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To my fond imagination


Every woman in creation


Was a peach in


the Garden of Love


In its pleasant shade I wandered


Over my choice I slowly pondered


As I gazed at the branches above


All the peaches were so temptingly divine


That I couldn’t see when I picked mine


Will someone kindly tell me


Will someone answer why


To me it is a riddle


And it will be till I die


A million peaches ’round me


Yes, I would like to know


Why I picked a lemon in


the Garden of Love


—M. E. Rourke





PROLOGUE
Smith College Library
Northampton, Massachusetts
August 1977


The naked woman on the cross shocks her. The woman’s arms are stretched along a piece of wood, and her hands have been affixed to the ends. Her feet are in the process of being tied to a point near the bottom of the cross by someone whose back is turned to the viewer. The woman’s large breasts hang pendulously, and her belly is gravid. She looks as though she is on the verge of delivering a baby. Off to the side, a man in a suit and top hat, smoking a cigar, stands next to someone else, and they appear to be discussing the woman. What is this?


Cassie leans closer to examine the drawing on the table before her. The woman’s face has no features, and there isn’t a signature anywhere on the piece. It appears to have been drawn with India ink on a heavy sheet of paper. It’s so horrible she wants to look away, but she can’t. The longer she gazes at it, the tighter her gut gets.


She was jolted by the electrifying image when she first saw it. This crucifixion was resting innocently in the middle of a folder labeled K. R. E. Sketches. It was probably drawn by Kate Reed Easton, a woman Cassie located in the card catalog at the Sophia Smith Collection. Cassie suspects that Kate Easton must be some sort of relative—Reed is her own middle name, and there are other Reeds in her mother’s family. Why hasn’t she heard of Kate Easton before? Though it’s typical of her mother not to mention an ancestor—she doesn’t care about history the way Cassie does.


Of course, it’s possible that someone else drew this and Kate Easton kept it for some purpose. Cassie skims through the rest of the folder, but that’s the only drawing of a woman on a cross.


Why would someone make a sketch like this? The artist would have needed a very pregnant woman to use as a model—if she even used a model. What is happening here? And who is the artist? There’s so much to figure out. This is what Cassie loves about research: she feels like she’s a detective pursuing clues to solve a mystery.


She has to stand up and walk around while her stomach flutters with excitement. Cassie had no idea what she’d find at Smith. The number of diaries and letters in the Kate Easton Collection is absolutely blowing her mind. Maybe she’ll be able to do something with these materials.


The tall, double-hung windows nearby are so covered with ivy that the light slanting through seems nearly green. Fortunately, there’s a brass lamp on the wooden table, which she turned on after requesting several archival Hollinger boxes from a staff member. Cassie came to Smith to see if she could get some ideas concerning a possible research topic for her doctoral dissertation. According to the archivist at the front desk, the Kate Easton Collection contains fifteen linear feet of items. If this drawing is any indication, the collection is very rich. What else is here, hiding in other folders?


But there’s no way she’ll be able to dig deep right now. The exhilaration that was rising in her turns to frustration when she considers the constraints on her time.


She sits down again. It’s hot and stuffy in the archives, despite the high ceiling and the fans moving slowly nearby. Aside from the windows that fill one side of the room, the other walls are lined with shelves stuffed with books. Cassie pulls her sleeveless cotton blouse away from her chest where it has gotten stuck with sweat. She inches her skirt up above her knees. She only has two days in Northampton; the opportunity to leave Minnesota and come east arose suddenly ten days ago when her mother informed her that her sister Penny, who is pregnant, is getting married right away. There wasn’t much time for Cassie to plan for this trip.


Why didn’t Penny bother to call her about the news? Was she afraid Cassie would question her decision to get married? Now they all have to hustle to prepare for the event. Her sister hasn’t even talked to her about the wedding, hasn’t asked Cassie to stand up with her. That hurts. Penny was Cassie’s maid of honor.


