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Junctions


“Envy is natural to man.”


—HERODOTUS




Chapter One


If the gray clouds in the sky had not suddenly split apart and released an explosion of rain, Jewel Fairchild would have chosen to walk back to the train station on the shady road between two walls of green shrubs and trees. It was really amazing that such peace and quiet could exist not many miles from the crowded streets where she lived and worked. But had this entire day not been amazing?


Cassandra Wright, the owner and CEO of Wright Glassworks, had been riding her horse and, having come too close to a fence post, had hurt her leg. She would have to stay at home for a few days—an unheard-of occurrence at the Glassworks, where her dawn-to-dusk work ethic was legendary. Her efficient secretary had spent most of the day on the phone, as Mrs. Wright was directing the business from her home. (Even though Cassandra had been married twice, she insisted on being called Mrs. Wright because Wright was the name of her ancestors and her business, and the politically correct Ms. was way too trendy for her taste.) When it was discovered late in the afternoon that an important paper required the CEO’s signature, Jewel, who was a receptionist at the Glassworks, had been summoned by her supervisor and told to hand-deliver the document to Mrs. Wright’s home. Although to call the place a “home” was to understate so totally the grandeur, the dreamlike otherworldliness of it, it was almost funny.


Of course Jewel had known that Mrs. Wright and her family wouldn’t live in a hut, but she’d never seen anything like what she’d seen today. Now, as she leaned her head back on the seat of the car in which the Wright family gardener was driving her back to town, she went back over every moment of the last few hours, trying to fix them in her memory forever.


First there had been the train trip out of Wrightstown, the busy city that was named for the glassworks that gave it its reason for being. Cassandra Wright didn’t live near her business—of course not. She lived out in the country where the air was pure and the nights were quiet. There was a special spur off the main train track with a station at the end that serviced the area. Jewel had walked from the train station—it hadn’t started raining yet—and after about fifteen minutes, she’d approached a big white house gleaming in the gray gloom of the day.


Inside the house everything gleamed too. A woman who identified herself as the housekeeper had answered the door and led Jewel into the foyer, where she had a quick impression of glossy furniture, silk, crystal, and photographs in silver frames. Light sparkled from a chandelier above her; on a wall opposite a sweeping staircase there was a huge painting by some artist with a French name. The housekeeper had said the name, but Jewel had been too busy taking in all the splendor to register it.


The housekeeper led her through a series of hallways and rooms—more rooms than anybody would think one family could use. In the main hall a clock chimed like music. A rare treasure this clock was, according to the housekeeper. But by then Jewel was beginning to realize that the word “treasure” described everything in this place.


At first she was too overwhelmed to do more than stare. But slowly, a need started to grow inside her to touch what she was seeing. As the housekeeper hurried her along, she dug a foot into the carpet to feel the depth of the silky nap; she allowed a finger to trace the back of a richly brocaded chair. If she could have, Jewel would have inhaled all of it; she would have done anything, anything to take all this gleaming beauty inside herself, to own it, just for one second.


* * *


There was only one object in the place that did not seem to gleam. Actually, she wasn’t an object, she was a young girl, and she was sitting on a sofa reading a book. She, her book, and the sofa were all in the library, which was where the housekeeper had brought Jewel.


“You can wait in here and I’ll get Mrs. Wright …,” she’d started to say to Jewel, but the girl had looked up and the housekeeper had realized that they were not alone. “Oh, I’m sorry to disturb you, Miss Gwen, I didn’t see you there,” she said. The girl didn’t seem surprised that she’d been overlooked. “This is a person from the glassworks come to give your mother a paper to sign,” the housekeeper went on. “I’ll put her in the sitting room.”


“It’s all right,” the girl said. “Let her stay.” Her voice was light and soft and there was a trace of something in it that Jewel wanted to say was snooty. She looked at the girl; this was Gwendolyn Wright, Cassandra Wright’s daughter—her adopted daughter. In Wrightstown, the fact that Queen Cassandra had adopted this girl made her something of a celebrity, or at the very least, an object of curiosity.


It only took Jewel a second to pass judgment on her. “Miss Gwen,” she decided, was dull. Her face wasn’t exactly homely, but it was just like the faces that you see on the street when you walk around a city or go to a mall, and would not recognize if you were to see them again. Her hair was red, but not a vibrant shade, it was rather washed-out. Her eyes were a nondescript brown. The only bright things about her were the gold bracelet glinting on one arm and the gold wristwatch on the other. She looked up at Jewel and nodded. “I’m sure Mother will be along any minute,” she said. She hesitated as if she was going to say something more, then changed her mind. Two pink spots flared in her cheeks and she looked down at her hands which were folded in her lap. And there her gaze stayed, while the silence in the room grew from being merely uncomfortable to downright insulting.


