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FOR TOM AND SARAH



A soft Sea washed around the House

A Sea of Summer Air

And rose and fell the magic Planks

That sailed without a care—

For Captain was the Butterfly

For Helmsman was the Bee

And an entire universe

For the delighted crew.

EMILY DICKINSON
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ONE         [image: image]         The Third

LILY KNELT AMIDST THE strawberry vines reaching for the brightest fruit among the stiff crowns of leaves. The ripe ones wanted to be picked; their stems released from the runners and they subsided into her palm, several accumulating there coolly ajuggle before she dropped them into the waiting flat which she was shoving and dragging along as she moved down the lane of bushes (for there came the moment when she reached among the foliage and reached at nothing and so had to move on from the previously prime spot she had just made a nest of). Fixing on a promising new spot speckled with berries like a mother lode of rubies in the rock, she settled into the dusty dirt with a henlike declination, her shoulders rounded above a soft slump of torso and limbs, her head lowered and questing forward, nose first, into the foliage as she plucked. Her left hand operated independently of the right, and she was doubly productive. Sometimes a berry resisted as her fingers closed round its shoulders, and she tugged at it to no avail. Not yet, Lily would think, her easy rhythm broken, and she would pause to consider just how something knew when it was ready to be taken and how it knew, just as well, when it was not.

She swiped her brow, conveying the berries’ rose-and-honey scent that infused the skin of her hands nearer to her nose, and overwhelmed as if by a fermented draught of summer, she toppled over, sitting down hard on her bottom. She recovered herself and looked up and about with the immediate desire of having been left unobserved. Her position was not a dignified one; then again, she felt more comfortable resting on her haunches in the soft dirt than braced upon her knees with all her weight reliant on her toes, which were no longer quite so reliable as they’d once been.

An entire field of strawberry bushes swelled to surround her, row upon row swerving with the contours of the land. At present, there was no moderating breeze, no intervening frill of clouds, and the full strength of the midmorning sun had sapped any early freshness from the air. The edge of the woods that bounded the field was melting away, half-obliterated by a haze of overheated ozone. The particulars of branches and trunks, so various in their shades and shapes, looked still-wet, as if the scene was still flowing from the brush of a watercolorist who lingered and retouched and would not be hurried along that sultry morning.

Lily turned toward her house as if to make certain that it, too, was not dissolving beneath the scorching day. The peaks and chimneys of the roofline were just visible from her present position, and she peered harder as if trying to determine whether her visiting niece, Ginger, was as yet awake and stirring within. Resolving to call her (having been debating when best to call and not being able to decide between catching her too soon or too late—for she felt there was no chance of getting Ginger at a good moment), Lily snapped open her cell phone and tapped a button.

“Ginger? It’s ten o’clock. I want to remind you; it’s time for your medicine.” Lily listened. “You’ve taken it all?” Lily listened. “I’m delighted if you say you’re feeling better, but don’t overdo it because you’ll want to be in good form this evening when Betsy and Sally get here. And tomorrow too, when the rest of them will be there at Alden’s, and then there’ll be the parade, and after the parade, remember, we have a picnic.” Lily listened to Ginger’s reassurances about her fitness to withstand the demands of the following day. Indeed, Ginger now wanted to know whether it was not too late to enter a float in the parade. She had just been lying in bed thinking of how amusing it would be to make a giant gypsy moth caterpillar out of a long tube of duct-taped black plastic garbage bags supported by a dozen pair of black-tights-covered legs (everyone in the family would get to take part in this). She would give the creature its characteristic bristle by securing scrub brushes along the spine and attach big yellow eyes made from balls of yarn (she had spotted skeins of just the right shade in Lily’s knitting bag). Harvey, whom she could not quite picture being coaxed into wearing a pair of tights and consenting to huddle beneath a sheath of garbage bags, would walk in front of the caterpillar waving a big green leafy branch beneath its nose, which would be cleverly fashioned out of a paper towel tube, like a snout. Ginger was certain they would win some sort of prize if only all of this could be organized at the last minute.

“They’ve never given out parade prizes,” Lily told Ginger. One could only imagine the hurt feelings.

“Perhaps we shall inspire them to create one,” Ginger said.

Lily turned toward the woods, noting, above the shimmer of tree tops, the thrusting pinnacle of the very cell tower which was making this conversation with her niece possible. Lily wasn’t quite sure how that business all worked, but she understood satellites were involved, and even as Ginger lay upon her bed just a few hundred feet away from the strawberry patch, the words passing between them were being sent bouncing off into the deepest reaches of outer space only to come bounding back again, or something like that. Last winter, when the argument had taken place over the optimum siting of a new cell tower in Towne (which subsequently had been erected in Lily’s own High Field), opponents had spoken disparagingly of raising another Babel Tower, but in Lily’s opinion, the structure radiated pure intelligibility. Since its appearance, at last bringing reliable cell service to the area, she had fallen into the habit of calling herself when she was out and about during these long summer days to leave messages and reminders on her own answering machine; Lily, it’s Lily (she called herself Lily). Order more wooden pint boxes; Lily, pick up the dry cleaning or they’ll start charging you storage; Lily, ask Mr. DeSouza what he thinks of Silver Queen corn instead of Platinum Lady. I myself am conflicted in this matter. Lily had discovered that she very much approved of any and all of these new methods of keeping in touch, whenever, with whomever, wherever, whether or not they were even there, and in recent years, almost everyone she cared about had been very much elsewhere. Words could be planted on a spool of tape or left embedded in pixels upon a screen in a way which struck Lily as being almost organic; they would sprout into speech or text in due time. Well, here she belabored the point but she knew what she meant in terms she could appreciate, and furthermore, the much-derided cell tower (which was going to be such an eyesore, its opponents charged) made her think of the Eiffel Tower; the local edifice seemed quite as intricately assembled and loftily ascendant as the original, if lacking a certain panache. But then again, the Eiffel Tower only served to let one know one’s whereabouts in a tourist’s Paris; if one kept that exclaiming silhouette always in sight above the rooftops, one could get back to one’s hotel without having to ask a native (for even if successful at framing the question, one found oneself at a further loss after attempting to act upon the ungrasped answer). The High Field Tower performed multiple marvels of function and usefulness, and not only that, the communications company had to compensate Lily for the use of her land. Another check had arrived in the mail just the other day. She had torn open the envelope bearing GlobaLink’s imprint, frowning with annoyance because she had sent them last month’s phone bill, only to discover, written below a perforated line, Pay to the Order of Lily Hill. She and Ginger had had a conversation about whether there was any nicer surprise than that of money arriving out of the blue, and aside from the unexpected appearance of a loved one upon the doorstep, they gave a monetary windfall second place, although depending upon the particular loved one who had resurfaced, in certain instances, Ginger said she would rather have the cash.

