

[image: Image]




[image: image]


CLASSIC BOOKS FOR MODERN READERS


PRAISE FOR FAMILY HAPPINESS


‘When I read Family Happiness, I felt like Laurie Colwin had been reading my mail: she was putting language to feelings that I had never expressed and I felt almost unhinged to be reading about them in a book. If you’ve ever been in a relationship with another person, if you’ve ever had a family, you need to read this book’


ANN PATCHETT


‘Colwin has been criminally undervalued as a writer, but she was deliciously sharp, funny, fearless, graceful and full of charm’


FRANCESCA SEGAL


‘One of Colwin’s best novels’


NEW YORK TIMES


‘This novel is sheer perfection. Colwin is so delicate with her characters that you love all of them equally, whether or not they are on the conventional side of morality’


ELIN HILDERBRAND


‘Charming, hilarious. This is my favourite of Colwin’s novels and, I believe, a truly perfect novel. It centres on a wealthy, seemingly happy, successful wife and mother, whose happiness – and that of her family – ultimately hinges on her long-running affair with a downtown painter. Did I mention that it’s also highly feminist and deeply subversive?’


JOANNA RAKOFF


‘Utterly delightful, sophisticated, funny, knowing, clear-eyed and entirely affecting’


WASHINGTON POST


‘Laurie Colwin’s fiction is comfort food for cynics, equal parts wit and warmth. If the title Family Happiness makes you cringe, it may be the perfect book for you’


ISABEL KAPLAN


‘Dutiful wife, mother, daughter and sister Polly Solo-Miller Demarest, “the perfect flower of the Solo-Miller family”, learns to balance the needs of her hilariously demanding clan with her own quiet yearnings. Spoiler: you can have it all’


NEW YORK TIMES


‘The new Jane Austen – but funnier, sunnier and less reserved’


COMPANY





PRAISE FOR LAURIE COLWIN


‘Laurie Colwin’s irresistible novels of love and family are warm, wise, witty and, blessedly, just plain fun’


MAGGIE SHIPSTEAD


‘Laurie Colwin is such a wise, witty and simply enchanting novelist’


NIGELLA LAWSON


‘The Barbara Pym of seventies New York City’


JONATHAN LETHEM


‘Colwin’s writing remains as fresh as asparagus, as reliable as roast chicken’


KATHERINE HEINY


‘One reads with fascination the steps by which lovers stumble upon their forthright declarations’


JOYCE CAROL OATES


‘A writer whose rare gift it was to evoke contentment, satisfaction and affection’


NEW YORKER


‘One of the last century’s great fiction writers’


ELECTRIC LITERATURE


‘An infallible recipe for happiness: read as much Laurie Colwin as you can’


EMMA STRAUB


‘Colwin is a bard of burgeoning adulthood’


NEW YORKER


‘I’ve never met a Laurie Colwin book I didn’t want to live in. She’s outrageously funny, deeply warm and fundamentally uplifting’


DAISY BUCHANAN


‘A brilliant observer of the human comedy’


ROBERT McCRUM


‘We need Colwin’s voice, her heart and her paean to joy, now more than ever’


DANI SHAPIRO




To J. J.
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God setteth the solitary in families; He bringeth out those which are bound with chains; but the rebellious live in a dry land.


—Psalm 68, verse 6




INTRODUCTION


When I first read Family Happiness, I was reminded of a saying: ‘All family life is organised around the most damaged person in it.’ Looking it up, I was thrilled to see it was attributed to Sigmund Freud. How fitting, I thought, that this novel about the dynamics of our closest, most formative relationships should unconsciously summon none other than the father of psychoanalysis!


Family Happiness is concerned with family organisation, both in its extended and nuclear forms: the New York Solo-Miller clan, who prefer their own company to that ‘of other mortals’, and one of its perfect subdivisions, the Demarests, headed up by equally perfect middle child Polly (née Solo-Miller) – mother to two charming children and wife to Henry, a successful lawyer.


Readers familiar with Laurie Colwin will come to these pages knowing they are in the safest of hands. Her writing brims with fine observation, sparkling dialogue, beautifully specific characterisation – and food. Colwin’s best-known book, Home Cooking, a blend of recipes and personal writing, is a classic for a reason, but her fiction is just as taken with the particulars of what, when and how to eat. In families, food – like money – can be a potent symbol for something else: who cooks the meals and how their efforts are received speak volumes about status, affections and control. But food is also deeply pleasurable to read about on its own terms, and in Family Happiness Colwin conjures such vivid, elegant spreads (‘heavy white plates of smoked salmon, silver baskets of toast points . . . capers, lemon slices and scallions . . . covered dishes of poached eggs and sautéed chicken livers’) that you almost forget the people bickering as they pour coffee and feed morsels to the dog are as fictional as their mouth-watering breakfast.


