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PROLOGUE
Two Women


Martha’s Vineyard September, 2011


 


Carla Pacelli and Whitney Dane had once loved the same man, one in his youth, the other in his final year, and had found their lives transformed. Now, forty-three years after Whitney’s fateful summer, they sat behind the guesthouse of the summer home she had inherited from her parents, gazing out at the Atlantic, Whitney pensive, Carla pregnant with her lover’s child.


Though the two women shared a quiet pleasure in the pristine August morning – a cloudless sky, light fitful breezes stirring the boughs of nearby oak trees, a thin sheen of silver-grey mist dissipating over white-capped aqua waters – Carla thought them an unlikely pair to share this history, or even this hour. A mere two years ago, Carla had been a striking presence on the screen, a lissome Italian-American brunette with a carriage that radiated grace and vitality, dark intense eyes that seemed to look through whomever they turned on. Now she had the tempered beauty of a survivor, and the directness of her gaze was leavened by self-knowledge and a trace of sadness. Her parents were working class, and, though she had trained her smoky voice to be more polished, it retained trace elements of their Mediterranean intensity. She was not lightly educated – despite her immersion in drama, she had been an exceptional student in high school, and at UCLA had a minor in psychology at which she had excelled. But because of her appearance, the impact of which obscured all else, beauty rather than intellect was what struck others at first glance, whether in person or on the screen.


Carla had been a serious actress and her skills – which she still felt under-appreciated – had focused her inherent ability to, as one network executive had put it, ‘pop through the lens into people’s living rooms’. But Carla now judged that woman an empty shell: the pressures of carrying a television series, and making movies during breaks, had led her to reach for the crutches of drugs and alcohol. The rabbit hole through which she had fallen – increasingly erratic behaviour culminating in a sojourn at Betty Ford – had dimmed her intensity and poisoned her career. The Carla who emerged from rehab discovered that her manager, a thief himself, had parked her money with another thief who made it disappear. With little but the determination to summon a stronger and more reflective woman capable of forging a new life, she had sought refuge on Martha’s Vineyard, settling in Whitney’s guesthouse through the good offices of friends.


When Carla arrived, Whitney was concluding a year in Paris, indulging her passion for French history and culture. At sixty-five, she was twice Carla’s age, and, while the deep brown eyes that were her most attractive feature lent her round face an air of perception and good humour, she had never turned heads simply by entering a room. Nor was age and appearance their only difference. Whitney was a WASP, the daughter of privilege, and spoke with the flawless, slightly arid enunciation of the East Coast patrician. An accomplished novelist, she had managed at once to be well respected and widely read, not least for her grasp of the hidden recesses of human nature, which cut so close to the bone that readers might squirm in recognition, yet lacked the cruelty that might drive them away. Though Carla had not yet mentioned this, for fear of fawning, she deeply admired Whitney’s writing – especially for its unflinching depiction of the challenges still facing women, some of which Carla knew all too well. And she could not help but envy the older woman’s air of settledness. Unlike Carla, Whitney had been disinclined to call attention to herself, preferring to let her novels speak for her. When interviewed – which she generally avoided – Whitney was tart, clear and concise. But, again unlike Carla, her personal life remained her own.


The two women had never met. This morning, on returning from Paris, Whitney had called on Carla out of courtesy and, Carla assumed, a curiosity which was exceedingly well informed – even in Europe, Carla’s life on Martha’s Vineyard had reached the tabloid media. All this because of Carla’s involvement with a married novelist who was Whitney’s age but twice as famous, whose life had ended in a fall under circumstances so murky that they had raised suspicions of suicide or murder. And so, once again, Carla found herself notorious, a fact that coloured this encounter with considerable tension. Whitney Dane would know almost everything save the reasons for her actions, and Carla could only await her judgment and, perhaps, her expulsion from her guesthouse.


At first, the subject did not arise. Instead, the two of them drank tea on the deck, the sun warming their faces. Politely enough, Whitney asked about her pregnancy, and how the guesthouse had suited her. Edgy, Carla kept waiting for the questions that never came.


Finally, she said bluntly, ‘I’m sorry I’ve become an embarrassment to you. And to say that I didn’t mean to do that sounds pathetic.’


Whitney’s smile, though ambiguous, was not unkind. ‘I understand more than you may think,’ she answered. ‘I knew him, you see.’


The Delphic remark puzzled Carla. ‘Who did not?’ she responded. ‘Even if you hadn’t been neighbours.’


Whitney’s smile diminished, and her tone flattened out. ‘Actually, we rarely spoke. At least, not for years.’


Caught up short, Carla wondered what outrage of his had provoked this. That there had been one seemed certain, but given his proclivities she was reluctant to inquire. The keen look in Whitney’s eyes revealed that she saw this. ‘No,’ she added, ‘he didn’t proposition me at a cocktail party. As one look at you confirms, his esthetic standards became more rarified. The truth is that his wife and I became allergic to each other.’ She hesitated, then finished more softly, ‘A complicated story.’


The change in Whitney’s tone – at once bitter and rueful and valedictory – pricked Carla’s curiosity. There was something this seemingly composed woman wanted to say, however reluctantly, and something else that made Carla – a stranger until now – a potential listener. ‘No surprise,’ Carla ventured. ‘He was a complex person.’


For a moment, Whitney gazed into the distance, as if at her own past. ‘So were we all,’ she said, then turned to Carla. ‘Were you in love with him?’


‘Yes.’ Intending to leave it there, Carla felt the need to explain. ‘Age softened him, and the cancer – facing death, really – sobered him. He could feel the window closing, that he’d leave nothing good behind him but the books he feared that people would forget.’ She touched her rounded stomach. ‘We were his last hope, he told me.’


‘Not his wife? What an irony for them both.’


This was said with what Carla took to be an unusual asperity, marbled with some deeper emotion she could not identify. Instinct told her to say nothing.


