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            You Know Me

          

        

      

    

    
      My name, David Bernard Yaffe, will sound familiar, but you won’t remember why—at least not at first. Most people, I’ve found, do not. I’m grateful for that. It gives me some space, however brief. However certain eventually to disintegrate.

      When you do remember, it won’t be my face you recall. Not that the press didn’t shoot plenty of pictures. But it’s the photograph of my parents that was famous. That’s the one that’s developing now in your mind’s eye, behind your concentrated frown.

      A regular-looking couple in their early fifties. The man thick-haired, blue-eyed. Groomed. The woman’s emotions shielded by dark glasses, but her hands betraying her as they clutch the man’s coat sleeve, biting through to the arm beneath. His other hand is over hers, comforting—but the man’s attention is clearly elsewhere, ahead. Behind them, you can just see the bleak facade of the courthouse in Baltimore on a bitterly cold day.

      The man is looking directly into the camera. I can read his expression, but I defy you to do so. He is practiced at concealing his thoughts, my father. He’s a lawyer. A criminal lawyer. You’ll remember that now, too. Some of the tabloids said it was why I got off. Behind-scene wheeling and dealing? they asked. Powerful litigator calls in favors? they hinted.

      You’d like to know. I’m sure. Everyone would like to know. But I won’t lead you on. This—the story I have to tell—is not about me and it is not about that. I won’t deceive you about it, because I am at this moment no more willing to talk about Emily and what happened my senior year of high school—my first senior year— than I ever was.

      No, this is about my second senior year. About Lily. Lily, cousin of a killer. My Massachusetts cousin. Lily.

      I need to talk about Lily.
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      My cousin Lily was eleven years old when I moved into the third floor of my uncle Vic and aunt Julia’s triple-decker house at the northern end of Cambridge, Massachusetts. I drove to Cambridge from Baltimore, dully, doggedly, through one long day in sticky late-August heat the summer of 1998, which was also the summer … the summer after. My car had air-conditioning, but I kept the windows down and let the fierce hot wind off Interstate 95 slam me in the face and chest. I couldn’t be bothered to switch CDs, and so I listened over and over to R.E.M. doing the firehouse song—the only one on the album that really penetrated.

      I was almost eighteen, but instead of packing for college, I was headed for a private prep school where I would repeat my senior year of high school. I needed to do it, needed to finish and finish well, if I was to have any chance of getting into what my father called a “decent college.” If I was to get my life “back on track.”

      “As if I were a train,” I’d said to them.

      “You’ll care later,” my mother said. “Davey...” She faltered over my old nickname and then went on. “David, I swear it. I promise.”

      What could I say to that? I had no better ideas. Just revulsion. Just general, all-purpose, constant nausea.

      I knew I should be grateful that Vic and Julia had agreed to take me. Grateful for shelter far from Baltimore; grateful to be away from the Baltimore and D.C. press. From my ex-friends. From my parents. Grateful to have a future at all. Grateful, grateful, grateful. I knew what I was supposed to feel.

      “Vic and Julia and Lily are your family,” my mother said, urgent to persuade me. “Families stick together in...” She hesitated, as always. “In crises. Let them help you, David. Let them help us. Please.”

      In a way it was hilarious, hearing my mother sing the praises of her brother, Vic Shaughnessy, and his wife, Julia. Because the fact was, our family hadn’t had much to do with theirs, and it wasn’t because Maryland to Massachusetts was too far to travel. We stayed distant from my mother’s family because, in my childhood, my mother and her sister-in-law were engaged in ongoing guerrilla warfare.

      “Well, look,” my mother would say, ripping open a thick cream envelope in mid-December. “Julia’s gone all out on the Christmas cards this year. A Botticelli Madonna! Religious, but so tasteful!” And she would fire back an envelope containing a construction-paper menorah (commissioned from me) plus the contents of half a tube of silver glitter. “Imagine it, Stuart,” she’d say to my father triumphantly. “Glitter all over Julia’s dean floor.”

      “Eileen,” my father would say, his eyes amused, “is this necessary?”

      “Absolutely.”

