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ONE




The Battle for Christie


THE VIRGINIA COUNTRYSIDE FLEW BY as Jimmy and I drove toward Saddle Creek, a suburb of Richmond. My heart was pounding in anticipation because the road signs announced that we were drawing closer and closer to our destination. Soon I would be holding my baby in my arms. I had barely had a chance to look at Christie when I gave birth to her at The Meadows, for soon after she was born she was taken away from me. It was the last in a series of horrible things Grandmother Cutler had done to me before she had died, bitter and broken, hating me right up until the end for reasons I didn’t come to understand until the reading of the wills.

“It won’t be much longer now,” Jimmy said, smiling at me. He was almost as excited about my retrieving Christie as I was. I was so happy that Jimmy was willing to consider Christie his own.

While Jimmy had been in the army and away in Europe I had fallen in love with Michael Sutton, my vocal teacher at the Sarah Bernhardt School of Performing Arts. But rather than being disappointed in me for not waiting for his return, Jimmy had told me he understood how I had fallen under Michael’s spell. As soon as he had learned that I had become pregnant and that Michael had deserted me, Jimmy came searching for me and rescued me from the clutches of horrid Emily Booth, Grandmother Cutler’s older sister. He was truly my hero, whisking me out of that strange plantation house where I had been sent to have my baby in secret. Jimmy arrived shortly after Christie had been born. And when we found out what Grandmother Cutler had arranged—the immediate giving away of my child—we both vowed that we wouldn’t rest until I had her back in my arms again.

But joyful anticipation wasn’t the only thing that made my heart pitter-patter so fast it made me dizzy. I couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by the quick sequence of events that had literally changed my life and determined my future. Two wills had been read after Grandmother Cutler’s death: hers and a secret letter and will left by the man I had once thought to be my grandfather and now knew had been my father. To repent for what he had considered the sin of my birth, he left me a majority interest in the family hotel. For all practical purposes, I was suddenly the true owner of Cutler’s Cove.

But did I want to be, and perhaps even more importantly, could I be? I could still hear my half-sister Clara Sue screaming at me just before we set out to retrieve Christie. Her shock and envy had been fueled by the jealousy she had always held against me.

“You couldn’t fill Grandmother’s shoes!” she cried, twisting her mouth, her hands on her hips. “You’ll be the laughingstock of the Virginia shore. If Grandmother was alive, she would die laughing.”

Clara Sue’s words taunted me. It was almost as if the stern, vicious old woman were speaking through Clara Sue and smirking skeptically. I felt the challenge, but I also feared what inheriting the hotel and all the responsibility would do to my dreams of becoming a singer. Then again, I thought, perhaps all those dreams had died the day Michael deserted me. Maybe I wasn’t meant to dwell in the show business world after all. Maybe everything that had happened had happened for the best.

Jimmy seemed to think so. All during our trip today he had been making plans and promises.

“As soon as I’m discharged from the army, we’ll get married,” he pledged.

“And live at the hotel with my crazy family?” I asked.

“They don’t bother me. Besides, you’re the real boss now, Dawn. I’ll become the maintenance manager. I’ve learned a lot about motors and electricity and engines. . . .”

“I don’t know if I can do it, Jimmy. It frightens me thinking about it,” I confessed.

“Nonsense. Mr. Updike, the family attorney, said he would help you, and Mr. Dorfman, the hotel’s comptroller, promised to do everything he could, too. No one expects you to bear all that responsibility immediately. Cutler’s Cove will become your new school,” he said, laughing. “And as soon as I’m discharged I’ll be there at your side, always,” he promised, and he squeezed my hand.

I believed him. He was at my side now, when I needed him the most, wasn’t he? And I was tired of the lies and the deceit and the pain. I wanted my life with Jimmy and Christie to begin on a happy note, and the prospect of holding Christie in my arms promised to bring just that: music of joy, blissful, sweet, hopeful.

But promises, like rainbows, usually come only after storms, and this was to be no different.

When Grandmother Cutler had died unexpectedly, we feared we might never find Christie. However, Mr. Updike had been involved and knew of her whereabouts. Before we had left Cutler’s Cove he had told us the couple who had Christie, Sanford and Patricia Compton, were expecting us and were fully aware of the situation. However, we found a different reality when we went calling on them.

Saddle Creek was a prim and proper suburb of Richmond where the homes looked like dollhouses, everything perfect—the lawns fresh and green, the magnolias, roses and petunias bright and colorful. The bright late-summer day, with its fluffy white clouds pasted here and there on the soft blue sky, made it seem as if we had entered a make-believe world. Everything was clean and freshly painted. For a moment I remember thinking that maybe Christie was better off here after all. It was certainly a happier world than the one to which I would bring her.

But then I recalled how painful it had been for me to learn about my real family. Nothing—not even wealth and high position—was worth more than the truth when it came to who you were and where you belonged. That was a lesson I had to learn at the end of a trail of pain and suffering. I was determined that my daughter would never face such a fate.

A kind policeman sitting in a patrol car on a corner gave us exact directions to the Comptons’ house. Sanford Compton owned and operated the biggest business in the area, a linen factory. The Comptons’ home was one of the prettiest and largest houses on the street: a two-story, red-brick colonial with a set of triple windows on each side of the first floor front.

After we parked we got out and walked in between two square white posts crowned with brass balls and then started up a slate walkway. On both sides were waist-high hedges. There were fountains with cupids in them and fountains with marble birds, the water streaming out of their beaks. Everywhere we looked we saw beds of roses: yellow, red, pink and white. I had never seen such perfect lawns and hedges.

“Is this a home or a museum?” Jimmy wondered aloud.