‘And how sad,’ Whitney added quietly. ‘The worst thing for him, I came to think, would be to face the void at the centre of his all-too-eventful life. Though he concealed that awfully well.’


With a sadness of her own, Carla remembered the man as she first knew him: his frame still robust; a full head of jet black hair streaked with grey; the aggressive prow of a nose; dark, probing eyes; the sardonic, challenging smile of a movie pirate; a baritone voice; all combined with his brusque and flavourful speech to create a persona which, as he no doubt wanted, could fill a room – perhaps, as Whitney suggested, to camouflage the scars within that Carla had slowly discerned.


Reading her face, Whitney shook her head in self-rebuke. ‘You’re the party in interest here, not me. But his death seems to have shaken me more than it should. The other day, I found myself re-reading my own ancient diary, written by a young woman who seems a stranger to me now. Page upon page was filled with him.’


‘I understand,’ Carla answered, unsure of what she was understanding save that it was important to Whitney. ‘I’ve come to know Adam, you see. We talked about his father quite a lot. Including the damage he caused within his own family.’


Whitney’s eyebrows raised. ‘Then Adam doesn’t despise you? Despite his apparent loathing for Dad.’


‘No. Adam doesn’t despise me.’


‘Nor you him, it seems.’


At this, Carla looked directly into Whitney’s face. ‘Far from it.’


Whitney tilted her head, as though considering Carla anew. ‘So where is Adam roaming now?’


‘Afghanistan. Working in agricultural assistance, he says. Not that I really believe that – there’s this sense of alertness about him, like in a given circumstance he could be quite dangerous …’


‘How like his father.’


‘I know. But with Adam, I think it’s because he has to be, for reasons he can’t reveal. Not because he wants to be.’


Whitney regarded her with deep seriousness before a smile played across her lips. ‘I haven’t seen Adam for a decade. In his twenties he seemed so like his father, ready to match himself against the world. But without the fatal product defects. Adam’s the one who might be safe to care about.’


Carla studied the deck. Softly, she answered, ‘I don’t know that yet.’


‘But you want the chance. Even though you’re carrying his brother.’


The bald statement caused Carla to flinch with embarrassment. ‘Even so.’ Hoping to move past this answer, she ventured, ‘You said that you and Adam’s father rarely spoke. But it seems you once knew him very well.’


Whitney’s eyes narrowed in reflection, and then she brushed away a tendril of steel grey hair. ‘Knew him?’ she repeated. ‘Looking back, I barely knew myself. But there came a time when I learned a great deal about us both.’


Carla watched her face. ‘If you don’t mind, I’d like to hear about it. He changed my life, after all. But there are still so many holes and unanswered questions.’


Whitney gave her a probing look. After a time, she said, ‘Yes, I suppose I do need to talk about him. And wouldn’t he be pleased at that.’ She paused, adding dryly, ‘Under your current circumstances, I don’t suppose you keep any wine around the place.’


Carla smiled faintly. ‘No. Not a good idea for me.’


Whitney sat back in her deck chair, as though trying to relax herself. ‘Then I suppose I can try without that.’


Carla waited.


Haltingly at first, then with the skill for narrative that underpinned her craft, Whitney Dane described the summer of her twenty-first year.





PART ONE
The Celebration


Martha’s Vineyard June, 1968





ONE


In June 1968, hours before the events which pierced her soul and scarred her generation, Whitney Dane would have said that her youth had been as blessed as her future promised to be. So, as she walked the beach beneath her parents’ summer home with her closest friend, Clarice Barkley – the first warming breath of spring in the air, the water of the Vineyard Sound a light, sparkling blue – this birthright informed her answer when Clarice asked curiously, ‘How are you feeling at this great crossroads of your life? Like the ingénue on the cover of American Bride? Or like you’ve been catapulted toward marriage, still clutching your diploma, wondering how you got to be a grown-up?’


The tart phrasing, displaying an ironic turn of mind that Clarice tended to conceal, made Whitney smile as she considered her answer. ‘It’s moment to moment,’ she confessed, ‘depending on how good I am at suspending disbelief. A wife and mother is what Mom is, not me. But how can I not feel lucky? And now I’ve got four months with nothing to do but plan a perfect wedding on this perfect island. Unless it rains, of course.’


‘Even then,’ Clarice answered blithely, ‘I imagine Peter will show up. He seems suitably besotted.’


Whitney paused for a moment, a swift tug of honesty surfacing from the self-doubt at her core – she had always been the smart daughter, not the pretty one, with a pleasing but unremarkable face, and a sturdy figure which had made her wonder at her genetic mismatch with her striking and willowy sister, their mother’s ideal. ‘I still can’t believe that someone like Peter is attracted to me,’ she confessed. ‘And now I’ll have a life with him.’ She glanced at Clarice, adding dryly, ‘For one shining day in late September, hopefully sunny, Janine won’t be the centre of attention.’


Clarice’s smile at this was slightly sour. ‘Not that the Crown Princess won’t try. I can imagine her using the rehearsal dinner to announce her engagement to Mick Jagger.’


Her friend’s jaundiced view of Janine warmed Whitney with its loyalty. ‘Mick Jagger?’ she responded. ‘Dad wouldn’t hear of it – you know how he is. And David Eisenhower is already taken.’


Clarice shot her a wicked grin. ‘Thank God. Imagine an entire life spent in the missionary position. Not that our princess doesn’t deserve it.’


Startled by her friend’s irreverence, Whitney laughed aloud, thinking that her luck included meeting Clarice in childhood. Among the Danes, Clarice had become the unofficial third daughter, joining them on vacations and sharing their celebrations. On the Vineyard, the Barkleys owned the property next door, and Clarice had a standing entrée to appear at dinner unannounced. At twenty-two, she retained the careless insouciance of her class, a girl for whom the laws of gravity and commerce seemed suspended – in no rush to find a job, Clarice was spending the summer after her graduation from Wellesley on the Vineyard, sailing and swimming and playing tennis, with trips off-island to shop or see friends. At its end, she would be Whitney’s maid of honour.