      It was no secret that Julia disapproved of my parents’ marriage and of our Judaism. Of my mother’s in-your- face conversion from Catholicism. And, in those innocent days, my mother positively enjoyed disliking Julia. “Behave yourself,” she would threaten me, “or I’ll pack you off to Cambridge to live with your aunt Julia and go to Catholic school with your cousin Kathy!” At that time, Lily, twelve years younger than her sister, Kathy, had not yet started school.

      Odd that all these years later, my mother really had packed me off to Massachusetts to live with Vic and Julia, and to enroll in the same Catholic prep school that Kathy had attended.

      I remembered Kathy vividly, though we’d met only once, when Lily was born. I’d been seven, and fascinated with my pretty older cousin. I loved Kathy’s red hair; her laugh. I followed her everywhere that week she stayed with us, and she let me. She spent her own money at the comer store to buy me ice cream.

      She had been dead four years now, Kathy.

      “Stuart, they understand something of what we’re feeling,” my mother had said to my father, after Vic called and made the offer. I wasn’t meant to overhear. “Because of Kathy,” my mother said. “Because of Kathy, my brother understands.”
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        * * *

      

      The words back on track, back on track took up a measured beat in my head as I went through Central Square and, following Vic’s directions, got myself on Massachusetts Avenue and nosed north.

      At the umpteenth light I spotted the sign for Walden Street. I signaled for a left-hand turn, waited for the light to turn yellow and narrowly avoided colliding with an oncoming car whose driver audibly swore at me. My stomach clenched; I was too shocked even to swear back. And in that flash of danger—the few seconds when the Cambridge driver ignored traffic laws and barreled straight into my right-of-way—I suddenly knew something. I didn’t want to die.

      Other cars were honking furiously at me. I opened my eyes. Gently, I pressed on the gas again and pulled onto Walden, and then, a few streets later, onto Vic and Julia’s street.

      Like its neighbors, Hubbardston Street in North Cambridge was one-way and narrow, packed with tall wood frame houses, and full of screaming kids on Rollerblades playing street hockey. Confused by the kids and by the way each house had multiple numbers, I drove past No. 87 and had to go around the block again. This time I found Vic and Julia’s driveway. I backed into it with difficulty, turned off the car’s motor, and looked out at the house.

      And met the green eyes of a prepubescent girl who was sitting alone on the front steps, hugging her bare knees. Lily.

      I took a deep breath. There was no choice; I got out of the car. Stretched my cramped shoulder and leg muscles; felt the bones crackle. “Hey, Lily,” I croaked. I hadn’t spoken since ordering at the drive-through McDonald’s in New Jersey at noon. I cleared my throat. “How are you?”

      She didn’t move. She was small, pasty-faced, and slightly chubby, with thick shaggy brown hair almost hiding her eyes. Her chin stuck out; her elbows defended her body. I had a sudden memory of the last time I’d seen her, on a chair at the funeral home, her feet dangling. Old and middle-aged people filling the room, crowding around the closed coffin, around Vic and Julia. No friends of Kathy’s. No kids at all, except Lily. And me.

      I had been having trouble breathing in the stuffy funeral home. I’d kept staring at the polished mahogany coffin lid, imagining Kathy beneath it; recalling horror movies I’d seen in which people were buried alive.

      I had wanted, powerfully, to get out of there. I had certainly not thought to spend any time with Lily. Lily, who had stared at everything from her chair. Who got paler and paler as the day of the funeral wore on, but who did not cry, even during the eulogy.

      But that was then. I drew a breath. Awkwardly, I approached Lily and sat down beside her on the steps. “It was a long drive,” I said.

      Her arms tightened around her knees. She looked steadily at me. It was difficult to look back at her, but I had learned how to meet people’s gazes, and I did it.

      “Hi,” she said grudgingly. One last, long stare, and then she got up. “I’ll tell them you’re here.” Before I could move, the screen door slammed behind her as she pounded up the inside stairs to the second floor.

      I got up from the stoop, not knowing if I should follow Lily, and waited, shifting from foot to foot. The noise from the street hockey paused for a split second before exploding into an uproar of excitement as one kid—ten million years younger than me—made a spectacular goal. In that instant of silence, somewhere above my head I heard a woman say, “Tell your father, not me.” Julia?

      But before I had time to think anything, Vic came bursting out of the front door and without warning enveloped me in an enormous hug. “David! I was starting to get worried—come in!”

      He released me, but I could still feel the shocking imprint of his arms. I backed up a half step. When was the last time my father had touched me?