“A home like the one I hope we will live in one day,” I said wistfully.

“Home? I thought we decided we’re going to live in the hotel,” Jimmy reminded me.

“Yes, but someday we’ll build a house like this and live off the hotel grounds,” I promised. “Wouldn’t you rather we did that?”

“Sure. Why not?” Jimmy said, smiling, his dark eyes twinkling with mischief. “I’ll start building it myself.”

We both laughed. We couldn’t have been in better spirits. In moments I would have Christie again.

The door chimes seemed to go on forever and ever, playing what sounded like the Nutcracker Suite.

“That beats any old ding-dong,” Jimmy said. Finally the tall, light-oak door was opened by a butler, a thin black man.

“My name is Dawn Cutler,” I said. “And this is Jimmy Longchamp. We’re here to see Mr. or Mrs. Compton.”

“That’s all right, Frazer,” we heard a deep male voice say. “I’ll handle this.”

The butler stepped back, his eyes wide with surprise, as a tall man with short carrot-red hair appeared from behind. His face was speckled with freckles, and he looked out at us with ice-blue eyes. His nose was quite thin and a bit too long, which caused his eyes to look as if they sank deeper. Although he was easily over six feet two or three, his shoulders turned in and downward, making him appear shorter.

He seized the door handle to pull it open farther with an abruptness that made Jimmy and I look quickly at each other.

“You’re Lillian Cutler’s grandchild?” he snapped at me.

“Yes, I am,” I said.

He stared at me for a moment and nodded softly. “Well, come in, and we’ll make this fast,” he said, stepping back with a show of reluctance.

A ripple of apprehension shot down my spine. I reached for Jimmy’s hand, and we walked into the marble-floor entryway. The house had a perfumed, flowery scent, redolent of dozens and dozens of roses. We looked down the corridor and saw a slightly curved stairway with paintings all along the wall going up. Just about all the paintings were of children—some simply portraits, while others were pictures of children at play or children reading. The steps of the stairway were covered with a soft-looking blue velvet carpet.

“Into the sitting room, please,” Mr. Compton said in a tone of command, and he gestured toward the doorway on the right. Jimmy and I moved quickly to it.

At first neither of us saw Patricia Compton sitting there. She was perfectly still and wore a white cotton dress that matched the silk drapes over the window behind her so that she blended into the room. All of the furniture was done in light-colored silk. To our right was a curio case at least eight feet tall containing dozens of precious figurines: glass figures of animals, hand-painted Chinese men and women, and hand-painted figures of children with mothers or with animals.

Because the room looked so immaculate and so unused, both Jimmy and I hesitated to step in. It was like entering a pretty painting. Then I saw Patricia sitting there on the sofa, her dark eyes wide, her long, thin mouth drooping at the corners. She looked like a sad clown at the circus.

“Go on in and sit down,” Sanford Compton ordered as he walked in past us and took a seat in one of the wing-back chairs, crossing his long legs. Jimmy and I moved toward the settee. “This is my wife Patricia,” Sanford said, barely nodding toward her. A tiny smile came and went on pale lips that seemed to have forgotten how to smile. She said nothing, not even mouthing a hello.

“Hello,” I said, and I smiled. Mrs. Compton did not take her eyes off us, eyes that resembled dark pools in a forest, deep, melancholy eyes, wells for tears. Her entire face looked like a nest for sadness. She was very slim, fragile and delicate-looking. I saw that she had long, lean fingers. She kept her hands clasped tightly together in her lap and sat with her back so straight it seemed she was on an invisible hanger. She swallowed nervously, her gaze glued on us.

She had very light blond hair, so light it was nearly white, I thought, and it was pinned up softly.

“We’ve come for my daughter Christie,” I said quickly. I came right to the point in order to break the ice. The moment I mentioned “my daughter,” Mrs. Compton moaned, her right hand lifting and fluttering to the base of her neck.

“Easy,” Sanford Compton said without turning to her. His eyes were fixed firmly on Jimmy and me.

“This is quite outrageous,” he finally said.

“Pardon?” I looked at Jimmy, who sat up firmly, his shoulders back in military posture. “Mr. Updike spoke to you, didn’t he?”

“We received a phone call from your grandmother’s attorney, yes,” Sanford Compton replied. “Why didn’t your grandmother call us herself?” he demanded.

“My grandmother passed away. Unexpectedly,” I added.

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Compton said. With her left hand she brought a lace handkerchief to her eyes. She had been clutching it so tightly in her hands, I hadn’t seen it before.

“Don’t start,” Sanford Compton snapped under his breath. Patricia Compton stifled her sob by pressing her lips in and holding her breath. Her fragile shoulders lifted and fell, but she kept her back straight, her small bosom barely outlined in the bodice of her dress.

“Now, then,” Sanford continued, “we went through all the legal procedures. We signed papers, and signed papers were given to us. We did nothing wrong; everything we did was on the up and up.”

“I understand that, sir,” I said. My heart had begun to thump against my chest, shortening my breath. “But Mr. Updike must have explained the circumstances.”

“We understood the baby was born out of wedlock,” he quickly responded, a clear tone of accusation in his voice. “And it was an embarrassment to the Cutler family.”

“She wasn’t an embarrassment to me,” I shot back. “Only to my grandmother.”

“What’s the difference?” Jimmy piped up. “It’s her baby,” he added, his hands out, palms turned up.

“Whose baby it is remains to be seen,” Sanford Compton replied.

“What?” My mouth gaped open, and I sat forward. “You mean you don’t have Christie ready for us to take home?”

“Christie’s name has been changed to Violet. She’s been named after my mother, and Violet,” he said, punctuating the name sharply, “is home.”