She didn’t even offer me a glass of water! Jewel thought indignantly. I may not have been raised in a big house with clocks that are treasures and pictures that were painted by people whose names you can’t pronounce, but even I know that’s no way to treat a visitor in your home. Where are her manners?


As if she’d heard the unspoken rebuke the girl finally looked up. “Please sit down,” she said. She smiled awkwardly.


She’s shy, Jewel thought. So shy she’s tongue-tied. The realization was a surprise. The girl was wearing hundreds, maybe even thousands, of dollars’ worth of jewelry, and she lived in a palace! How could you be shy with all of that? But the two pink spots had now turned crimson and were spreading across Gwen Wright’s plain face.


I guess it’s up to me to help us out, Jewel thought. She smiled her own wide, welcoming smile; she had a beautiful mouth and perfect teeth and she knew how to use them. A picture of the face she saw each day in the mirror flashed through her mind. Unlike Gwen Wright’s drab tresses, her own hair was a shimmering mass of ebony waves. Her wide blue eyes—really they were closer to violet—were fringed with thick lashes, her complexion was porcelain white, her nose was as beautiful as her mouth, and as for her figure … well, let’s just say she’d never had any trouble attracting boys. Her beauty was her talisman, which was why it always came to mind when she needed extra confidence. Not that she needed any at all to talk to this dull, tongue-tied girl who was glancing longingly at the book good manners had forced her to put aside.


“What are you reading?” Jewel asked, to break the ice.


“Le Petit Prince by Saint-Exupéry.” She pronounced it with the same nasal accent the housekeeper had used when saying the name of the artist who had painted the picture in the foyer.


“That’s French, isn’t it?” Gwen nodded. “Do you speak it?” Another nod. Jewel was starting to get annoyed. She was willing to do her best to keep a conversation going, but a little help from Miss Gwen would have been nice. After all, she was the one who had had all the advantages—she even spoke French, for heaven’s sake! But it was as if it was Jewel’s job to smooth things over for her, and it was Gwen’s right to be taken care of. Jewel was willing to bet she got away with this kind of thing all the time.


Then miracle of miracles, the mute one spoke. “I’m going to Paris, you see, so I need to bone up on my French. Hence Exupéry.”


Her lack of enthusiasm made Jewel even more annoyed. I’ve never been anywhere, not even to Boston or New York; she’s going to Paris and she looks miserable about it.


“I know I should be excited.” Gwen seemed to read her mind again. “But the thing is, I’m going with Mother.”


And that did explain some of Gwen’s attitude. Jewel had a brief but vivid vision of the formidable Mrs. Wright, whose every instruction at the glassworks was carried out with every t crossed and every i dotted. The instructions were always graciously given, but they were obeyed in record time because no one could imagine what might happen if they weren’t. Mrs. Wright was a stickler for order at home too, as everyone in town knew from her servants’ gossip. Jewel tried to imagine what it would be like to take a trip with a woman who insisted that her mail must be sorted in a tray by the time she walked in the door from work, whose Christmas presents were wrapped and ready to be delivered by December first. Her decorations consisted of one wreath that was hung on her front door and one electric candle that was placed in the front window because, as she had famously decreed, more would be vulgar. No, Cassandra Wright would not be an easy traveling companion. On the other hand, she was taking her daughter on the trip of a lifetime! So what if she was a stickler for order and punctuality. Jewel would have put up with a lot more than that for a chance to see Paris!


“I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time,” Jewel said politely. “Paris should be very … interesting.”


“Oh, yes,” Gwen said. “The trip will definitely be interesting.” And for the first time Jewel thought she saw a spark of humor in the nondescript brown eyes. It vanished the next moment when Mrs. Wright entered the room.


Jewel had seen the woman at the glassworks, of course. She passed Jewel at the receptionist’s desk every morning on her way to her own office, and always threw a “Good morning, Jewel” over her shoulder as she went by. Cassandra Wright never seemed hurried when she moved through a room, but you always knew she was going to get where she wanted to go. And woe to anyone who waylaid her. “Purposeful” was a good word for her; “regal” was another.


Seeing her here at home, she was still regal, but there were differences too. First, there were the dogs that bounded in at her side. One was a collie she called Missy and the other an exuberant mutt named Hank. Mrs. Wright made them both sit, and cooed “good dogs” in a tone of voice Jewel couldn’t have imagined her using. Then there was the way the woman was dressed. At work she wore structured pastel suits that were always in the latest style; the tweed skirt and gray turtleneck she was wearing at home had been softened by wear, and she seemed softer too. Her graying brown hair was tucked into her signature chignon, but a few tendrils had escaped around her face. Her high cheek-bones, chiseled mouth, and deep-set, intelligent eyes all seemed gentler somehow. Part of the reason might have been the injury to her right leg and the slight limp that slowed down her usual brisk movements, although her posture was still perfect; Cassandra Wright came from the class that would have a straight back in the coffin. And now, in her presence, it was Jewel’s turn to be tongue-tied.