      We went upstairs, Vic exploding with words as if he hadn’t talked to anyone for a month. “. . . We rent the first floor to a girl, a college student. She’s an artist but always pays the rent on time. We live on the second... You’ll want something to drink?... You should call Eileen and Stuart to tell them you arrived safely... You’re sure you’re not hungry?... You’ll be on the third floor; I’ll show you after you’ve had a chance to relax ... Sit down, sit down...” He forced me into a kitchen chair and bustled around, getting a Coke for me and a lemonade for Lily, who had perched on the edge of the counter and was watching my every move.

      Vic had put on weight in the four years since I’d seen him. He’d been gaunt then, unhealthy, but the new weight wasn’t right either. His flesh hung from his cheeks like a basset hound’s, and his eyes were anxious and tired. I accepted the Coke. I looked around for Julia.

      “You’ll be very comfortable, David,” Vic was saying. “It’s really a little apartment, not a spare bedroom. But we can’t rent it because it has only one entrance, and fire codes require two. Plus, the entrance is through our apartment, so, well, we wouldn’t be comfortable with just anyone. But you’re family, of course.”

      He sounded somehow uneasy. More so, even, than I had expected. Or maybe I thought that because I caught Lily’s face just then, squinched up in scorn. And because there was no sign of Julia. But I followed Vic’s lead.

      “It’s a big help,” I said. “Your having me.” I paused and then said it. “Thank you.” I looked right into his eyes, as my mother would want me to do. ‘Thank you. Uncle Vic.”

      “Well,” said Vic. His shoulders moved awkwardly, but he did look straight back at me. “Well...”

      The pause lengthened. I finished my drink, put down the can, and said, “Could I have a look at my room ... at the apartment now?”

      “Sure,” said Vic. He took me on a tour, Lily trailing behind.

      Vic and Julia’s second-floor apartment followed a plan that I later learned was standard in Cambridge multifamily houses. Stairs from the ground floor ended in a hallway that ran the length of the house. On one side of the hall were a bath and two bedrooms. On the other sat the kitchen, a dining room, and at the front of the house, the living room.

      In the living room, Vic unlocked and pulled open a door that I would have guessed concealed a closet. “Up here,” he said. Behind him, I saw a narrow wooden staircase. It climbed steeply upward between walls of frayed and darkened yellow wallpaper. At the top was another door.

      They were putting me in the attic.

      “One day. I’ll need to rebuild these stairs,” Vic said as we climbed. Silently, I agreed; I could hear the creak, feel the give, of the old wood under me. Lily crowded me closely from behind. For a moment we all stood on the narrow steps in the dark. Then Vic opened the door to the attic, and sunlight burst in around us.

      A living room and bedroom lay snugly under the eaves, with a counter separating a modem kitchenette from the living room. The furniture was spare but sufficient—bed and nightstand, small sofa, table and chairs. Fresh white paint dressed the walls; the wooden floor gleamed with polish. The bathroom was compact but complete, its one flaw the tininess of the tub. But who cared? I took showers anyway.

      “Wow,” I said to Vic. “It’s a great place.”

      “I just installed the kitchenette a couple of years ago,” Vic said, “and put the skylights in the roof. Divided the space.” He smiled shyly at me. “It used to be just one big room, with a bathroom that I added when...” He stopped and bit his lip.

      “It’s great,” I said again, sincerely. “I’m⁠—”

      “I should live here,” said Lily. She had seated herself cross-legged in the very center of the living room floor. Her face was expressionless. “Why can’t I move up here? Why should we give it to him?” She didn’t look at me.

      “You’re too young, Lily,” Vic said. “You’re best downstairs with us.”

      “She lived here,” Lily said. Vic turned away abruptly. Kathy, I thought. “She wasn’t that much older than I am now when she moved up here,” Lily said. The words had the whiny singsong quality of frequent repetition. “I don’t see why I can’t⁠—”

      Vic cut her off. “That’s enough, Lily.”

      A silence. Then, barely audible: “It’s all wrong,” Lily whispered.

      “Well,” I said. I found myself struggling with the desire to tell Lily she could visit me, and an equally strong—no, a stronger—desire to keep my mouth shut, to preserve the privacy I had only just realized I would have. Real gratitude to Vic and Julia filled me, for the first time. I turned to Vic. “I’d like to say hello to Julia,” I said. “I thought I heard her before.”