“Oh, no,” I cried, turning to Jimmy. This couldn’t be happening! I couldn’t lose Christie. Not again! Especially not after finally finding her!

“Wait a minute,” Jimmy said in a controlled voice. “Are you telling us that you won’t give Dawn her baby back?”

“We did what we were supposed to do legally. Babies are not toys,” Sanford Compton lectured. “They’re not things you give and take back, things you exchange lightly. Violet has a home here now, a home in which she is loved and cherished, a home in which she will grow happily and have all the best things life has to offer. You can’t cast her off one day and reel her in the next like some fish you throw back into the water.”

“But I didn’t throw her back into the water!” I exclaimed. “My grandmother stole my baby and forged my signature on documents. Didn’t Mr. Updike make that clear?” I cried out in dismay.

“All Mr. Updike said was minds have changed; you want the baby back. I have been in contact with my lawyers, and they have advised me I have a legal position. I intend to enforce it.”

His words sent shivers down my spine. I felt as if someone had thrown a pail of ice water over me—a legal battle? For my own baby? Grandmother Cutler’s revenge continued even after her death. She was still controlling my life and happiness, even from her grave.

“Look,” Jimmy said, still trying to quiet his temper, “you’re making a big mistake here. Maybe you don’t understand what happened. Dawn never agreed to—”

“We were offered an infant that a mother didn’t want,” Sanford interrupted. “My wife and I have been trying to have our own child for years now. While we want a child desperately, other people,” he said, spitting his words in my direction, “have them in a very cavalier manner and then want to get rid of them. Well, we didn’t question all the details; we accepted the conditions, signed papers and were given the child.

“Now you come here and want to undo all that has been done. Some time has passed. We love Violet, and, as unlikely as it might seem to you, Violet has taken to us, especially to my wife. You can’t play with people like you play with dolls.”

“That’s not fair, Mr. Compton!” I exclaimed.

“That’s stupid,” Jimmy snapped back.

“Jimmy!”

“No, he has no right to talk to us this way. He doesn’t know anything,” Jimmy sneered.

“I know we’re not turning the baby over to you,” Sanford Compton said, standing up abruptly, “and I know I would like you two to leave my house immediately.”

“You can’t keep her baby!” Jimmy shouted, rising to his feet.

“I told you,” Sanford Compton said calmly, “it’s not her baby anymore. Violet is our baby.”

“Like hell she is,” Jimmy flared. “Come on, Dawn. We’ll go to the police. These people are stealing your baby.”

“Oh, dear,” Mrs. Compton said, and this time she could not hold back her sobs.

“Now look what you’ve done—you’ve upset my wife. I must insist you leave, or I will be the one to call the police.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jimmy said, reaching for my hand. “We’ll see the police, and we’ll be back. All you’re doing is making unnecessary trouble for everyone.”

The butler appeared in the doorway as if Sanford Compton had pushed an invisible button calling for him.

“Frazer, see these people out, please.”

I looked at Mrs. Compton before leaving.

“I’m sorry,” I said to her, “but I never agreed to the giving away of my baby. It’s not my fault. I didn’t intend for this to happen.”

Patricia Compton began to sob harder.

“Please leave,” Sanford commanded.

Jimmy and I walked out. The butler stepped back and then moved forward to open the front door for us.

“Damn stupid people,” Jimmy muttered loud enough for them to hear.

We stepped back into the sunlight, only to me the day had turned pale gray. It might as well be raining, I thought. Would nothing be easy for me, ever? Mistakes haunted me like ghosts. I had begun to believe that because I was a child born from evil I would be cursed forever. The sins of the fathers do rest on the heads of their children. I couldn’t keep my own tears back, and before we had left the portico I was sobbing hysterically. Jimmy embraced me quickly and kissed my cheek.

“Hey, don’t cry. Don’t worry. This isn’t going to be hard,” he promised.

“Oh, Jimmy, don’t you see that everything’s going to be hard? I don’t know why you would want to marry me. You’re only going to suffer along with me. I’m cursed, cursed!”

“Come on, Dawn. Take it easy. It’s not you; it’s what that evil old lady did. Well, we’ll just see it undone. That guy’s stupid and asking for trouble.”

“I can’t blame these people, Jimmy. He wasn’t all wrong. And did you see the expression on that woman’s face? She finally got a baby she could call her own, and we’re here to take it away,” I moaned.

“But you want to, don’t you? You want Christie back?” Jimmy asked.

“Yes, of course I do. I just can’t stand all this pain and suffering. Why was one old woman given so much power to hurt other people?” I cried.

“I don’t know. She did it, and it’s over with. Now we’ve got to make it right. I guess we’ll go to the police first,” he said.

“No, we had better check into a hotel someplace close by and call Mr. Updike. The police can’t help us. Sanford Compton is right—it’s going to be a legal battle.”

I looked back at the house once, trying to imagine which room Christie was in. I was sure they had bought her the finest crib and the most expensive baby clothes. Just a baby, she didn’t know where she was or what had happened to her. She was probably as content as she could possibly be. In a short while I would disturb that contentment; but I had to believe that even an infant as young as Christie would sense her own mother when she was finally placed in my arms, and that would give her a deeper, more complete sense of security and love. Armed with that faith, I hurried off with Jimmy to begin our battle for custody of my own child.

*   *   *

We checked into a small hotel just outside of Richmond. It was a restored old mansion, and the rooms were quiet, large and comfortable, but we were not able to enjoy anything. Our time here was to be filled with waiting for phone calls and preparation for a hearing.

When I phoned Mr. Updike I was surprised at his reaction.

“Maybe it would be wiser just to leave things be,” he suggested. “The baby’s in a very good home and will be very well taken care of. Sanford Compton is wealthy and powerful in his community.”