“Besides, they don’t allow last-minute parade entries,” Lily told Ginger now. “You had to have applied and submitted your idea to the design committee, so don’t run around collecting scrub brushes and balls of yarn and pairs of black tights. Besides, it’s too hot for you to be exerting yourself. Find a shady spot on the terrace and just sit out there and read your library book.” This suggestion was met without protest, and Lily rang off, reassured, or as reassured as one could ever be with Ginger, who would do as she pleased. Ginger had always done as she pleased.

Lily resumed her strawberry picking. She propped herself on her knees and toes and readdressed the thicket before her, methodically making her way down the long row, filling one flat and a second and a third, which she left where they were, too heavy and mounded with berries to be lifted by her; she could haul them along just so far and no farther before abandoning them below the tangle of vines. She snapped open her cell phone and tapped a button.

“Thanh? I’m finished up here. I need you to swing by with the tractor. What are Om and Tru up to? They’re in the barn? Well, in that case, who’s looking after the farm stand? Who? Oh. Oh dear. Whose idea was that? Yes, well I’m sure she wanted to. I’m sure she said she could manage. I’m sure it was her idea. I’m just not sure it was a very good idea.”

         

THE FARM STAND was known to all as the Farm Stand. Lily had tried to come up with a better name but she had not succeeded, Vegetable Kingdom being the sort of thing she and her immediate circle had thought of; also Salad Days, Lettuce Berry U, and Faith in a Seed, which last suggestion her brother Harvey had said sounded just plain odd, but he was getting back at Lily for snorting at his Lettuce-Berry idea, which he had liked well enough to filch from his wife’s list of possibilities, although Penny had only been amusing herself at Lily’s expense—for Penny admitted that she had initially felt rather blindsided when Lily suddenly upped and announced her ambitious plans to start a new business. Penny would have said that she was supposed to be the lively and enterprising old lady in the family, whereas Lily had always been the reliable and constant presence by whom one set one’s watch and moderated one’s opinions and calculated one’s contributions. Penny had more seriously proposed The Busy Bee as a name, saying she would be confident of any commercial establishment that chose to call itself that, and certainly bees were agricultural. Nothing could flourish in nature without the timely interference of a busy bee, although she’d read somewhere that busy was a corruption of buzzy, and wasn’t it funny how words and the way we speak them could change even in the course of one’s own lifetime; take a word like special, which used to signify something other than its current use. Nowadays, upon being notified something or someone was going to be special, one knew to brace oneself to be especially kind and patient and uncritical. Harvey would have to be reminded beforehand to be nice and again be spoken to about it, once they got there.

In the end, the length of barn board set aside to serve as the sign, and the size of the letter cutouts included in the commercial-grade stencil kit she had purchased, had decided matters for Lily. There was not even space for a The (The Farm Stand). However, she had regarded the venture as more of an a (a farm stand), for she had not been convinced that any of this was going to amount to anything anyway, and then, even when things had taken off, she continued to hold to that first modest line. She was, at the time, approaching her seventy-fifth year and had not felt the need to prove anything to anyone, although there were those who seemed set upon viewing her as an elderly prodigy. People did not mean to but nevertheless they managed to come across as being quite condescending, Lily thought. They had exclaimed over her as if she had just learned to tie her shoes and spell her name—or perhaps they had exclaimed because she could still reach down to tie her shoes and was, as yet, deemed capable of affixing her signature to binding legal documents. For she was now an “Inc.” Harris Desmaris, her lawyer, seemed to believe that this Inc. status would stand between Lily and the rest of the world should she ever be sued, and he had described circumstances in which others in her position had lost everything. A person who slipped on a pea pod (say) could end up owning her house. Lily might once have objected that anyone who had a problem remaining upright in the vicinity of a fallen pea pod would find all the steep staircases and uneven floorboards in her house even more troublesome, but early on in the process of setting herself up in business, she had learned not to protest that human beings, when massed into that entity known as the general public, could possibly be so stupid or grasping or wicked as the law anticipated. Harris, whose business this was, knew better than Lily—or, perhaps in this matter, he could be said to have known worse.

The stand, located down on the River Road at the end of Lily’s long driveway, was built of rough boards with an original gravel floor long since trampled away to hard-pack dirt eight years on, by this the 1999 season, which had commenced over the Memorial Day weekend, when early peas and bouquets of lilac were just ready for sale. A pair of big maples loomed over the roof, shading the shingles that had weathered silver and mossy and porous in places. The outside front-corner post of the structure bore splintery dents at rear-bumper height; parking could be a problem on the weekends, in part because everyone drove around Towne in those big, oblivious vans and Jeeps. There was a notice saying Please Do Not Block the Driveway, which was often ignored or reasoned away (We’ll only be a minute). This would make Harvey roar, should he be denied free passage driving in or out (for Lily had agreed to let them share her driveway when he and Penny, just lately wed nine years earlier, had built their new house up on the ridge behind her house). Whether or not he was in a hurry to get someplace, Harvey didn’t think he needed to assess the urgency of his errands and appointments while some bounder lingered over a purchase. But the more considerate people stopped on the road when the parking lot was full and they walked the extra distance alongside the river, which ran darkly and fluently through this stretch of country, overhung by a line of moody hemlocks and larches.

The front of the stand was comprised of shutters that lifted up and were secured by hook-and-eye latches. The produce was arranged, or heaped in the case of peas and shell beans, on a single level of broad shelving set at the height of a tall person’s waist. This shelf sloped forward in an offering manner, although the incline could also be treacherous. Rounded produce, the tomatoes and apples and acorn squashes, would tumble and roll when a balance was disturbed, and their further tumble was not necessarily contained by an edging lip of ogee molding. “That always happens,” Lily would say, when this happened. There was space beneath the shelving for bushel baskets and crates that held more of whatever was presented above. Often, customers rooted through these reserve baskets and crates, motivated by some personal maggot of human nature that Lily did not fully understand. How had they come to believe something fresher and riper was being deliberately kept from them? She found their suspicions aggravating, and sad as well, although on the whole, she had to say she found these people more aggravating than sad.