Presiding over these regular gatherings is the Solo-Miller matriarch, Wendy. She is also perhaps (per the Freud maxim) the ‘damaged person’ around whom family life is organised: exacting and opinionated to maddening extremes. She believes that ‘in public a child should look starched’, that marriage is ‘a dynastic institution’, and firmly disapproves of filled chocolates, considering ‘hard pastilles’ the proper after-dinner offering.


On the surface, Wendy’s daughter, Polly Demarest, is Wendy 2.0. Polly has, through her superlative life choices, met every one of Wendy’s high standards, consolidating and propagating her mother’s world-view in the process:


In her day, families merged when a couple got married. A family was expandable, a chain reaction. Polly and Henry Demarest were a perfect example of this, but then Wendy had always considered her reliable Polly a perfect example of a great many things.


But Polly is leading a double life. She has fallen hopelessly in love with Lincoln, a solitary artist, with whom she is conducting a passionate secret affair. From the outset, we are told that Lincoln and Polly can never be: he is too committed to his lonely, ascetic lifestyle, while Polly knows she could not for a second entertain the idea of walking away from the safe, warm, loving cocoon of her marital home. Yet Lincoln offers something irresistible to Polly: being seen and loved, not for her achievements, or what she represents, but simply for who she is.


Oh, the terrible, lonely, selfish longing to be loved in specific! She had set it up so that she would be caught between her faithful husband, who loved her generally, and a recluse who loved her specifically.


Infidelity is hardly untrodden territory in fiction, but it’s rare to see it done with such subtlety, clear-sightedness and, crucially, lack of authorial judgement. Colwin is less interested in the moral implications of falling inconveniently in love than she is in the mutability of the individual mind. She understands that desire, the essence of what it is to want – emotionally, sexually, materially – is not consistent over time, and neither is it always perfectly aligned with the flesh-and-blood choices one has made. Confiding in her colleague Martha about her predicament, Polly acknowledges her good fortune, and despairs that it no longer feels like enough:


‘I want the terms changed. I’m tired of my same old self. But it seems so selfish, so greedy, and so ungrateful when I have so much.’


‘It isn’t what you have,’ Martha said, ‘It’s how you feel about it.’


Initially, I was puzzled as to why Polly – a wealthy, intellectual New Yorker, mid-existential crisis – doesn’t go to see a therap­ist, but Colwin addresses this soon enough: ‘struggle was not admired by the Solo-Millers . . . they did not believe in change and growth and enlightenment’. This ethic is baked into Polly’s DNA, and it’s why she finds herself so unmoored by her situ­ation: self-sufficiency, pressing on, best foot forward, chin up is the only model she has. (And besides, Colwin well knew that a person at war with herself makes for a far more compelling story than one embroiled in the lengthy work of self-excavation alongside an attuned, compassionate professional.)


Intrigued by Freud’s ‘damaged person’ hypothesis, I went in search of the original context, keen to dig deeper into his theory on family psychodynamics. But my efforts returned nothing beyond a series of inspirational quote sites: the only difference being the soothing background tone – teal, taupe, dusty rose – serving as a backdrop to the same Freud-ascribed words. A friend suggested I try translating it into German: still nothing. So, although consensus about its origins remains unwavering within the neat squares of the online quote community, the reality proves to be less straightforward.


It’s easy to understand how apocryphal quotes take root and thrive. We want to believe in these universal givens; we take comfort in the idea that there is a higher authority that can explain and excuse ourselves to ourselves. To know that every family (dys)functions according to the same metric helps us find order and solace in an unpredictable universe; to be able to declare it so pithily allows us, perhaps, some sense of self-awareness about our shared condition. Indeed, Colwin is no stranger to the quotable line – almost every page yields some memorably succinct reflection on human nature: ‘In modern life, people either knew more than they ought or less than they should,’ she quips, an axiom that would sit comfortably on a pistachio-coloured slide on quotemaster.org. But Colwin’s skill as a novelist is in pushing further, and going deeper – testing the limits of such absolute binaries, even as she sets them. ‘The family knew a great deal about Polly and Henry,’ Colwin continues, before delivering her killer blow, ‘and, of course, they knew absolutely nothing at all.’


Family Happiness, like all good fiction, reminds us that (to quote the patron saint of quotation, Oscar Wilde) ‘the truth is rarely pure, and never simple’. It can be possible to know too much about someone, while at the same time knowing absolutely nothing of consequence. It is true that Polly has an overbearing mother, and a husband who works too hard, but it would be far too reductive to conclude that the root cause of Polly’s trouble is one, or even both, of these things. Polly’s trouble is that she is Polly: a complex, changing person, in a complex, changing world.


Colwin’s reputation as a beloved food writer and perceptive chronicler of home life is richly deserved, but it’s not the whole picture. She is just as at home in discomfort as she is in comfort, recognising that one cannot exist without the other. In this insightful, funny, painful, bittersweet novel, she shows us that family life is (like the Solo-Miller breakfast) an ideal, something to be aspired to, but it’s also (like the Solo-Miller breakfast) frequently disappointing and imperfect. Family: can’t live with ’em, can’t live without ’em. Freud couldn’t have put it better himself.


