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PART ONE

1986




ONE


A door slammed so hard that the glass prisms on the hall light clashed in alarm. Someone very angry had either gone into a room or had left it. Then silence, thick and ominous, fell back. When the silence began to ring, Charlotte pulled the pillow around her ears.


They were arguing again. But they would get over it as they always did. After a while her mother, who was undoubtedly the one who had slammed the door, would quiet down. She wondered whether other people’s parents lived like this.


“Childish,” said Emmabrown, talking to her nephew the mailman at the front door. “Charlotte’s fourteen, and she has more sense in her little finger than her mother has in her whole body.”


Emmabrown—that being the name Charlotte herself had bestowed—was proud of her connection with the family; she had kept house for three generations of the Daweses, and liked to talk about their affairs. Dad was her favorite. On the telephone while Charlotte eavesdropped, she grumbled and boasted to her friends.


“I knew Bill and Cliff when those two boys were learning to talk. Bill was the smart one, good natured, too, a real pleasure. So then he goes to Europe one summer for some studies, Lord knows why you have to go there to study, but anyway he did, and comes home three months later married to this Elena, she just twenty and he twenty-two. Kids, they were. The family wasn’t too happy about it, either, I can tell you. The one good thing was she’s no gold digger. She’s an orphan, left with a pile of money of her own. A real good-looker with a foreign accent—Italian—and a figure like a movie star. Pretty face too. Big eyes and big smile. You can see why he fell for her. She winds him around her little finger.”


Did she really? Well, maybe. Dad didn’t like to fight with people. Sometimes he didn’t even answer back, which made Mama more angry. Mama. People called their mothers Mom, but she wanted to be called Mama, with the accent on the end. Silly. Stubborn. In her private thoughts Charlotte called her Elena.


It was cold, even under the quilt. She could feel the October wind coming through the walls. No, she thought then, it’s not coming through the walls; the cold is inside me. It’s because I’m scared, although I should be used to all this, shouldn’t I?


Now there were voices in the hall, barely loud enough to be heard. Dad’s voice rumbled.


“What do I do that you don’t like?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing? You like everything I do? I take it you like everything about me, then?”


Laughter. “No. Oh, no.”


Pause. “Oh, good God, Elena, will you open your mouth and say specifically what’s wrong today? Specifically?”


“A lot of things. Nothing. I don’t know.”


“You really don’t know anything, do you?”


“That’s true. I don’t know anything.”


“Well, if you didn’t spend all your days at the country club, you might know something. I joined for your sake, but I didn’t think you were going to make a second home of the place.”


“And what am I supposed to do with myself? Get elected to the Board of Education? And the Committee for the Environment? I’m not you, Bill. Those aren’t my thing. I wouldn’t fit.”


That was true. She wouldn’t fit. She not only looked different from most other girls’ mothers with their sweaters and moccasins and Jeeps, but she was different. That’s probably why she had no friends among the PTA ladies; they didn’t like her.


But their husbands do, Charlotte thought, thinking, too, how people would be surprised if they knew how much their children noticed: glances, little greetings on a Saturday morning at the post office or at the school play.


They had gone into their room now, which was just across the hall, yet she was still able to hear. They were assuming that she was asleep.


“Get busy with worthwhile things, Elena, and you’ll be happier.”


“I’ll be happier when I get away from this town, this city, whatever you call it. Of all the places in America, I have to end up in New England in a dying factory town. Fifteen years in this town. ‘A country town,’ you said, and I imagined something with charm, something like Tuscany, with vineyards and old stone houses. Fifteen years in this place.”


“You’ve been living pretty darn well in this place.”


“The winter hasn’t even begun and I’m already freezing.”


Dad sighed. “Oh, what the hell do you want, Elena?”


“I want to go to Florida, to rent a place for a few months.”


“That’s ridiculous. Charlotte has school.”


“We can get tutors for her there. She’d learn more than she would here in school.”


“Ridiculous!”


“We’ll leave her here with Emmabrown. We could shorten our time to six weeks.”


“You know all the trouble we’ve been having with the business. Anyway, I wouldn’t leave her for six weeks, no matter what.”


“All right, Bill, I may just go by myself.”


“You do that.”


Dad’s anger had petered out, and he was tired. The door closed.


Maybe now I can sleep, Charlotte thought. Suddenly she remembered to put her hand on her heart and feel whether it was beating faster. It was. It always did, whenever they fought.


Even the night before Uncle Cliff’s wedding, they had to fight. Even that day they had to spoil.




TWO


The chairs were set in rows, and there were flowers in tall holders where the bride and groom were to stand, so that it felt like being in church, or would have felt like it, if the two collies, Rob and Roy, hadn’t been there too. Somehow, Charlotte had known that Uncle Cliff would not want a solemn atmosphere, nor would Claudia, whom he was marrying. They were not what Charlotte called “fancy” people.


They suited this house, where Dad had grown up and had lived until he married and had built a new house for Elena, a modern one where things were orderly and shining. Here there were unexpected nooks, back stairs, porches, dog beds, untidy flowering plants on the windowsills, and raincoats on the clothes tree in the hall.


“The best house in town,” Emmabrown scoffed, “and he had to move out of it because she wanted something modern.”


Emmabrown, in black silk, sat now in the front row next to Charlotte. Elena was on Charlotte’s other side, while Dad, as best man, stood with the minister and Uncle Cliff, waiting for Claudia.


Elena’s neighbor inquired, “Who’s to be maid of honor?”


“No maid. Her son Ted.”


“Her son? That’s unusual.”