Tomorrow she’ll take the bus back to Boston to catch up with her mother, who’ll drive them out to Cape Ann. She’d much rather stay here in the library.


Actually, it’s a thrill to be on her own for the first time in three years. Flaunting her freedom yesterday, she read Fear of Flying on the plane to Boston. She was struck by the anonymous quote on the first page: “Bigamy is having one husband too many. Monogamy is the same.” She had to smile at that.





CHAPTER 1
Granite Cove, Massachusetts


“The Georges and the Thomases and the Petes—if they’re there. And the Ben Juniors, we can’t forget them.”


Cassie adds these names to the list while her mother barrels her Oldsmobile station wagon down Route 128 at sixty-five miles per hour. She closes her eyes and savors the air streaming over her flushed face. It is cooler now, the farther they get from Boston. Then Cassie says, “My bus from Northampton had no air conditioning, and all the windows were jammed shut.”


“Oh, add Cousin Susan and her new husband, what’s-his-name.”


“What is his name?”


“Nanny will know.”


Cassie writes down “Cousin Susan plus?” Then she looks over at her mother. A breeze teases a tendril at Liz’s right temple, but her sandy hair is too short to fly wantonly about. “Is Cousin Susan the first person to get divorced in our family?”


“Yep.” Liz glances at Cassie. “Where are your glasses?”


“I’m wearing contacts. I hope I’ll get used to them—”


“That’s why you’re squinting.”


Thanks, Mom. Cassie knows she ought to be used to her mother’s critical remarks, but she feels them anyway. Martin says she’s simply too sensitive. She reaches over and turns on the radio, where “Go Your Own Way” is playing.


“And your hair—it’s much more becoming when it’s shorter.”


Cassie replies coldly, “I like it longer.”


Seemingly impervious to Cassie’s tone, Liz says, “Your father and I will stay in the Bungalow with Nanny, so you’ll be in charge at the Stone Lodge. Then we have the Cottage, and I’ve borrowed a couple of other houses from neighbors.”


“Did you call the Bennetts?”


“They don’t have room—Christopher’s there for the summer.”


Her high school boyfriend. Her first lover. Is he married now? She refocuses on her mother. “So, why didn’t Dad come with you?”


“He’ll drive up from Norwich Friday morning.”


Cassie stares at the landscape streaming by. So much denser than the scenery back in Minnesota.


“Did you get the caterers?” Liz asks.


“What? I thought you already lined them up.”


“I did. What I mean is, did you put them on the schedule for tomorrow?” Liz appears transfixed by a spot just beyond the top of the steering wheel.


Cassie shuffles through the lined yellow pages of the notepad. “It’s here. Of course it is.” Her mother is eminently capable of handling the preparations for Penny’s wedding, even on such short notice. “Have you met the Roses yet? I can’t believe Penny’s marrying into a family we’ve never met.”


Liz replies brusquely, “I’ll be meeting them this weekend, just like you.” She sighs. “Now, if we start with clams Friday night, chicken casserole will be good enough for dinner, won’t it?”


“Chicken casserole for the bridal dinner? That’s not very festive.”


As a newlywed, Cassie’s first experience cooking dinner from scratch was a disaster. She’d crumpled a dozen bay leaves into tomato sauce before simmering, and the result gave her and Martin such bad stomach aches that from then on, she followed recipes religiously, trying a new one from the Grand Diplôme cooking course each week. It was a way she thanked him for paying their bills.


“Well, this isn’t the Waldorf Astoria. We’re at the beach, after all. Chicken will be fine.”


“You have everything under control, Mom. As usual.”


Liz punches the cigarette lighter in and reaches for the pack on the seat next to her. Once she lights her Salem, she inhales and then exhales a stream of smoke.


A drop of sweat slides down between Cassie’s breasts. “It is so hot. Have you heard the forecast for the weekend?”