Fortunately no one seemed to notice. The documents were produced and whisked away by the housekeeper to be perused and signed at Mrs. Wright’s leisure. Jewel was thanked for coming out in such inclement weather as if she had had a choice in the matter. Then it was all over and Mrs. Wright was saying, “You can’t possibly walk to the train station in this rain. If Gwen had her driver’s license, she could drive you, but she won’t be getting it for a week or two. Can you imagine? She’s delayed it for two years! She already has her own car but she has yet to drive it.”


“I don’t like cars; they’re dangerous,” said Gwen. She seemed to have gotten even duller since her mother had come into the room. “Driving is too big a responsibility.”


Her mother dismissed the statement with a shrug and turned back to Jewel. “I’ll ask our gardener, Albert, to take you back to your home. It’s too late for you to go back to work today. Albert is a very nice man and we’ve known him forever.”




Chapter Two


As he drove Jewel home, Albert proved to be not only a nice man, but a talkative one. In the space of five minutes he had pointed out the stable where Mrs. Wright boarded her beloved horses, and told several stories about her prowess as a rider in her youth.


“You know Mrs. Wright very well,” Jewel said, to say something.


“I’ve been with the Wright family for twenty years” was the proud reply. “And if I wasn’t going to be seventy-eight this month I wouldn’t be retiring. Mrs. Wright is the salt of the earth, let me tell you.” He looked at Jewel in his rearview mirror, as if he was waiting for her to chime in with her own praise of the great lady. But Jewel was thinking about the beautiful white house, now gleaming in the rain, that was receding behind them. The sense of well-being and pleasure she’d felt while she was inside it was receding too—in spite of her efforts to recapture it.


When her supervisor had asked her to take the papers to Mrs. Wright, she’d felt like a schoolkid who had been given an unexpected recess. Then she’d gotten a glimpse of a paradise she’d never dreamed existed. Now the recess had been canceled; she’d been politely ushered out of paradise, and was on her way back to reality. Tomorrow she would go back to her dreary job and smile and be sweet because no one must ever know how much she hated it. That was what she had to look forward to. And behind her in the white house was a girl who complained about going to Paris and didn’t even appreciate her car enough to drive it.


Gwen Wright probably has more money in her pocket than I have in my whole bank account. I’ll bet she doesn’t know how much she has; she’s never even counted it. I know to the penny how much I have. Because I have to know.


Albert broke into her reverie. “Did you see that mutt, Hank? Mrs. Wright took him in even though she has Missy, that’s her collie that wins all the awards,” he said. “Mrs. Wright can’t stand to see any animal in trouble. That little stray showed up at the back door loaded with mange, and one of its legs was full of buckshot where some farmer had shot it up. Anyone but Mrs. Wright would have had the dog put down but she told that vet to do whatever he had to, to save it. I don’t know how many operations it took, it cost the earth, but now that mutt lives in the house and it has a bed right next to Missy’s, and Mrs. Wright doesn’t make a particle of difference in the way she treats both of them. That’s the kind of person she is.” He paused, and once again, Jewel knew that was her cue to respond.


“Mmmm,” she said.


That wasn’t nearly good enough for Albert. “Look at the way Mrs. Wright took in Gwen when she was just a baby. That poor little thing was all alone in the world.”


“Babies who are put up for adoption usually are.”


“But that poor little one—”


“Oh, for Pete’s sake!” she cut him off. “You feel sorry for Gwen Wright? Have you looked at the bracelet she has on her arm? Gold, with diamonds in it.”


“Mrs. Wright gave it to her for her eighteenth birthday. That’s my point, she’s so good to Gwen … after everything that—” Suddenly he stopped short. He’d been intending to say more and he’d stopped himself.


“After what?” Jewel asked, her bad mood instantly replaced by curiosity.


“Nothing. Just … Mrs. Wright is a good woman, that’s all.” But that wasn’t what he’d started to say.


“Because she wanted a baby and she adopted one?” Jewel baited him. “There’s nothing wonderful about that! People do it every day.”


“But Mrs. Wright didn’t want this baby. … She couldn’t have!”


The words had slipped out, Jewel could tell. And there was no way she was going to let him clam up now. “What are you talking about?”


“It’s not important.”


“What do you know about Mrs. Wright and Gwen?”


“Nothing. That is … I don’t really know. …”


“But there’s something you think you know. What?”


“It’s not like the Wright family confides in me. …”


“It’s something wrong, something bad. …”


“It’s not bad!”


But there was something suspicious about it. Jewel could smell it.


“Just drop it!” The old man was really upset now.