—LISA OWENS





PART ONE






ONE



Polly Solo-Miller Demarest was the perfect flower of the Solo-Miller family. This family had everything: looks, brains, money, a strong, fortified sense of clan, and branches in Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, as well as London, just like a banking house. The patriarch of the New York gang was Henry Solo-Miller, husband of the former Constanzia Hendricks, nicknamed Wendy. Both were of old, old Jewish families, the sort that are more identifiably old American than Jewish. Solo-Millers and Hendrickses had come from Holland via Spain before the American Revolution, which they had either taken part in or helped to raise money for. Henry and Wendy had three children: Paul, Dora (called Polly by everyone), and Henry, Jr.


Polly was sandwiched between difficult brothers. Paul, a lawyer like his father, had always been mute, preoccupied, and cranky. He was said to be brilliant, but he was so silent that no one had ever really heard him say a brilliant thing. He was forty-three, unmarried, as greatly respected in the legal community as his distinguished father, and a passionate music lover. Henry, Jr., on the other hand, was a lout. He had refused to pursue the normal Solo-Miller and Hendricks occupations—law and banking—and had instead pursued his boyhood adoration of all things aerodynamic and become an aeronautical engineer. He had married Andreya Fillo, a fellow engineer, the daughter of Czech refugees. She and Henry, Jr., behaved more like brother and sister than like a married couple. They wore each other’s clothes, did not plan to have children, played with their dog, and dedicated themselves to kite-flying. Henry, Jr.’s large, smelly tickhound, Kirby, was their child substitute and, like his master, he had resisted proper training.


It was Polly who had made grandparents of her parents. She was married to a big, handsome lawyer named Henry Demarest and had produced two nice, sturdy children: Pete, nine, and Dee-Dee, whose real name was Claire, seven and a half. These children were doted on by their grandparents, who never displayed to them the eccentricities they had displayed to their own children.


Henry, Sr., dwelt in what Polly called “the realm of the higher mind.” This meant that often he was not fully present. He was a rather silent man who was set in his ways the way Rembrandts are hung on a wall—with great care, correctness, and dignity—but he was funny about food and believed that everything, from vegetables to standing ribs of beef, should be washed with soap and water before cooking, and that all eggs were to be scrubbed before being boiled. For a prank, Polly, as a teenager, had once put a chicken into the washing machine.


As a result of these crotchets Henry, Sr., was lied to constantly. He ate happily anything that was put before him as long as someone first assured him that everything had been grown in certifiably organic soil and washed in soap and water. The pollution of the atmosphere was one of his most beloved subjects.


Wendy never got anything right. For years she had called poor Douglas Stern “Derwood,” and now everyone, including his own family, called him that. She did not actually refer to Pablo Picasso as Carlos—Polly claimed she did—but she came close. It was a family joke that Polly had married a lawyer named Henry in order not to give her mother anything to screw up.


In general, the Solo-Millers preferred the company of their fellow Solo-Millers to that of other mortals, and they gathered frequently. Every Sunday they appeared at Henry and Wendy’s at noon for a meal that some people would call lunch and others brunch. The Solo-Millers called it breakfast.


The household Polly had set up with Henry Demarest was very much like her parents’. This made perfect sense: Henry, who came from a Chicago family rather like the Solo-Millers, shared Polly’s feelings about comfort, order, and the way life should be lived. They believed in harmony, generosity, and good works. As a lawyer, Henry was very well respected. He sat on the board of Pete and Dee-Dee’s school; he was a Fellow of The American College of Trial Lawyers and a trustee of the school he had gone to as a boy in Chicago.


Polly had a job, too. She was Coordinator of Research in Reading Projects and Methods for the information arm of the Board of Education. That all children learn to read was Polly’s cause and it was her job to evaluate the stream of new methods, texts, and tests that poured in to the Board. This job combined some of the things Polly held most dear—service, children, and books—but for all that she was committed to it, she did not talk about it very often. Occasionally a truly crackpot reading manual would cross her desk and she would bring it home to show Henry, but otherwise she left her work at work. She felt that methods of teaching reading were chiefly of interest to other reading technicians, whereas the law was a large subject of general interest.


Polly was good at her job, good at games; and she was also a marvelous cook and housekeeper. She was neither oafish and slobby like her brother Henry, nor finicky and allergic to most common substances like her brother Paul. She had been a remarkably sweet-tempered child and as a girl had mediated any fights between Paul and Henry that had looked as if they might end up in fratricide. Those squabbles had been Paul and Henry, Jr.’s only close contact. Now they met only at family gatherings, although Polly saw both of them frequently.


She had graduated near the top of her class at a fine woman’s college (which was Wendy’s alma mater), had studied in France for a year, come home and worked as a reading teacher at a private school, married Henry Demarest, gotten a degree in reading education, taught in the public schools, produced Pete and Dee-Dee, and then found herself a high-level job. She was at her office three days a week, and at home on Mondays and Fridays. This, she felt, left her plenty of time for everything—to run the house, to spend time with Pete and Dee-Dee, and to be a helpmeet and sweetheart to her husband.