“No, why bother?” Slowing for the exit, Liz scowls at an old Rambler creeping in front of her. “There’s not much we can do about the weather.”


Cassie pulls out her Marlboros and pushes the lighter back in.


As soon as she reaches the rotary, Liz swings around the Rambler and takes the last turnoff; now they are on a narrow road that meanders along the coast.


“Mom, at Smith yesterday, I was digging around in the Sophia Smith Collection for my dissertation. I found diaries that belonged to Kate Reed Easton.”


Liz replies, “One of Nanny’s aunts. I didn’t know her well. You can ask Nanny about her.”


“I thought we must be related! While I was doing research on suffrage earlier this summer, I came upon a cartoon by Kate Easton that President Taft denounced in the Saturday Evening Post. Once I got to Smith, I looked for material about her, and I found a whole lot of stuff, but I had no idea her middle name was Reed. Did you know she drew suffrage cartoons? The librarian said—”


“Remind me to call the liquor store.” Liz threads the car through a small, unmarked driveway flanked on both sides by a low granite wall.


Cassie flips her cigarette butt out the window, annoyed. “Did you hear what I said?” She snaps off the radio, just as James Taylor starts to sing “Your Smiling Face.”


“I’m not interested in all that ancient history.” Liz is concentrating on the potholes in the skinny lane that weaves through the woods. “What time does Martin’s flight get in tomorrow?”


“Just before noon.”


“Give me the details so your father can pick him up at the airport on his way out here.”


The car reaches an open field of grass. As soon as Liz pulls to a stop, she says, “Nanny has lunch for us. You can get your stuff later.”


Once Cassie steps out of the car, she is assailed by the expanse of space and light. She hasn’t been back to Granite Cove since the summer before she and Martin married. Blue sky and sea, only a shade of color separating them, reflect each other all the way to the horizon. A bell buoy in the middle of the bay rocks gently with the waves; a few sailboats shift on their moorings. Cassie circles slowly, taking it all in. Liz strides toward the Bungalow, forcing her daughter to scramble to catch up to her.


Nanny throws open the door. “At last!”


“Oh, Nanny,” says Cassie warmly, “it’s so good to see you!”


Nanny places her hands on Cassie’s arms and bends forward so their upper torsos meet. She kisses Cassie’s cheek and steps back. “How nice that you could come help your mother with the wedding.”


Her grandmother’s smile is as sweet as ever, but the change in her appearance shocks Cassie. Nanny has lost at least ten pounds since the memorial service last winter. She even seems shorter.


“Would you two like iced tea, or something stronger? I’m having a Heineken. Help yourself, Cassie. Liz, come sit with me.”


Her mother says, “Tea for me, Cassie.”


Cassie enters the room that serves for living, dining, and cooking. Usually she sees Nanny at her home in New Jersey, so she’d forgotten how small and cozy her grandmother’s summer cottage is.


She can hear her mother on the porch now, saying, “Everyone over fifty gets a chair for the bridal dinner. The bride and groom and the rest of the class B adults can eat on their laps. I’m not going to worry about children. Their mothers can take care of them.”


Cassie finds glasses on one of the open shelves in the tiny kitchen. After she pours the tea, she heads toward the porch but pauses at the door a moment to observe her mother and grandmother through the screen. Nanny has her back to the sun as she looks at the water. Her mouth droops a little. Liz scratches something off one of her lists. Then she says, “I’ve got to decide whom to put at the Inn. Aunt Lydia, for one. I bet she’d like someplace quiet where she can hide from the action. What about the Griffins, Mummy?”


Startled, Nanny looks confused. “Oh, I don’t expect them to come.”


Cassie opens the screen door. Handing a glass to her mother, she takes the chair next to Nanny. “Class B?”


Liz replies, “Adults of your generation. Class As are my generation and older.”


“That’s a new one. You’re so organized, Mom. I admire that.”


Liz brushes the air with her hand, dismissing the compliment.