      Vic’s mouth tightened. “She’ll say hello later, probably.”

      Probably. “Oh,” I said.

      Lily chortled obnoxiously, and then clapped a hand over her mouth.

      I looked around again at the perfect little apartment. At Vic as he scraped away some bit of grit he’d suddenly noticed on the kitchen counter. At Lily, who had sprung up from the floor and gone to insinuate herself against Vic, who gave her an absentminded hug. At a stray slender shadow that flitted for the barest instant past the comer of my vision.

      I was tired, okay, but I wasn’t stupid. I didn’t need a high-school diploma to figure out that Julia didn’t want me there. Or Lily. But I had no choice. I was not welcome in Baltimore either. Davey had died when Emily did.

      Now I was David, and I lived in Cambridge with strangers.

      And shadows.
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      No doubt partly because of the separateness of my living quarters, but also, I was sure, because it was her preference, I did not see my aunt Julia for two full days. She didn’t even come to dinner my first evening, when Vic took Lily and me out to Harvard Square for burgers.

      During those two days, Vic was away much of the time as well—he’s an electrical contractor—and yet it was Julia’s absence that I noticed as I unpacked and tried to settle in. To my knowledge, she didn’t work. On the evening of my arrival, as I trudged upstairs with my boom box and CDs, I thought I heard her voice. But by the time I reached the landing, she’d retreated toward the back of the house. I kept listening after that, as with Vic’s help I brought up the pieces of my computer, my TV and VCR, and armloads of clothes and videotapes, but I didn’t hear her again. I certainly didn’t go looking for her.

      The next night, Vic gave me something that served as an explanation. He rapped on my door and came in, asked how the unpacking was going. Then he said, “Uh, in general, we all make do for ourselves around here. Even Lily. As you’ve got your own kitchen, Julia thought perhaps... she’s quite busy, you see, and we’ve never been ones for formal family meals. And you are pretty much grown-up. I told her you’d want to take care of yourself, you’d appreciate your privacy...”

      It took me a minute to understand what he was really saying. Then I said, “Of course. It’s very considerate of you.”

      Vic avoided my eyes. He reached out tentatively and touched my shoulder. I knew—and he knew—that this was not what my mother had had in mind when she sent me to her brother’s.

      I was beginning to wonder if this really had been Vic’s idea. Would my mother have lied about that to me? To my father? Or just to me?

      “About money for food,” Vic began.

      I cut him off. “I have a credit card,” I said. “And a bank account. My parents didn’t want me to be a burden to you. It’s no problem.”

      “But I’d like to give you⁠—”

      “No.” I looked him straight in the eye. “Thank you, but no. You’ve been quite generous as it is.” I busied myself arranging some stuff. After a few minutes Vic left, closing the door gently behind him. I thought he said something about seeing me later, but I couldn’t be sure. There was a buzzing in my ears.

      Emily, I thought. Emily.

      I wondered, did Julia believe the tabloids were right about me, and the jury wrong? I wondered, had my parents pressured them to invite me? If so, how? But it sickened me to try to think about it. Did it matter? It was done. And it was only for a year. An academic year. Nine months. I would not look beyond that.

      That night, I heard the oddest sound. It was a kind of’. . . low humming—only just audible, somehow filled with urgency and... frustration? Whatever it was, it was definitely not tuneful. At first I was barely aware of it, and then, for one bare second, it swelled and seemed to fill my ears. I sat up in bed and turned on the light, briefly imagining—I don’t know—a giant fly from a horror film? Something stupid, anyway; something nightmarish. But of course the room was empty in the harsh glare of electric light. And the sound, too, was suddenly gone: in fact my ears rang with silence. After a moment, I shrugged. I’d imagined quite a few strange things this last year. What was one more? And so I sank back into the semi-stupor that, these days, I called sleep.

      Though I didn’t see Julia, Lily was around. She parked herself on my sofa the next day and sullenly watched me unpack. Once, when I came back from transferring a pile of T-shirts to the bedroom bureau, I found her freely rooting around in a box of my books and papers.

      “Lily,” I said.

      She looked up briefly, and then bent over the box again.

      I said, “It’s rude to go through other people’s stuff.”

