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TUESDAY JUNE 27

 

Subject: Good news!

From: Suzanne Braun 

To: Lisa Braun

 

Dear Lisa,

 

Finally, a ray of sunshine in what has been an extraordinarily bleak year. 

 

My dear brother-in-law has kindly invited me to spend the summer at Inglewood, the family cottage north of Toronto. If you are puzzled by my enthusiasm, that is probably because you picture me swatting mosquitoes in the wilderness, far removed from the companionship of society. Nothing could be further from the truth. Douglas and Catherine own a place on Lake Joseph, the epicenter of establishment cottage country, and over the course of the summer I expect to meet an array of potential suitors.

 

The invitation could not have come at a more opportune time. Since we last spoke, I have received the final accounting from Michael’s estate and my circumstances are even more dire than I had thought. In the past few years my late husband made a number of spectacularly unsuccessful investments that, combined with fourteen months of around-the-clock nursing care, has completely eroded our savings. There is nothing left except the house, and it is heavily mortgaged. Even Jennifer’s college fund is gone.  

 

My unfortunate involvement with Henry has resulted in my complete and utter exclusion from society. I am universally scorned as an opportunist who tried to take advantage of a vulnerable old man. What was I supposed to do? Meekly accept a pre-nuptial agreement that not only required me to waive my legal right to a share of his estate, but also gave him the prerogative to dismiss me at will with a pitiful severance package? This from a man as rich as Croesus. If the situation weren’t so grave, it would be humorous.

 

By welcoming me into the bosom of his family, my well-respected brother-in-law is announcing to one and all that my term in purgatory has officially ended. I am now free to direct my energies towards providing for my future. At the risk of sounding like a character in a Jane Austen novel, I am determined to return to Toronto at summer’s end with a suitable fiancé in tow.

 

Jennifer will not be accompanying me to Inglewood. Relations between us were very difficult during Michael’s illness - she missed no opportunity to inform me that she wished I were the one who was dying - and they have not improved since his passing. Since her expulsion from school, I have lost all semblance of control over her. She stays out until all hours of the night in the company of a variety of bizarre creatures who have apparently chosen to dedicate their lives to supporting the body piercing industry. 

 

When I suggested that time together at the cottage would give us a chance to reconnect, she advised me that she would prefer to have her fingernails pulled off one by one rather than spend the summer in my company. Instead, she announced, with an insolence I was incapable of ignoring, that she would stay in the city by herself. This, I said, would only happen “over my dead body,” a condition to which she readily agreed. Our ensuing frank and candid exchange convinced me to send her to camp for the summer - an all girls’ camp where her hormones will have less room to rage. 

 

Although it underscores my failure as a mother, a separation is for the best. Adolescence is proving to be a challenge that Jennifer is not capable of meeting, and I cannot imagine finding a man sweet-tempered enough to willingly expose himself to the havoc she will doubtless wreak as she blunders her way through it. 

 

Love to you and Eduardo,

 

Suzanne

 

________________________

 

From: Lisa 

To: Suzanne 

 

Dearest Suzanne,

 

I am sorry to hear that your situation is so precarious. I have no words of sisterly advice to offer you - when it comes to attracting members of the opposite sex, you do not need my counsel. It is understandable that you are preoccupied with finding a life partner who will provide for your earthly needs, but I pray you will be as lucky as I in finding one who will satisfy your emotional and spiritual needs as well. 

 

Eduardo is away at the moment. My Schatzie is determined to bring the circus to Mar del Plata and is meeting with a representative of Barnum & Bailey in Buenos Aires. It will, like all his other schemes, come to nothing, but it makes him happy, and when he is happy, so am I.

 

Hotel business leaves me no time to mourn his absence. Although it is off-season, the weakness of the peso has ensured a steady flow of guests to Casa Blanca. 

 

I am sorry to hear that your relationship with Jennifer continues to be the cause of so much pain but as Tante Regina was fond of saying, “there’s no use crying over spilled schnapps.” All you can do is keep the door open and hope that one day Jennifer will walk through it. 

 

Love,

 

Lisa

 

*****








WEDNESDAY, JUNE 28

 

Subject: Inglewood

From: Suzanne 

To: Douglas Wilkinson

 

Dear Douglas,

 

I am writing to thank you for inviting Jennifer and me to Inglewood for the summer. It is an extraordinarily generous gesture on your part and I want you to know that I will do everything in my power to ensure that Catherine and I put the past behind us. I know you and Michael both wished that our families had been closer and I deeply regret any role I may have played in keeping us apart. 