Cassie crosses her legs, hooking the right around the left, cocking her right foot at the ankle so the arrangement won’t slip. Then she notices that her mother is sitting in the same position. She smiles to herself.


Nanny says, “I’m just sorry Matt won’t be here; you’d think he’d want to be part of his sister’s wedding.”


Liz shakes her head. “I couldn’t even reach Matt to let him know. He’s somewhere in the depths of Bulgaria working on an archaeological dig with his advisor. Now, Mummy, about the service. Penny told me she and Steven want it on the lawn in front of the Lodge. How many chairs do you think we should set up?”


“I don’t know. How many people have you invited?” Then, sounding querulous, “I don’t see how you can feed so many people without more help! What are you thinking?”


“We’ve already gone over that, Mother.” In the noon glare, Liz looks a little faded, her hair a dustier red, her freckles slightly fainter. Cassie wishes she had red hair like her mother and sister rather than this mouse-brown mop. There’s no point in worrying about her looks, but sometimes she can’t help herself.


“I’m following Penny and Steven’s wishes,” Liz explains. “They want to be ‘informal.’ That’s why we’re having the wedding at Granite Cove. Of course, venues we might have considered when we started making calls were booked ages ago—”


“Oh,” Nanny says, “I meant to tell you. The caterers called. They’ll be here at nine tomorrow. If that doesn’t suit you, you’d better call them back. Cassie, the tuna is ready in the icebox, the bread’s in the breadbox. Would you put it all together? I only want a half—”


“Mummy, you’ve got to eat. Half a sandwich isn’t enough—”


“I’m not hungry, Liz.”


“Nanny,” Cassie says to defuse the rising tension, “what can you tell me about Kate Reed Easton? She was one of your aunts?”


“My mother’s sister. She was a colorful character—a suffragette.”


“A suffragist,” corrects Cassie. Liz rolls her eyes.


“And she worked tirelessly for birth control,” says Nanny. “If only Penny . . .”


Liz says, “I just hope Penny knows what she’s doing. Steven is quite—”


Cassie interrupts, “No one cares that he’s Jewish, Mom.”


“That’s not what I mean. Make the sandwiches, Cassie,” says Liz. “Give us each a whole one.”


“Yes, sir,” replies Cassie. She retreats to the kitchen. She pulls out the bag of white Pepperidge Farm bread and places it on the table. Then she opens the refrigerator. There isn’t much inside, other than several bottles of Heineken, Coleman’s mustard and Heinz ketchup, some lemons and a shriveled lime, along with Hellman’s mayonnaise and the bowl of tuna fish. As she assembles the ingredients, she thinks about the fact that at home with Martin she’s always the one to make the sandwiches. She should tell him to do it occasionally.


When she brings the platter out to the porch, Nanny asks, “Did you know I marched in a birth control parade?”


“You did?”


“I must have been about eighteen or nineteen—it was after the Great War. Aunt Kate was trying to swell the ranks with as many bodies as she could enlist. She convinced Mother to bring us all along.”


“Did you know this, Mom?”


Liz shakes her head.


“That must have been very exciting, Nanny!”


“The only thing I remember is my loose knickers,” says Nanny. “I’d lost a button and they kept sliding down, so I had to keep hauling them back up.”


Cassie and Liz chuckle at the image of Nanny, the archetype of propriety, wrestling with her underwear in public.


“It certainly wasn’t amusing at the time,” Nanny responds dryly. “Birth control was not popular, not like it is now. There’re lots of Catholics in Boston. They threw eggs and garbage at us.”


“You’re kidding! What did you do?”


“I don’t remember. I suppose we just kept marching. But that’s long ago, and now, it’s time for my nap.” Abruptly, Nanny stands and, without another word, walks into the house.


Cassie and Liz exchange a look. Cassie asks softly, “Is Nanny OK? She enjoyed talking about that march, but then she cut the conversation off.”


“Nanny is doing as well as can be expected.”