“Okay. But if you won’t tell me, I’ll start asking around. And in a town like this, you know someone will know something. It would probably be better if I heard it from you instead of digging up a lot of old dirt.”


He seemed to realize the sense of that. She saw him gather his thoughts for a second, then he plunged in. “Mrs. Wright has had her own share of troubles. Life hasn’t been as easy for her as everyone thinks. Her first husband died in a car accident—”


“Yes, I know about that!” Now that he’d started to spill his secret, Jewel wanted to hurry him along. “He was on a business trip in New Orleans. Checking on a glassworks outlet down there.”


“It wasn’t like that, not quite.” Al paused. “The truth was, that man was no good. Most people didn’t know it, because he was so friendly and likeable and he was on the boards of so many charities and all … but some of us who saw him up close … we had his number.” He paused again. Would he never get on with it? Jewel bit her tongue. “Do you remember what he looked like?” he asked.


Jewel tried to dredge up an image in her mind and failed. “I was only four when he died,” she said.


“He had red hair. Not bright red, kind of dark. Like Gwen’s.”


It took Jewel a moment to grasp his meaning, then: Oh, my god! she thought, as icy prickles ran up and down her spine. “Are you saying …?”


“I’m saying I don’t know for sure. But all the servants in the house knew that man cheated on Mrs. Wright. He had been doing it for years. And the outlet in New Orleans was his idea and it never made any money. …”


“So if he did have a mistress down there …” Jewel’s mind was reeling. “Did Mrs. Wright know her husband was running around on her?”


“I’m sure she suspected it, but I don’t think she would have stayed married to him if she’d known for a fact.”


“So she found out about the baby after his death.”


“And she took it in. Her husband’s illegitimate child.”


“And she never told anyone.”


“Just Gwen’s nursemaid Mavis, and Mavis told me in strictest confidence. Mrs. Wright wanted to protect Gwen from the humiliation—”


“She wanted to protect herself!” Jewel said. And it was astonishing how much she liked the idea of proud, regal Cassandra Wright forced to confide in the hired help and lie to the rest of the world.


“If she had really wanted to protect herself, she would have left Gwen with no one to care for her,” Albert said hotly. “But taking her in was the right thing to do, and Mrs. Wright—”


“Yes, yes. She’s a saint!” Jewel said, but her mind was racing. “Does Gwen know?” she asked Albert. “About her father?”


“Of course not. I told you, Mrs. Wright protects her. And you can’t say a word about any of this. Like I said, I’m the only one Mavis told, and …”


She gave him an injured look. “Albert, I’m not that kind of person.”


He seemed reassured—but only a little. “I wouldn’t want anything to hurt Gwen.”


“Of course not.”


“You see, she’s a good kid. But she’s … well, she’s different. Yes, that’s it. Different.”


* * *


Different. The word kept repeating itself in Jewel’s head for the rest of the ride home. Yes, Gwen Wright is different. From me, anyway. She’s eighteen and I am twenty-two. Her mother was a tramp who slept with a married man, and mine was a decent woman who got married and took care of five kids until she was so worn out she died. Now the tramp’s daughter has everything a person could ever want, and I have to scrape by.


So she was adopted. And there’s a nasty story about it. And it’s been kept from her so she doesn’t know where she came from or who she was. Tough. But no tougher than the way I had it after Ma died and a half a year later Pop found another wife and then scooted off as far as you can go without dropping into an ocean.


Albert said Gwen’s different, but what he means is she’s special. So she shouldn’t have to face life like the rest of us do. Well, who the hell decided that?


* * *


“Duffy Street—is this the place?” Albert asked. Jewel had been so busy with her thoughts she hadn’t even noticed that they’d reached the city.


“Yes, here. Stop in front of the delicatessen. I live over it, on the third floor.”


“Then here you go.”


“Thank you. Good night, Albert.”


“Uh … Jewel …?”


“Mum’s the word, Albert. I promise.”


“Well then, good night.”




Chapter Three


Jewel got out of the gardener’s car and watched as the last vestige of her visit to paradise drove off. Now you’re back in your world, Jewel, she told herself. Here it is in all its glory—two flights of rickety old stairs up to the third floor and the owners are too cheap to have brighter lights. Be careful not to stumble and break your leg. Now you’re in the apartment—so called—two rooms and a kitchenette—so called. Compare that with what you’ve just seen. The rugs like dark blue velvet, the fern plant in the cut-glass bowl on that little table. It looked like mahogany. It had to be mahogany, so dark and shining. … But now you’d better stop comparing, because if you don’t it’ll drive you crazy. Still, you will never forget the home where Gwen Wright lives, not until the day you die. You’ll think about it before you go to sleep at night, and you’ll daydream about it when you’re awake. You’ll dream about that house the way other women dream about finding their true love.