“Claudia is unconventional. But she’s very nice, and just right for Cliff.”


“She’s had a hard life, I hear.”


“Oh, terribly. Her husband was shot to death at his office. She came here from Chicago to make a fresh start. Change of scene, you know.”


Elena was in a satisfied mood this morning. She liked being at places when you dressed up and were admired. She liked big, sociable occasions. Her hands, with their beautiful rings, rested quietly on her dark green velvet skirt. Emmabrown was looking at the skirt, which ended several inches above Elena’s knees.


“Posture,” Elena whispered. “Do sit up straight, Charlotte. And when the ceremony is over, go into the guest bathroom and comb the back of your hair.” She smiled. “I know I’m nagging you, but it’s for your own good, so don’t be angry at me, darling.”


The smile and the darling gave Charlotte a soft feeling in her chest. Dad always told her she was soft, and she knew she was, soft like him. Affection sometimes brought tears to her eyes. Elena’s little nagging could be affectionate, so this morning she didn’t mind it so much. She was even grateful for it.


Now somebody at the back of the room began the bridal march on the piano, and there on the arm of her tall, dark-haired son came Claudia, blond and a little overweight in baby blue. Her face is all upturned, Charlotte thought, a lovely face, with lips curved up at the corners; even her eyes seemed to tilt a bit in the corners, as though they could either laugh or cry at any moment.


Uncle Cliff looked very serious, the minister smiled, and Dad winked at Charlotte.


“Isn’t he handsome,” Charlotte whispered.


“Who is?” Elena whispered back.


“Ted, her son.”


“I thought you meant your father.”


She can’t be still angry at him, Charlotte thought, or she wouldn’t have said that.


Then ail whispering and rustling stopped as the minister began. “Dearly Beloved …”


Charlotte was feeling awe, as when music went shivering through her body. She sought a word: profound. Deep. Yes, that was it. The serious words and the serious expressions on all the faces made her wonder whether everyone was feeling what she was feeling. Were they remembering something? Or wanting something?


Elena was remembering. So little, he had said. So light, lifting her from her feet into the air, as though the contrast between her smallness and his own tall bulk was a marvel. Yet his size and strength had been an immediate attraction to her. At home they call me Big Bill, he had told her, laughing. Then there had been his calm good nature, so mature, so manly. Of course, there had also been the excitement, the adventure, of going with him to America.


She watched him now with his courteous stance and eyes directed toward the clergyman. His eyes were large, opalescent, and rather beautiful, giving an impression of vagueness or inattention, so that you were often surprised to find that he had been listening, observing, and had missed nothing. He was a man of great intelligence; of that there could be no doubt. And yet he bored her. So many things bored her.


“… forsaking all others until death do you part?”


Yes, Bill thought, that’s certainly how it was. And then great changes take place. He knew she was looking at him now, contemplating—what? So he kept himself turned toward the minister. Still, he could see her in his mind’s eye: exquisite, doll-like, with black curls thickly massed, a too-heavy frame for the delicate, witty face.


They would have to control their war of words, have to keep firm hold for Charlotte’s sake. Moving his head just an unnoticeable part of an inch, she entered his vision, this ponytailed, awkward product of two opposites. Tall and large-boned like himself, she had nothing of her mother in her that anyone could recognize. Listening, rapt, she displayed all her gentleness upon her face. So fragile, he thought, so trusting, so innocent! And then he withdrew the last, for who was ever really innocent at fourteen? Nevertheless, she must be guarded, shielded from all unnecessary pain.


“I pronounce you man and wife. …”


It was over. Then would come the greeting and kissing, the customary humorless jokes, and the aimless mingling until it was time to move into the dining room for lunch. Charlotte had been at a wedding once before, so she knew how it would be, and knew, too, that since there was no one of her age here, she had best take care of herself.


As soon as she was past the receiving line, she made her way to the hors d’oeuvres table, where immediately she spotted some of her favorites: shrimp, tiny hot dogs, and those delicious little mushroom things. There, from a lookout station between the bar and the food, she stood with her heaped plate in hand, observing the room. It was fun to watch people and speculate about them when they didn’t know they were being watched. Not that her opinions would bother anyone! She was as much removed from the adults’ world as if she were three years old. So she surveyed the moving scene, expecting no attention and receiving none except once when Patsy Jersey’s mother congratulated her for being on the high honor roll. Mrs. Jersey was clearly a loner; shy and uncertain, she was a little brown hen on the edge of the crowd. Mr. Jersey had been talking to Elena for the last ten minutes, and they were laughing. Elena sparkled, with diamonds in her ears and on her wrists. Charlotte felt sorry for Mrs. Jersey.


All around her people came, clustered, and went away, leaving their remarks hanging in the air.


“Yes, it’s nice to see Cliff married at last. It’s time, though. He must be near forty.”


“… a lovely woman. She had that bookstore over in Ridgedale, you know. That’s how he met her.”


“The son’s a good-looking kid, isn’t he?”


“Oh, my goodness, he’s probably the most popular boy in the school. Not much of a student, but a football star and the idol of the girls.”


“Not very friendly, I thought.”


“Oh, well, at seventeen or eighteen—”


“Goodness,” Elena exclaimed, “you’re really not eating all that before the luncheon, Charlotte?”


“I’m hungry, Mama.”


“Yes, but before you know it, you’ll be way overweight, and with your build you can’t afford an extra ounce of fat. Again, dear, go in and redo your ponytail before we sit down to lunch. It’s coming loose. Are you having a good time?”


“Not especially.”


“Well, of course not, standing here all by yourself. You need to learn to mingle.”