 

Your brother’s death has underlined the senselessness of holding on to ancient hurts. Our time on earth is too short to indulge in such childish behavior and I intend to honor my husband by becoming a sister-in-law to you and Catherine, and an aunt to Tony and Cleo, in spirit as well as in name.

 

Unfortunately, Jennifer will not be joining us. As much as a separation goes against my maternal instincts, I have decided to send her to camp for the summer. As you can imagine, this has been an extremely difficult time for her and I am hopeful that a carefree time in the company of other teenagers will restore her spirits. 

 

My warmest regards to you and Catherine, 

 

Suzanne

 

________________________

 

Subject: Visit to Inglewood

From: Catherine Rogers

To: Suzanne 

 

Dear Suzanne,

 

I was delighted to hear from Douglas that you will be able to join us at Inglewood although I was disappointed to learn that we won’t have the pleasure of Jennifer’s company. I understand that she has been difficult to deal with since Michael’s death – I have not been able to stop thinking about how humiliated you must have felt when she was expelled from Branksome – but even in my wildest imagination I cannot conceive of a situation becoming so untenable that a mother would feel compelled to send her child away so soon after losing her father. 

 

Douglas told me of your desire to turn a new page in our relationship. I very much appreciate the gesture and want you to know that I embrace it in the same spirit in which it was given. I know that someone in my shoes cannot possibly know what it is like to have to start all over again. It must be a very frightening prospect and I hope you will find refuge, however temporary, here at Inglewood. 

 

I look forward to seeing you on Saturday

 

best,

 

Catherine

 

________________________

 

From: Suzanne Braun

To: Catherine Rogers

 

Dear Catherine,

 

Thank you so much for inviting me to Inglewood. Everyone I know who has been there describes it in glowing terms and after hearing about it for the past eighteen years, I look forward to finally seeing it for myself. 

 

I am touched by your concern for Jennifer but please rest assured that she is well. It has been several months since Michael’s passing and the worst of the grieving is behind her. Although I will miss her dearly, camp is unquestionably the best place for her to be. As much as I am looking forward to spending the entire summer in your company at Inglewood, I know that if Jennifer were to do the same, she would soon descend into the depths of despair. 

 

I appreciate your kind words of support. As you point out, it has indeed been a challenging year but it is only through struggle that we grow. If I have learned anything, it is that as much as we like to think that we know who we are, we are only one disaster away from finding out the truth about ourselves. 

 

I look forward to seeing you on Saturday. I expect to arrive mid-afternoon.

 

best,

 

Suzanne

 

________________________

 

Subject: Suzanne

From: Catherine Rogers

To: Jean Rogers

 

Dear Mummy,

 

Douglas absolutely refuses to rescind his invitation to Suzanne. We had a huge fight about it. He as much as accused me of being responsible for his estrangement from his brother. Perhaps I was wrong to so openly oppose Michael’s marriage to Suzanne, but surely her escapade with Henry proves I was right about the little golddigger all along. 

 

I know Douglas feels terribly guilty about the rift with Michael and that this is his way of making amends, so if I want to preserve the peace at home I suppose I’ll have to go along. The one silver lining is that Suzanne is shipping her daughter off to camp for the summer. I feel sorry for the poor girl - what kind of mother would abandon her daughter so soon after her father’s death? - but I’m relieved that I won’t have to deal with her. From all accounts she has inherited her mother’s sense of morality. Maggie told me that the reason she was expelled from Branksome was because she tried to recruit some of her classmates to pose for a pornographic website. Not an influence I would care to have Tony and Cleo exposed to. 

 

Mark called tonight from Tokyo. He ran into some last-minute problems with Jeff but they finally closed the deal today. I think he’s happy to be leaving Japan for good. He’s not going to forget Keiko overnight - they were together a long time - but it’ll be a lot easier once he puts 6,000 miles between them. He’s going to London tomorrow to spend a few days with Patrick before he joins us here at Inglewood.

 

Love to you and Daddy. I hope you’re enjoying the cruise. Tony and I have already started working on his geography project for next year so don’t forget to send us stamps from your various ports of call.

 

Love,

 

Catherine 

 

PS. On the drive up, Douglas pointed out a monster house and asked Cleo if she would like to live there. She said no, I don’t want to live with monsters. Isn’t that the cutest thing you ever heard? 

 

________________________

 

From: Jean 

To: Catherine 

 

Darling,

 

Has Douglas taken leave of his senses? I can understand that he feels obliged to make a gesture towards Suzanne, but to indulge himself by inviting her for the entire summer verges on the sinful. 