“She must miss Grandpa terribly.”


“I’m sure she does. The wall between our rooms is so thin I hear her crying at night, but she doesn’t want to talk about him. If I mention Father’s name, she flinches.”


Cassie sighs. While she collects the glasses and plates, Liz picks up the dirty ashtrays and opens the door. Both women pause to adjust to the relative gloom inside. After emptying the ashtrays into the trash, Liz says, “I’m worried about your father.”


“Why? What’s happening?”


“Over the weekend, see if you can find out what’s bothering him. He’s been coming to bed later and later, which is fine by me, but he seems a little lost.”


“What do you mean?”


“He’s taken to wandering around, looking for people to talk with. Aside from writing his weekly sermon, he doesn’t have enough to do anymore.”


“Is that because of the new minister the board hired?”


“I don’t know, Cassie. He says everything’s fine, but I can see that’s not true. Maybe he’ll talk to you.”


“How long has this been going on?”


“I can’t keep track of every little thing.” Liz sounds angry now. “I’ve got a wedding to worry about.”


“Is anything wrong with him physically?”


“Not that he’s said.”


“I hate to think Dad isn’t his usual self. I’ll ask him.”


Liz turns toward the stairs. “I’m going up now too.”


“I want to get some sun. Are there any outdoor jobs to be done right now?”


Liz stops, one leg flexed on the first step. “Why don’t you take a look at the Cottage and see what we need down there. Those beds have to be made up, but it’s much easier with two . . . never mind, we can do that together when I get up. Do whatever you want now. You’ll be plenty busy later on.”


Barefoot, Cassie steps on the tan pathway stones, taking care to avoid the black rocks, which are painfully hot on a day like this. Finally, she reaches the beach. A light breeze pricks her nostrils as she faces the sea. Not far offshore, a sailboat leans into a new tack. The movement of the water seems to call to her blood.


She wraps her arms around herself as she walks across the sand. It’s a relief to spend a few days by herself, away from Martin for the first time since their wedding. After a while she stops and stands in place, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, creating little bogs. When she is ankle-deep, she spots a particularly auspicious hole and leans over to dig for the probable clam, though several inches down she finds nothing. Once Cassie and her cousins were so adept at locating quahogs that they depleted the beach. Apparently, the clam population hasn’t recovered yet.


A door slams. The woman who emerges from the Cottage and begins to rake the grass works so steadily and smoothly she might be thirty-five, not fifty-three.


Cassie crosses the sand to her. “I see how you stay in shape, Aunt Grace.”


“Cassie!” Grace drops her rake. “Good to see you.”


“Word is you’ve made improvements to the Cottage since I was last here.”


“Let me show you.” She leads the way inside, pointing out new sliding glass doors, re-covered cushions, and a colorful straw rug in the living room.


Cassie moves over to the bookcase set against the far wall. Stooping, she skims the spines of the dog-eared paperbacks. When she pulls out a hardback copy of The Wind in the Willows, it flops open to the flyleaf, where “Grace, Happy Christmas from Father, 1933” is inscribed. She hands the open volume to her aunt, who grimaces.


Grace replaces the book. “Now,” she says, “you must see the pièce de résistance.”


Grace takes Cassie through the small dining room and the kitchen, double its former size, to the back room. Once the most cramped of the bedrooms, the babysitter’s room has been expanded by several feet in each direction, and it features a huge picture window overlooking the bay.


“I don’t know what came over me,” says Grace. “It’s completely impractical to have a house so close to the ocean with a wall of glass facing the water like this, but I couldn’t resist, the view is so great.”


“This is wonderful, Aunt Grace,” says Cassie, sitting on the queen-size bed.


Grace settles down beside her.


“When I was at Smith yesterday, I found some diaries written by Kate Reed Easton. Did you know Aunt Kate?”


