalyptus trees from view. It felt as if there were three of us in the room. The doctor, me, and The Girl watching over us. And with her there, in that room, I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be.

	Once composed, I smiled. I apologized for my emotional break.

	He simply shook his head and told me there was no need.

	I assumed that it was not uncommon for someone to fall apart in his office. I wondered if he bought his boxes of tissue at Costco.

	“Tell me,” he asked. “Why have you come?”

	Because I am broken. Because I no longer understand what love is. Because I don’t know where I belong. Or if I ever belonged. Because I am sitting at the bottom of the pool and do not want to come to the surface.

	But I did not say these things.

	“Because my husband is afraid to leave me alone,” I told him. “He is exhausted by my sadness. And I am afraid that if I can’t get better, be better, he will leave. And I would not blame him. If I could leave me, I would. And that too scares the shit out of him. And me.”

	Just saying the words out loud settled me. My eyes were dry. My breathing steady. I had spoken the truth and the sky did not fall. Fuck Chicken Little.

	Maybe I can do this. Maybe I can. “My sister died,” I said.

	“Is this the first loss you have experienced?” he asked. “Not at all,” I replied, “Not by a long shot”.

	“Have you any ideas about why this particular loss is so difficult?” “Yes,” I said, and then felt my throat begin to constrict.

	Once again, the room was silent as I tried to compose myself. If I opened my mouth, I was afraid the words would spill out like a waterfall after a heavy storm and drown us both. And what if, after telling my story, he agreed that I have little or no value. That I am, in fact, unloveable?

	I watched him carefully, trying to read his expression. I watched the small clock, which rested on the table between us. I did not want to overstay my welcome. I was afraid of taking up too much of his time. As if reading my mind, he told me we were in no rush.

	I believed him, but did I trust him?

	I had nothing to lose. So, I began. I described one of the last times I was with my younger sisters, Carol and Cheryl and Carol’s wife. Carol, lying in bed dying, her twin, Cheryl sitting next to me. Carol’s wife, standing as if on stage, in front of us.

	I began to recount the evening. I have replayed it in my mind a thousand times, so I did not hesitate in the telling. I live it over and over again every night. I close my eyes and I am there, in that room.

	I did not look at his face as I spoke. As I described what took place I focused on The Girl.

	I had just given Carol a small spoonful of lemon sorbet, I explained. The cool, tart treat one of the only foods left that she enjoyed.

	I began with Carol’s wife’s opening statement. “Claude, look at me,” she said .

	“I have never liked you,” she continued . “Never. You should know that,” she added. “Especially now. It is time you knew.”

	“This,” she said, indicating herself, “is a façade,” she stated with a smile. “You have never known me. Cheryl does.”

	She then went on to explain just how much she detested me. How, when I cared for my sister, both this time and the first time she had cancer, she couldn’t stand coming home and the end of the day knowing I was there.

	“Oh,” she added, “I did appreciate that you cooked dinner each night. I especially liked the avocado and mango salad.”

	(One ripe avocado, one ripe mango. Slice each and fan out on a salad plate. Squeeze lime over it all and sprinkle with salt. Delicious!)

	I was having a difficult time understanding her words. Like hearing a foreign language for the first time. But the expression on her face said it all. There was hate in her eyes. And she was so cool, calm. As if she had rehearsed this a thousand times. As if she had been waiting for the perfect moment. And this, she decided, was it?

	Then, as if fearful that I had not understood her completely, she stated again how much she disliked me and always has.

	“And,” she declared, “Cheryl is my soulmate .”

	Fuck, I detest that lame-ass phrase.

	And wait, she was married to Carol, who would be gone in a matter of days. But she was claiming Cheryl as hers now?

	I was at a loss.

	Carol closed her eyes and tears ran down her cheeks. Cheryl stared at the floor while I sat, stunned. The lecture went on for what seemed like hours.

	I thought about all of the weekends I spent cooking organic food, blending it into a baby food constancy, and filling small, single portion containers to take with me to my sister’s house so she might have healthy food to eat after her first bout of cancer. How I spent weeks and weeks driving back and forth, spending two and three nights at a time helping to care for her.

	I asked if that had no value. I was met with silence.

	I reminded them all that a few years earlier when I had breast cancer, none of them even came to visit, let alone bring me food or offer to help. And I never was angry. As the eldest of the three of us, that was the pattern I set. I could take care of myself.

	“Well, we probably should have,” said Cheryl, looking down at the floor. The discussion was over.

	Cheryl and I shared a bed that night. She lay still and never uttered a word of comfort. I assumed she was sleeping. I was not. I wanted to leave the house and drive home to Michael. But two things stopped me. I had no idea how to disarm the alarm which I knew was set, and I still wanted time with Carol.