There was a rocking chair in Jewel’s living room—so called—the one new piece of furniture she’d bought for herself. She sat in it now, closed her eyes, and tried to let the back-and-forth motion soothe her. But it didn’t work. Not tonight. She looked around her room in the darkness. She’d been so pleased with herself when she’d moved to Wrightstown; she’d been sure she was moving up in the world.


Wrightstown had been built on a river, like so many New England towns. The township had been founded before the Wrights had established their world-famous glassworks—no one could remember what it had been called in those pre-glassworks days—but it was because of the glassworks that it had grown and remained vibrant while other small communities in the area had withered away. There were jobs to be had in Wrightsville, and because of that, other smaller businesses flourished there too. There were restaurants and movie theaters and a shiny new mall just a few miles away from the center of the thriving city. There were doctors and lawyers and dentists and teachers. There was even a theater that showed the occasional road show from New York as well as rock concerts and other special events. There were rich neighborhoods, full of gracious homes, that climbed up the hills that surrounded the city, and poorer neighborhoods with meager but tidy bungalows crowded near the railroad tracks. These were the homes that had been built for the employees of the glassworks a century earlier. Some of these old areas had fallen into disrepair in the seventies and the eighties and were now being rediscovered by smart young people who had graduated from college and were rehabilitating them. Wrightstown had its own college too.


Jewel had not come from Wrightstown. Her home was farther up the river, a smaller, meaner little community that had surrounded a textile mill in the days when Americans still manufactured their own fabrics, yarns, and threads. Jewel’s father had come there from his family’s failing dairy farm, a smart, angry boy whose anger came from the fact that he was smart and had wanted to go to college but he hadn’t had the money. Instead he’d had to rely on his clever hands. The only work he’d been able to find in the dying textile town had been with a cabinetmaker. The shop where he worked was not a place that did the kind of custom work with fine wood that might have satisfied his soul. He built ugly, boxlike cabinets with cheap hardware to be sold to people whose kitchens and bathrooms were as drab as his own. He came home at night smelling of wood and sweat and machine oil. Jewel couldn’t remember seeing him without sawdust in his hair, not even on Sunday.


Her mother had not been as smart as her father, but she had been a beauty. It was from her ma that Jewel had gotten her spectacular eyes, mouth, and hair. As a child, Jewel had watched her mother’s beauty disappear as lines brought on by stress and worry etched themselves on her lovely face, first between the eyes, then under them; then finally the lines became trenches along the sides of her mouth, pulling it down until the smile that had once been radiant was a grimace. It was money, or the lack of it, that had robbed Ma of her youth and her pretty smile. Money made all the difference—always.


Jewel shifted in the rocker. A picture had come into her mind, one she didn’t want but she couldn’t push it away. It was just a snapshot of a moment that was over in a second—but it was one of those moments that can put a life on a certain course forever. It had happened at the end of the day, when her father had come home. As usual he was tired and out of sorts. Ma had served the dinner that had been cooked with an eye to a dwindling paycheck rather than taste and pleasure, and she had watched Pop’s bad temper mount. And Jewel had watched her. Ma had looked at the children gathered around her table—more mouths than they could feed—and then she looked again at Pop. And her eyes were full of the kind of exhaustion that reaches down into the bones. It was as if she was carrying some burden that was so heavy that she was going to sink under its weight. And Jewel, who was way too young to know anything about the ways of men and women, nevertheless understood it. Because Pop’s fatigue and bad temper had never interfered with his … well, Ma would have called them his needs. If anything, the urgency of them seemed to increase with his weariness—and his bad temper. And his needs meant more kids—nothing had ever interfered with that. Ma knew this was going to be another night of needs and as she looked at Pop and the children, she was beaten. Jewel jumped up to take the bowl out of her mother’s hands and started serving the potatoes herself. That was how it had begun. That was how Jewel became one of those girls for whom the carefree years of childhood are a myth because they have taken on the job of helping.


Over the years, there was a lot of helping to be done, for, added to the usual household chores, there was always at least one person in the overcrowded little house who had some kind of physical ailment: a broken arm, or measles, or a bloody nose resulting from a boyish fistfight in somebody’s backyard.


What Jewel remembered most was the ugliness of it all, the turmoil of clothing ready for the wash, of unmade beds and a cluttered kitchen where meals were eaten while everybody was in a hurry, going or coming and going again. Everyone in town seemed to have more money than Jewel’s family had. Their houses had nice curtains on the windows and their girls went to school wearing nice clothes. Jewel wanted to be well dressed and well groomed. She never was. Her hands were rough from washing and cleaning; her beautiful hair was cut bluntly with scissors at home. There was no time for a trip to a beauty shop, no money for a carefully styled coiffure or manicured nails tinted a shining pink.