“Not terribly well. I believe she went to Smith. I remember spending some time with Aunt Kate and Uncle Del at their house down the road from here. It was basically just a studio. She was a remarkable woman in many ways. An excellent portrait painter. Your mother and I would model for her when she needed someone to pose.”


“Far out! What else can you tell me about her?”


“As a child, I thought she and Uncle Del were a little scary. Sometimes they’d invite Liz and me to dinner—they were intimidating because they put such grown-up questions to us. Once she asked me if I found Van Gogh unsettling. No doubt they were trying to engage us in conversation. I just felt dumb. They didn’t know how to talk to children since they had none of their own. I never knew why. She seemed to like children well enough. She lived in Paris for a while, if I recall correctly. Ask Nanny; she’ll know more.” Standing, Grace says, “I should get back to my raking now. You know my husband keeps me jumping. Rick will be coming back here with me tomorrow. How is your nice husband?”


“Martin’s fine. Coming tomorrow, too. Are you joining us for dinner tonight?”


“Yes. See you later, Cassie. And remember, here at Granite Cove the cocktail hour starts at six!”


Cassie carries her suitcase and L.L.Bean bag stuffed full of books and papers into the Stone Lodge and up the concrete stairs to the second story. She continues down the long hall to the master bedroom, opens the windows wide, and then quickly unpacks, hanging two dresses in the closet, shoving underwear, shirts, and shorts into a chest of drawers. She sets her toilet articles on a table outside the tiny bathroom. After changing into a tie-dyed T-shirt and cut-off jeans, she arranges a pillow between her back and the headboard, stretches out her legs on the double bed, and opens the folder containing the Xeroxes. At Smith she had to race through Kate’s daily diaries, flagging those entries that caught her eye, so the staff could make copies of those pages for her to take away. She hopes she spotted the most important entries.


Last night Cassie had a dream in which she and Kate were both driving very fast. Kate’s car was right behind Cassie’s and she was calling out to Cassie, trying to convey an urgent message, but Cassie couldn’t figure out what Kate was saying. What was Kate trying to tell her?




September 1, 1912: Today I met an intriguing man named Del Easton, who is an assistant professor in botany at Harvard College. I get the impression that he has sufficient family wealth that he does not need to work, but he has such an inquiring mind that he must be well suited for a scientific profession. He asked many questions and listened carefully to my replies before following up with other precise queries, but when I directed inquiries to him, he responded very briefly. I think he must be quite shy. He has a silly sense of humor, which I like—he’s really quite endearing.


November 9, 1912: Earlier this evening at the home of one of Del’s colleagues from the botany department, I became embroiled in a heated discussion of Thorstein Veblen and his Theory of the Leisure Class. The man enrages me. Veblen does not value women in the least—he considers us to be parasites. Veblen would consign me to the ranks of leisure-class women, but my purpose in life is neither conspicuous consumption nor profligate spending. I don’t waste my time in trivial pursuits. I am much more serious—as are many other women Veblen neglects to consider in his book. I believe the difficulty lies in men who are too theoretical; their theories omit all the particularities of actual experience.


While driving me home, Del said he was surprised by the bitterness I displayed. He explained that Veblen is a satirical writer; in reading Veblen literally, I missed the point.


I saw immediately that Del was right—which silenced me at the time—but now as I think things over, I feel angrier than ever. I grant that satire can enable the reader to apprehend something in a new light, but it also allows the author to avoid making any sort of constructive statement. I comprehend what Veblen is against but not what he stands for.


February 14, 1913: Del asked me to marry him this evening. I told him that I would think about his proposal. He is a fascinating companion, and over these past months we have discovered many shared sympathies and beliefs. I was touched by the hesitant way in which he expressed his devotion, but I confess that I had to suppress a smile when he told me he had waited expressly for Saint Valentine’s Day before declaring himself. (I would not have suspected sentimentality from such a rational scientist.)


Del travels far and wide in pursuit of rare ferns, which is his area of special expertise, and I wonder how I would feel being left alone for weeks at a time. I will need to consider that.