 

The timing simply couldn’t be worse. Suzanne is obviously hunting for a new husband and I shudder to think what will happen if she gets it in her mind to pursue your brother. Mark is in a very vulnerable state right now. He’s like me, sensitive to a fault - you’re so lucky you inherited your father’s thick skin - and that makes him easy prey for a pretty face and a sympathetic ear. I won’t pretend to be sorry that things have ended with Keiko. I’ve known from the start that things weren’t going to work out - the Japanese like to stick to their own as much as we do - but I can only hope he isn’t about to jump from the frying pan into the fire.

 

This is the first we’ve heard about Mark having problems with the sale of the business. Don’t tell Mark but Daddy and I are both very disappointed that we had to find out from you.

 

Love to everybody,

 

Mummy

 

*****







THURSDAY, JUNE 29

 

Subject: Leaving Japan

From: Mark Rogers

To: Catherine 

 

Hey,

 

I’m waiting for the cab to take me to the airport. It’s a dreary day here in Tokyo which pretty much matches my mood. I spent the last couple of days saying my goodbyes. It was totally depressing, everywhere I turned I was reminded of all the good times Keiko and I had. I called her this morning to say sayonara but of course I ended up getting mad at her. Easier than being mad at myself, I guess. The truth is I’ve known for a long time that when push came to shove, she wouldn’t go against her family’s wishes and marry a gaijin, let alone have kids with him. She denies it of course, but my guess is that she’ll be married to a Japanese guy and pregnant within the year.  

 

I’m not as bitter as I sound. Okay, maybe I am, but I don’t have any regrets about forcing the issue. I know I want a family and it was never going to happen with Keiko. It’s just too bad it took me 14 years to figure it out. 

 

Patrick and I are going hiking in the Lake District for a few days and then I want to spend some time in London, so I probably won’t get to Inglewood until the end of next week. I hope you and Suzanne will have sorted things out by then. Yes, Douglas shouldn’t have invited Suzanne without asking you first, but she’s not going to eat your young so as long as she’s going to be there, you might as well make the best of it. Weren’t you listening in Sunday school when they told us to turn the other cheek? 

 

Look forward to seeing everybody. I’ll be in touch when I’ve firmed up my plans. 

 

Mark

 

________________________

 

From: Catherine 

To: Mark 

 

I’d be happy to turn the other cheek if I didn’t know Suzanne would slap that one too. 

 

Mummy’s peeved she that she had to find out about your problems with Jeff from me. Do us both a favor and drop her a line. 

 

________________________

 

Subject: Hi 

From: Mark 

To: Jean 

 

Hi Mom. Sorry I haven’t been much of a correspondent lately but the last couple of weeks have been very hectic. Jeff and I had some issues with the payout terms and at one point it looked like the deal was going to fall apart. I suppose I could have forced the issue but that would have meant staying in Tokyo until we resolved things. There was a lot of money involved, but when push came to shove I decided it was more important to get on with my life. 

 

Please don’t worry about me. I’m fine. What happened with Keiko is ancient history as far as I’m concerned. Nothing can take away the fact that we had 14 wonderful years together. That’s a lot more than most couples have and even if things didn’t work out the way I hoped, I wouldn’t trade away a single day.

 

Mark

 

*****







MONDAY, JULY 3

 

Subject: the wicked witch of the west

To: Marjory Stern

From: Catherine 

 

Hi Mags,

 

Well, the she-devil arrived Saturday afternoon, laden with six Louis Vuitton suitcases and the touching declaration that her “fondest desire” was that we put the past behind us. She’s been on her best behavior; gracious towards me, deferential towards Douglas, and doting towards the children. That sound you hear is me retching.  

 

My foolish husband has been completely taken in. He is convinced that Suzanne is sincere about wanting to turn over a new leaf. When I muttered something about a wolf in designer clothing, he accused me of being mean-spirited and even suggested that I was jealous of Suzanne because I had been ‘going with’ Michael when he met her. Have you ever heard anything more absurd? A handful of unmemorable dates hardly qualifies as ‘going with’ someone. If anyone is jealous, it’s Douglas. Why else dredge this up after all these years? 

 

Michael’s the one he should be angry at. I don’t like to speak poorly about the dead, but if he’d had the courage to stand up to Suzanne, none of this would ever have happened. He and Douglas were as close to each other growing up as Mark and I were. Can you imagine either of us letting anyone get between us like she did with them? Then again, perhaps I’m being too hard on Michael. The woman is a remarkably nasty piece of business. It’s only taken her a day to set Douglas and I against each other. She had years to work on Michael. 