Everything was clearly labeled as to specimen and price per pound or unit, written with a black marking pen on the backs of cedar roof shingles of which Lily possessed the lesser, and lessening, part of a bale, up in the barn. The shingles were affixed to the walls with banged-in nails. A claw hammer and the bag of nails were kept handy at the counter for this and other purposes; bits and pieces of the rough stand structure sometimes sprang loose and needed to be pounded back into place.

Lily had learned, after a while, to charge 20 percent more than they were asking for the same item in the Stop and Shop flier which arrived in her mailbox so conveniently for research purposes, week after week. She reckoned Stop and Shop knew better than she what things ought to cost and she figured what she sold must be that much fresher and better than anything they stocked. There was nothing at the supermarket comparable to her heirloom tomatoes, however, and she marked them as high as she liked and she could not meet the demand. A tomato orange flag was flown to indicate when there were Brandywines available, or German Johnsons, although not everyone had been clued in on what the orange flag signified. Harvey said the IRA used to communicate with its members in a similar manner, signs and symbols hidden in plain sight, although an orange flag would not have been used by them, of course, unless the Sinn Fein were being exceptionally wily, which he wouldn’t have put past them.

After a few years, a new lift-top freezer unit took its place alongside the farm stand counter. This refrigerated unit was stocked with a line of fresh-frozen entrées locally produced but on the way to becoming a nationally known brand. Hannah May, herself the Hannah of Hannah’s—In A Hurry? liked to try out new ideas on a small sampling of the general public, and everybody enjoyed being her guinea pigs, although certain never-to-be-repeated experiments were yearned after by those who had developed a taste for a dish too intricately composed ever to be assembled on the production line. Some customers eschewed these prototypes altogether, having concluded that it was better never to have loved them at all.

Shoppers picked up flat woven baskets with drop-away birch handles stacked availably by the door. Lily thought they were impractical; plastic baskets could be rinsed with a hose and would last forever, but the rickety wicker was more charming, and Penny, of all people, had said these quaint little touches added up. She’d been the one behind the pair of big stone urns filled with red geraniums set down on either side of the door. The geraniums flourished there despite having cigarettes stubbed out in their dirt and the dregs of Coca-Cola cans shaken over them (which confirmed what Lily had always suspected—that geraniums were very common plants). Penny had also said that Lily should braid the beet greens and tie up bundles of radishes with raffia and scrub the carrots with a rough brush to brighten up their color. But leave a little dirt on the potatoes, Penny said; people expected their potatoes to be earthy.

Customers lingered and customers hurried over their selections. They scooped trustingly or they inspected with sniffs and the pressure of thumbs against vegetable flesh. They thumped and listened for known tones of interior ripeness. Every order piled in its wicker basket might have been a still life study worked in shades of green and red and yellow and purple and in shapes of spheres and cones and bulbs. This was a common observation and one which at present was being made by Calliope Kariotis as she picked up strawberries and peas for the Fourth of July, and a package of one of Hannah’s latest inspiration, which she meant to serve as an easy dinner that night, on the eve of the holiday.

Cam Samrin presided at the counter. She set aside Calliope’s two quarts of strawberries and then she stood upon the straight-backed chair on which she’d been sitting and keeping watch on her sole customer over the top of an upheld book. She steadied the hanging scales and dumped the peas from the basket into the scoop. Her eyes and Calliope’s eyes watched the trembling arrow leap, as if alarmed, and scuttle back and forth in a panic of indecision before settling on a number etched into the dial. Cam, who had supplied herself with a flimsy plastic bag recycled from the Stop and Shop before she climbed onto the chair, tilted the weighed order into the bag. She knew all the prices by heart and could do sums in her head. She stepped down from the chair and wrote $32.12 on the ledger page where the record of the day’s sales was accumulating and she shifted the ledger book so Calliope could see for herself the amount that was due.

“What grade are you in, Cam?” Calliope wondered, not unimpressed by the child’s mental dexterity. She herself had been expecting to pay “around” $30.

Cam displayed two fingers.

“You’re entering the second grade in the fall?” Calliope concluded.

Cam nodded.

“Mike is going into fourth grade, and Lindy will be starting first,” Calliope informed Cam of her own children’s standing. “I’m just on my way to pick them up at swimming lessons.”

Which information was of no use or interest to Cam, a big boy and a big baby splashing about in the bathtub-warm water of the Towne Pond staying between the yellow safety lines and obeying the shriek of the lifeguard’s arbitrary whistle. Cam swam in the river like an otter. She jumped in and caught the current and floated downstream until she bumped into an abutment of the old railroad bridge and then she hauled herself out and walked back along the road, wringing out the tail of her shirt and shaking her hair dry. The only annoying thing was forgetting where she’d left her shoes along the embankment, necessarily hidden from view. She’d been told a hundred times never to swim alone in the river, which she reckoned she had done successfully a hundred times, but the grown-ups got to say no and she got to swim, and everyone would remain satisfied unless she drowned. Then there’d be big trouble. Cam expelled a long sigh and because she’d been thinking so hard about being in the water, she was surprised that a column of swirling bubbles didn’t erupt from her lips.

“Where is Miss Hill today?” Calliope asked.

With the point of a finger, Cam directed Calliope through the woods and around the house and up past the herb garden and into the strawberry patch, if one knew the lay of the land hereabouts, as Calliope did.

“So you’re in charge,” Calliope said.

This observation was answered with a shrug, accompanied by a general glance of proud possession.

“How are your parents? Good? The business is going good for them? They look busy, whenever I drive by. I always look, of course,” Calliope said.

Cam nodded.

It occurred to Calliope that she ought not to have let Cam off the hook by supplying her with the query “good?” at which she might merely nod. Calliope always felt challenged to draw the child into speech. The child resented the customers who came and carried off all the pretty vegetables. Certain careful pyramid constructions of eggplants would be disturbed, and a wonderful spiraling string bean would be carried off, ultimately to be eaten. Once, Calliope and Lily had had a conversation about Cam and what Lily supposed to be the case with her. Lily had had to put a stop to the setting aside of every vegetable that resembled some forest creature or seemed to bear the face of a well-known person. All potatoes looked like the late Mrs. Nina Khrushchev one way or another, in Lily’s opinion, but she had to ask herself whether there wasn’t some inherently Buddhist impulse behind Cam’s actions. Cam’s parents, Hun and Mung Samrin, kept a cheerful shrine, shiny with bits of foil and beads and flowers, behind the cash register at their restaurant, the Casa di Napoli, which they owned and operated now, having bought his family’s business from Calliope’s husband, George, a few years earlier when George took a good job at Raytheon, with more reasonable hours, benefits, and a pension plan.