One bright day, when she was eighteen, Jewel went walking alone beyond the town. She kept on going until she reached the farm country where cornfields bordered the road on either side, and as the wind rushed, the cornstalks swung. Clouds overhead clove the blue. She had heard in school the words “lapis lazuli.” Was this it? And suddenly before her eyes, Jewel saw how the ocean must look as the sky arches over it. She saw enormous waves plunge through the vastness. Everything was alive. Everywhere and everything, from the ocean to the growing corn, to the birds that passed high overhead, all moving things going, going somewhere. Somewhere!


* * *


Jewel opened her eyes and stopped rocking. Now she was no longer eighteen, and she was going nowhere. Her life was empty and she had no idea how to fill it. Of course a man would be a solution, and she’d met quite a few attractive men who were attracted to her. But she hadn’t loved any of them. Because the men who came her way were in the same predicament she was: working hard and not having enough to show for it. And she wasn’t going to risk winding up like Ma.


She got up to pull down the shade. The rain and wind were bending back a scrawny tree that was just beyond her window. Beyond the tree was the endless dark. She turned away from the window; she was going to bed. One way to get rid of the pictures in her mind was to sleep.


* * *


Sleep was coming slowly. Too slowly. Jewel twisted and turned in the bed sheets, kicking them off and pulling them back. This didn’t happen to her often—thank heaven—but tonight the pictures were stronger than her will; they kept on coming. Now she was back to that wonderful house and that nobody of a girl who didn’t seem to belong there. Then she was in the car with Albert and he was telling her about Cassandra Wright’s great secret. The secret from which Gwen Wright had been so carefully, lovingly protected. Protected as Jewel had never been. A thought joined the pictures racketing around in Jewel’s brain. I wonder what would happen if Gwen were to find out. She tried to push the thought aside, but like the pictures it just kept coming back.




Chapter Four


The morning after the rainstorm dawned, as such mornings usually do, clear and achingly beautiful. But that was not the reason why Gwen awoke and knew she couldn’t stay inside. The encounter with the girl who worked at the glassworks had upset her … only upset wasn’t the right word. What Jewel had done—that was her name, Jewel—was send Gwen back to a place she had thought she’d left behind. It was a gray place, full of foggy emotions, which could engulf her if she wasn’t careful.


When Jewel Fairchild had appeared in the library, Gwen had to keep herself from gasping. She’s so beautiful! Gwen had thought. Like a tropical flower, with that white skin and those blue eyes and that red, perfect mouth—I can see how red it is through her lipstick. Even her teeth are bright when she smiles, and her smile is delightful. And a stab of an emotion Gwen recognized as her old nemesis, envy, had shot through her. And once again she remembered the day she’d turned five.


* * *


Gwen jumped up, went to her closet, and reached for her clothes. She was not going to think about her fifth birthday, not today, she told herself. But after a moment it was clear that blotting it out was going to be easier said than done. It was a part of her personality—maybe it was a curse—that things that had happened long ago stayed as fresh with her as if they had happened in the last five minutes. This was especially true with incidents from her childhood. And that fifth birthday still seemed to encompass everything Gwen had been as a child—all her doubts and angers.


She had known that her party was not going to be an elaborate affair; her guests were all from the public school that her mother insisted she attend and Cassandra would never have had the bad taste to outshine the other children’s parties. Besides, she didn’t believe in conspicuous displays. There would be no pony rides or hired clowns to help celebrate Gwen’s fifth year and Gwen didn’t expect them. However, she had expected that on her special day she would be the.best-looking girl in the room. She was relying on her new dress to accomplish this feat for her—from an early age she had known she was not pretty. But her party dress was more than pretty; in Gwen’s young eyes it was nothing short of magnificent. She had chosen it herself on a trip to Wrightstown’s most expensive department store. She’d been attracted by the magic of the fabric—an iridescent silvery taffeta that shimmered with different undertones as the light caught the folds of the skirt; now they were blue, now they were green, and every once in a while there was a glint of red. The dress itself was plain in design, with small puffed sleeves tied with black velvet ribbon and a simple heart-shaped neckline; there were no ruffled frills, no lacy trim, nothing to distract from the material. Gwen had known instantly that she wanted it, but as usual, she hadn’t trusted her instincts, and so she had pointed it out tentatively to her mother. To her enormous relief, Cassandra had appreciated it as much as she did. In fact, she’d seemed extremely pleased—to say nothing of surprised—with Gwen’s choice. “It’s perfect,” she’d said. “How clever of you to have seen it among all those poufy dresses.”


Swelling with pride, Gwen had watched as the precious garment was paid for, and packed in a box with the department store’s name on the lid. She had carried it home in the car on her lap. And on the day of the party she had put it on confidently, knowing that she would be prettier than all the other girls.