	But I had never felt so unwanted, ever. Anywhere.

	In the morning, after getting no sleep at all, after vomiting in the guest bathroom and wanting nothing more than to curl up on the floor, I went out to my car to begin the long drive home. I was clearly not wanted there. Carol’s wife had made that perfectly clear. Cheryl walked out with me.

	Why, I wanted to know, had that happened? “And why didn’t you defend me?” I asked her.

	“Because I agreed with her,” said my sister. “But what did I do?” I asked.

	“You are just different,” she replied and shrugged her shoulders. I am different. Which apparently makes me unloveable.

	This, I explained to the doctor, was my story. This was why my sister’s death has been almost impossible to bear. This was why I was sitting there in his office, because in the days after that evening, my phone calls to my sister were refused. Because after her death, there were ceremonies where her ashes were scattered, but I was never informed.

	Because cancer took one of my sisters and circumstances took the other. Because Cheryl chose Her and I had had no idea we were in a competition. And in doing so I lost Cheryl and her children and grandchildren in one fell swoop. My family.

	Strangely, my tears had stopped and I was almost composed. The doctor seemed pleased that I had said this much, but disturbed at the tale.

	I stared at The Girl while waiting for his response.

	Do you know, Mr. Vermeer, what a soothing presence she has?

	The doctor leaned towards me, but did not breech the professional space between doctor and patient. He placed his hand on his chest, over his heart.

	“Cruelty is difficult to understand,” he said, “And some people are very cruel.” A simple explanation.

	And then our time was up.

	But not our relationship. Each week I drove to his office, sat in the hall and waited for him to invite me in. Some days I felt as if progress was made; other days I left his office and sat in my car feeling raw and exposed, as though any protective outer shell I may have had had been peeled away and I was left more vulnerable than a new born. Then one day, weeks into this adventure, he gave me some homework.

	We had both of us pretty much come to understand the reality of the situation and he, unbeknownst to me, was on a tight time schedule. We had work to do. And we did not have all the time in the world after all. Cancer had come into his life as well. He would not be victorious.

	“Next week, tell me about the people who have added to your life,” he said . “Tell me who they are and let’s see how we might proceed. Might tip the scales in your favor. Yes, you have lost people who you dearly loved. But let’s look at what is left.”

	Who, he wanted to know, had added to my life. Not just the obvious choices, he said, but those who have helped shape me, guide me in unexpected ways.

	“What would you say to them if you could?” he asked. “What would you say to Carol?”

	That night I began to list their names. And I began to write. To people I knew, to total Strangers, and to my late sister. Perhaps in doing this I might find answers. Perhaps not. I began with Goldie Hawn, as she figured into my first taste of being really free. Independent. I began to measure myself against her, that smiling girl who seemed to laugh at everything, no matter the circumstances. It is something I have always tried to do. Lately though, I had difficulty even smiling.

	At his memorial service I was able to tell his daughter how much he meant to me. She embraced me, something he never did, being the consummate professional. She told me how much it meant to hear that about her father. I wish I had had the chance to tell him. He threw me a life line. He helped pull me up from the bottom of the pool.

	All under the watchful gaze of your most famous work of art, “Girl with a Pearl Earring”.

	Yours,

	Claudia

	Johannes Vermeer, a Dutch painter, was born in 1632. I did not know him. Famous for his paintings of the lives of the middle-class and his use of light, he saw his greatest success after his death. Which actually means he didn’t ever see it after all. At the time of his death, his wife and children were found to be penniless. In debt, in fact.

	A few years ago, one of his paintings brought in 40 million dollars at auction. Oh, to have grabbed up a couple when he was just a beginner!

	
And so it began …

	
Dear Goldie Hawn,

	This letter is long overdue. I’ve put things off. I have, on occasion, neglected to follow through on a jury summons.

	Christmas cards, when sent at all, have become April Fools cards. I can’t tell you when I last went to the dentist.

	Lately, however, I have felt the need to catch up on things of importance, which brings me to you.

	Have you ever been lucky enough to fly across the Atlantic in a passenger-free 747? Been able to slip out of your day clothes, for me an orange and brown uniform made entirely out of polyester with an inability to wrinkle, but hung up in the closet anyway and replaced with a brown trench coat, which doubled as a bathrobe for curling up on a full row of passenger-free seats to nap as the flight deck crew navigated us across the sea? If not, you have missed something quite marvelous.