Calliope opened her purse and extracted a twenty-dollar bill and a ten and two ones from her wallet. She delved into the change compartment, which was empty but for two flat nickels.

“Tchah,” she said.

Cam slid a fingertip across the countertop and nudged a china saucer full of pennies. She tapped a folded-over card standing beside the saucer which read, If You Haven’t Any, Take a Penny. If You Have Too Many, Leave a Penny.

“Thank you. I’ll take two cents this time,” Calliope said.

Cam waved away her thanks, rather grandly. The penny saucer had been her doing and was proving successful beyond her expectations. More people tossed in their spare cent pieces, and unwanted nickels and dimes as well, than took them away, which was an excellent and unanticipated development. She opened the cash box and tucked the ten- and twenty-dollar bills away in the larger denomination envelope hidden beneath the till. She clattered the nickels and the pennies into their compartments and set about exchanging the dull pennies in the saucer for the bright pennies in the cash box as Calliope took her leave, toting a bag in either hand, her bundles evenly packed so she would not list to one side or the other, which was a particular courtesy of Cam’s. She did not like to see the customers limp away as if they were the worse for wear from having visited the farm stand.

But Cam’s will was about to be tried, Calliope noted. Babe Palmer had just turned into the farm stand lot, pulling up unnecessarily close beside Calliope’s van as if to let her know that Calliope had not parked correctly (nosing in toward the stand slantwise instead of heading straight in—was that the officially preferred angle or Babe’s own insisted-upon method?). Calliope would have to climb into her van through the passenger-side door and ease herself over the stick shift, splitting the seams of her shorts if she wasn’t careful.

“Have you left me any peas?” Babe asked, her glance zeroing in on Calliope’s laden plastic bags. Babe held a list in her fist which she shook in demonstration, the list and the fist.

“Oh yes, there is plenty,” Calliope said, wishing then, of course, that she had been greedier. She had, however, wrenched the very last package of Hannah’s Bucatini all’Amatriciana from the freezer ice, so at least she had that satisfaction.

“Oh good Lord above,” Babe sighed, spying Cam inside behind the counter. “Must I deal with that strange little one? Where’s Lily in all this?”

Calliope could almost hear Babe thinking a dismissive, Foreigners, but Babe caught herself just in time from uttering the word aloud, remembering who she was talking to. Calliope, who had come from Greece to marry George a dozen years earlier (and hadn’t looked back since, as she was fond of saying), quelled a wish to begin acting Mediterranean over Babe’s inconsiderate parking. A shouted denunciation, a stamping foot, torn and rent garments—would that sufficiently rattle Babe?

“Miss Hill is up in the strawberries, picking more,” Calliope said.

“Well then,” Babe said. She supposed there was nothing wrong with that. Then again, a further thought struck her. She advanced and addressed Cam. “What about all these old strawberries you have out? Are they still good? When did you pick these? But why am I asking you anything?” She ought to have called the house first, before venturing out, to ascertain Lily’s picking schedule. But what if Ginger answered the phone? Babe had no wish to engage in casual chitchat with Ginger, for one knew now, less than ever, quite what to say to Ginger.

Cam moved several water-filled jars containing cosmos and coreopsis bouquets across the countertop to make a frondy and morassy screen from behind which she could keep a weather eye on Mrs. Palmer, who was a known rearranger of the contents of pint boxes, which was very much against the rules. (Please Do Not Repack the Boxes, Or We’ll Feed You to the Foxes—that was Mr. Harvey’s poem, which he had written on a shingle and posted above the strawberries.) Every pint box had been very fairly filled, and the berries on the bottom were as beautiful as the berries on the top. The pity was that all strawberries could not be on top, Cam had once said to Lily, who pointed out that that would only be possible if they used very wide and flat boxes, and then they would have to build a larger farm stand to contain them, which she was not about to do. Cam had been so disappointed to learn that. Among her papers back home in the apartment above her family’s restaurant was a drawing of her future vision for the farm stand. The building would sprawl along the River Road all the way to the railroad bridge, gleaming with plate glass windows and alive with automatic doors and a revolving neon sign on the roof which would proclaim The Farm Stand Starring Auntie Lily and Cam Samrin! There would be spaces for one thousand cars in the black-top parking lot. So far, Cam had ruled in the lines to indicate half that number, and very elegantly angled lines they were.

         

AROUND MIDDAY, Lily rode down the driveway steering a motorized golf cart between the ruts and hauling a trailer load of strawberries. She left a wake of jounced-off berries that the birds had already found, and they fluttered and flurried along behind her. The barn (and house) cat had wedged itself onto Lily’s lap, hitching a ride down to the riverside, where, with any luck, there would be something drowned and dead to roll in. Several customers approached the golf cart, alerted by the drone of the electric engine, and they reached for the freshest strawberries before Lily pulled to a complete stop. Cam, in full scowl, emerged from the stand to herd them off, but Lily shook her head as their Aren’t people awful? look passed between them, which gratified Cam, who only cared what Lily thought and liked to know they were thinking the same thing. No one attempted to make a pet of Agnes, as the cat was called. Agnes rose from Lily’s lap and leaped off with a painful tensing of her claws. Everyone stepped out of the cat’s way, wondering whether the animal had lost the tip of her ragged ear to violence or to disease. Cam returned to the stand to deal with a woman who was rummaging through a big basket of basil set aside to wait for one of Hannah’s staff to come pick it up. Lily entered and ran her eye down the ledger page to assess what sort of morning they had had.

“Go to the house now, Cam,” she said. “Your lunch is on the table.” Lily had just stopped by the kitchen where Cam’s elder sisters, Tru and Om, and brother, Thanh, were sitting at the table eating ham sandwiches and potato chips and vinegar cucumbers, on a break from their work in the fields. “But remember to be very quiet,” Lily warned Cam. “Auntie Ginger is resting, and we mustn’t disturb her. Afterward, go see Auntie Penny. She called me to say she needs you up at her house to help her with something.”

That something was soap-opera watching, Lily suspected. She had overheard Penny and Cam discussing individuals and situations that could not possibly exist here in Towne, however much Towne had changed in recent years. Lily was sure she would have heard had the crown prince of Richtenstein moved into a mysterious mansion on the outskirts of Towne, especially since the only large and remote local dwelling to fit that description would be her own house, and the last time Lily had looked she was certainly minus one prince.