      Lily didn’t change her position or look up. She reached into the box and pulled out a large paperback. “Why is it rude?” she asked. She turned the book over and began to examine the back, and then I realized which one it was, and I panicked a little. I should have been more careful when I packed, but I hadn’t thought anybody would be in my stuff. And I’d wanted to bring all my books. They’d become friends, that lonely year.

      And that particular book, Emily had given me.

      “Because everybody needs privacy,” I said. I took the book from her. “And time alone. Do you understand?”

      “No.” Lily’s eyes fixed on my face and scoured it inch by inch. It unnerved me.

      “Look,” I said, “you’d better leave. I want to unpack by myself.” And, as she continued to kneel there on the floor, I walked to the open door and stood by it.

      She waited just past the point at which I was sure she wasn’t going to move. Then she got up, elaborately dusting off her knees. ‘Tell me something,” she said, as if casually. “How did you feel when she went down?”

      All the air left the room.

      Lily was leaning forward, her gaze avid, sucking at mine. ‘Tell me. Did you feel... powerful? Were you glad? Even... just for a minute?”

      I had words, somewhere inside me, but for a long moment they were formless. I thought. She’s a kid. she’s just a kid, but that didn’t help. Greg and Emily and I had been kids too. Being under eighteen didn’t mean you were innocent. Or harmless.

      “Get out,” I said.

      Again she waited. Staring; challenging. And as I began to think that I would have to pick her up and remove her bodily—and I was abruptly prepared to do it—she lifted her chin and moved past me like a diva. Her feet thunked as she descended the stairs. I closed the door behind her. I leaned against it.

      I heard my own breath come back in and out of my lungs. It sounded as if I’d been running.
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      In my hand I felt the weight of Emily’s book, and I remembered when she’d given it to me. To us. It hadn’t been long after we’d first slept together, and she’d been so delighted with herself. She’d gleefully described her embarrassment at the bookstore; how she’d dallied and hung back in line to make sure she got a female cashier. How she’d also bought a couple of mysteries she didn’t want, so that this book wouldn’t be her only purchase.

      We’d laughed so hard. And then she’d kissed me, coming in close, teasing, and I’d been as self-absorbed as an onion. Astounded at my luck and at the same time confident it was my due.

      I was smug, beyond doubt. Maybe I was even dumb, not paying attention to anyone except myself. But I cared about Emily. We were good together. She was not frightened of me. I was not obsessive and jealous. I would never have hurt her. That wasn’t me.

      That wasn’t me. Not then. Not now. Not ever. No.

      But, still... still...

      Slowly I became aware that my other hand hurt. For a long moment I could not unclench my fingers. Then, slowly, I could. My palm was bloody. I stared at it. My stomach lurched. I took in one deep breath, and then, carefully, another.

      I would not think about Emily, or about Greg’s compelling lies, or about my own doubts. I could not afford to.

      And I could not afford to waste any emotion on Lily. Or on Julia. I was here in Cambridge. I had a job to do: a year of school to complete in a strange place, surrounded by new people who would at best be suspicious of me, and at worst⁠—

      No. I wouldn’t think about that.

      I moved to the bookcase and, working rapidly, filled the bottom shelves with my old science fiction books: Asimov, Bear, Bujold, Card, Heinlein, others. I tucked Emily’s book, inappropriately, behind these other books that I needed to keep but knew I would probably not read again. Then I went to the sink to run cold water over my stinging hand.

      I would be attending a private preparatory school called St. Joan’s, which had once been an exclusive girls’ school.

      “But, ten years ago,” Dr. Edythe Walpole, the headmistress, had said during the interview that my father arranged at the beginning of the summer, “we decided to allow boys to enroll as well.” She’d fixed me with a steady look over her half glasses.

      I nodded. I didn’t really care about the school’s history. She had to know that.

      “This is a small school,” said Dr. Walpole. “Small and quiet. Fewer than a hundred students in each grade; classes with a low teacher-student ratio. We pride ourselves on the quality of our faculty; the depth of our courses. I teach a senior seminar in history, myself. Everyone who works here teaches, no matter what else they do.”