“I don’t care how wealthy he is, Mr. Updike. Christie is my baby, and I want her back,” I said sharply. “I thought you had explained it all to the Comptons,” I continued, not disguising my annoyance. If he intended to continue as the family’s attorney, he would have to satisfy me now that I was the majority owner of the hotel and property.

“I didn’t get into the nitty-gritty details with them,” he confessed. “I was just trying to protect the Cutler name. You can imagine what a field day the newspaper people would have with such a story, and that might very well reflect on the hotel.”

“Mr. Updike,” I said, speaking through clenched teeth, “if I don’t get Christie back and get her back soon, I will feed the story to the newspapers myself!” I flared.

“I see,” he said. “I just want you to understand what will be exposed—your affair with this older man, your pregnancy out of wedlock, your—”

“I know what I’ve done, and I know what has happened, Mr. Updike. My baby is more important to me than any of that. If you can’t help me and help me quickly, I will see another attorney,” I said, no longer veiling any threat or anger.

He cleared his throat.

“Oh, I’ll help you. I just wanted you to understand all the aspects of this,” he quickly explained.

“What do we do next?” I demanded.

“Well, I know some people there. I’ll get right on it. Maybe we can settle this in a closed hearing in front of a judge with just the attorneys and parties present. I’ll work toward that, and hopefully—”

“Then Jimmy and I will remain here and await your making the arrangements quickly,” I emphasized.

“Okay. I’ll call you. Where are you?”

I gave him the place and the number and repeated my desire to have the problem solved as quickly as possible. He promised to get right on it.

The day after I had first phoned Mr. Updike he finally called to say he had managed to get the Comptons and their attorney to agree to a hearing in front of a supreme court judge, Judge Powell, who was both a friend of the Comptons and an acquaintance of Mr. Updike.

“If Mr. Compton is so powerful around here and this judge is his friend, will he be fair?” I asked with concern.

“Well, this is sort of an off-the-record hearing, a favor the judge is doing for both of us,” Mr. Updike explained. “We can always turn to formal legal remedies afterward if we’re not satisfied with the outcome. The Comptons aren’t happy about the prospect of a public hearing either.”

He gave me the address and time to be at the judge’s chambers and told us he would meet us there an hour earlier. It was an afternoon meeting. I was so nervous about it, I couldn’t eat a thing for lunch.

“It’s going to be okay,” Jimmy continued to assure me. “Once everyone understands the truth of what happened, it will be settled simply and quickly.”

“Oh, Jimmy, I’m not as confident as you are. Mr. Updike keeps emphasizing just how powerful Sanford Compton is, a man of great influence with politicians and lawyers alike, and he’s forever reminding me about the sordid details of my background.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” Jimmy insisted. “The truth is the truth, and Christie is your baby,” he said with a firmness that helped me to revive some of my own confidence.

“I’m so glad you’re with me, Jimmy. I couldn’t do any of this without you,” I told him. He reached across the table in the restaurant where we were having our lunch and put his hand over mine.

“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else but at your side, Dawn. Now and forever.”

I wanted to kiss him there and then, but we were surrounded by people, all well-dressed and sophisticated-looking. It was a fancy restaurant, too, and I was sensitive about doing anything that might attract attention and gossip. Jimmy said events were making me paranoid, but I couldn’t help it. He laughed but made me promise to kiss him twice as much when we were alone.

The afternoon of the hearing was gray and even a bit chilly. Fall was creeping in like a wolf on the prowl around a chicken coop. It cast its shadow first. Birds seemed more restless around us, their biological clocks ticking closer and closer to that hour when they would be nudged to go off and seek warmer climates. Clouds looked darker and more ominous, and the wind was stronger. Leaves weakened by age snapped off branches and began their slow singsong descents to the ground, while other leaves had begun to take on tints of orange and yellow and brown.

Mr. Updike met us in the lobby. Although he was an elderly man, easily in his early seventies, he carried himself with an air of strength and authority characteristic of men much younger. His cap of white hair still had a slight wave in front, and he stood firm with broad shoulders and a bit of a barrel chest. The sight of him and the sound of his deep, resonant voice restored some faith and confidence in me. He shook hands with Jimmy firmly and described quickly how he wanted to conduct the meeting.

“Just let me do all the talking until Judge Powell asks you questions.”

I nodded. Just then we saw Sanford and Patricia Compton enter the building with their attorney. Mr. Compton was holding Mrs. Compton at the elbow as if she had to be guided along. She had her lace handkerchief closed in her small left fist. I saw the terror and fear in her face when she glanced our way. It sent shivers of ice through my heart.

The Comptons’ attorney was a shorter man with a much slimmer build but a surprisingly beautiful speaking voice. As a musician and singer, I couldn’t help but notice. His name was Felix Humbrick, and the moment he began to talk I knew we were in for a time of it.

We all gathered in the judge’s chambers, a large office on the second floor. It had marble floors, and both walls were lined with shelves containing volumes and volumes of law books. On the wall behind the judge’s large, dark oak desk were framed pictures of Judge Powell shaking hands with politicians, even one showing him with the president. All of it gave the office a magisterial air of authenticity and officialdom. There was a feeling we should whisper when we spoke.

The Comptons and their attorney took one side of the room, and we took the other, with both attorneys sitting in the leather chairs closest to the desk. Mr. Compton refused to look our way, but every once in a while Patricia Compton gazed at me, her eyes glassy.

Judge Powell was an intense man, focusing sharply on whoever spoke as if he could see into the speaker’s face, behind his words. Of course, I studied his face for some hint as to what he was feeling, but when he began to conduct the hearing his face became a mask—his lips unmoving, his eyes simply reflecting what he saw and not reacting. Not even his eyebrows lifted. He was as still as the statue of Justice herself.