	In the early 1970s I was a flight attendant with World Airways. Life on the ground had become too complicated for me, so my options were to take up deep sea diving and spend my days surrounded by kelp forests and ocean creatures or take to the sky.

	I chose the clouds. I wanted to see what was above them. To burst through and explore the heavens. Plus, I had never been anywhere and felt it was about time.

	I was either trying to find myself or lose myself. I confess I still don’t know which.

	My first flight was to Malaga, Spain. Before that I had been on a plane exactly one time. I had flown from San Francisco to Los Angeles. Now, here I was on a fully-loaded 747, three hundred passengers if I recall correctly, all of whom assumed I had some kind of airline experience. Standing in the center aisle presenting the safety instructions, explaining that the seat cushions doubled as flotation devices should we have to “ditch”the aircraft in the deep blue sea, I tried not to imagine how cold the water would be and how flimsy our promised salvation. Confidence, I hoped, was on my face. Yes, you may count on me, was the image I hoped I was projecting.

	Minutes later, buckled into my own crew jump-seat, I listened to the roar of the engines as we prepared to take off. I thrilled to the power and force and as we lifted, I felt my stomach drop, my armpits became damp, my hands shook enough for me to notice, but no one else. We were on our way. And we had, in our care, hundreds of passengers, all of whom sold mattresses.

	We were a charter company, so it was not unusual to have a group of travelers who all did the same thing. Once, Goldie, we took hundreds of nuns to Rome. It was like taking a group of teenage girls to meet the Beatles.

	But that is another story.

	Many of the flights were “all inclusive”. Where just weeks earlier I had taken great pride in how many cocktails I could distribute in an evening at the country western bar where I worked five nights a week, I now felt I had made a great leap in my professional career. I was pouring drinks in the sky!

	The mattress folks drank the plane dry somewhere over the mid-Atlantic. Thankfully we had you along to keep the grumbling to a minimum. We had your film, “Butterflies are Free”, as the in-flight entertainment.

	Goldie, remember before there were screens at every seat and instead a large screen dropped down at the front of each cabin and a film was shown to help pass the time? First, we would announce the movie, then ask that passengers pull down the shades at their windows for optimal viewing, and then there you were up on the screen keeping everyone occupied while we hurried up and down the aisles scooping up trash, handing out blankets and pillows, refilling drinks and in the galleys, stomping garbage down into the bins so they could be safely secured.

	I was so frustrated. I wanted to sit and watch the film. I wanted to know what was going on with the cute blind guy.

	I will confess something quite embarrassing right now. There were people, my own mother among them, who claimed to notice a resemblance between us. You look like her, my mother said when she would see you on “Laugh-In”. You sound like her, she would add.

	Passengers said the same thing as I hurried through the darkened cabin.

	I was quite flattered. Who wouldn’t be? But, as I had one foot, ankle-deep, stomping down rejected meals while hanging onto the metal bin for balance, I knew for a fact I wasn’t you. But it didn’t matter. With my new uniform, wings pinned to my chest, no apartment to go home to, no car needing payments, no “love interest” awaiting my return, I was no longer the girl I had been. I was as free as, well, a butterfly.

	After dropping off our tired, hungover mattress sellers in Malaga, we needed to get the plane to Boston in order to pick up another charter. The flight deck crew bid us farewell and a fresh flight deck crew came on board. As flight attendants, our only job was to rotate caring for them. Meals, coffee, meals again. And, we were allowed to run the film.

	The lining of our raincoats was smooth to the touch. The pillows and blankets were plentiful. We determined who would be on duty when, wrote up the schedule, and then made ourselves comfortable in our cozy nests above the clouds.

	Oh, dear Goldie. I loved the movie. I imagined being you, or at least the character you played in the film. I understood her wish to be loved. And to love. She was brave and funny and had such an open heart.

	We ran “Butterflies are Free” for an entire month. You were my companion as I traveled to places I had never been before. You were with me on the long, tiring flights back home. To Europeans you became the face of young American women. A gentleman from Frankfurt once asked me if all of the girls in the United States were as free as you were in that movie.

	I told him no. But some of us were working on it.

	Yours, with gratitude,

	Claudia

Goldie Hawn, middle name Jeanne, was born in 1945. She does not look her age! Early in her career, from 1968-1970, she appeared in the sketch comedy television show Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In where her wide smile and infectious giggle brightened up living rooms all around the country. She spent quite a lot of time in a bikini, go-go dancing in a cage.

	YouTube it!

	In 1972, she made the film Butterflies are Free, based on a play written by Leonard Gershe. Edward Albert was the blind love interest. She went on to have a terrific career in films, but Butterflies are Free is my favorite.

	Rent it!
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