In addition, she was her mother’s favorite lunch companion and a great social asset. Polly was a good listener. She could bring the shy forward or placate the arrogant and hostile. Furthermore, she was always happy to provide something scrumptious for dessert. She had never given anyone the slightest pause. Her family doted on her, but no one felt it was necessary to pay much attention to someone as sturdy, upright, cheerful, and kind as she.


Sunday mornings always found Henry Demarest lolling in bed, and Polly in the kitchen making pancakes in the shape of spiders, bats, and snakes for her children. Polly loved Sunday mornings. She liked to have everyone at home, and she liked to look out her window and not see traffic on Park Avenue. She liked to watch families come trooping out from under their building marquees and walk off toward Central Park.


Every Sunday morning, more or less at nine-thirty, the telephone rang.


“Hello, darling. It’s your poor mother,” Wendy would say.


“Hi, Mum,” Polly always said. “How many for breakfast?” Because of complicated legal schedules, and because Henry, Jr., and Andreya were sometimes called away to work on special projects, the number of people at Sunday breakfast changed from week to week. “We’re all here this morning. Just a second. Pete, you may not use all that maple syrup. Sorry, Mum. Who’s coming?”


“Your brother Paul is not coming for breakfast,” Wendy said. “He was supposed to be, but he won’t be.”


“Why won’t he?”


“He sent us an express letter,” Wendy said. “Emergency meeting in Paris.” Paul’s field was international taxation, and he was away quite a bit. “Of course Henry and Andreya will come with that ghastly fleabag of theirs. I do wish you could speak to them, Polly. The dog upsets your father so.”


“Mother, Daddy hasn’t noticed that dog for three years. It’s you who can’t stand it.”


“That isn’t true,” Wendy, who knew it was true, said in a hurt voice.


“Daddy never notices things like that and you know it,” Polly said. She had the telephone crooked under her chin to leave her hands free. On Sunday mornings, Pete and Dee-Dee took turns standing on a chair next to the stove to pour out batter for their father’s pancakes. They did not feel it appropriate to give their father bats or snakes or spiders, so they made the ordinary kind, to which Polly always added some chopped pecans. They had finished their pancakes and were taking turns standing at the stove to pour out batter from a small ladle.


“Your father is more sensitive to these things than you imagine,” Wendy said.


“I didn’t say he was insensitive, Mummy. I said he didn’t notice, and he doesn’t.”


“Well, never mind,” Wendy said. “Darling, is that nice bakery near you open on Sunday?” Wendy would ask every week.


“It’s open till one,” Polly always answered.


“Then would it be too awful for you to stop and get a loaf of that Swiss peasant bread your father is so mad for?”


Polly said it was not a bit of trouble—it was never a bit of trouble. Besides, she had gotten it the day before and wrapped it in a linen towel to keep it fresh. The bakery also made the pain au chocolat Wendy adored, and when Polly made her forays to get the Swiss peasant bread, she always got pain au chocolat for her mother.


Wendy’s telephone call on Sunday was a ritual, like the Swiss peasant bread and the pain au chocolat. So were the pancakes, and the pecans in Henry’s pancakes, and the fact that the children cooked Henry’s pancakes. On Sundays Henry got his breakfast in bed. He worked a tough, hard week, and on Saturdays, if he was not forced to work, he took the children off on expeditions to the zoo, to a museum, or out to a fancy French restaurant for lunch. He said he was training his children to be good luncheon companions for his old age. He and Polly believed that children should learn to dine, which meant tasting new things and behaving at the table. At these lunches they were allowed to have a little wine in their water.


And since every Sunday—if he was not away—found him at the Solo-Millers’, Polly felt that his real breakfast should be brought to him, so that he might stay in bed, rest, and read the papers.


Polly did not ever expect to be waited on. She only worked three days a week, and though her job was demanding, too, it was not so demanding as Henry’s. She was given breakfast in bed on her birthday, on her wedding anniversary, and on the children’s birthdays, since she was their mother.


All the Solo-Millers were big and good-looking. Polly, who had clear gray eyes, thick, ash-colored hair, and creamy shoulders, had married a good-looking man. The sight of him surrounded by bed pillows, warm and sleepy in his striped pajamas, his dark, wavy hair uncombed, and a look of contentment on his face, usually gave Polly heartsease. Henry Demarest was not unlike members of her family. Like Henry, Sr., and Paul, he was passionately committed to his work. Polly was used to an air of abstraction in men. She had grown up with a father who did not notice a good many things, such as squabbles, sibling rivalry, and teenage confusion. Paul’s means of expressing the higher mind was silence and austerity. His intelligence was legend, so that his mere presence was sufficient and he made few social efforts. As for Henry, Jr., no one else had much interest in aerodynamics, but he talked it at them nonetheless. Henry Demarest, on the other hand, was not austere, was interesting on the subject of his work, and was capable of noticing everything. But when the pressure of his work overtook his spirit and mind, he was not fully present either, and closely resembled Henry Solo-Miller, Sr.