Clarice was a popular choice. Everyone seemed to like her – except, perhaps, Janine. Like Peter, Clarice was energetic, with a sense of fun, and, on the surface, disinclined to brooding or introspection. She had a pretty, sunny appearance – Grace Kelly with a touch of Doris Day – and people always invited her to their parties; her demeanour was cheerful, her manners impeccable, and she could be as good a listener as Whitney’s own mother, a master of the art. Clarice drew boys while hardly trying; one whom Whitney had secretly liked had called Clarice ‘classy without being scary’. Perhaps only Whitney saw the elusiveness that lay beneath. Others thought they knew her, but few really did; good grades and a well-crafted exterior concealed a subterranean wild streak and a keen sense of her social surroundings. Even for Whitney, at times it was impossible to decipher what Clarice Barkley was thinking or feeling. Her best friend, she had come to realize, was far more complicated than she seemed.


‘What about you?’ Whitney asked. ‘Is there anyone special? Or are you still searing the souls of the unwary?’


Stopping to look out at the water, Clarice dug her toes into the sand. ‘Why decide?’ she responded Delphically, then turned to her friend. ‘No offence, Whitney, but I’m glad that when I get married I’ll have had sex with more than one man. I mean, don’t you ever wonder what that would be like with someone different?’


‘No offence, Clarice,’ Whitney replied mildly, ‘but I don’t want to be promiscuous. I can only sleep with someone I really love.’


By unspoken consent they turned to walk into the surf, feeling the cool ocean water on their ankles and calves. ‘Love,’ Clarice informed her friend archly, ‘is an elastic concept. There’ve been times when I was willing to love who I slept with, if that’s what was required. I wasn’t thinking about marriage.


‘But after marriage, sex becomes routine, and sleeping with other guys problematic. So I might as well enjoy it now, because that’s not all I’m after in a husband. I’m not marrying some boy just because I like him inside me. I want a husband who’s also a man.’ Glancing at Whitney, Clarice’s eyes glinted with humour. ‘And please don’t be shocked. These days shock is unbecoming unless you’re our mothers.’


‘I’m not shocked,’ Whitney rejoined crisply. ‘I just don’t want to be shocking.’


Clarice gave a twitch of her tan, graceful shoulders. ‘In your position, I’d feel the same. I just hope you don’t get restless, that’s all. Imagining things isn’t the same as doing them.’


Whitney waded in up to her knees. ‘So maybe I’m just unimaginative,’ she said over her shoulder.


‘You? I doubt it. So maybe having sex with Peter and imagining Paul Newman will work just fine.’ Clarice stopped beside her. ‘So how is it with Peter? You never really say.’


Whitney smiled a little. ‘Would you settle for “sweet”?’


‘“Sweet”? That’s lovely. But does the earth move? Or is it more like a mudslide?’


Folding her arms, Whitney replied with mock dignity, ‘I have nothing more to say, Miss Barkley. You’ll have to rely on your own lurid fantasies.’


To her surprise, Clarice did not respond in kind. Instead, she turned toward the sound, watching a sailboat in the distance. More seriously, she said, ‘I’m being kind of a pill, aren’t I? Maybe I envy you a little.’


‘Why should you?’


Still watching the water, Clarice spoke more softly. ‘Your life is settled, all laid out in front of you. You have someone you love, who loves you. You don’t have to wonder who he’ll be, or if that man will want you, or how the two of you will live.’


In faint surprise, Whitney studied Clarice’s flawless profile. It was she who had always admired her friend’s serene blonde looks, her self-containment, her matchless ability to charm and engage others – especially men. ‘You can have your pick of guys,’ Whitney assured her. ‘All you have to do is choose.’


‘I suppose,’ Clarice replied in a distant tone. ‘But how will I know that he’s the right one?’


Once again, Whitney felt her own good fortune. She, and not Clarice, was the one Peter Brooks had chosen.





TWO


For the rest of her life, Whitney felt certain, she would recall the moment perfectly, and everything that followed.


They were in his dorm room, at Dartmouth. It was a chill winter evening; snowflakes on the window melted into dots that blurred the darkness outside. Naked, she pulled the wool blanket up to her chin, watching Peter undress.


The weekend had followed their usual pattern. Like other women’s colleges, Wheaton was a suitcase school: girls left for the weekend, or endured the consolation prize – a steak dinner on Saturday night – which exposed their datelessness. Boys seldom came to Wheaton: they were not allowed in the dorm rooms, and were less adaptable than women when it came to making conversation and fitting in with friends. Besides, alcohol was forbidden – this was a school for women, after all. Better to go where the guys were.


Whitney’s suitemate, Payton Clarke, had their ticket to freedom – a car. So Whitney, Payton and two other friends wrote their destination in the sign-out book and headed for Dartmouth, hopeful that, if delayed by love or folly past the Sunday evening deadline, they could sneak back through the windows of co-conspirators. Leaving the snow-covered campus, the girls had felt the elation of escape; Payton turned on the radio, and they began singing along with Aretha, the Beatles, or even dumb stuff like ‘Kind of a Drag’ by the Buckinghams, which Jill’s terrible voice made even funnier. They shared a prized invitation – Dartmouth Winter Carnival.


Not that these weekends were always a bargain. Nor was this one: as Whitney had anticipated, the huge bonfire that marked the weekend was followed by binge drinking at Peter’s fraternity, during which several otherwise acceptable males devolved into buffoons with the wits of Neanderthals – an orgy of crudity which, for one guy, was capped by public retching. While Peter remained himself throughout, Whitney was happy to retreat to his room. Closing the door behind them, he left a tie on the doorknob to indicate the presence of a woman, assuring them an hour alone.