“I would like it understood at the start,” the judge began, “that this is an informal hearing requested and agreed to by both sides concerned, and therefore I have not asked for a stenographer to take down any notes or record the proceedings. Also, any recommendations I might make at the conclusion of this informal hearing are not binding on either party, nor can they be used as evidence or testimony in any formal hearing that might result. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” Mr. Updike said quickly.

“Quite clear, Your Honor,” Felix Humbrick said.

“As agreed to beforehand, then, we will begin with Mr. Humbrick,” the judge said, and he turned his swivel chair slightly so that he was looking directly at Felix Humbrick. Jimmy took my hand and squeezed it gently.

“Thank you, Your Honor. As you know, my clients, Sanford and Patricia Compton, were interested in adopting a newborn infant. Naturally, they were concerned about the child’s background and were very happy to learn from a friend of theirs that the birth of a baby whose background was clearly known was imminent. This friend, who has asked that his name not be brought into the matter unless absolutely necessary, was a close friend of Lillian Cutler, the owner and operator of Cutler’s Cove Hotel.

“Mrs. Cutler had passed on the information that her granddaughter had had an illicit affair. In short, she was seduced by an older man while she was away at school in New York City. As a result she became pregnant.

“Mrs. Cutler and her granddaughter, for obvious reasons, wanted the matter kept confidential, so Mrs. Cutler arranged for her granddaughter to leave school and reside at Mrs. Cutler’s sister’s home until such time as the baby was born. Mrs. Cutler’s sister is an experienced midwife.

“Faced with the prospect of having a child at such a young age, and a child out of wedlock at that, and hoping to continue her own musical career, Mrs. Cutler’s granddaughter agreed to have her child placed for adoption. She signed documents to this effect, willingly giving her child to Mr. and Mrs. Compton immediately after the baby’s birth.

“The events followed suit as outlined. The Comptons accepted the infant in their home, proceeded to take all necessary medical steps to insure the baby’s well-being and quickly developed an emotional tie to the infant. They have even named the baby after Mr. Compton’s deceased mother.

“Now, as you know, Mrs. Cutler’s granddaughter wishes the child to be returned. We feel her request is unreasonable, arbitrary, a violation of a contract entered into in good faith. In point of fact, the contract was drawn up by the Cutler family counsel himself, and none of the covenants were challenged. One of these covenants reads, ‘Mr. and Mrs. Sanford Compton of 12 Hardy Drive accept full responsibility for the health and welfare of said infant from the date of delivery and agree not to make any additional demands on the Cutler family concerning the said infant, to wit the life and limb of said infant will from this day forward remain their sole responsibility.’

“I emphasize ‘sole responsibility,’ Your Honor, a stipulation to which they wholeheartedly agreed and which they undertook, for which Dawn Cutler and the Cutler family then agreed to make no other demands or inquiries concerning the said infant.

“This is all signed, sealed and delivered,” he concluded, sliding the document onto the judge’s desk. Judge Powell looked at it quickly, turning to the page for signatures, and then nodded without expression. He swung his swivel chair in our direction.

“Mr. Updike, your presentation?”

“We don’t contest the contract, Your Honor. We are here today, however, to present some new facts, the main fact being that Dawn Cutler did not agree to this, nor was she aware of it.”

“Not aware of it?”

“No, Your Honor,” Mr. Updike said. I couldn’t see the expression on his face, but I could feel his embarrassment.

“You drew this up without speaking with the mother?”

“I . . . yes. I had been assured by my client that the mother agreed to all of it. Dawn was some distance away, living under the circumstances described. Mrs. Cutler assured me that the decision to give up the infant was one she, Dawn’s mother and father, and Dawn herself thought best for all concerned.”

“And the signature on this document?” the judge asked.

Mr. Updike seemed uncomfortable in his seat now. He shifted, cleared his throat and spoke.

“Apparently it is forged.”

“Forged?” The judge finally reacted to something. His eyebrows lifted slightly. “You didn’t bother to compare it with samples, I assume?”

“I had no reason to be suspicious, Your Honor. I have been the Cutler family’s attorney for quite a number of years now, and my experience has always been that Mrs. Cutler, especially, conducted her affairs with the utmost honesty and business acumen.”

“Your Honor?” Felix Humbrick interrupted.

“Yes?”

“We have other samples of Dawn Cutler’s signature here, and they match perfectly. It is our contention that it is not forged.” He submitted the documents. The judge looked at them.

“Mr. Updike, I’m not a handwriting expert, but these do look quite similar.” He handed the documents to our lawyer. Mr. Updike gazed at them and then took off his glasses, folded them and placed them in his upper pocket.

“Your Honor, I don’t know how the forgery was committed, but I have no doubt that it was,” he said.

“I see,” Judge Powell replied. “Can you share your reasoning with us?”

Mr. Updike turned to look my way. He saw in my face that I wanted him to go on and do and say whatever was necessary for me to get Christie back.

“Your Honor, Mrs. Cutler recently passed away, at which time wills and other documents were unsealed. It was learned—painfully learned—that Dawn Cutler is not Mrs. Cutler’s granddaughter.”

Patricia Compton, who had been staring down throughout all this, lifted her head sharply and looked across the office at me with new interest.

“I see. Go on,” Judge Powell said.

“Apparently Dawn Cutler was Lillian Cutler’s husband’s child.”

“You mean she is her daughter?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“I see,” Judge Powell said quickly. “You don’t have to go into those details any further.”