Cam collected her belongings; her knapsack, her favorite book of the moment, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and a fat, fused-double strawberry, which was to be a surprise for Auntie Penny, or possibly for Auntie Ginger, whom Cam understood to be in need of cheering up. If only there had been two of the fused-double strawberries, but, after all, they were not that rare, and most likely there would be another one found tomorrow to give to the Auntie who was to go without today. Off Cam ran.

As she weighed peas on the scale, giving the scoop a shake to settle the pods, which seemed to weigh up more truly when the air was knocked out of them, Lily noticed how grimy her fingernails were, and her knuckles, as well; gnarled and hard and dirt-stained, they sat like a row of snails across her fingers. Her knees, beneath the hem of her divided skirt, were brown from crouching between the strawberry rows. She had a kneeler mat, but the kneeler mat got just as dirty as the dirt. In the evenings, after her bath water emptied from the tub, there would be a drift of silt left behind, accumulated around the drain hole, and by that evidence Lily had never felt so clean as she did on these summer evenings after her bath and before bed, sitting on the terrace reviewing the events of the day just gone and making plans for the one to come.

So she did not mind the scratch of grit beneath her fingertips or even the rather furlike sensation of mud and vegetation that had settled inside her sneakers between the canvas and her Peds. She had never felt so well occupied as she did, these days. An idea came to her that her love of gardening was at long last reciprocated, and she ought to have guessed that love would be like this, its embrace all-enveloping and really quite messy.

She tilted the peas into a plastic bag recycled from the local Market Basket and she cinched the handles into a loose knot and then she called up to the barn on her cell phone to ask Thanh to come down to help out. The Saturday-afternoon rush was about to begin. The van from Senior Village had just pulled up by the door to discharge its half-dozen passengers, and a side hatch had swung open as a hydraulic lift lowered one and then another wheelchair to the ground.

“When are you going to put in handicapped parking? When are you going to get a handicapped ramp? You’re in violation of the Americans with Disabilities Act, you know,” Rosalie Chubb informed Lily. Rosalie worried her chair, rolling forward and backward, stubbing the wheels against the threshold of the farm stand.

“That’s only the slightest sill. Surely someone can hump you over,” Lily said.

“Hump me over?” Rosalie objected to that. Talk of humping wasn’t very nice. She was surprised at Lily.

“Mack,” Lily said. “Would you please bump Rosalie over the sill?”

“With pleasure,” Mack MacNally said, tipping his tartan cap and then swiftly replacing it, remembering the post-biopsy bandage plastered over his bald spot.

“And don’t forget my handicapped discount,” Rosalie called over her shoulder.

“Five percent,” Lily promised. Mack grinned. The senior discount was ten percent.

Anna Webster occupied the other wheelchair, although she was only temporarily disabled (Rosalie suffered from some sort of progressive geriatric scoliosis). Anna had fallen from a ladder while dusting the upper architrave of a door frame and broken her foot and ankle and knee and wrist and elbow and a rib but not (she was very lucky, everyone said) her hip.

“Decrepitude is not good for one’s character,” Anna confided to Lily as they shook their heads over Rosalie. “I snapped at my home help this morning when she pushed me into a wall. I said to her, I said, ‘Marietta, that wall has always been there, hasn’t it?’ And then she looked at me oddly. I think she’s been told to monitor my mental state.”

“She sounds like she’s the one who needs monitoring,” Lily said.

“Oh, but it can’t be much fun for her. She’s young. I’ve noticed the aides from the hospice service are much better trained and very respectful, but you have to be in a really bad way to qualify for one of them, who’re tactful at deathbeds. So I suppose it’s really quite a good sign if your home help is surly and unhelpful and propels you into walls,” Anna said.

“Huh,” said Lily, who had no wish to argue Anna out of her accommodating mental arrangements. It would be neither useful nor kind. “Thanh, please look after Mrs. Webster,” she said, and behind Anna’s back, she opened and closed her hand four times, her five earth-streaked fingers splayed—20 percent discount for Mrs. Webster. Then she took off to shoo Rosalie away from the set-aside order of herbs waiting for the runner from Hannah’s to fetch them, Rosalie having become one of those people who believed something fresher and riper was being kept from her, just out of reach.

         

OF COURSE LILY HAD HELP. That first spring eight years earlier when she requested a hundred pounds of silver white corn seed, consulting a slip of paper on which she had worked out all the numbers twice, Barry, the dean of the Co-Op clerks, had asked her just what she thought she was doing. Lily, who had walked into the Co-Op very determined, had at once become less certain. Her figures, which rang so true at the kitchen table, sounded a different note in the cold and cavernous warehouse where the seeds and grain were stored in bulk to be shoveled from bins into rough-edged burlap bags. One of the boys would heft the filled sacks into the back of her car (for Lily also required quantities of pea and bean and pumpkin seeds), but she had realized that she would not be able to lift them out on her own once she got home and she was sure it would not be good for the tires to drive around Towne with several hundred shifting pounds of agricultural supplies sprawled in her trunk until the ground thawed (this being early in March but she’d been keen to get started, or perhaps she’d just hurried out to make her purchases before her nerve failed). Barry, upon being advised of Lily’s plans, had thought at once of Bill DeSouza, who had sold his farm over in Essex, just that week passing papers with a group that planned to develop the property into a thirty-six-hole golf course with a clubhouse and restaurant housed in the barn, or a replica of the barn (for the preservation of the barn became less of a certainty after the signing, despite verbal assurances which of course meant nothing). Mr. DeSouza had been reluctant to sell the farm which had been in his family for seventy-five years, and the family before them had held on to the place for a solid century; however, Allora, Mr. DeSouza’s wife, said the money was too good to turn down, and now they would have the time and the funds to do some traveling. In the end, though, it was Allora and her sister who went to Spain (and China and Amish country and Peru) while Mr. DeSouza drove his two tractors no farther than Lily’s place, where he installed them in her barn with a complement of iron and adamantine attachments; a deep ripper, disc plow, rotary tiller, dual-axle trailer, lift disc, and a toothy cultimulcher, which Harvey, hanging about on moving day to offer free advice and issue fair warnings, promptly dubbed the multiculcher. Ever after Lily herself could not not call it that even though Mr. DeSouza’s forehead creased beneath the visor of his John Deere cap whenever she did so.