      Oh, really? I thought sourly. The custodian too? But I just nodded. I was hyperaware of my father, waiting outside the office, probably pacing. We’d flown up together from Baltimore that morning and were due to take another plane back in a couple of hours. “That sounds impressive,” I said. I wondered how much my parents were planning to pay. Twice the normal tuition? More? Despite what the papers said, we weren’t rich. How much would this year cost them, on top of all the legal fees?

      Silence had fallen. I looked up and saw Dr. Walpole paging thoughtfully through my file. I knew what she was seeing there. The A’s. The IQ number. The S.A.T. scores. Probably even the cross-country times. Davey was just about perfect, you see.

      I waited. Finally she looked up, at me, at David. “Very well,” she said. “We’ll see how it goes.”

      I said, “Thank you.” I wanted to say something else—there was a little silence in which I felt I was expected to say something else—but I couldn’t think what.

      In my attic apartment, I winced, remembering.

      School would begin the next day. There would be countless such encounters to get through. Weeks, maybe months, to make myself blend into the walls. Settle everybody down. I would just have to do it. For the rest of my life, over and over, I would have to convince everyone—including me—of my harmlessness.

      Nearly everything was unpacked. I decided to take a break, go for a walk. See if I could find some local stores. I needed a desk lamp. I needed to get out of the house for a while. I needed—badly—to run, and I would, as soon as I figured out where I’d put my running shoes.

      I went down the stairs, through Vic and Julia’s apartment, and down again. On the front porch, I nearly careened into a tall, skinny girl carrying a huge canvas. The artist, I guessed, who Vic had mentioned lived on the first floor. “Sorry,” I said. We danced around each other; somehow, the girl managed to keep her grip on the unwieldy canvas.

      Behind the canvas I caught a glimpse of her profile: dark skin, a high cheekbone, a sweep of brown hair tucked behind a lovely, delicate ear. Oddly penetrating, her eye stopped on me for an instant and my face flamed. She was beautiful, and she would think I— she’d have read the tabloids, heard what Greg had said...

      I ducked my head to hide. The girl might have said something; I wasn’t sure. I heard the rattle of her keys as she fumbled with them. Finally she got her door open and edged her canvas inside. I got just a glimpse of the interior of that first room, the living room, and it astonished me almost out of my hideous self- consciousness. The room was completely empty.

      Her door closed, softly.

      After another second I looked over at her mailbox and read the name on it. An unusual name: Raina. Raina Doumeng.
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      To my surprise, that evening I got a formal invitation to dinner. Vic knocked on my door to deliver it. “Julia is making a stew tonight,” he said. “Why don’t you come down at six?”

      “Okay,” I said, wondering if that meant she was just doing the cooking, and would therefore still not make an appearance. But when I came down that night, I found Julia in the kitchen, her back ramrod-straight, her hair shorter than I’d remembered and completely gray. She wore an apron fastened over casual clothes.

      Tentatively, I approached and gave her a bouquet of late-summer wildflowers I’d found up the street at a little outdoor fruit and vegetable market. She seemed surprised, and, if not pleased, at least not actively hostile.

      “Thank you, David,” she said, my name sounding precise and measured. She examined me and then averted her eyes politely from my long hair, grown defiantly since my Eagle Scout appearance at the trial. She instructed Lily to find a vase for the flowers. “Then tell your father we’ll be ready to eat in ten minutes.”

      Lily. All at once I could hear her unbelievable questions echo once again in my ears. I forced myself to glance at her, and found her watching me. I looked away.

      Did you feel powerful?

      She was a little girl. She could not have known what she was asking.

      In a few minutes we all took our seats. Julia sat at the foot of the small, rectangular dining room table, Vic at the head, while Lily and I faced each other across the two sides. Julia had placed my flowers directly in the center of the table, making it difficult for me to see Lily.

      And soon I felt slightly more relaxed. Julia was making an effort to be cordial, and Vic had ruffled Lily’s hair affectionately just before we sat down, making her break out briefly in a smile.

      Julia ladled out the stew, passing Vic’s down to him via Lily, and we began eating.

      “So, you start at St. Joan’s tomorrow?” Julia asked me.

      “Yes,” I said. The stew was good; I complimented Julia on it and on the bread. She thanked me. There was a little silence.

      “St. Joan’s is a very good school,” pronounced Julia finally. “I might send Lilian there when the time comes for her to attend high school. I don’t want her to stay in public school when she’s older. Because you never know. Gangs. Drugs.”
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