Mingle, said Charlotte in scorn and silence. In front of the mirror in the bathroom she glimpsed herself: dirty blond, with pale skin and light eyes, Dad’s eyes, of no particular color. At least the braces were off her teeth, thank God. Otherwise, there was little to be said about her. Stuffed with food now, she wished she could go home.


She was seated, naturally, at the family table among a handful of middle-aged cousins and some of Uncle Cliff’s close friends. Also quite naturally, they had put her next to Ted.


“You two are related now,” Claudia said happily, “so you need to get acquainted.”


You could tell how happy she was and that she wanted everybody else to be the same. Charlotte could not have said how she knew this. It was simply that she felt a warmth in Claudia; maybe it came from her voice or her gestures, which were unhurried and peaceful. But she ought to have known that Ted would have no interest in Charlotte.


With obvious reluctance he asked her what grade she was in.


“Ninth.”


His bright eyes, black olives, swept over Charlotte and dismissed her. Yet, since he still had to say something more, he inquired who her homeroom teacher was. “I hope not Mr. Hudson. He stinks.”


“I don’t go to public school.”


She shouldn’t have said that. The words had come out as if she felt superior because of going to private school, and of course she hadn’t meant that at all. Why did her words so often get tangled up this way? And she felt a hot flush on her cheeks.


“Where do you go?” he asked carelessly.


“The Lakewood School.”


“Oh. All girls.”


“Yes,” she said.


He turned away to the man on his other side, who had begun a conversation about football. Naturally, that would be more interesting for him than anything Charlotte was able to talk about. Still, if she were beautiful, if she knew how to “mingle,” as Elena had said, it might, in spite of her youth, be different.


So she sat silently, watching and listening as before. It was interesting how if you watched and listened carefully, things meant to be hidden became clear. You could tell when two people who were very polite to each other did not like each other.


“A wedding trip to Italy,” Elena said in her bright voice. “How wonderful. You’ll love it. I sometimes wonder how I ever could have left.”


“I should imagine you left for your husband’s sake,” said a woman whom Charlotte recognized as the mother of one of the popular girls. Her mouth smiled at Elena while she reproved her.


Elena knew it too. Her shrug said: Your opinions make no difference to me. And she returned to her little flirtation with the man next to her.


Why was Dad not noticing? Perhaps he was but had too many other things to think about.


“After eighty years we have to close the plant,” Uncle Cliff was remarking to someone. “And let me tell you, we feel the pain. But textiles are moving south, or else to Asia. You know what’s happening.”


Dad worried. When he caught Charlotte’s glance, he smiled. But he worried.


Many things troubled Bill, even in the middle of a wedding feast. He wondered whether Charlotte had heard them quarreling last night. But even if she had not, she knew too much. You can’t hide things when you’re living next to each other in the same house. Even when you keep a surface calm, the current is felt, the undercurrent is palpable. How we suffer, some of us, and how our children suffer because of us!


His glance touched on Ted and moved to Claudia. Yes, he thought, regardless of her joy today, there is a shadow on her face. Ted is a problem for her. She may not even know it. She may not yet see, or perhaps never will see plainly, what I saw the first time I met him: the contemptuous swing of his walk, the sullen mouth, the narrow eyes, fast-shifting, never looking straight at your eyes. He is a fox. He can be cruel.


And then he thought: This is absurd. What am I, a mind-reader? It’s only my mood that makes up such morbid fictions. … Elena and I will part. In spite of my best efforts, and I shall make them, it will happen, though I don’t know when. And it will be so hard for Charlotte, my little Charlotte.


On the way home Bill remarked cheerfully, “It was a nice wedding, small and intimate. And I really do like Claudia.”


“Yes, it was very pretty,” Elena said. “If only Claudia knew how to dress!”


No one replied. The comment left an unpleasant sense of gloom, quite out of proportion to its importance.


After a while Bill said, “She’s had to struggle for a living. I don’t imagine she’s had the time or the means to fuss much about clothes. Oh, look over there on the left—must be a dozen bluejays on that limb. I guess they plan to stay all winter.”


Charlotte was familiar with this effort to keep a genial mood alive. Sometimes the effort seemed almost ridiculous, since it seldom worked. Elena laid her head back on the seat; her plump, glossy curls rested on her upturned collar; she had never ceased her animated talk all through the day, but now she was silent.


And soundlessly, Charlotte implored: Say something, answer him. Inside, near her stomach, or perhaps actually within her stomach, things quivered.


Bill cried out, “Do I see snowflakes?”


The day had started out mild, but while they had been indoors, the sky had gone gray and cold. Hard, Charlotte thought, like an iron lid.


“They’ve been predicting an early winter,” Bill resumed, “and I think I’ve noticed squirrels doing more scurrying for food than usual. Have you noticed, Charlotte?”


“No, but I’ll watch out tomorrow.”


“How I dread the winter.” Elena sighed. “This miserable climate. Just getting out of bed in the morning—my flesh shrinks to think of it. Where are you going, Bill? I thought we were going straight home.”


“I want to take a look at the plant first.”


“What on earth for?”


“Sentimental reasons, I suppose.”


From where the car stopped on the opposite bank of the river, the old Dawes Textile Building looked as if it had been long abandoned, although it had only been closed for the last two months. Already it was a relic, Bill thought ruefully, one of a string of old industries on countless East Coast rivers that the century had passed by. Of its many small-paned, old-fashioned windows a good number, tempting targets for stone-throwing boys, were already smashed. Soon rain and snow would rot the interior. Birds and rats would nest unless—unless a buyer should come along and rescue it. But there was a singular dearth of buyers for a place like this one, three floors high, eighty years old, four acres square with another thirty acres, mostly swampland, behind it. In front of it the river rolled toward the distant ocean. There was no sign of life in any direction. For a few moments they all sat staring into the faded afternoon.