She and Mr. DeSouza formed a partnership in which Lily assumed the more equal part; he possessed the greater knowledge and muscle, but she had held on to her land. Mr. DeSouza came and went from his condominium at the over-fifty-five community a few miles distant in Newbury, which Allora had had her heart set on (everyone aspired to get into that place; you’d think it was Harvard, as Penny said). Sometimes Mr. DeSouza showed up with a crew, his former workers rounded up from their known haunts (most of them evidently having landed not on their feet so much as upon a barstool). Sometimes, between times, Mr. DeSouza showed up on his own to pace the fields, vigilant of the crops at every stage from sprouting to spurting and flowering and fruiting and on through to the swelling and sweetening on the vine or stem or stalk. He maintained an office in a corner of the barn equipped with a desk and a telephone and a file cabinet. Over time, he amassed a collection of articles turned up by his plow—corroded horseshoes and ancient nails and bits of broken, busted iron implements abandoned where they fell until Mr. DeSouza picked them up and arranged them across the top of his file cabinet.

Lily and Mr. DeSouza enjoyed many good chats in the barn. They found they could disagree without rancor and collaborate without ego. Over the years, they had installed a system of irrigation which only they understood; it was a very sweet design, gravity fed by waters that rose from springs deep in the woods which, thus far, had proved to be never failing. The farm stand had gained a certain renown for supplying unusual and challenging hot pepper varieties, and Lily and her partner had been featured in several newspaper and magazine articles: “Hot Enough for You?,” “New England Sizzlers,” “Unlikely Pair Produces Unlikely Habañeros.” These pieces had been clipped and framed and suspended from a wall of the farm stand below a fringe of blue ribbons awarded at area agricultural fairs, some since faded to gray, strung along a beam. There were so many ribbons Lily could not have said which had been awarded for what event, but they attested to a history of achievement and acknowledged excellence.

         

AT FIVE O’CLOCK, Harvey rolled down the driveway in his big broad Buick. Cam sat fuming in the back. She was too small and slight to ride in the front seat; in the event of an airbag deploying, she would be crushed. Harvey resisted her arguments that he need only drive down the road at one mile per hour and honk his horn at the approach of any other vehicle and then she’d be safe from any accident; Harvey told her he may be old but he wasn’t that old. Om and Tru sat on either side of their little sister, preferring the backseat and the proximity of the fuming, flouncing Cam who was all elbows and ire to being obliged to carry on a front-seat conversation with Mr. Harvey. He would make such unanswerable assertions. The summers used to be summerier, he was fond of telling them, which Om and Tru very much doubted; nevertheless, they wondered whether this land had not once, long ago, been a warmer, sunnier place before they ever came here, which was not so long ago. But they seldom thought about the past; they recalled almost nothing about their earliest years in Cambodia beyond a memory of their parents pulling them from their beds one night. They had all run through the dark and, when they stopped running, after many days of darkness, they had clung to one another amidst a chaos of strangers. Then, after a long blank spell of existence in the camps, they had boarded a plane and been met at an airport in America by more strangers (but kinder ones) who gave each girl a baby doll that looked just like themselves and whose tending had turned into a graceful means of teaching the little girls how to live in America. (Show your baby how to hold a knife and fork like this. Tell your baby the English word for jor is doggie.) Thanh had been given a GI Joe and a baseball mitt. At home (the home they had now) their parents still continued to lead them away from the darkness and point them toward a brighter future which would be achievable by means of much polishing (of restaurant cutlery and windowpanes and countertops) and the further enlightenment gained from studying hard at school. That their children worked on a farm like peasants, turning brown skinned and thick soled over the summer, would have displeased the elder Samrins had Miss Hill herself not labored as long and as hard alongside them in the fields, and Lily, they knew, was considered to be a particularly fine lady in the community.

Cam just ignored Mr. Harvey’s assertions, as he ignored hers. Besides, today she was busy keeping the cake she and Penny had baked upright on her lap. It was a very fine Fourth of July sheet cake, frosted with white butter cream and adorned with strawberry stripes and blueberry stars, although on the real flag, the stars stood out white against a blue field, but neither Cam nor Penny could quite figure out how to manage to make that happen on a cake. Penny could tint the butter cream blue (Cam receiving a lesson in how green and yellow became blue, with a further demonstration thrown in to show how blue and red combined to create purple), but neither of them could come up with a white fruit, pale green grapes coming closest, but grape flavor didn’t go very well with the flavor of cake, and besides, Penny said green stars would bother her. She was pretty sure green stars were Islamic and she had no wish to be controversial. As Om and Tru passed a tube of lipstick back and forth over her head, Cam’s finger lifted an edge of the Saran Wrap covering and she scooped up a dot of icing from where no one would miss it. She had laid the stuff on thick in one corner for this very contingency.

Harvey came to a stop beside the farm stand. He lowered his window and announced, “Shanghai Express, chop-chop.”

Several customers looked up alertly—were people supposed to shout things like Shanghai Express and say chop-chop? Harvey waved at them and called out “Hi-ho” on the off chance he was supposed to know those people who were regarding him as if they smelled something funny.

Thanh slid into the front seat and grandly ordered Harvey, “Home, Jeeves, and don’t spare the horses.” Harvey cracked up as he always did when Thanh said this.

“Will you be all right running the stand by yourself, Auntie Lily?” Om asked, leaning through her own open window as Lily came over to thank them for a good day’s work. Cam raised the cake for Lily to see what she had accomplished with her afternoon. Lily expressed her admiration, being a fan of any well-executed Fourth of July flag sheet-cake, and then she passed four envelopes containing four paychecks to Om, the eldest.

“I’m getting ready to close. I’m just waiting down here for my grandniece, Betsy Happening, and her little girl, Sally, whom we’re expecting at any time, in case Betsy doesn’t remember the way,” Lily said. She meant to flag them down should they drive obliviously by.

“Of course Betsy knows the way,” Harvey said. Lily could worry the warts off a toad with her useless fretting.

“It’s been nine years since she was last here,” Lily reminded him—when Ginger had run away from home, dragging her then-teenage daughter, Betsy, with her to spend an entire year at Lily’s while she sorted things out, as Ginger would later characterize that time. One need not go into all of that now. Besides, no one’s version of the year’s events would agree with that of anyone else’s, although Lily supposed each individual take would be more revelatory of the truth than any attempt on her part to come to a more general understanding of, and explanation for, her family’s late misadventures.

“Nine years? It can’t be nine years since Betsy was here. Time certainly runs faster than it ever used to do,” Harvey said. He shook his head.