Though he undressed in front of her, a lingering modesty kept Peter from looking into her eyes; she could watch him unembarrassed, feeling a kind of wonder at their intimacy. His body was strong yet lean, as if there were barely enough skin to cover his muscled frame. His blond curls were charmingly unruly; his blue eyes a window to what she knew to be an open heart; his smooth features engagingly complicated by a nose broken playing lacrosse. He was a boy other girls stared at. And now – at least for this time – Peter belonged to her.


She had met him the year before on a blind date. Though assured that Peter was ‘a doll’, Whitney had approached the weekend with trepidation. He might not find her attractive; the ‘doll’ might become a nightmare. In her parents’ mind, attracting some Ivy League guy was a ticket to security. But in reality, you were stranded for the weekend, and guys at men’s schools often treated women horribly – turning callous and trying to push them into sex. Among Whitney’s friends it was known that a classmate had been raped at Princeton, triggering a nervous breakdown. This faceless Peter Brooks could become her enemy.


Whitney was nervous all the way to Dartmouth. When Peter called at the boarding house, she still felt queasy. But though he was as tall and handsome as described, instead of conceit there was a sweetness in his face. He did not seem disappointed that she was not prettier or slimmer. ‘I’m Peter Brooks,’ he said, and his easy manner and obvious sobriety filled Whitney with relief.


Throughout the weekend, he was attentive and thoughtful, always asking after her needs, what she might want to do. Though at first they struggled for conversation, his good nature made it easier, and gradually she felt comfortable with him. He took her to dinner and parties, including a smoke-filled bash where some of his fraternity brothers got stupefyingly drunk. But he kept his own drinking under control, and Whitney never felt abandoned. Though it was clear that Peter was a guy the other guys admired, he did not seem to notice. It was one of his friends, not Peter himself, who mentioned that he was a lacrosse star.


He was anyone’s dream date, she realized by Sunday. So when he kissed her on the cheek, then asked if she would come back next weekend, Whitney was more than flattered. ‘Yes,’ she said simply. ‘I’d like that.’


Now, head on his down pillow, Whitney smiled up at him. ‘You’re beautiful.’


Gently, he pulled down the comforter to look at her. ‘So are you.’


Before, she would have been embarrassed. Peter was the only boy she had allowed to see her like this, and she vividly recalled her shame when, at Wheaton, the freshmen were marched to the gym and photographed nude to diagnose defects in their posture. Whitney’s ‘defects’ were round hips and full breasts, but she was mortified by rumours that guys from Dartmouth had stolen her class’s pictures, imagining herself pinned to a corkboard while leering drunkards gave her a ‘D’. When she had confessed this, Peter had assured her that the story was a myth. ‘If I’d seen your picture,’ he said lightly, ‘I’d have cut my classes and taken the bus to Wheaton.’


Thinking of this, Whitney beckoned to him. ‘Come here,’ she said. ‘Before my nipples get cold.’


Kneeling at the end of the bed, Peter kissed her stomach and breasts as he lay across her, kissing her deeply, lingeringly, before he slipped his finger inside her.


‘Yes,’ she murmured.


He filled her, moving gently at first, and then she felt the urgency in the thrust of his thighs and hips. Shutting her eyes, she tried to focus on her own pleasure, urging the inside of her to tighten and find release. She was almost there when Peter cried out, and she knew that it was done.


Whitney let her body go slack. Sometimes it worked, sometimes not. Though she had heard stories about boys who used their tongues, she could not yet bring herself to mention this. Instead, she focused on the familiar softness in his face, the warmth of knowing that her body had the power to do this.


Suddenly, he looked at her with new intentness. ‘Close your eyes, Whit.’


Complying, Whitney felt him stir, thought she heard the whisper of a drawer opening. Then she felt his lips light and playful, brushing her stomach. Her skin tingled – perhaps, this time, he would please her as she imagined.


Then Peter flicked his bedside lamp on. ‘You can open your eyes now.’


Something small and light was resting on her stomach. She saw him smiling, then followed his gaze. A diamond ring circled her navel. To her startled eyes it looked perfect – not large or showy, but beautifully shaped, its facets sparkling.


‘It’s my grandmother’s,’ he said. ‘Mom wanted you to have it. But you have to say you’ll marry me.’


Stupefied, Whitney found herself grinning until she thought she could never stop. ‘Are you kidding me?’ she finally blurted. ‘I love you, and I’d love to marry you.’


Hurriedly, she put on the ring, stretching out her fingers for him to see. Suddenly they were hugging, rolling on the bed, laughing with the sheer joy of having each other.


‘Mrs Peter Brooks,’ he murmured.


‘Whitney Brooks,’ she amended. ‘I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad.’


‘Actually, I have. Your dad, anyhow.’


For an instant, Whitney felt obscurely cheated; her father had participated in this moment before she had: a partnership of males. Just as quickly, she reproved herself. Peter’s father was dead; Charles Dane had lost any hope of a son after his wife’s struggles in bearing Whitney. Yet her father had never betrayed any disappointment that she was not the boy he’d wanted, and it was obvious that he had liked her new guy at once. She was glad to have brought him Peter Brooks.


‘How did you tell him?’ she asked.


Peter grinned. ‘I met him for lunch at the Athletic Club over Christmas break. Then I asked him for your hand – and the rest of you, of course – just like a proper suitor should. I’m afraid I was pretty nervous. But he was so happy we killed a bottle of champagne.‘


Whitney imagined her father and his almost-son, enveloped in celebratory warmth. ‘But did he say anything, or did you just start drinking?’


‘Actually, he told me that I was the son he’d never had. And that he’d done pretty well with who you’d dragged through the door.’ He hesitated, becoming serious. ‘He also said there was a job at the firm, if I wanted it.’


Struggling to imagine Peter on Wall Street, Whitney was surprised, then not. ‘What did you say?’