Meanwhile, I know that I must divulge a complete account of my history, even though it may lead him to change his mind about marrying a woman with my experience.





Cassie puts the pages down. Del proposed to Kate after knowing her for—she tallies quickly—six months? Was that typical in the 1910s? For her and Martin, it was only four months between the time she started working at Faegre and Whitney and his proposal. Should she have gotten to know him better before she said yes? What does Kate mean by “a woman with my experience”?




February 16, 1913: Del and I discussed his travels. His trips generally take him away for at least two weeks at a time, and sometimes they last as long as several months. He assured me I should not be lonesome since we would be living at his home—his mother and I would have each other for companionship.


Then I told Del everything about Paris and asked him to consider whether that information changes his feelings for me. Now I await his decision. I hope he will not judge me too harshly, but if he does, then he is not the right husband for me.


February 17, 1913: Last evening Del’s opening words were that he respected me for confiding in him. He reiterated his love for me and his desire that I consent to become his wife.


I said that I will marry him. My affection for Del continues to grow. He is absolutely solid and reliable, he is kind, and he loves me dearly. I know that my mother likes him, although Evelyn is skeptical because I do not exhibit the girlish glee that she expects in one who is becoming betrothed. I told my sister that I do not feel all thrilly in Del’s presence, but I am no schoolgirl in the throes of a crush. I trust I shall never again forget myself with any man. I am attracted to Del, and at the same time I don’t believe I will lose myself in him. His physical appearance is pleasing to me, even though he is not handsome. In fact, he is so tall and lanky that he reminds me a little of Ichabod Crane—I don’t think I shall ever tell him that. Being with Del makes me feel calm and safe and happy.


We will marry soon after he returns from his expedition to Costa Rica, a country with three times as many species of fern as the United States and Canada. I look forward to the adventure of creating a new life in partnership with this intriguing man.





Did Kate fall desperately in love with some man she knew in Paris? What happened? Was he married? Cassie knows what Kate means by “losing herself.” She lost herself to a guy in college, couldn’t resist him. She’d do just about anything he wanted until she found out he had other girlfriends. She vowed she’d never let herself get carried away again. She had accepted Martin’s proposal because they had similar interests and he’s very bright. That, and she was about to turn twenty-three. All her friends were settling down.





CHAPTER 2



At six, Nanny is sitting on her front porch in a cotton print dress and white shoes, her hands in her lap. Liz, Grace, and Cassie join her, holding glasses of whiskey, wine, and Coke, respectively. Cassie enjoys a gin and tonic every now and then, but she’s much less of a drinker than the other women.


“It’s a treat not to have to drink alone,” says Nanny, surveying her daughters and granddaughter. She swirls the ice in her Canadian Club for emphasis.


The other women are dressed in skirts for dinner, since that is one of Nanny’s rules.


“Just us women,” Cassie announces, thinking of the women’s group she joined last year. It’s the only thing she does outside of school and marriage because when she started taking an exercise class at the Y, Martin complained about her being gone two evenings a week. “I have an idea, ladies. Recently I became a member of a consciousness-raising group in Minneapolis, which I really like.”


“What is that?” Nanny asks.


“It’s women sitting together in a circle. Someone asks a personal question, and then everyone answers from her own point of view.”


Grace says, “What kind of questions, Cassie?”


“Something like everyone giving an example from her own life about how she has experienced oppression as a woman.”


“That could be interesting,” Grace replies.


“Sounds like a waste of time,” says Liz.


Cassie suggests, “How about this question: Do you hope Penny’s baby will be a boy or a girl?”


Nanny says, “A girl. Girls stay closer to their mothers.”


“Boys have more opportunities,” Grace remarks.


Liz says, “This is a ridiculous exercise. I don’t see the point.”


Cassie explains, “When we talk about our personal feelings and discover our commonalities as women, it can be very empowering.”