 

Have you decided if you’re going to enroll Emma at TFS? I know Cleo would be thrilled if the two of them were in the same class. Don’t worry about Emma’s French not being up to speed. If it’s any reassurance, none of the other kids are as fluent as Cleo. Having Françoise as a nanny has given her a huge leg up although, if I say so myself, Cleo does have a natural ear for languages. We started in on Spanish last week and she can already count to a hundred. Anyway, if you do go ahead, we can always schedule some French only play-dates when Francoise gets back from Brittany.

 

love to David and the kids,

 

Catherine

 

________________________

 

From: Maggie 

To: Catherine

 

Hi Cat,

 

You know how much I love Douglas, but it was very disloyal of him to invite Suzanne to Inglewood without clearing it with you first. And that crack about you being jealous was way out of line. The point is that she went after Michael while you were still seeing him. Whether or not you were interested in him, and of course you weren’t, is completely irrelevant. You don’t do that to a friend. But then she never was interested in being our friend, was she? We were just her ticket to the right side of the tracks. I wonder if it has ever crossed her mind that if we hadn’t befriended her, she would never have met Michael in the first place. Remember that god awful yellow jump suit she wore the first day of class? 

 

By the way, I saw her at Holt’s a couple of days ago. Truly depressing. The woman doesn’t age. She was her usual phony self, greeting me with patently insincere enthusiasm - “so good to see you,” “it’s been far too long.” Yadda. Yadda. Yadda. I guess she lost my number when she put her house up for sale. By the way, she lowered the price even though her agent suggested she take it off the market until things pick up. Michael must have left her in worse shape than we thought.

 

I have to admit she’s got nerve. Her parting words were ‘I hope we’ll get a chance to see you at Inglewood,” as if her name was on title. Why don’t you put her up in the boathouse? Maybe the raccoons will persuade her she’s not welcome.

 

We decided to send Emma to TFS. Yay! You were so right that we shouldn’t worry about her French. The principal said that at this age it doesn’t matter. He assured us that in a few months Emma will be speaking as well as any of the other kids. 

 

I’m so envious that you’re keeping Francoise on even though Cleo will be at school all day. David would never indulge me like that.

 

Maggie

 

Marjorie Stern

Oak Tree Realty

 

Everything Maggie touches turns to SOLD!

 

________________________

 

Subject: Greetings from Inglewood

From: Suzanne 

To: Lisa 

 

Dear Lisa,

 

I arrived at Inglewood Saturday after dropping Jennifer off at camp. Any doubts I had about the wisdom of placing her there were dispelled two minutes after we arrived when, in full view of everyone, she loudly announced that I could leave and then brusquely rebuffed my attempt to hug her goodbye. If she didn’t bear such an eerie resemblance to me, I would be convinced that she had been switched at birth. 

 

Douglas and the children were out when I arrived, leaving Catherine free to provide a welcome that clearly defined the rules of engagement: a slab of orange cheddar, some stale crackers and the remains of a bottle of wine I suspect was opened when the Berlin Wall came down. I am the poor relative in need of a roof over her head; she is the benevolent lady of the manor, duty bound to take me in. 

 

What happened next convinced me that I am faced with an adversary who will stop at nothing to get rid of me. After we exchanged pleasantries, she asked if I would like to see some pictures of the children. Before I could tell her that I would rather be jabbed in the eye with a hot needle, she advanced towards me with a hideous grin and a daunting stack of photo albums. At first I thought she intended to crush me to death with them but that would have left marks. It was only by the end of the first album, when baby Tony had rolled over onto his side for the third time in his life, that her fiendish plan became clear. She intends to bore me to death. 

 

Catherine is a charter member of that tribe of dull women who live vicariously through their children, obsessively immersing themselves in every detail of their lives and tirelessly singing their praises. If her children are even one-tenth as talented as she claims, before the summer is out Tony will be offered a Rhodes Scholarship and Cleo’s artwork will be removed from the fridge and installed at the Whitney. 

 

After half an hour I could feel the life force draining out of me when Douglas came to the rescue. He seemed genuinely pleased to see me. At the risk of sounding immodest, I think he is happy to have me here on aesthetic grounds alone. Catherine’s best years - a relative term - are long past. If they are still having conjugal relations, it is only because Douglas is burdened with an extraordinarily strong sense of duty.

 

The children are a pleasant surprise. They are neither as dull and unimaginative as their gene pool would suggest, nor as spoiled and self-centered as their upbringing would lead one to predict. Although they are as different as night and day - Tony is an introvert, happy to spend his days with his nose in a book while Cleo is outgoing and energetic - they get along beautifully with each other. Tony takes his responsibility as a big brother very seriously and Cleo absolutely idolizes him. I couldn’t help wondering if Jennifer might have turned out differently had I been able to provide her with a sibling.