‘That I’d talk to you.’ He looked at her searchingly. ‘But really, it’s a great opportunity. Your dad wouldn’t ask if he didn’t think I could do it.’


Despite his confident tone, Whitney saw the uncertainty in his eyes, which she understood and shared. Though seldom harsh, Charles Dane judged younger men with a jeweller’s eye – his approval, once withdrawn, was difficult to regain. Peter had gone through school being good at things – sailing, lacrosse, making friends, leading his teams to victory – without a clear vision of life after college. Though he applied himself to school with diligent effort, Whitney, a far better writer, had edited his papers. And the life both had led, she understood, might not breed her father’s relentless drive.


‘I’m sure you could do it,’ she temporized. ‘If that’s what you want.’


Peter seemed to sense her ambivalence. ‘But if I worked with your dad, would you be happy?’


He needed her approval, Whitney understood. ‘Of course,’ she assured him, and curled back into his arms. ‘So when should we get married?’


As if feeling a chill in the room, he pulled the blanket back over them both. ‘Pretty soon, I guess.’ He hesitated. ‘Like it or not, there’s the draft to worry about.’


Whitney felt a pall taint her happiness. The draft was a spectre at Wheaton; it posed no danger to women. But President Johnson had ended grad school deferments – the draft calls were getting bigger, casting a shadow on their brothers and boyfriends. Whatever she thought of the war, Whitney felt it coming toward them.


‘What can we do?’ she asked.


‘I don’t really know. I’ve known guys who starved themselves, or said they were queer, or found some doctor to lie for them. One guy got deferred for acne – first time I ever wanted pimples. But I’m healthy as a horse, and I’m certainly not queer …’


‘I’m glad of that.’


He gave a perfunctory smile. ‘Anyhow, I talked to a draft counsellor – a professor at school. Unless I go into the ministry – fat chance, huh? – my best shot is the National Guard. Otherwise, I’m drafted.’


‘I don’t want that,’ Whitney said, and then a simple truth struck her. ‘Do you know anyone who’s actually gone to Vietnam?’


‘No one yet. But pretty soon we will. Unless there’s another baby boom. You still get a deferment for that.’


It took a moment for Whitney to fathom his meaning. ‘Are you saying we should have a baby?’


He shook his head, less in demurral than confusion. ‘Seems early, doesn’t it? But I know you want kids.’


They had talked about this in a casual sort of way, safely distant and abstract. Now it felt like a fist in Whitney’s stomach. ‘I’m only twenty-one, Peter. This is all so new.’


Peter took her hand. ‘I know. It’s a lot for both of us. So first things first, okay? We can pick a date and think about kids later.’ He paused, then asked hastily, ‘How about this summer?’


‘I’m going to Europe with Clarice, remember? We’ve been planning it since boarding school.’


Thinking, Peter frowned. ‘Maybe your mom can put it together.’


Whitney regarded him with fond exasperation. ‘You really are a guy, you know. You’ve got no clue at all what a wedding involves. Besides, it’s my one and only wedding day.’


‘I get that, sweetheart. Honestly.’


‘I don’t think so,’ she objected. ‘Your job is to show up and be handsome. Mine is to be frenzied from this moment until Dad gives me away, not to mention keeping my mother at bay. A wedding this summer will be like mapping out D-Day with Anne Dane hovering over my shoulder, issuing imperatives in that anxious tone of voice. And you’ll be AWOL.’


Peter bit his lip, failing to repress a smile. ‘Maybe September?’ he ventured in his most contrite tone of voice.


Whitney considered this. ‘At least I’d have the summer,’ she said at length. ‘But what do I tell Clarice?’ Feeling his glum silence, she answered her own question. ‘Of course, she’d be my maid of honour, and I’d try to spend time with her this summer. If she’s still speaking to me, that is.’


‘Are you kidding, Whitney? She’ll be thrilled.’


‘To miss the French Riviera? I doubt it. But she’s always been a loyal friend.’


Peter looked relieved. ‘Then it’s September?’


For a moment, Whitney felt less like a newly minted bride-to-be than a wife, making practical decisions while mediating between the needs of those she loved. But the world outside this room had stopped indulging her fantasies about a perfect wedding, or even a last chance to savour freedom with her closest friend. ‘My parents will be thrilled,’ she told Peter. ‘And September on Martha’s Vineyard is always beautiful.’





THREE


As Whitney and Clarice waded back to the beach, the air became damper, the sunlight hazy. Over the water, a stray shower fell from a windblown smudge of darkness amidst the filtered rays. Clarice gazed out at this with a mild distaste.


‘To think,’ she remarked, ‘that this could have been the Mediterranean.’


Whitney felt a wave of disappointment at their aborted plans. Turning from the water, she sat on a rock with room enough for her friend, feet resting on sand dampened by a receding tide. ‘What could I do? I didn’t want to risk losing him before our life had even started. Starting a family, if that’s what it takes, seems better than having no family at all.’


Perching beside her, Clarice inquired, ‘Isn’t that a tad melodramatic? He hasn’t even got his draft notice yet. He’s a long way from Vietnam.’


‘We can think that now. But once he’s classified 1-A, the odds get a whole lot shorter.’ Whitney hesitated before giving voice to her fears. ‘I know he’d be brave and capable. But that’s just it – I can see him doing something reckless to save somebody else.’


‘So maybe they’ll stop the war?’


‘Who’s “they”?’ Whitney asked more sharply than she intended. ‘Nixon and Humphrey support it, more or less. McCarthy can’t beat Humphrey, so that leaves Bobby Kennedy. The dirty secret I’m keeping from Dad is that I’m hoping Bobby wins today in California.’


‘My dad hates the Kennedys,’ Clarice said flatly. ‘He says their father was a bootlegger and a crook.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s a class thing, I’m sure – Irish Catholics and all that. You know how they are in Boston.’