“How can that be?” Thanh asked. “Time is time. It is measured out, and we have all agreed what a minute is, and a day, and a year. So we can know when to show up for work and when to go to school and when to get to the cineplex to see a movie from the very beginning.” Then again, Mr. Harvey didn’t have to worry about getting himself to work or school at an appointed hour, and he had nothing positive to say about any movie Thanh ever mentioned having enjoyed, maintaining he didn’t need to see one of Thanh’s chosen movies to know it was no good.

“Take this watch of mine.” Harvey tapped his wrist. “It runs a fifty-five-second minute; that’s so I always get a head start. That way, I get where I’m going before I get there so I can have a look around first.”

Om and Tru stirred. Mr. Harvey’s snowy white head and the upturned collar of his acid green polo shirt did seem to crackle and blur a bit from some inner energeticness. Cam laughed and rustled beneath the Saran Wrap, under the cover of her laugh. She daubed up more frosting and let the melting sugar trickle down her tongue as she pondered the problem. She said, “That is seven thousand and two hundred seconds every day, which is fifty thousand and four hundred seconds every week that Mr. Harvey doesn’t use up.”

Om and Tru exchanged a look over their baby sister’s head. She could be a spooky-smart little kid sometimes.

“No, that means I get to keep all those seconds of time extra,” Harvey said. “I’ve been saving them up for the end.”

“For the end of what?” Cam wanted to know. “For the end of the summer? What do you need extra time saved up for the end of what?”

Harvey grizzled back at Cam that her question made no sense, and Cam had no will to frame her query more clearly.

         

BETSY AND SALLY MUST HAVE just passed Harvey on the River Road. They would have waved at one another had either recognized the other’s car. Harvey might have spotted the California license plate and leaned on his horn to cause a commotion which would, at the very least, have gratified Cam. Betsy, for her part, encountering the large American-made car bearing down upon her and taking up more than its share of the River Road’s pavement, would have descried her elderly uncle but for the ball of late-afternoon sun ablaze across the windshield which made it seem that the car was being driven by an Aztec deity whose hogging of the road no doubt befitted such a being, as Betsy had been prepared to concede at the time. She had just driven cross country and witnessed too many fantastic sights in blurred, blink-eyed passing to be other than calm about this latest and last manifestation. All across America dogs had been driving ten-wheel trucks, and hitchhikers had metamorphosed into fence posts, and forests had opened and then abruptly closed upon scenes of people about to murder one another.

As once-familiar place names began to appear upon the highway signposts, those hometown names ending in the steadfast syllables of -ford and -field and -borough instead of beginning with Santo and Palo and El, which over time she had become used to, Betsy found herself becoming unaccountably heartened. That is, she felt a faster beating and experienced a sensation of fullness beneath her breastbone and she realized then that she was ready to get there after all, for her stated reasons for choosing to drive all that way from California to Massachusetts had been contrived to delay this moment of arrival: having the use of her own car for the summer; taking a detour en route to visit her father, detained in Wichita with work; seizing the opportunity for a brief wedding anniversary reunion with her husband for whom flights and scheduling had worked out to get him from Helena to St. Louis, midweek; giving Sally the chance to see the “real America” before its total Walmartization occurred. But other arrangements had been available: she could have rented a car in Massachusetts; she would be seeing her father in August, when he was coming to join Ginger; Andy could be more easily rendezvoused with on another day, in Boston; and really, was it entirely kind to instill in Sally a love for an American landscape which was, presumably, so soon to vanish? The child expressed a deep affection for tepee-shaped motels and roadside reptile museums and she had longed to stop at every café or hamburger joint that was representationally not what it appeared to be—a windmill or a top hat or a spaceship, all of them flying past the car window (first appearing as such intriguing daubs on the horizon and then growing in immensity and allure only to be beheld in full for a futile flash before they reeled away from her, dwindling into nothingness, much like her hopes that maybe this time they would pause and partake). Betsy had been in too much of a hurry to stop even as she deferred arrival at her destination, as if she was attempting to outrun a pursuer even as she knew she was racing straight into her pursuer’s very trap.

She could not recall whether she had vowed never to return to Towne. She thought she might have proclaimed something of the sort with adolescent adamant even though she had met and married Andy there when he had been installed at Lily’s house as a graduate student who was writing his dissertation on people like them, so of course Betsy had to say that only good had come of the experience. Nevertheless, she felt that a switch had been pulled and she had been shifted onto another track entirely and while she did not mind where she had ended up, she was very much aware that another path could have been followed just as easily. It was the randomness of the assignment that tugged at her, as if someone had just flipped a coin or forgotten to submit the correct form to some final, deliberative authority.

Sally had borne the journey well enough. She had carried along as much stuff from home as the backseat could contain, books and board games and a cassette player and cassettes, and a bagful of healthy snacks which she had been told must last and were lasting the trip, the husbanding of raisins being more interesting than the eating of them. She had with her, unopened, a beadwork kit, a pot-holder weaving kit, and a Play-Doh modeling clay kit equipped with a lightbulb-powered kiln, deferred amusements for long afternoons in the strange place where (the subject had already arisen) she must remember to play gently and quietly. Included among her stores was a further inventory of indispensable everyday items declared to be her own: a deep-sided Lion King cereal bowl and a soft pillow and a light blanket and a pink parasol, which she raised against the sun as it shone in at her through one car window and then another, for the sun would never let her take her car-naps (although she objected when informed it was car-nap time). To be thwarted in her attainment of the unwished for—Sally, cinched into the backseat, fiercely stared up at the abiding view of the back of Betsy’s head, at that same swirl of pale hair caught up and secured with a silvered clasp, the post of her earring spearing through the tiny hole in the ear lobe, the crescent curve of face which presented only a set line of jaw and a triangle tip of nose telling Sally nothing. Her mother seemed as remote as the moon in a withdrawing phase.

Betsy, who exploited all opportunities to educate her daughter, undertook to explain how the sun and the earth worked together. At breakfast in Albuquerque, she had demonstrated the passage of a blueberry earth as it rotated round the fixed position of a grapefruit sun, showing how and why there was night and day and, sometimes, the sun in one’s eyes. Afterward, Sally had made sure to grab the blueberry planet and swallow it at a gulp.

This lesson had inspired a series of backseat drawings of the universe. Sally wore her sun yellow crayon down to the nub, and the blue one was rubbed away to just a stub because of all of the surrounding sky that needed to be filled in. The clouds were never very successfully rendered, the white crayon not leaving much of an impression across the waxy spread of darker colors however hard Sally pressed down with the tip of the crayon, which grew hot and soft and almost burned when she tested how hot the wax had become against the skin of her forehead. These pictures had been wafted over the front seat to land in Betsy’s lap, like dispatches sent from a far-off land.