Liz insists, “Let’s get back to business.”


“All right, Mom.” Reaching for her mother’s yellow pad, Cassie asks, “Nanny, what’s the name of Cousin Susan’s new husband?” She’s had plenty of practice being a dutiful daughter; sometimes there is comfort in playing that role.


“I can’t remember. I haven’t met him yet.”


“They live in the Boston area, don’t they?”


Liz says, “I’ll call Susan in the morning.”


Picking up her pack of Marlboros from the side table, Cassie says, “Nanny, I’ve been reading some papers I found at Smith. About Kate Easton. How old did Aunt Kate get to be?” She lights a cigarette and exhales the smoke.


“Aunt Kate? She died years ago—I’d have to look up the exact date.”


“Would you please, Nanny?”


“Then bring me the book. I think it’s on the shelf above the Franklin stove.”


Cassie fetches the family records, a mimeographed volume of seventy-five pages covering fifteen generations from the arrival of John Reed at the Bay Colony in 1638.


Grace says, “Oh, that book! The earliest information is sketchy, but the generations since the Civil War are carefully chronicled. Full details of births, deaths, marriage, and children.”


Nanny flips through a number of pages before replying. “This says she died in 1970, so she would have been over eighty.”


“Did I ever meet her?” Cassie asks, turning to her mother. “I don’t remember her. Her husband—Del—was a botanist.”


Liz, busy making notes on her yellow pad, does not respond.


Nanny frowns at Liz. “You may not have met her, Cassie,” she says, putting down the book. “After Uncle Del died, Aunt Kate spent all her summers in the Studio until she fell and hurt her back—she kept a very low profile after that.”


“Mummy,” Grace interjects, “how did you get the Cottage?”


“My mother and her sisters traded houses when they saw the way the family was growing. Mother already had the Stone Lodge, so she took these two houses next to the Lodge. Aunt Kate built the Studio. Cousin Jessie acquired a couple of houses up the hill, and Cousin Gertie had a place down the road toward Annisquam.”


“The women decided it all?” says Cassie. “Interesting. What about their husbands?”


Liz impatiently riffles through the lists on her lap.


Unperturbed, Nanny replies, “Husbands didn’t have a lot to say about it. They made up a club of their own. They even had an emblem, a lemon fastened on a white silk ribbon, from some popular song about lemons in the garden of love.”


“I’ve never heard of that song.”


“Oh, it’s an old one. Something about the women being peaches in the garden of love. I think the men must have been the lemons.”


“This is so matriarchal,” says Cassie. “What about brothers—didn’t your mother and the other aunts have brothers or sons?”


“Yes, but most of them didn’t spend much time around here, and they certainly didn’t bother to build their own houses nearby. They borrowed their mothers’. Thomas is the only exception I can think of.”


“Can we get back to work now?” Liz flourishes the cigarette in her long, elegant fingers. “I’d like to run through the schedule for the weekend to make sure everything’s straight.”


As she details the plans for the wedding, Cassie is struck once again by how much her mother loves being in charge. When Cassie got engaged, she was working in Minnesota, so Liz handled all the arrangements for her wedding at their family home in Connecticut three years ago. She’s pondering the parallels between preparing for a wedding and a military campaign when Liz’s voice breaks through. “Quiches and cold cuts sound perfect for lunch on Saturday, Grace, but won’t that be an awful lot of work for you?”


“Actually,” Grace says, “I have twenty-five quiches in my freezer right now.”


“Why would you have so many, Aunt Grace?”


“Rick and I miscommunicated. I thought he wanted me to make enough quiches to provide brunch for the class celebrating its twenty-fifth reunion at Governor Dummer. I was wrong.” Rising, she asks, “Anyone want a refill?”


Cassie collects glasses and follows her aunt into the house. As they refresh everyone’s drinks, Grace whispers, “Isn’t Mummy doing well? I’m so proud of her.”
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