‘Blacks love Kennedy,’ Whitney replied firmly. ‘Chicanos, too. You can see them on T.V. mobbing his car, like he’s all they’ve got left.’ She turned to Clarice. ‘Remember when they assassinated Martin Luther King?’


‘I remember how upset people were at Wellesley. Most of them, anyhow.’


The remark was not unkind, just dispassionate, as though Clarice was an anthropologist. But for Whitney the memory was piercing – girls crowded around the T.V. in Meadows South watching black faces on the screen shouting or sobbing, newsmen barking updates that changed nothing. Whitney imagined the young black boy she was tutoring in Roxbury, and feared that after this tragedy she would never see him again. ‘Who could black people believe in now, I kept thinking. But there weren’t many black girls at Wheaton, and I didn’t know them well enough to talk about it.’


Clarice glanced at her curiously. ‘Is that what got you into tutoring?’


‘A suitemate talked me into going to an elementary school in Roxbury, so they assigned me a kid once a week.’ Remembering him, Whitney grew pensive. ‘James was nine years old and little, with this coiled hair and bright eyes. He loved to learn, and I didn’t want to see those eyes go blank. So I kept showing up.’


‘But weren’t you scared to go there?’


Whitney shook her head. ‘More startled. So many people were overweight, like their diets were terrible, and some were sick or missing teeth or crippled in some way. It was like I’d discovered a different species. Then I started grasping how little we see.’


Clarice’s brow knit. ‘What does Peter think about all this?’


‘He’s really not that political, even with the draft.’ Whitney smiled indulgently. ‘How many radical lacrosse players do you know? Anyhow, I don’t think the anti-war movement has infiltrated Wall Street.’


Clarice clapped her forehead in mock dismay. ‘How could I forget that my best friend’s fiancé is now a pillar of finance?’


The jocular remark aroused Whitney’s misgivings. Charles’s initial comments about Peter had been provisionally approving. ‘He listens,’ Charles had said, ‘and asks good questions. Older men like that.’ But the judgment that truly mattered to Charles Dane – his own – had yet to be rendered. She dreaded the idea of Peter, found wanting, hanging on at her father’s sufferance as his own confidence shrivelled and died.


‘I don’t know if this is Peter’s life’s work,’ Whitney objected. ‘He’s barely started.’


‘He’ll be fine,’ Clarice assured her. ‘How could he not, with your dad there to guide him? Peter’s lucky to have him, and so are you.’


For a moment, Whitney was quiet. Not for the first time, she found herself wondering if Clarice envied her for her father. ‘I always thought our dads were a lot alike.’


‘In some ways,’ her friend replied in a clinical tone. ‘My dad is one of the nicest men you’d ever meet. But why wouldn’t he be, when he inherited everything he has? Yours may have started at his father-in-law’s firm, but he made it way more successful then it ever was, and more respected, too. Pretty admirable, I think.’


Clarice was no reader of the Wall Street Journal, Whitney knew. This was a story told within her family – by her mother, never her father – and Clarice had heard it more than once. ‘I don’t expect Peter to be like Dad,’ Whitney said. ‘I just hope our marriage is as happy as his and Mom’s.’


Perhaps she only imagined a cloud crossing Clarice’s face. But what this disquiet might involve, Whitney could not tell.


‘I want it all, Whitney. I never wanted to get married just for the sake of being married.’


Whitney chose not to hear this as a slight. ‘Some do,’ she replied good humouredly. ‘One girl at Wheaton got engaged her junior year, hoping to beat the rush. By that spring she’d set the wedding date for the June after graduation and planned everything out – an Episcopal church in Vermont, caterers from New York, bride and bridesmaids’ dresses from Paris, and the honeymoon in Fiji. By summer her intended groom had recoiled in horror, and dumped her. And by November she’d found another guy to take his place – same date, church, caterer, bridesmaids, dresses and tropical island. I thought her determination pretty impressive. Though I wonder if her substitute fiancé will take their wedding personally.’


Clarice laughed. ‘There are better ways to get to Fiji. I hope your friends weren’t so desperate.’


‘None “desperate”, some marrying, others not.’ Whitney found that she did not wish to mention the girls off on adventures – one in the Peace Corps, another moving to Australia, a third taking off for Morocco – free to do what they wanted, with no one looking over their shoulder. In boarding school at Rosemary Hall, she had studied the literature and geography of France, imagining living there on her own or perhaps with Clarice. Instead, she was doubling down on her parents’ life, trading a transient dream for a lasting one. ‘My friends run the gamut,’ she concluded. ‘What I want most, I guess, is to be a good wife and mother, more aware than Mom is. I don’t think she always sees me …’


‘Actually,’ Clarice put in, ‘she’s a little obtuse about you both. She’s got Janine confused with Jackie Kennedy, and you with Betty Crocker.’


Whitney stood, ready to walk again. ‘Which makes Janine her favourite,’ she responded mildly. ‘But Dad’s a pretty great consolation prize. More important, Mom’s a good and supportive wife. I want to be one, too – helping Peter socially, offering advice and encouragement and love, making a life for him and our kids.’


The two friends resumed walking in a hazy mist. ‘And that’s really all you want?’ Clarice asked dubiously.


‘Why not? I don’t need to be remarkable outside our family. It was Janine who always needed attention – not just from my mother, but the world. Maybe I’m content to be the centre of a family because I never felt like the centre of my own.’


Having said this, Whitney realized how true it was. But the troubled look in Clarice’s eyes did not seem aimed at Whitney. ‘I’m sure families look different from the outside,’ she said at last. ‘But you’ve got your father, and you always knew that he’d make sure nothing ever went wrong, no matter what he had to do. Compared to that, your vain and flighty sister doesn’t matter.’


There was something nagging at Clarice, Whitney was suddenly sure – not envy over Peter, or regret over their lost trip, but maybe something within her own family, perhaps concerning her father. Whatever it was, Whitney had begun to feel a watchful coolness beneath Clarice’s easy manner, as though this clever girl felt the need to start looking out for herself.