“Pete and Dee-Dee,” Polly said, “set the tray for your daddy. I’m going to take him his pancakes and you two can play till we go to breakfast.”


“If we just had breakfast, how come we’re going to have more breakfast?” said Pete, who asked this question every week.


“It isn’t really breakfast,” Polly said. “It’s lunch.”


“Then how come Nan and Papa call it breakfast?” Dee-Dee said.


“Because they do. It’s their first meal of the day, and breakfast means to break the fast.” She handed Dee-Dee a napkin and watched her fold it carefully.


“What fast?” Dee-Dee said.


“Fast is what it’s called when you don’t eat,” Polly said. “Bring the plate over here so I can get these pancakes on it. Pete, you pour the coffee and, Dee-Dee, pour the milk very carefully into that little jug. Okay, thank you very much. Now, git!”


Henry was asleep when Polly appeared with the tray. She put it on the reading table and closed the window—Henry liked to sleep with the window open all night, and in the morning, once Polly was out of bed and off to make the coffee, he liked to hog all the pillows and take all the bedclothes for himself. It was November and the air was very chill. Polly smoothed the quilt over him and kissed him on the forehead. He had dark, wavy hair and hazel eyes. His features were regular and fine, and somewhat old-fashioned. He opened his eyes and stretched.


“Good morning, darling,” Polly said. “Here’s your tray. I’ll go and see if the paper is here.”


The paper had been delivered and was lying in the foyer by the elevator. As Polly walked down the long hallway to the bedroom, she heard Pete and Dee-Dee playing in Pete’s room. They had invented an elaborate game called Cows and Hedgehogs which incorporated their favorite animals. Dee-Dee had been brought up on English children’s books and craved a live hedgehog more than anything in the world. She felt it unfair that she lived in a country to which they were not native, and to compensate she was given hedgehogs made of every possible material. Many of them had been sent to her by Henry’s sister, Eva Demarest Forbes, who was married to an English banker and lived in London. She had been Polly’s roommate at college.


Polly felt fortunate in her children. She and Henry actively adored them but they were not spoiled. They fought as siblings will, but they really did love each other. Pete’s main goal in life was to scare his little sister, but she was afraid of nothing, while Pete was skittish about a variety of animals and objects. Because Dee-Dee was kind, she often pretended to be scared, since this made Pete feel braver. Never, when the family went to Maine for the summer, did she put snakes or worms or spiders, which she did not mind picking up, down the back of his shirt.


She and Pete were being brought up under the old order, which required that parents inspire all manner of good habits in their children. If parents sat quietly and patiently with children to supervise their play, excellent study habits would flower from the seed of a long attention span. Games that fired their imaginations were encouraged—playing with clay, for instance. Wendy had once given Dee-Dee all her old perfume bottles, and with these Dee-Dee and Pete spent hours making processions. The time you spent with children paid off, Polly knew. It was on this account that her mother was fiercely against her having a job. Wendy, who conveniently forgot all the civic projects she had worked on during Polly’s childhood, remembered herself as a sacrificial mother and felt that Polly should do as Wendy misremembered herself doing. The first time Pete had gone to stay overnight at a friend’s, Wendy had become alarmed.


“You are farming your children out,” she said. “I never did that to you and your brothers. You were not brought up to farm your children out.”


Polly had then recounted for her mother the hundreds of times she and Paul and Henry, Jr., had gone to visit friends.


“They came here,” Wendy said. “But you never went there.”


In her unreconstructed heart of hearts, Wendy did not believe that women should work. When she thought of working women she thought of the lingerie fitters at Saks Fifth Avenue or the heads of large cosmetics companies such as Madame Rubinstein. Among her friends were some quite distinguished women: a prominent pediatrician, the head of the Society for Legal Aid to Orphans. Wendy herself sat on several committees having to do with abandoned, abused, and otherwise homeless children. She believed that a mother’s having a paying career harmed young children, but volunteering was quite another thing. You could spend hours at it and harm no one. This, Polly said, was “Wendy’s logic.” Wendy understood jobs that were glamorous or noble or involved power and intellect, but Coordinator of Research in Reading Projects and Methods—Polly’s job—stumped her. And besides, Polly’s salary was not crucial: she did not need to work for money, as less fortunate people did.


Polly put the paper down on the bed and riffled through it. She and Henry split the Sunday paper equitably. The sections she liked best were the sections he liked least. They sat reading in silence.


“How were the pancakes?” Polly asked.


“Terrific,” said Henry.


“There’s one left. Are you going to eat it?”


“No,” said Henry. “You eat it.” Polly leaned over and speared it with the fork. If she had been alone she would have eaten it with her hands.


“Who’s coming today?” Henry asked.