Suddenly Elena said, “No one’s ever going to buy this thing. Kingsley is a decaying town. In fact, it’s decayed already. No one’s built anything here since 1890 except for the mall out on the highway.”


Bill corrected her. “That’s not quite true.”


“Well, you should have sold out five years ago to the conglomerate. Now you’re stuck with it.”


“You know very well why we didn’t. We held on, tried to keep going to save our people’s jobs.”


“So now they’re unemployed anyway. You’re too soft, Bill. You always have been. A rugged six feet four, and soft inside. My God, when I remember the fuss you made about Mrs. Boland! And she survived, didn’t she?”


He did not say that she had survived because Cliff and he had given her a nest egg large enough for her to live on the interest it paid. Instead, he said, “Mrs. B. was my father’s secretary before she was mine. She was an old widow with an older widowed mother in a wheelchair, for God’s sake. Of course we ‘made a fuss,’ as you call it.” And then, giving way unwillingly to his impatience, he added, “Claudia would understand. She’s been there herself.”


“Oh, Claudia,” Elena mocked.


Something broke in Charlotte. “Why don’t you stop?” she cried. “You’ve been fighting over this business ever since I was in fifth grade.”


Bill said instantly, “You’re right. How about dropping the subject, going home, and getting something to eat? It’s been a long time since lunch. We’ll light a fire and maybe toast some marshmallows.”


“That’ll be nice,” Elena agreed. She turned around and smiled at Charlotte. “People said lovely things about you, darling. About how smart you are in school and what a pleasant girl you are. I was really proud.”


It was dark when they reached home. Darkness in the fall felt different from the summer dark, which, gauzy and shot through with skylight, invited you to stay outside in it. Now it was thick and heavy here, pressing against the black windows as if it were trying to get in. Charlotte spread out her hands before the fire, not because she was cold, but because it was friendly.


She had been eating her way through sandwiches, apples, and marshmallows, when Elena exclaimed, “Where do you put all that food?”


“In my stomach,” she answered.


“I can’t believe it,” Elena still exclaimed, although she often described herself as one who never gained an ounce and could afford to be greedy.


“Charlotte is growing,” Bill said, putting a stop to the subject.


After that they talked, the two parents, quietly and sensibly as people should. Charlotte, reading a magazine, had no interest in what they were saying. It was just good that they were being nice together. Maybe this niceness would last for a long time, for two or three weeks, as it often did. Only once did she come to attention, when Elena said something about Florida and was stopped by Dad’s look of warning: Not now. Not in front of Charlotte, it meant.


So the quiet talk resumed. Maybe, then, everything would be all right? And her butterflies would stop flickering? Or maybe she should simply get used to the way things were and not always be so scared that something was going to happen.


Cliff and Claudia were also having a tray before their fire, eating leftovers and drinking wine. The guests were gone, the caterers had made everything tidy again, and Ted had gone out with friends, leaving the newly-wed couple alone in their home. Their relationship now, after two years, was at last official under one roof.


“I can’t believe it’s over,” Claudia said.


“It’s just beginning. We have to make an early start for the Boston airport tomorrow. Then, Rome, here we come.”


Claudia laid her hand over Cliff’s. “I almost hate to leave this house. You can’t know how thrilled I am. You and this wonderful house—I’m in paradise.”


“It’s funny,” he said, “I’ve lived all my life here, and although I know it’s a pretty big place, I never felt that it was too big until you came along. I used to fill it up with business guests, or visiting relatives, and was glad to have the space. But after the day I walked into that bookstore and got to know you, this house became as empty as a strange hotel.” He raised her hand and kissed it. “I’d never realized I was lonesome.”


“Thirty-eight years and never married—”


He laughed. “Until I found the irresistible woman.” And then, becoming suddenly grave, he said, “I want all your worries to be over. Now that you’re rid of the store, I want you to stay home here and relax. Do nothing.”


“I can’t imagine ‘doing nothing,’ Cliff.”


“You’ve got that little heart problem—”


“For which exercise and work are the best medicines.”


“Well, cook some good meals, do some volunteering, and that’s work enough. I order you.”


She was not used to being cared for this way, and she felt a kind of astonishment that these things should be happening to her. “It’s the first time—” She broke off. “This is so wonderful for Ted too. I hope you’ll like him, Cliff, now that you’ll be getting to know him. He’s not easy to know, maybe because of not having had a father since he was four. A boy needs a father, even at eighteen.” She heard herself being apologetic, yet could not help it. “Today must have been a difficult one for him. I’m sure he felt uncomfortable, although he didn’t say so. He’s rather silent, anyway.”


“Think nothing of it. As to being silent, I’m used to that. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m the talkative one in my small family. Bill’s the silent thinker.”


“I like Bill. You can feel how solid he is. Dependable.”


“And what do you think of her?”


“She’s rather charming,” Claudia responded. It behooved a new wife to be uncritical.


“Yes, but not my type.”


“Is she Bill’s type, do you think?”


“Honey, you’re asking because you can see she isn’t. She’s a little flirt—a harmless one, I think. I hope.”


“But he loves her?”


Cliff shrugged. “I told you, he’s my silent brother. He certainly wouldn’t tell me if he didn’t love her.”


“It’s possible he doesn’t know whether he does or not.”