‘If real families were what Rockwell paints,’ Whitney contented herself with remarking, ‘there’d be no work left for psychiatrists or novelists.’


Her expression still abstracted, Clarice did not respond before glancing at her watch. ‘We’d better change,’ she said abruptly, ‘before your dad and Peter show up. We’re celebrating your engagement, remember?’





FOUR


That evening, the Dane family gathered at their summer home to mark the engagement of their younger daughter.


A sprawling white frame structure from the late nineteenth century, topped by an atelier, it had been purchased in the twenties by Whitney’s grandfather and renovated by her parents, who had modernized the kitchen and added a spacious sunroom and screened porch. Some of the original furnishings still remained, and the pieces Whitney’s parents had added – wing chairs, couches, paintings of pastoral scenes, and carefully chosen antiques – made little concession to the more casual Vineyard style. Her father’s distinctive improvements were high windows that offered a sweeping view of the grounds and ocean, and a guesthouse for the grandchildren whom Charles and Anne so fervently anticipated, to the point of promoting a jocular competition between Janine and Whitney for the honour of starting the next generation. Looking at the familiar faces as they gathered around the polished mahogany table – her family expanded by Clarice and Peter – Whitney felt the glow of knowing that she, not her sister, was the reason for this night. Then Janine – late as usual – burst into the room, seizing the attention of all.


Unlike Whitney, she had perfect posture that accented her willowy figure, an incandescent smile she could switch on and off, and a way of tossing her head back, as now, to display her perfect cheekbones and tawny mane of hair. Perhaps only Whitney and Clarice knew that Anne had purchased her daughter’s perfect nose from a Park Avenue plastic surgeon, sparing Janine the curse of her father’s more prominent one. After giving Peter a quick but warm kiss on the lips, which she proclaimed ‘sisterly’, she air-kissed Clarice. With a certain lack of enthusiasm, Clarice responded, ‘If it isn’t the “late” Miss Dane,’ before adding, ‘dazzling, as always.’


‘Oh, you are,’ Janine replied airily. ‘I’m so skinny I could shower in the barrel of Daddy’s hunting rifle.’ She followed this persiflage with a glance at Whitney. ‘Of course, the dresses I model aren’t made for normal girls.’


‘Only for goddesses,’ Whitney agreed.


With a trilling laugh to acknowledge the truth of this, Janine glanced around the table. ‘Shouldn’t we be drinking champagne?’ she asked her father. ‘You’re finally marrying one of us off, and it’s my little sister. I need something to take the edge off my insecurity.’


Even Whitney smiled at Janine’s self-deprecation, so clearly crafted to suggest that it was nonsense. Glancing at Clarice, Whitney caught her friend coolly appraising Janine above the perfunctory play of lips. ‘You missed cocktail hour,’ Charles observed, good-humouredly. ‘Doesn’t that Tiffany watch also tell the time?’


‘Oh, it does, Dad. Central Time.’


Her father chuckled indulgently. ‘You’re in luck, dear. As you’ll note from the crystal, Mattie will be serving champagne. Now that you’re here, we can all sit down.’


Clarice sat across from Whitney, tan and trim in her sleeveless dress, the picture of a well-bred New Englander. Wearing a navy-blue blazer identical to her father’s, Peter evoked an acolyte, taking in everything around them, but especially Charles. To Whitney, this was a touching reminder of how young she and her fiancé were, and the role her father had come to play in Peter’s life. His own father had died of a heart attack when Peter was fourteen, leaving his son well provided for, but without much guidance from a feckless mother stunned by her husband’s death. Whatever her misgivings about his new employment, that Peter gravitated toward Charles was a gift to them both.


Her mother sat at the opposite end of the table, seated nearest Janine in an unspoken affinity group, her blond hair a perfectly coiffed artifice, her fine features flawed only by the slight bump in her nose, a blemish she had not permitted Janine. Anne’s rationale had been that Janine was a photographer’s model, occasionally appearing in magazines and more often the society pages, having developed an uncanny talent for striking a pose. But Anne’s motives, Whitney perceived, went deeper than a career Janine would drop once she found a man who deserved her. Their entwinement seemed to have begun at her sister’s birth, spawning Anne’s current absorption in Janine’s life, beneath which Whitney sensed an anxious need for Janine to epitomize the feminine role Anne embraced so completely. Whitney had once hoped to feel closer to her mother but, when Janine turned sixteen, Anne had focused on her sister’s boyfriends, social life and sense of fashion, the vibrancy and allure she so often praised. Now she imagined Janine marrying someone prominent and powerful, a glamorous partner in a public life.


By contrast, Whitney had drawn her mother’s attention chiefly because of her intermittent problems with weight. Nor did Whitney, who enjoyed books and literature, share her sister’s and mother’s interest in clothes or interior design, or in the artful arrangement of atmosphere, seating and guests that comprised the perfect dinner party. Whitney had come to accept that she would never quite gain Anne’s approval, and thus might always feel a little outside the charmed circle of her parents and Janine.


At times Charles seemed to sense this. Though his tastes in books were those of a practical man – contemporary history or politics or business – he sometimes took her to readings by female writers which Whitney sensed he cared nothing about, asking her opinion so gravely that she wanted to hug him. More recently, he had come to the father–daughter dance at Wheaton, where dads dressed in tuxedos and became their daughters’ dates for the weekend, a hoary tradition which excluded mothers and moved a suitemate to remark ‘Paging Dr Freud’. But Whitney was proud of how pleased Charles looked, how other men deferred to him, and most of all, how attentive he was – as if, for once, no one else mattered. Instead of an odd memory, this became one of her warmest.