         

“WE ARE TRAVELING EAST because the sun is behind us now,” Sally said. “Setting. In the west. Because it is later,” she added. She had been drowsing over a Highlights for Children magazine, ineffectively trying to solve a maze puzzle (find the lost stupid puppy), but the thunder-rumble of car tires across the treads of an old wooden bridge, trembling against her cheek and inside her ear, had roused her. Recalled to consciousness, she worked an impatient pencil, laying down a thick black line between the en-mazed little dog and the edge of the puzzle page. “Follow this,” she instructed the stupid puppy.

“Correct,” Betsy said. “We are traveling east.”

“North is that way,” Sally pronounced. She stretched toward the front seat as far as her tethering seat belt would permit and thrust a directing finger beneath her mother’s nose.

“Correct,” Betsy said. “But please remove your hand from in front of my face when I am driving or I shall have an accident.” She spoke the word accident with something like satisfaction, as if a smashed fender and a spewing radiator would attest to the high degree of annoyance and agitation one suffered when driving so long and so far in the company of a child.

“I will never get lost in the woods,” Sally declared as she withdrew her hand and settled back in her seat. She noted the thick trees crowding both sides of the narrow road. They were no longer on the highway. At last, they were driving someplace more eventful, where there were houses and yards and lawn sprinklers and people, although not so many of them, and she stared out the window as if viewing rare specimens of a certain kind. They were older and paler people than she was used to seeing at home but some of them waved as if they knew her, which Sally thought was presumptuous of them; if they believed she was their friend, they had the wrong little girl.

“Lucky you,” Betsy said, slowing and searching for landmarks along the River Road. She remembered the flag-painted mailbox and the barn that sat too close to the side of the road and the historic marker erected on the site of the first sawmill in Towne at the place where a brook narrowed and tumbled over a cataract of granite boulders and a broken dam.

“If I was Hansel and Gretel and you were the poor woodcutter and his wife,” said Sally, who’d been pondering further.

“Okay,” Betsy said.

“Who so cruelly abandoned me in the woods,” Sally continued.

“Oh dear,” Betsy said.

“I would still be all right,” Sally assured her mother and herself.

         

BETSY PULLED TO A STOP in front of the farm stand and she jumped out calling, “Aunt Lily, Aunt Lily,” even though Lily was standing right there looking relieved and a bit vexed, for she had begun to worry about them. She had been telling herself all day where Betsy and Sally now must be upon the last leg of their long journey, but the travelers had not kept pace with her imaginings.

They clasped hands and did not let go, each drawing the other’s hand nearer to a cheek, to a heart, as Betsy spoke and Lily listened. Sally freed herself from the car unnoticed, which suited her even as she chafed a bit at not being instantly exclaimed over by her newly encountered relative. She was drawn to the farm stand; she understood she was connected to this vegetable store by a family affiliation, so she was sure that exploring it would be all right and she slipped inside.

“I drove through the village just to see whether anything had changed,” Betsy was saying. “Everything seems so small and I don’t know, kind of mossy looking, although not so much in color as that there seems to be a film over everything. And that funny little house on the green? Is that the one Uncle Alden bought when he came back from Prague? That odd little house is his now? I drove round the green twice, just to look, but I didn’t stop.”

“You’ll see Alden tomorrow,” Lily said. “And Brooks and Rollins will be there, and Julie is flying in from London, and Glover is going to meet her at the airport. He’s driving up from Washington. Which will be lovely for Alden, having the children there.” Betsy blinked a bit at Lily’s assessment that any gathering of her cousins under his peaked and rough-shingled roof might be “lovely” for Alden; she’d have thought the word for that circumstance would be lively.

“So everyone will be home,” Betsy said. “Or almost everyone,” she added. She understood one broached the subject of Alden’s former wife with oblique references and significantly raised eyebrows and small shrugs to indicate one’s bafflement and disapproval and resigned acceptance of the situation, so she essayed this bit of prescribed mummery, but Lily only shook her head and tightened her lips with her own display of having nothing to say about the errant Becky who had broken poor Alden’s heart.

“Oh, but where is Mummy?” Betsy asked noticing that her own mother was missing. “I’d have thought she’d be presiding at the farm stand, selecting everyone’s salad greens for them. I figured she’d have some sort of little pastoral salon going on, entertaining green thoughts in a green shade, if I know Mummy. After all, it’s so fashionable to be green, these days.”

“Ginger is resting at the moment. She wanted to be able to keep up with Sally this evening,” Lily said.

“Sally,” Betsy declared then. “Sally, where are you?” she called. “Sally, what have you done? What’s that all over your face?” she asked as the child presented herself, wearing a composedly bland expression. Sally snatched up the tail of her shirt and scrubbed at her mouth.

“It’s strawberry sap,” Lily identified the agent that had reddened and stickied the child’s lips.

“You’d better not have spoiled your supper,” Betsy said.

“We’ll just say she had her dessert first tonight,” Lily said.

Sally grew thoughtful and sidled next to her mother, who stuck a hand on top of her head and propelled her toward Lily. “So, what do you think of Sally?” Betsy asked. Sally half turned toward her mother; something in the way Betsy had put that question seemed to leave open the possibility that this newly met aunt might decide to be less than enchanted with her newly met niece.

“Can the child weed?” Lily asked, after she studied Betsy’s little girl.

“Yes,” Sally said, decisively. “I have been reading since I was five.”

This statement made her mother and Aunt Lily start to laugh at her, and they had to catch their breath before they could explain what was so funny.

But then Lily offered to drive Sally up to the house in the golf cart, and Betsy had given surprising permission for there were no seat belts, and as Sally uncertainly reached forward and grasped the dashboard, she wondered whether she ought not to be wearing a helmet for this. However, once she got over her nervousness, Sally enjoyed the ride through the woods and up a bumpy dirt driveway that jounced her bottom and whooped her stomach at the worst places. They rounded a bend and were surrounded by a meadow filled with yellow flowers and a phalanx of swooping starlings alighting and arising with a single mind. The yellow flowers nodded on their stems as if seeing the golf cart off and away from the liveliness of the meadow and onto the calmer contours of a broad lawn that sloped (rather than rushed) upwards toward a big white house. At first, Sally had thought that Aunt Lily’s house must be an apartment building because it rose so tall and had so many windows ranged across its front, but Lily said she lived in the
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