“You’re pretty sharp, Mrs. Dawes. But what makes you say that?”


“The few times I’ve been with them, I’ve felt that he was trying somehow to please her and that they just weren’t comfortable together.”


“Not like you and me.”


“No, not at all like you and me.” She had a long vision of evenings being comfortable together in this room, or under the trees on summer afternoons.


“The person who’ll suffer from their discomfort will be Charlotte, naturally. She’s a lovely child and she deserves better. I’m very fond of her.” He paused. “Elena’s going to Florida for a couple of months.”


“Alone? That’s odd, isn’t it?”


“Well, I think so. But maybe it isn’t.”


She saw that Cliff was troubled, and that the subject ought to be dropped. “Let’s go up,” she said. “It’s getting late.”


Rob and Roy, as if they had understood, followed them up the stairs and started down the hall.


“Not that way,” Cliff signaled. “That’s Ted’s room now, not mine. They’ll sleep in the corner of our room. Here we are. All done over for you. Do you like it?”


The wide old bed was covered with a puffed quilt padded in sea-green and rose. The walls were painted in the same sea-green. A mound of shell-pink roses in an emerald bowl stood on a bedside table. And the air was fragrant. It was a room perfected for love, for sleeping side by side and for waking together on a new morning.


“Elena did the decorating. She left the walls bare because she knew you love paintings and you’ll want to choose them for yourself.”


“It’s wonderful, Cliff. The color of the sea, like a grotto. I’ve never seen one, but I think it must be like this.”


“You’ll see a famous one in Capri. Now tell me, do you want to pretend you’re a shy virgin bride and get undressed in the bathroom? Or shall I—”


“You shall. You shall right now.”


No, she was hardly a shy virgin bride. Were there such anymore? Nevertheless, she had bought for this night the laciest lace that any virginal bride could want. What a pity, she thought, laughing at herself, that I’ll not even get to put it on.




THREE


“Your father really could have come down this week,” Elena said, applying sunblock to her nose.


“He couldn’t. Some people were in town again to look at the plant and maybe buy it.”


“Nobody’s ever going to buy it. They might as well dynamite the place.”


“That’s silly.”


“Well, of course it is. Dynamiting, I mean. But give up—give it to the town or something. Oh, well, come on in for a swim.”


“I can’t. I’m supposed to finish this whole book over vacation, and I’m going home the day after tomorrow.”


“You haven’t looked at it for the last ten minutes. What on earth have you been dreaming about?”


“I’m not dreaming.”


“Gazing, then.”


Elena wanted people to be as alert and busy as she was, even if busyness meant only applying makeup or talking on the telephone. You weren’t supposed to sit and do nothing.


Charlotte answered patiently, her patience masking impatience, “I was looking at that boat.”


“What about it? They’re waiting their chance to slide into the lagoon.”


“I was thinking how sinister it seems. It has a shark’s pointed nose. And the cabin windows up front are like shark’s eyes. I think maybe they run guns or drugs in it.”


“You’re a funny girl,” Elena said. “Funny and lovable.”


She sprang up. Other people seemed to struggle up from a beach chair, whereas she got onto her feet in one easy movement. Now she stretched out her arms as if to limber herself and yawned.


“This sun makes me sleepy. Okay, I’ll be back soon.”


Charlotte watched her. Other people watched her, too, for Elena was wearing a black string bikini and a red straw cartwheel hat, which she would leave at the water’s edge. She had no objections to a tanned body, but always protected her face. No matter what Charlotte ever thought of her mother, even in those moments when she was filled with love for her, there was always a painful awareness of her mother’s difference. And this went along with her own embarrassment over it. She certainly knew that teenagers like herself are often embarrassed by their parents. So was this normal of her or not? Her mind was always divided. A mother should just be there, the way one’s bed is there, or one’s shoes on the closet floor; you didn’t have to think about them, did you?


Elena had already joined a group going into the water, or probably it was they who had joined her. Did she know everybody on this beach, and in the condominium, too, when they all sat around the pool in the late afternoon? It certainly seemed that way. The group was laughing now. Charlotte could even hear one man’s loud whoop. Elena must have said something funny.


Actually, the week had been a success so far. All Charlotte’s previous vacations had been in western or northern places, and this was the first time she had seen palm trees, the first time she had seen water as blue as this intense, vast blue. Elena had made friends with a family who were cruising on their own boat and had taken them out on it for a day. Yesterday they had been invited to somebody’s enormous house for lunch; it had enormous lawns and white marble floors. Charlotte thought the house was too large and chilly to feel like anybody’s home. But there had been two girls of her age there, and it had turned out to be a rather good day.


There was only one thing wrong with any of the days this week. That thing was Judd. He was always there.


Yet he might be a perfectly nice person, she argued now, and he probably was. It was indecent to dislike someone who had given you no reason. He was a friendly young man, very neat, and he had a beautiful convertible in which he drove them anywhere they wanted to go. Obviously, he liked Elena, and she was jolly with him. But that was hardly any reason to mind his presence; Elena was always especially jolly with men. She was candid about liking men. She always said, even to Dad, that men were easier to get along with. Well, maybe they are, Charlotte thought now. I haven’t had experience, that’s for sure.


“Look what’s happened to the sky,” Elena said, wrapping herself in a scarlet cover-up that matched the hat. “We’re in for rain. It happens down here with no more than ten seconds’ warning.”


Clouds, massing and rolling, had turned the sky into a dull gray-brown ceiling. The day had gone sultry and heavy with heat.


“Let’s go in. Judd’s going to pick us up for lunch.”