There are times in our lives when the vision in our mind of how an event should unfold is so strong that it blocks us from seeing what is happening in reality. That was why Gwen didn’t realize that her dress was not working the hoped-for miracle. True, none of the other little girls had mentioned it—as it always is with females, be they five or fifty, it was the other girls she wanted most to impress—but she had faith that given time and opportunity they would. Meanwhile she was being shunted more and more to the outskirts of her own party as the other, more sociable children congregated in the center of the living room. It was at that moment that a latecomer named Carol Anne Jenkins had walked in.


By the age of five, most children know who among them will be the winners in the battle for attention and popularity, and who will be the losers. Every one of Gwen’s little classmates knew that Carol Anne was a winner. Not only did she have blond hair that fell naturally into long shiny curls, and large blue eyes, she took tap lessons and had once been asked to entertain at a variety show given by the Rotary Club. Adults loved her, and through sheer personal charisma she managed to be popular with her peers in spite of it.


Carol Anne was wearing a pink tulle dress. “Mama made it for me,” she announced proudly. “And the petticoats too.” There were three of them pushing up the skirt—liberally trimmed with ruffles—until it stood out from her waist at almost a forty-five-degree angle. Fake pink roses tied with pink satin bows were buried in and among the tiers of ruffles; more roses, ribbon, and white lace edged the bodice of the dress and the sleeves.


Years later Gwen would realize that the fabric was a slick synthetic and Carol’s mother sewed for her because the family couldn’t afford to buy ready-made, but at that moment at her birthday party, Gwen only knew that Carol Anne Jenkins had stolen her day. If Gwen had been asked what she was feeling she would have said, “I’m not enough.” And she hated feeling that. In mounting anger, she watched as the other girls flocked around the thief gushing over the roses and the ruffles. Finally Gwen couldn’t stand it anymore. She inched her way through the admiring throng until she was at Carol Anne’s side, then as Carol Anne accepted compliments—compliments that should by rights have gone to the birthday girl—meek and mild little Gwen Wright reached out and yanked one of the golden curls as hard as she could.


Carol Anne began to cry, Cassandra and Gwen’s nanny came rushing in, and by the time the adults had sorted out the different versions of the incident offered by the witnessing children, Gwen was already regretting what she’d done. She probably would have said she was sorry on her own, if Cassandra hadn’t pursed her lips in the way that required instant obedience and said, “Gwen, I’m ashamed of you. Apologize to Carol Anne immediately.”


All of Gwen’s grievances came back to her, and iron entered her soul. She raised her head to look her mother in the eye and shook her head.


Cassandra was stunned. She couldn’t believe she was being defied. “I told you to apologize, Gwendolyn,” she repeated.


This time Gwen whispered, “No.”


She’d been ordered to go to her room while the other children were served cake and ice cream and sent quickly on their way home. After they were gone, Cassandra had come upstairs to see her. With stubborn pride Gwen had refused to cry and she had refused to explain herself. But like the superwoman she was, Cassandra had seen into Gwen’s mind and understood what had motivated her.


“Jealousy is a particularly ugly emotion,” she’d said, “especially for someone in your position who has so much. Giving in to it is nothing more than self-indulgence, and refusing to acknowledge what you’ve done is beneath you.”


But Gwen still couldn’t choke out the words “I’m sorry.”


There was no way to tell her mother why. Perhaps at that age she didn’t even know all the reasons herself. Years later she would understand that it hadn’t just been the one party where she’d felt like she was “not enough”; she’d been feeling that all of her life. And the person who had made her feel that way—the person who was not going to get the satisfaction of an apology from her—was Cassandra.


* * *


Gwen had finished dressing. She was wearing her favorite outfit for early autumn; a flared corduroy skirt, and a light sweater with a flannel shirt tossed over it, in case there was a nip in the air. She could tie the shirt around her waist if the weather warmed. As a concession to the rain of the previous evening and the wet grass, she had pulled on an old pair of boots. She sat at the vanity table she seldom used, and briefly contemplated, then rejected, the idea of putting on some lipstick. She looked at herself in the mirror.


Obviously, she was as capable of jealousy today as she had been when she was five. And she didn’t want to be. She agreed with Cassandra: It was a particularly ugly emotion when you had been given as much as she had. And she’d gotten better over the years. It had taken a truly beautiful girl like Jewel to bring on an attack of the devil voices that whispered that she was inadequate. Well, at least this time she hadn’t reached out and yanked a handful of the shining blue-black hair that fell in waves around Jewel’s face. But she had been unforgivably rude. She sighed. The sad part was, even though she couldn’t control the devil voices, she knew why she was so vulnerable to them.




Chapter Five


Gwen had read once that the first five years of one’s life were the formative ones and she knew this to be true. In that time, scars could be made on the soul that never faded. Or one could develop a belief in oneself that would last a lifetime. Gwen had collected … well, scars might be too strong a word; a better one might be insecurities. She wished she could say it had been no one’s fault, but that wasn’t true.