“I don’t understand,” Sanford Compton said angrily. “What does this base behavior have to do with anything?”

“Mr. Updike is suggesting another possible motive for the actions Mrs. Cutler took. There is a clear history of subterfuge and deception here. Miss Cutler,” the judge said, turning to me. The moment he did, I felt my heart jump and the heat rise in my neck and face. “Do you deny signing this contract?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What did you intend to do when your baby was born?” he asked softly.

“I don’t know, Your Honor. I wanted my baby very much and was shocked to discover she had been given away.”

“Mrs. Cutler didn’t threaten you or advise you of the difficulties that lay ahead and as a result convince you to sign this document?”

“No, sir. I never saw Grandmother Cutler after I left New York to go to The Meadows.”

“The Meadows?” He looked at Mr. Updike.

“Mrs. Cutler’s sister’s home.”

“I see. So until you returned you had no knowledge of Mr. and Mrs. Compton?”

“That’s correct, Your Honor.”

“Why did you agree to have your baby in secret if you had no intention of giving her away?” the judge asked.

“Your Honor, I wasn’t in any position to disagree with anything Grandmother Cutler demanded or suggested at the time, but I never knew what her full intentions were. Of course, now I understand why she hated me and why she wouldn’t have wanted any child of mine in her presence.”

“I see.” Judge Powell turned away and sat back a moment. Then he lifted his eyes toward the Comptons.

“Mr. and Mrs. Compton, the information Mr. Updike has presented does create some definite gray areas. While it is true you do have an apparently legal contract, there is some reason for it to be challenged. Any formal court hearing will obviously bring all this new information to bear, and I suspect that Mr. Updike has only scratched the surface of it here today.

“In short, unfortunate as it might be for you, you should take into consideration the ugly atmosphere in which this case will be argued. It doesn’t bode well for the future of the child even if your position should prevail.” He leaned forward. “It could very well become a media circus.”

Mrs. Compton began to sob. Sanford Compton nodded and then embraced her.

“We had no idea about all these other circumstances,” he said angrily.

“Of course not,” the judge said in a soothing voice. He sat back. “Mr. Humbrick, I recommend—informally recommend—that you advise your clients to return the infant to its mother forthwith.”

“We will take your advice under serious consideration, Your Honor,” Felix Humbrick replied. “Sanford,” he said softly.

“Thank you, Judge,” Sanford Compton said. He helped his wife to her feet, and they started out of the judge’s chambers, Mrs. Compton’s sobbing growing harder. Felix Humbrick rose and turned to Mr. Updike.

“Are you staying anywhere in town?”

“I wasn’t intending on it. Why don’t I phone your office? How long do you want?”

“Give me two hours,” Mr. Humbrick replied. They shook hands, and he followed the Comptons out.

The judge stood up and gazed down at Jimmy and me. My legs felt so weak and wobbly, I was afraid to stand.

“Well,” Judge Powell said, “something like this is very unpleasant. You have a great deal to overcome, young lady, some of it not your fault, but some of the blame rests with you.”

“I know, Your Honor.”

“Apparently you have found a champion to stand at your side,” he said, his eyes twinkling at Jimmy. “I can only wish you good luck from now on.”

“Thank you,” I said. Jimmy and I stood up.

“I’ll be right out,” Mr. Updike said. We left him with the judge and retreated to the lobby. We could see Sanford Compton speaking heatedly with Mr. Humbrick outside. Patricia had apparently already gone to their car. A few moments later they left, too.

Mr. Updike decided we should return to our hotel. I was so nervous and frightened, I could barely walk or speak. My heart felt as if it were filled with tiny moths all flapping their paper-thin wings at once. Mr. Updike kept telling us how sorry he was all this had happened, how Grandmother Cutler’s actions had been so out of character for her. I understood he had great respect for her, and when he described her in her early days I almost wished I had been alive then to see her in a different light.

Two hours later Mr. Updike called Felix Humbrick and learned the Comptons had agreed to give up the fight. I broke into a flood of hysterical tears of happiness. Even Jimmy had tears in his eyes as he embraced me.

“Sanford Compton has asked that you stop by as soon as possible to get the baby. He doesn’t want their pain and agony to last a moment longer than necessary,” Mr. Updike told us.

“Of course,” Jimmy said. “We’ll go right over.”

“Thank you, Mr. Updike,” I said. “I know how difficult this was for you.”

I had a suspicion Judge Powell had chastised him for not being more assured that I had been a party to the agreement. He didn’t strike me as the kind of man who made such mistakes. But in a real sense, he had been violated by Grandmother Cutler, too. He was just unwilling to face up to that, for reasons I had yet to understand.

Some of the shadows and the skeletons in the closets of the Cutler family had been exposed and revealed, but deep in my heart I knew there were closet doors yet to be opened.

*   *   *

Sanford Compton was a different man when Jimmy and I arrived at the house to get Christie this time. He allowed Frazer to show us in, and he greeted us in the hallway standing beside a box, which, he explained, contained things he had bought for Christie.

“Some baby clothing, diapers, crib toys and the formula our pediatrician recommended. Even though I am sure you have your own doctor who might recommend something different, it will tide you over,” he said. He gazed behind him at the stairway. “Patricia will be along any moment with the baby.”

“I’ll just get this out to the car,” Jimmy said, picking up the carton. “Thank you.”

“I am sorry how all this worked out,” Sanford said when he and I were alone for a moment. “It was never our intention to add to anyone’s suffering.”

“No, no. It wasn’t your fault. You weren’t told the truth,” I said.