As Charles stood to offer a toast, Whitney gazed at him in the flickering candlelight with unalloyed affection. Beneath thick, curly chestnut hair, barely flecked with grey, was the countenance she had always loved, round and ruddy, featuring large brown eyes, which could move from commanding to attentive to humorous at will. The planes of his face were broad, his slightly cleft chin pleasantly plump, reminding Whitney that she had always resembled her father rather too closely, her mother not at all. Were there perfect justice, she sometimes thought, she would have been his son – perhaps a business partner to be – rather than the younger, plainer daughter he praised for her stability and common sense.


These traits radiated from Charles himself, along with his self-confidence, keen mind, and the relentless ability to forge his path. To Whitney, he epitomized an investment banker as she imagined the breed – a man of wisdom without illusions, cool-headed and decisive, with a sense of probity that served him for the long haul. Working his way through school, he had learned that time was precious, and became foresighted and proactive, never surprised or out of control. When Whitney went off to Rosemary Hall, he had told her, ‘Organize your time, and husband your resources. If I had to stay up the night before an exam, I’d already fallen short. It’s as big a sin to be surprised by your own life as it is to let other people define it.’


To Whitney’s knowledge, the adult Charles Dane had never failed to control his own destiny, never allowed any obstacle to deter him. Along the way he built Padgett Brothers, her maternal grandfather’s firm, into a power second to none. Charles had been born on the outside, without resources, and he was single-mindedly determined that no one in his family would ever feel as he had.


Now, as she had seen him do many times before, he looked to his right and left, silent until the others turned to him. Then he told them, ‘I look at this family tonight – including Peter and Clarice – and feel more fortunate than I can ever say.’


His voice thickened with emotion as he gestured to indicate their surroundings. ‘All of this,’ he continued, ‘and whatever success I’ve enjoyed, would be nothing without you. Family alone is the true measure of a life.’ Meeting Anne’s eyes, he added softly, ‘And of a marriage.’


Across the table, Clarice watched him intently. ‘It all started,’ he went on, ‘with my brilliance – or sheer luck – in persuading Anne Padgett to marry me.


‘When I doubted myself, she was there.


‘When I was at odds with a superior, or a partner, she would seat him beside her at a dinner party, always knowing the perfect thing to say, the right time to listen, easing my way without seeming to try.


‘When I worked to build the life I wanted for Janine and Whitney, Anne made certain that they were safe, secure and healthy in mind and body.’


As tears misted her mother’s eyes, Whitney dismissed her own petty feelings of neglect.


‘By saying that life is nothing without family,’ Charles said emphatically, ‘I’m also saying that I’d be a far lesser man without Anne. For that, I will be forever thankful. And so,’ he told Peter, ‘will you.’


As Peter smiled, Whitney’s father faced her. ‘You have a fine mind, a great heart, and a strong character. You will be the core of a new family, true north for your sons or daughters. And if my experience is any guide, you’ll work more than a few improvements on your husband.’ Amidst appreciative chuckles, he added dryly, ‘Not that you aren’t perfectly adequate, Peter.


‘I will admit to a few misgivings,’ Charles elaborated with mock sternness. ‘You’re too tall, more than a bit too good-looking, and far too adept at snagging a lacrosse ball. By comparison, I’m shorter, stouter, and have what some tart-tongued girl once called the face of an amiable peasant. Most embarrassing, you threaten to eclipse my lifetime quest to lay a golf club on a stationary ball. Whoever contrived evolution ignored the concept of simple fairness.’


Whitney glanced at her mother, who smiled back in complicity. That Charles did not mean a word of this self-depreciation did not detract from its charm – as Anne often said, her husband excelled at playing Cary Grant. Then Charles addressed Peter with renewed seriousness. ‘Truth to tell, I’m feeling especially lucky in you. Given the qualities of my daughters, I never regretted not having a son. But now I have one – a companion in arms, and someday a partner.’ His tone lightened again. ‘Not to mention a much-needed source of gender balance in a household where I’ve felt bound hand and foot like Gulliver among the Lilliputians. And Whitney’s mother and I can hardly wait to meet the children who will be the joyous culmination of a life well lived.’ Extending his glass, he concluded, ‘On our behalf, I wish you, Peter, and you, Whitney, all the happiness we’ve enjoyed – and more.’


As the others raised their flutes of champagne, Whitney felt a lump in her throat. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ she managed. ‘But if we can be like you and Mom, we’ll feel incredibly lucky.’


As her father’s eyes lowered, a sign of emotion, Clarice appraised him over the rim of her glass, reminding Whitney of the envy she had sensed in her friend. Then Peter joked appreciatively, ‘Is it too late to ask you to be my best man?’


‘And give away the bride?’ Charles rejoined. ‘That would require a certain agility. Though I’ve always tried to make my own rules.’


‘You don’t know how true that is,’ Whitney told Peter. ‘Best to keep him in his place.’


‘Don’t be hasty,’ Charles admonished them. ‘I didn’t want to tell you until I was sure, Peter. But the head of the Connecticut National Guard is a neighbour in Greenwich. I’ve spoken to him, and there seems to be a place for you. The firm will give you whatever time you need to fulfil your obligation.’


Stunned, Whitney saw Peter’s shoulders sagging with relief. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘I didn’t want you to worry,’ Charles told Whitney in a gentler voice. ‘Too many friends died in my own war, leaving widows and sometimes children. To see that happen to you would break my heart.’


A wave of gratitude overcame Whitney. Seeing Clarice’s ironic smile at her, she briefly wished she had known this before cancelling their trip, then had the stray, superstitious fear that some less fortunate young man might die in Peter’s place. But such thoughts were unfair to Peter, and to the father who must love her as much as she loved him. Once again, Charles had arranged life for the benefit of those within his charge. ‘Thank you, Dad,’ she echoed.


At the corner of her vision, she saw Janine pour herself a glass of wine.





FIVE


The dinner flowed easily, as did the cabernet; the conversation, festive and light. Over the dessert wine, Charles turned to Peter. ‘It just occurred to me: if I can arrange it, would you enjoy meeting Richard Nixon?’
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