It had started when she was an infant. She couldn’t remember that time, of course, but she knew that was when she’d gotten the message that she was “not enough.” That her mother, the most important figure in her life, had found her lacking in some way. How she had gotten that feeling Gwen couldn’t have said, although she had pondered the question at great length.


Was it the fact that her mother did not do the daily chores of caring for her as other mothers did? But Cassandra Wright was not like other women; it was impossible to imagine her changing a diaper, or patiently feeding spoonful after spoonful of sloppy baby food into a tiny resisting mouth. Servants did such things for her and had since she herself was a child. Besides, Cassandra worked long hours at the glassworks, where her responsibilities were overwhelming. No one could have expected her to involve herself with the minutiae of child-rearing. From the beginning Gwen had understood that. Gwen had always been an understanding child.


She understood that her mother was not one for overt gestures of affection; she did not expect Cassandra to throw her arms around her in a bear hug, to shower her with kisses, or to coo endlessly over her. Reserve had been bred into Cassandra’s bones, and somehow Gwen had known that. So why did she feel that in some profound way she was a disappointment? Why did she feel that there was a barrier—thin as a silken veil but strong as steel—that sometimes descended when her mother was with her? It wasn’t there all the time, but when it came she could feel her mother withdraw in a subtle way. Then Cassandra would hand Gwen over to Sarah—the nanny who had replaced Gwen’s nursemaid, Mavis. Sarah would whisk Gwen away, and Gwen would know that once again she’d been banished.


Not that her mother was ever cruel to her. Cassandra rarely lost her temper; she was kind, and fair, and always generous. Still, children know when they are a source of joy. And Gwen knew there were times when she was not. And she wondered what was wrong with her.


* * *


She’d always known she was adopted. Cassandra had told her when she was very young. “You probably weren’t old enough to understand what it meant,” Cassandra said later—Gwen was seven at the time, and they were talking about it. “It probably would have been better if I had waited until you were more mature. But too many people around here knew about it, and you know the way they all like to gossip about us … the Wright family … and I didn’t want you to hear it from anyone but me.” She paused. “Of course, I knew how intelligent you were. I was sure if you had any questions you would have asked me.”


But I do have questions, Gwen thought. Lots of them. I just never felt like I could ask them.


And then, because hope springs eternal, she asked her biggest one, “Why did you pick me?”


And still clinging to hope, she waited for her mother to say, Because I fell in love with you the second I saw you. Or, perhaps, Because I couldn’t imagine my life without you.


“I had wanted children throughout my first marriage,” Cassandra said.


Was it Gwen’s imagination or was she speaking a little too carefully?


“And after he … my husband … died, and I saw you … it seemed like a golden opportunity … and …”


Gwen knew it wasn’t her imagination; her mother, who always knew what she wanted to say, who was always so sure of herself, was stumbling. And hope died. “But it wasn’t a golden opportunity,” Gwen said slowly. “You made a mistake.”


Her mother gave a little gasp. “No, Gwen!”


“You thought you wanted a child but you really didn’t. It’s okay, Mother. Everyone makes mistakes. …” She was trying to sound like a grown-up intelligent girl of seven, but her voice broke on the last word.


“That wasn’t it. … It was …” And for a second Gwen thought her mother was going to say what it was. But then Gwen spoiled everything by starting to cry.


Cassandra dropped her reserve and got down on her knees to look Gwen in the eye. “Gwen, I’ve never ever regretted it!” she said. And then she added something that Gwen would ponder for years. “No matter how it started out, I am so glad I did it. Always remember that.”


* * *


Gwen checked her face again in the mirror. Then she caught herself and had to laugh. What are you hoping will happen? she mocked herself. You’re still you. You haven’t suddenly become a tropical flower. Still she looked herself over carefully, her simple outfit, her lack of makeup, her hair held off her face with a clip. You’re enough. Grow up and believe that you’re enough. But the mind saying something intelligent like that and the heart believing it were two entirely different things.


* * *


Gwen realized that not all of her difficulties could be attributed to her mother’s strange shifts in mood. There was a long-standing argument, she knew, about the influence of nature versus nurture on a child. And from the very beginning Gwen’s nature had been … unusual. Ordinary experiences could trigger ideas and fantasies in her that didn’t occur to other more … well, usual children. A case in point had been the Face in the Window Incident.


When she was quite small, Gwen had seen her own reflection in a window. When she’d moved in a certain way the vision of her face had vanished altogether; when she moved again it reappeared, but it was distorted. This had brought up thoughts that were slightly disturbing, but also fascinating. She’d tried them out on Nanny Sarah.


“How do I know I’m real,” she asked the woman. “How do I know I’m really here?”
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