“Paul isn’t,” said Polly.


“Too bad.” Henry liked Paul. “But the astronauts are coming, aren’t they?”


Henry did not mind his brother-in-law and sister-in-law, but he did not understand why adults would want to be so underdeveloped. Henry and Andreya, when not wearing each other’s clothes, liked to wear clothes that matched. Polly thought they looked like a pair of those ornamental salt and pepper shakers that are made in the shapes of Scottish terriers wearing tams, or of smiling tomatoes with hands and feet.


They seemed happiest in the company of their dog, or with Pete and Dee-Dee, who Henry Demarest felt were their rightful friends. Each Sunday when the weather was good, Henry, Jr., and Andreya took the children kite-flying. This meant that Henry Demarest could read happily under a tree, or talk to his father-in-law, until the children were brought to him.


“They’re coming, and they’re taking the children kite-flying,” Polly said. “They’ll bring a kite for you, if you like.”


“If they’ll take the children, I’ll take some work with me,” Henry said. “I’m so jammed that anything I get done helps. Any interesting others coming?”


“Mum said yesterday that Henry said something about somebody but she thought she might have gotten it wrong.”


“Typical Wendy,” Henry said.


Polly and Henry were so right for each other, so unified in their feelings about life, family, and children, and, in addition to loving each other, were so terribly fond of each other that Polly hardly knew when she had first noticed her relief if a conversation with Henry went smoothly. They were not the sort of couple who fought, nor did they bicker or argue. Mostly they discussed things, and there had never been a serious fracture between them. Their few disagreements were the sort well-matched people have.


Henry was having a bad time in his professional life. He loved his work; he was patient and dogged, but he expected results. One big anti-trust case was not going well; another was on appeal. These cases had dragged on and on, and when they came to no satisfactory end, Henry was first furious, then frustrated, and then dark. In the past year Polly had noticed how much oxygen in the atmosphere of home Henry’s job used up. Had he always been so moody? So unresponsive? So snappish? So abstracted? So preoccupied?


Polly had grown up in a household in which a father’s work was paramount. It was not easy to be the child of a distinguished parent, Polly thought, but it certainly taught a girl her place. In Polly’s household, Henry’s job was not so much paramount as catered to. Polly had two occupations: her real job and her job of lightening her husband’s darkness, if she could. She could not get incompetent judges off the bench, or dig up expert witnesses, or ease the burden of document research, but she could make Henry’s home a happy fortress. That, she felt, was her true skill, and if Henry did not particularly notice his well-run and happy fortress these days, he would when the pressure was off him, Polly felt. If he had to be asked whether his pancakes were all right, instead of spontaneously thanking Polly for them, he must at least find consolation in having a loving wife to sweeten his morning. It was hard to be angry at a man as fine as Henry for what Polly considered second-rate complaints. Her goal was to be good and forgiving—that was the mission of people with level and happy temperaments, as her mother had often reminded her. And as the only member of her family who was not moody, quirky, or willful, she had had plenty of practice.


The Solo-Millers dressed for Sunday breakfast. This meant that you could not show up in your old blue jeans, and in the days when Polly had gone for a Sunday-morning ride in Central Park, she was made to change out of her riding clothes and into a skirt. She had spent hours of her adult life wondering what a child could wear that would be formal enough for breakfast and rugged enough to be played in. Polly hated the sight of a child dressed up. She remembered her own childhood clothes as scratchy—Wendy believed that in public a child should look starched. Polly’s children were taken to their grandparents’ wearing corduroy, and she had insisted that Dee-Dee be permitted to wear trousers.


“Your father will have a fit,” said Wendy. Henry, Sr., of course, cared chiefly that his grandchildren did not shout; he hated a shouting child. But on this point Wendy was right: he did not like to see girls in trousers. Andreya was an exception. She did not own a skirt and there was nothing to be done about it.


“I can’t think why you want your daughter to look like a hooligan at breakfast,” Wendy said.


“I don’t want her to have to sit for forty minutes feeling strangled by her clothes,” Polly said. “Besides, they’re mostly not at the table. They’re mostly playing in the park. Why should she have to worry about getting her nice dresses dirty?”


“Modern life!” Wendy said. “I just don’t understand it. Everyone wants to look like everyone else. This notion of being casual. No sense of decorum or occasion.”


Polly favored soft, old, sober clothes. She usually wore to her mother’s a cashmere sweater and a tweed skirt. She wore her old blue jeans only in Maine, where that was acceptable dress, and even then, her father flinched a little. “Going around looking like a fright” was his description of the appearance of most young people.


Polly finished browsing through the paper and took Henry’s tray into the kitchen. Henry roused himself and went to shower and shave. It was time to get the children dressed and to make sure all their cows and hedgehogs were put away.


“Is Papa going to say about the food?” Dee-Dee asked.


“Yes, darling,” said Polly.


“Is he going to say how the eggs are very, very old?”


“Yes, darling,” Polly said.