“Does he have to come along?” asked Charlotte. She hadn’t intended to whine, yet the question came out that way.


Elena tossed her paraphernalia—sunglasses, lotions, sandals, magazines, purse, and collapsible umbrella—into a beach bag. “No, he doesn’t have to,” she said a trifle sharply. “But what’s your objection?”


Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. … Only, it might be fun not to have him along.”


“That’s not very kind. He’s taking us out for real Maine lobster. Actually, it was his idea to do it for you because you said you liked real Maine lobster.”


Rebuked, Charlotte gave no answer. They walked back across the road.


“Please don’t let him see that he’s not welcome, Charlotte.”


She gave no answer to that either. As if she would be so disgusting as to hurt the man’s feelings! She’s the one who needs to be reminded, Charlotte thought. They had even had a tiny argument the other day when Elena was having a manicure. Charlotte, who had trailed along, had heard her talking to the manicurist about ranch mink versus wild mink, and it had seemed mean and boastful to speak about things that the other woman could not afford. Afterward, very gently, Charlotte had said so.


“Isn’t that a little nervy of you to tell me what I should talk about?” Elena had responded.


“I don’t mean to be nervy. I only felt sorry for her. I heard her talking about her children and how much things cost.”


“Okay, you’re like your father, and that’s not all bad,” Elena had said then, smiling to make up for her first irritation. “He takes note of every word a person says.”


She thinks I’m odd, Charlotte thought suddenly. And perhaps I am, but at least Dad doesn’t think I am.


“Let’s hurry,” Elena said. “I’m starved. Wear your white linen slacks. People dress a bit where we’re going.”


The two bedrooms were separated by a square hall, small enough to allow conversation between them.


“Judd’s practically the first friend I made when I got here. Some people introduced me to his sister, and that’s how I came to know him. They’re very nice, both of them. It’s a really nice crowd, very friendly. No airs. Lots of fun.” Elena’s voice rose. “But don’t get any silly ideas about him, Charlotte.”


“Of course not. Why would I?” You didn’t get “ideas” about your own mother.


“I don’t know. I just wanted to make everything clear. Judd’s a great tennis partner. I should be flattered. He’s not thirty yet, and goodness knows what he wants with me except that I play a good game too.” Elena laughed. “Maybe he likes my little foreign accent.”


Judd was waiting in his car. It certainly was a cool car, the kind you could dream of driving when you were seventeen.


“Hey, there, that’s a cool outfit you’re wearing,” he said.


It took Charlotte an instant to realize that he meant her. “Thanks,” she answered. “I like yours too.”


Like her he wore white slacks and shirt. Unlike her he wore a sleeveless sweater striped in red and blue, along with two heavy gold chains.


The rain had not arrived yet, so the top was down. The car skimmed along the shore drive, and when Judd turned on the radio, he and Elena sang along with it. They were having a good time. He drove with one hand. The other arm rested on the seat behind Elena’s back. In the parking lot at the restaurant, it occurred to Charlotte as she walked behind them that they looked alike. Judd was slender, and his thick black hair was curly. She wondered whether people might assume that they were both her parents. Odd thought.


Judd was a talker, too, like Elena when she wanted to be. Their conversation wasn’t interesting. It was all about people Charlotte didn’t know, and about the things they owned, their cars and their houses, mostly.


Judd said, “I bet you’d give your eyeteeth for one of those big places on the shore drive.”


“If I could live down here, that’s what I’d have,” Elena told him, “with a private beach across the road.”


“Oh, ho,” he cried, throwing his head back. “Why don’t you?”


“Well, I just might,” she answered, tossing her own head.


She seemed to be teasing him. Charlotte had never seen her behaving quite like this. There was a silence that now suddenly seemed interesting. Judd broke it by addressing Charlotte, to whom no attention had been paid since his first compliment.


“You don’t mean to tell me you’re going to leave all that on your plate?”


“It was delicious, but it was huge,” she replied politely. “Too much for me.”


Judd laughed. “Look at your mother. One hundred four pounds soaking wet, and she eats enough for two.”


Why did he know her weight? It seemed too intimate a thing for him to know. Still, perhaps that’s silly of me, Charlotte argued. Most likely I’m picking on him because I wish he wasn’t here.


“Look at the rain,” Elena said. “Let’s go to the mall.”


“What do you want to do there?” Judd demanded.


“Shop. What else is there to do on a rainy day?”


“I can think of things.”


“Oh, sure,” Elena said. “Let’s go.” And summoning the waiter, she paid the check.


That was strange, too, Charlotte thought. Wasn’t he supposed to have invited us?


“Do I have to go to the mall?” she asked. “You could take me back so I can finish my book.”


“You have a long plane ride home. You can finish it then. Besides, you’ve never seen a mall like this one.”


That turned out to be true. This mall glittered like a Christmas tree. In shops filled with shoes, perfumes, tennis rackets, Italian silks and chocolates, and Irish linens, they looked and bought. Judd bought ties and a tennis-racket cover. Elena bought a scarf, a dark-brown lipstick, and a crystal elephant. It seemed to Charlotte, who was growing tired, that they were buying just for the sake of buying. And she tried to imagine Dad in this place.


“You could use a summer dress or two,” Elena remarked. “Look there. The blue one would be lovely on you.”


“Mama.” The word was a protest. “Mama. When would I wear a dress like that in Kingsley? Nobody gives parties like that in the summer.”


“Nobody does much there anytime, if you ask me. Okay, enough. Let’s go back.”