“If I had been, you can be damn sure it wouldn’t have gone this far,” he replied, his eyes icy blue again. “Your grandmother, or the woman who called herself that, must have been some piece of work.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at his description, but my joviality was short-lived, for when I lifted my gaze toward the stairway I saw Patricia Compton coming down slowly, baby Christie in her arms. My heart began to pitter-patter, both in anticipation and in anxiety, because Patricia walked as if she were under a spell. To me it appeared she could fold up at any moment and topple down the staircase, dropping the baby out of her embrace.

“I wanted to do all of this,” Sanford whispered, “but she insisted.”

I stepped forward quickly to greet her at the base of the stairway. She stopped two steps from the bottom and stared at me. Christie was wrapped in a pink blanket, her tiny nose and chin barely visible. Patricia continued to gaze at me silently. Her sad eyes and trembling lips kept me from simply reaching out to seize Christie.

“She’s just been fed, and she’s dozing,” Patricia finally said. “She always drops right off after a feeding. Sometimes”—Patricia smiled—“sometimes she falls asleep with the nipple of the bottle still in her lips. She just stops suckling and closes her eyes and drifts off, contented. She’s a wonderful baby.”

Her eyes shifted to Sanford. Jimmy returned and approached slowly.

“Give Miss Cutler her child now, Patricia,” Sanford said firmly but softly.

“What? Oh, yes, yes.” She lifted the baby toward me, and I stepped forward quickly to take Christie in my arms. When I looked down into her little face I finally felt the shadow lift from my heart, filling with sunshine and joy. I had forgotten how blond her hair was. It looked like a crown of gold.

“Thank you,” I said, turning back to Patricia. “I am truly sorry for the pain you are suffering now.”

Patricia’s lips trembled harder. Her chin began to wrinkle, and her shoulders started to shake.

“Patricia. You promised,” Sanford reminded her.

She took a deep breath and pressed her small fists into her bosom as if to hold her sorrow inside.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“We’d better be going, Dawn,” Jimmy said. “We have a long ride back.”

“Yes. Thank you for the baby’s things,” I told Sanford. He nodded, but I could see he, too, was holding back a flood of tears. Jimmy and I started out of the house. Just as Frazer closed the door behind us we heard Patricia Compton’s wail. It was a loud, shrill scream, the moan any mother would express if her child were being taken away.

The heavy front door was closed rapidly, and it mercifully entrapped the wail within. Even so, Jimmy and I hurried down the walkway, driven along by the horror of Patricia Compton’s agony. Neither of us spoke until Jimmy had started the engine and driven off. I couldn’t help but gaze back once more at the house and grounds that might have been Christie’s home. Then I closed my eyes and drove the image back into the deepest closets of my memory. When I opened my eyes again I gazed down at my baby, her tiny pink face just waiting for my kisses.



Back at Cutler’s Cove


BEFORE JIMMY AND I HAD left for Saddle Creek I had asked Mrs. Boston to prepare the room across from Grandmother Cutler’s suite. It had two big windows looking out over the hotel grounds, and I liked the light blue wallpaper. There was a room that had served as a nursery for Philip, me and Clara Sue, but it was from that room that my abduction had been arranged. I didn’t ever want to put Christie there.

Mrs. Boston helped me get Christie’s things organized. Jimmy brought up the carton of clothes and other items Sanford Compton had given us, and Mrs. Boston unpacked it all and put it away.

“It’s a good thing to have a newborn child here now,” Mrs. Boston said. “The birth of a child washes away the shadows Death leaves behind when he visits a house. And she’s a beautiful baby, too,” she admitted.

I thanked her. I had half expected Mother might come in to see Christie, but she kept her suite door shut tight and didn’t even acknowledge our arrival.

After Mrs. Boston left and I had Christie sleeping comfortably in her crib, I felt someone’s eyes on me and turned to see Clara Sue leaning against the door jamb. She had her arms folded under her bosom, and the corner of her lip twisted up in a smirk.

“Aren’t you embarrassed bringing her back here?” she asked in a haughty tone. “After all, she is a bastard, just like you.”

“Of course not,” I said. “What happened doesn’t make her any less beautiful or wonderful. And don’t you ever let me hear you call her a bastard again!”

“What are you going to tell her when she grows up and asks who her real father is?” she shot back, trying to stab me with her hateful question.

“When she’s old enough to understand, I’ll tell her the truth,” I said. “She’s not going to be brought up in a world of lies like I was.”

“It’s disgusting and disgraceful, and Grandmother would never have permitted it. It hurts the hotel’s reputation,” she insisted.

I turned on her, my hands clenched into fists, and walked toward her slowly, my eyes fixed on her so firmly that the hateful smile evaporated quickly from her face and was instantly replaced by a look of fear. With every step I took forward, she took one backward.

“I’m going to say this once and only once, so make sure you listen. Don’t you ever, ever say anything to make Christie seem like something evil. If there is anything that is disgusting and disgraceful in this hotel, it’s you. Keep away from Christie. I don’t want you anywhere near her!” I cried. “And if I hear about you spreading any nasty stories, I’ll beat those extra pounds out of your face and body myself,” I added, raising a fist. Clara Sue shot me one last dark look before she fled.

In the days that followed, little of this changed. I really began to feel like an orphan. I already knew that Randolph, who had always been distracted by his busywork, had become very melancholy after Grandmother Cutler’s death. Once a man with one of the most charming smiles and the most suave, sophisticated Southern demeanor, Randolph moped about the hotel and grounds speaking to people only when it was necessary. His eyes became shadowed, and when he spoke, it was barely above a whisper.

I had met very few men who were as concerned and as fastidious about their appearance as Randolph had been, but now he was taking even less care of his clothing, wearing wrinkled shirts and pants, creased and stained ties and scuffed shoes. I knew Mother had to have noticed all this herself, but she chose to ignore it. I was positive that if anyone did bring it up to her, she would complain about the stress, paste her palm against her forehead and declare the entire subject one of those “unmentionables.”