“Is Uncle Paul going to be there?” asked Pete.


“No.”


“What about Uncle Henry and Andreya?”


“They’re coming and they’re taking you kite-flying after lunch.”


“Goody-goody,” said Pete. “Is Kirby coming?”


“Certainly Kirby is coming,” said Polly.


“Ma,” Dee-Dee said, “will you and Daddy get us a dog?”


“No, for the ten thousandth time,” said Polly. “If you get a dog, I will end up having to walk it. You can have a dog when you’re sixteen. Now, please go wash your hands and put on your clean corduroy pants.”


By eleven thirty the children were dressed, Henry was shaving, the beds were made, and the Demarests were ready to go. Polly, who was always ready first, sat in the living room, which was speckled with silvery November light.


Her living room resembled her parents’, or her Demarest in-laws’. The old Turkish rug was from a Demarest grandmother. The walnut side table had been Wendy’s mother’s. The two big black vases flanking the fireplace had been made by Henry’s sister, Eva, who, in addition to illustrating children’s books, was a potter. The sofa was big enough for all four Demarests to plop onto of a winter’s night to watch the fire. At each of the three windows was a table that held a flowering orange tree in a big terra-cotta pot. Polly and her mother disagreed about house plants. Wendy hated them and felt only fresh flowers belonged in the house, but Polly loved flowering plants. The children had a hanging pot of jasmine in each of their rooms. In Polly and Henry’s bedroom were two pots of sweet bouvardia. In Henry’s study was a long copper tray of African violets.


It would have been lovely to stay home, but Polly had never stayed home on a Sunday except when the children had been infants and Sunday breakfast had been briefly transferred to the Demarests’.


Both Polly and Henry had been brought up on tradition. The Solo-Miller family met not only for Sunday breakfast. They observed two Jewish holidays: Passover and Yom Kippur, the latter being the only occasion on which the family made an appearance at synagogue. The ancientness and austereness of this day had a great appeal for Henry, Sr., although Polly could never imagine her father atoning for anything. At Passover they had their own idiosyncratic Seder at which Henry, Sr., delivered himself of a lecture on the meaning of the holiday and its relevance to the American spirit. They celebrated Christmas and Easter as secular holidays, with Christmas trees and Easter baskets. In addition to these and Thanksgiving, they gathered on April Fool’s, which was observed by a meal that had almonds in every course for reasons lost in the mists of Solo-Miller history; and on March the twenty-fourth, Henry and Wendy’s wedding anniversary, for a simple dinner—soup and Cornish pasties, cake with sugar flowers, champagne, cheek-to-cheek dancing on the living room rug to the songs of Henry and Wendy’s youth. Halloween was always celebrated at the Demarests’: Henry, when he was not away, produced a meal of stew served out of a large pumpkin. Nowadays the whole family trooped off to Pete and Dee-Dee’s school for their Halloween pageant, and then back to the Demarests’ for dinner.


Everyone took part in these occasions. In the summer, Henry and Wendy spent two months at the family house in Maine, on Priory Lagoon—now that Henry, Sr., was a partner emeritus in his firm, he took the entire summer off. Pete and Dee-Dee spent the summers with their grandparents until Henry and Polly, who rented the same house down the road each year for August, arrived. Henry and Andreya liked to hike. They appeared with Kirby and a tent and camped in the woods. Paul came to stay with his parents for a week and swam each morning in the cold, cold water. It was the only time Polly ever saw her older brother wearing anything besides a business suit.


During August, assorted aunts and uncles and cousins showed up. The Philadelphia Solo-Millers, Uncle Billy and Aunt Ada, summered in Priory, too. Henry’s sister, Eva, her English husband, Roger Forbes, and their two daughters, Rosie and Theodora, came to America every other summer and accompanied the Demarest seniors to Maine for a week.


Such felicity in family matters is as rare as hen’s teeth, as everyone who admired, envied, or disliked the Solo-Millers knew.





TWO



Nothing had deviated on the Solo-Miller Sunday breakfast table for as long as anyone could remember. They ate in the dining room, with extra leaves in the table. It was one of Henry, Sr.’s beliefs that a generous amount of elbow room was an aid to digestion and that the American stomach had been wrecked by cramped eating spaces.


At each place was a juice glass, a coffee cup, and one of Wendy’s breakfast plates, which were decorated with pheasants and cornflowers. All juice was squeezed fresh: Henry, Sr., believed that harmful metals leached into juice from cans, and also that liquid must never come into contact with paraffin, as in waxed cartons. The whole family backed him on this point, and everyone was happy to take turns squeezing oranges and grapefruits in the old-fashioned squeezer. There were heavy white plates of smoked salmon, silver baskets of toast points, dishes of capers, lemon slices and scallions, and a cobalt-blue dish of niçoise olives. There were covered dishes of poached eggs and sautéed chicken livers. At Wendy’s end was the silver coffee service, which fascinated the children because the sugar tongs were in the shape of eagles’ claws, and the finials on the coffeepot and sugar bowl were eagles’ heads.