The return ride was quiet. Judd had the radio on, but nobody sang. A different mood had blown in on the wind. He stopped at the door, they got out and thanked him, and he drove away.


“See you tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow on the beach.”


“He’s such fun,” Elena said as they went inside. “Tell the truth, don’t you agree?”


Why should I disagree? Charlotte asked herself. It’s easier not to.


“Yes, he’s fun,” she said.


She woke early while Elena was still sleeping. She dressed and went outside. Apparently everyone in the community was still sleeping. She sat down in the garden area near a small pond surrounded by some vivid flowers whose name she did not know. There were goldfish in the pond, gliding and gleaming through light and shadow. The morning was still, without wind or motion. Only the goldfish moved.


On such a morning a person ought to feel happy. It was all so beautiful. What, then, was wrong with her? She felt—she felt superfluous. It was as if she did not belong here, even with her mother who loved her and had been disappointed when she refused the silly blue dress. She tried to analyze herself. At school from time to time they had visitors, psychologists, who came to explain to the girls about sex and popularity problems and family relationships. You went away from these talks wondering about other people and about yourself. What did it mean to be happy? Nobody could possibly be happy all the time. You had to have some times when you felt miserable. But how often? How often was too often? Would she feel very different if her parents didn’t fight so much? After a whole week’s vacation she was sitting here moping. That’s what Emmabrown would call it. Stop moping, she would say, and help me peel these apples. But the way she said it, you wouldn’t mind.


Now through an open window came the sound of voices. On the far side of the lawn a fat man went jogging down the path. The world was awake. She stood up to go inside and begin the day. It was queer that she should be looking forward to tomorrow and the end of her vacation.


“Mama,” she called, looking in at the open bedroom door.


Then, hearing the rush of water in the bathtub, she went back through the living room to start breakfast—and came to a full stop. Judd’s sweater and gold chains were lying on the sofa. Puzzled, she stood there staring at them.


But he was wearing them when he drove away last evening! And she recalled exactly how, going too fast, the car had swung around the circle. She recalled exactly the striped sweater and the blaring music.


He had come back here, then, very late. Charlotte herself had stayed up very late watching television.


“Aren’t you going to bed soon?” Elena had kept asking.


She wanted to get me out of the way, Charlotte thought now, so he could return. He had stayed the night. And, in his hurry to get out before Charlotte should discover him, had forgotten the things tossed on the sofa. It was all quite clear.


Feeling sick to her stomach, she sat down. She was still sitting there when Elena appeared in the doorway. Half-dressed, she had a pink dressing gown slung over her arm.


“Hey,” she called, “you’re the early bird this morning—”


Like arrows the two pairs of eyes shot to the little heap on the sofa, shot back to meet, and separated. Lightly, Elena dropped herself onto the sofa; lightly, she dropped the dressing gown on the little incriminating heap as if she had not even noticed it there.


“So, another lovely day for the beach. What time is it?”


“I don’t know,” Charlotte said.


“It can’t be too late. Oh, well, no rush. Shall we have eggs this morning?”


“I don’t care. Whatever you want.”


This is absurd, Charlotte thought. Playacting! She knows I know, but she hasn’t figured out yet how to handle it. She must be stunned. She needs time to work out a strategy. It can’t be the nicest feeling to have your daughter find you out.


Oh, Elena, why? she cried to herself in fierce and silent anger. And then perversely, along with the anger came pity, the pity one has for an animal caught in a trap.


“I’ll get my clothes on,” Elena said, “and then we’ll eat. It’s been a long time since dinner.”


She got up and, carelessly sweeping Judd’s things under a trail of pink silk, disappeared into the bedroom. So, without words, it had apparently been agreed that each of them would pretend that nothing had been seen and nothing had happened. Everything must be normal.


Crazy, crazy … And yet, would it be better to battle It out, mother with daughter? What would be the result? Tears, transparent lies, and shame. Terrible questions and terrible answers, such as: Does this mean that you are never coming home? And if not, what is to happen to me? Why have you done this to us?


I need to get through this day, Charlotte thought. But he had just better not come back here. About that she was resolute. He had better not.


And he did not. And the day passed, somehow.


They stood together at the airport waiting for Charlotte to board. Elena felt naked, as in some horrid dream in which you discover that you have gone out with nothing on but your bathrobe and it’s too late to go home for some clothes.


That so much pain should come from such trivia. A lightweight, insignificant fool like Judd. And I have broken her ignorant little heart. She looks dreadful, with dull eyes and dark blue rings beneath them, not pretty at all today, not the way a young girl should appear so that boys will turn and look at her with that quick curiosity they have.


What shall I say to her? Shall I explain that I’m really not the kind of woman who cheats on her husband in the afternoon, comes home with a cheerful face, eats dinner with him, and tolerates his bed? That’s not me. I’m really not that kind of woman. What kind am I, then? And is this something that can be discussed with a girl of fourteen?


Charlotte had not asked her when she was coming home, or more significantly, whether she was. For the last few weeks when she talked to Bill, he had not asked her either. He was probably, as she was, waiting for their situation to resolve itself. And that made sense. Things always did get either better or worse. They seldom stayed the same. The thought of going back was deadening in a way. And yet the possibility of not going back was chilling in another way.


So now they stood together unspeaking, observing the crowds, the people greeting and parting. There was always so much emotion in airports.


All at once it was time for Charlotte to board. And all at once, impelled by some wave of despairing, painful love, they threw their arms around each other.


“Good-bye, Mama.”


“Good-bye, darling. Take care of yourself.”


In the passing of a moment Charlotte’s ponytail and backpack moved out of sight.