The children were briefly settled in the library, while Henry Demarest and Henry, Sr., sat in the living room to chat. Polly followed her mother into the kitchen. Since Polly and Henry were always prompt, and everyone else was always late, this gave Polly time alone with her mother, who was always in somewhat of a fuss. Wendy particularly fussed about the coffee. She was not very good about mechanical things, and thus she had chosen what Polly considered to be the most complicated method of making coffee. Wendy had been using a Silex for years. Its two glass globes confounded her. She did not really understand how the water from the bottom globe was driven up to the coffee in the top globe, and then how it dripped back down, but she stuck by it.


“Darling,” said Wendy to Polly, “this damned Silex doesn’t work.” She stood behind the huge kitchen table wearing a tweed dress with a white apron over it. The kitchen was big and old-fashioned, with glass-fronted cupboards to the ceilings, an old marble sink, and a scullery. Wendy was the shortest member of the family but she presented herself as if she were tall. She had short, thick, curly gray hair, beautifully cut, and Polly’s clear gray eyes and beautiful teeth. She wished she were stately-looking but instead she was pretty.


“It never works,” Polly said. “It hasn’t worked for twenty years. You need an advanced engineering degree to use it. Why don’t you get a nice easy pot that uses a filter and filter paper?”


“I can’t fiddle with those papers,” Wendy said. “They’re too confusing.”


“They make better coffee,” said Polly, sitting down. “They’re idiot-proof.”


“Well, your poor mother isn’t idiot-proof,” said Wendy. “I’m very hurt that you think I make terrible coffee.”


“I didn’t say terrible,” said Polly. “Filters are easier, that’s all.”


“Your father loves his Silex,” Wendy said. “I’m not hurt that you think the coffee is so awful. If you can’t bear it, bring a Thermos. Oh, dear, where did I put that little wooden cutting board? I can’t find anything this morning.”


Once the cutting board was found, and everything else Wendy had misplaced, Polly and Wendy sat down at the kitchen table to talk. Polly was not allowed to help on Sundays, so she poured herself a little glass of juice and watched Wendy slice a cucumber paper-thin. At this juncture, Wendy launched into one of her favorite subjects.


“Have you been down to Henry and Andreya’s loft recently?”


“I was there for dinner last week. I’m sure I told you,” Polly said. Henry and Andreya’s loft was in a dicey part of town, and Polly was the only family member who ever went to visit, usually when Henry Demarest was away on business.


“I don’t understand why he and Andreya want to live in such a dingy place,” Wendy said. “Darling, hand me that bunch of dill. It’s in the bottom of the icebox wrapped in a napkin. When you went for dinner last time, what did they give you? I think of them as eaters, but not cooks.” She chopped the dill on a large cutting board.


“Oh, some sort of vegetable mess,” Polly said. “Their loft is really very nice. You and Daddy only went when they were still fixing it up. It’s very white and clean.”


“Your father doesn’t like going into that building through a row of trash cans,” Wendy said. “And, to tell you the truth, those awful dirty stairs upset me.”


“They’re clean now,” Polly said. “They washed them down and painted them with mauve deck paint.”


“You know, they sold some of Grandpa’s furniture,” Wendy said. She arranged the cucumber on a heavy white plate. “Those lovely American Empire pieces.”


“They got an awfully lovely price,” Polly said. The sale of the Empire furniture was a favorite topic. “They bought some gorgeous French chairs made out of metal pipes.”


“I just don’t understand,” Wendy said. “Those wonderful chairs with the rams’ heads. For a bunch of metal wires.”


“Mum, they hated the rams’ heads. They asked us if we wanted them, but we have Grandpa’s two chairs, and the desk and the sofa in the study. That’s quite enough rams. I told them to sell it. They love their metal chairs, and if you and Daddy weren’t so fidgety and went down there, you’d see how chic everything looks.”


“They want everything to look like an airplane,” Wendy said. “Your brother, I must say, has always been a mystery to me. Sometimes I feel I gave birth to a changeling.”


Polly made a mental note to remember this phrase.


Henry, Jr., was the identifiable rebel of the family. He had fought long and hard, with Polly’s help, to go to engineering school: the Solo-Millers did not know any engineers and did not know what sort of people they were.


All he had ever wanted in life was to build model airplanes, fly kites, and play baseball. As a child, when not at school, he had worn a baseball cap, blue jeans, a sweatshirt, and a pair of black sneakers that tied up at the ankles. He carried around a slide rule and a pack of baseball cards. Although he was not silent like his older brother, Paul, whom he treated as you might treat the door of your closet if you felt some hostility toward it, no one knew much what he was talking about. His topics were sports, math, and all aspects of flying. Since he was not a little gentleman, he often came home from school with a skinned knee or a black eye. As soon as he was old enough to do without supervision, he began spending all his time in Central Park playing baseball, flying kites, and trying to get into fights.
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