FOUR


“She looks peaked,” Emmabrown observed when, after dinner, Charlotte went upstairs to unpack her suitcase. “Seems to me she didn’t have such a good time down there.”


“She’s probably just tired from the trip,” Bill said, not quite believing it.


Emmabrown saw everything and was usually right. Besides, he had not been happy with the nuggets of information that, on the long ride from the airport, had dropped out of Charlotte’s conversation. Or had he himself dug them out? Or had they simply revealed themselves in the ordinary course of conversation?


“… the day we drove down Alligator Alley. I was hoping there would be alligators, but there weren’t any, and Mama fell asleep.”


“Fell asleep? Who was driving?”


“Judd. He’s one of her friends. I told you.”


“Oh, yes. I remember you mentioned the name.”


Elena, too, had done her part to confuse him. During those telephone discussions about his coming to Florida or her coming home, she had, in one of her chatty moods, run through a string of names, “delightful people, so natural, so casual.” It was all casual, even her airy, light account of it was casual.


But was he perhaps foul-minded to think otherwise of Elena? She had never given him reason to have any serious suspicions. On the other hand, she might well be acting the fool.


She was a passionate woman, little changed after all their years together. Still, a nasty squabble had a way of pouring cold water on desire, and they had for a long time been having far too many of them.


If indeed there is anyone, he thought now, examining himself and with some astonishment concluding, I will not feel the rage and pain that I would have felt only a few years ago. I will not be torn with grief. I will have only a deep, deep regret.


The rustle of Charlotte’s book was the only sound in the room. And looking toward the whispered sound, he realized that, like himself, she was not reading but had put the book away and was gazing out of the window into the looming night. Emmabrown had been right: the girl was “peaked.” Something had most definitely gone wrong.


“What do you all talk about?” he inquired, knowing that the question was too vague to make sense, that it stemmed, too, from an inability to come to the point. Yet how could a man even approach such a point when speaking to his daughter about her mother?


“Just things,” Charlotte said. “I don’t know. Sports, mostly. Tennis and golf.”


“Oh,” he said. “And swimming, too, I suppose? I hope you got in a lot of swimming.”


“Yes, every morning.”


For a moment her glance fell fully upon Bill, and in that moment he saw again how very young she was, younger than most girls of her age. And at the same time he saw how old she was. There was a tired appeal from that glance; it seemed to be saying: We both know that something is finally going to happen.


“Go to bed,” he said gently. “You’ve had a long day, and you must be exhausted.”


“I’m going to Florida for a couple of days,” Bill told his brother.


“Can’t you wait until we negotiate this deal to the end? Frankly, I don’t feel up to doing it alone.”


Bill thought fondly that Cliff was quite correct; he wasn’t up to it. Bill himself was the tougher negotiator. But Bill also saw that these negotiations were getting nowhere fast, and he said so again now.


“Property taxes will kill us if we don’t do something with the place,” Cliff complained.


“We’ll have to lease it if we can’t sell it. Take whatever we can get until maybe something better comes along. Maybe. Anyway, I need to see Elena.”


Cliff, in spite of being the garrulous brother, refrained from asking what he must have been wanting to ask: What, if anything, is going on between you?


They were close brothers, yet they kept their private spaces, for they were of a family and a tradition in a region of the country that is known for the avoidance of too many intimacies. So it was with clear recognition of his own need to confide, perhaps even to receive encouragement, that Bill began.


“I’m worried about Charlotte. Her mother’s been away too long, and she needs her mother. She’s been spending too much time alone in her room. She’s too quiet.”


Charlotte was suffering, there could be no doubt of it. He wanted to ask her why, had indeed started to do so several times, but she had resisted, and seeing her distress, he had not pressed her. And now, to his dismay, Bill’s eyes filled.


Considerately, Cliff looked away into the bustle of the coffee shop and waited until Bill spoke again.


“These times we’re in, with all the stuff on TV and the world as it is … It’s a frightening responsibility to rear a young girl.”


Those grave, wide eyes of hers! The tenderness in her!


“They don’t make many like her,” said Emmabrown, “especially these days.”


“Yes,” he repeated now, having controlled the troublesome tears, “it’s hard to rear a girl.”


“Ah, well,” Cliff said cheerfully, “you mustn’t take it so hard. Curb your worrying. I’ve learned a lot from Claudia.”


He hesitated. Bill had the impression that he was trying to make up his mind whether he should say something more or not. Then, leaning across the table, he lowered his voice almost to a whisper.


“That boy of hers is no one hundred percent pleasure, you know. I could lose plenty of sleep over him if I let myself. The fact is, Bill, and I’m ashamed to say it about my wife’s fatherless son, but I don’t like him. I had every intention of being a companion, a father, to him, but it’s not working out all that well. He never looks me in the eye. Oh, he’s perfectly polite and all that—Claudia’s brought him up that way—but I have a strange feeling that he’s taking stock of me, assessing my strength, my intelligence, or what? My financial worth, perhaps? As the kids say, it’s weird.”


The situation had gone suddenly into reverse. Cliff, who had begun by counseling Bill, now wore an anxious, puzzled frown, as if he were hoping for enlightenment from Bill.


“Lately I’ve had queer fleeting thoughts. Do you know I’ve caught him listening in unexpected places? I hate to say it, but I’ve even thought I wouldn’t put it past him to listen outside our bedroom door.”


“Good God! Have you told Claudia?”


“No, no, no! I can’t hurt her like that. Anyway, she’d see it too differently. She believes in tolerance. You have to understand the adolescent’s reaching toward independence, she says.”
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