With Clara Sue off in a sulk most of the time, and Philip brooding because I wouldn’t spend any of my free time with him, the atmosphere in the hotel became a heavy, dreary one that the guests soon felt and began to complain about. All of them missed Grandmother Cutler, who, say what I would about her, had created a charming and elegant atmosphere for her clientele. Now everyone was anxious for the summer and the high season to come to an end.

A little more than a week after we had returned with Christie, Jimmy had to go. His leave was finished, and he had to report for duty. He had been at my side during so much of the turmoil and agony I had experienced over the past weeks that I couldn’t help being frightened and depressed about his departure. Once again I felt like someone being deserted. Our parting was very sad for both of us. We said our final good-byes in the privacy of his car in front of the hotel.

It was a gray day, overcast with clouds that looked so heavy, I thought they were made out of iron. They loomed over the ocean, which had turned a dull gray itself and looked like a field of cement. Across the grounds, leaves blown by a severe wind rained down and were then scattered everywhere. They seemed to hop madly over the lawns and driveway.

“Don’t look so sad,” Jimmy cajoled. “I’ll call you every chance I get, and I’ll be back as soon as I get my next leave.”

“I can’t help the way I feel, Jimmy. This is a big hotel with many people in it, but no one’s there for me,” I said. I couldn’t keep the tears from burning under my lids.

Jimmy’s dark eyes gleamed.

“I just knew you were going to be this way when I left. I just knew it. And so,” he said, stretching, “I had to move up my plans.”

“Move up your plans?” I smiled through my emerging tears. “I don’t understand.” Like a Cheshire cat he sat there grinning at me. “Are you going to explain?”

“Uh-huh,” Jimmy said, and he dug into his uniform jacket and came up with something in his closed fist. I waited as he brought his hand to me and then opened his fist. Glittering there in his palm was the prettiest diamond engagement ring I had ever seen, and big, too! My breath caught and held and for a moment. I couldn’t speak.

“Jimmy, when did you get this? How did you get something so expensive?” I finally cried, practically bouncing on the seat. He laughed and slipped it on my finger.

“I got it in Europe,” he confessed, “when I took a short hop over to Amsterdam. That’s where the real bargains in diamonds are, you know,” he added, proud of the worldly knowledge he had acquired during his travels. “Of course, my buddies made fun of me saving every nickel and dime I could, but”—he took my hand into his and gazed into my eyes—“it was worth it just to see the look on your face and to be able to wipe some sadness out of your eyes.”

I shook my head. My heart beat with such excitement, it took my breath away. In fact, I felt a little dizzy, and for a moment the car seemed to spin.

“You all right?” Jimmy asked when I gasped.

“Yes. I suppose I’m just . . . so surprised. Oh, Jimmy,” I said, and I threw my arms around him. Then we kissed as we had never kissed before, both of us clinging lovingly to each other. I held on to him as long as I could, and then we pulled away from each other, and he wiped the tears from my cheeks gently with his handkerchief.

“Just think,” he said, his dark eyes twinkling with that impish brightness I had learned to love, “someday soon I’ll be making you Dawn Longchamp again.”

“That’s right. Oh, Jimmy, isn’t that funny? I can’t wait.”

We kissed again, and then he said he really had to be going.

“They don’t take kindly to us being late. It’s not like getting assigned detention at Emerson Peabody,” he said with a smile. “Well, take care of yourself and little Christie,” he said.

I hated getting out of the car, but I had to let him go. He rolled down his window, and we kissed good-bye one last time. Then he started the engine and drove off. I waved until his car disappeared around the bend in the driveway.

The cold winds of autumn lifted my hair and made it dance over my forehead. I embraced myself and turned to go back into the hotel, the sight of the diamond engagement ring on my finger filling me with warmth and hope.

The combination of the excitement and the sadness in saying good-bye to Jimmy left me very tired and eager to go upstairs and take a nap alongside Christie. I walked up the stairs slowly, not thinking of anything at all, my eyes half closed. When I entered the room I went directly to Christie’s crib. I wanted to place her beside me on the bed and sleep with her cradled in my arms. But when I leaned over to get her, I found she wasn’t there.

For a moment it didn’t register in my mind. It was as if my eyes were playing practical jokes on me. I actually smiled in disbelief, closed my eyes and opened them. That didn’t help. Christie was gone!

Mrs. Boston must have taken her somewhere, I thought. My heart began to pound. No, it did more than pound; it thumped sharply, as if it were trying to break out of my chest. I lost my breath, and for a few seconds I stood there gasping. Then I caught hold of myself, forced myself to stay calm and left the room to go down to find Mrs. Boston. I didn’t find her in her room. I finally found her in the kitchen talking to Nussbaum, the chef. They both turned as I came walking briskly toward them. I was sure my face was terribly flushed. I felt as if my skin were on fire. I could barely speak.

“What is it, Dawn?” Mrs. Boston asked, seeing the wild look in my eyes. She didn’t have Christie in her arms and wouldn’t have brought her in here anyway.

“Christie . . .” I had to swallow before I could continue. “Christie’s missing,” I said, and my tears burst forth, charging out of my eyes like water crashing through a weakened dam.

“Vot are you sayin’?” Nussbaum asked.

“Missing?” Mrs. Boston said. She shook her head. “There must be some mistake.”

“No, no mistake. She’s not in her crib,” I cried.

“Here, here,” Nussbaum said, embracing me. “I’m sure she’s all right.” He shifted his eyes quickly to Mrs. Boston, whose face now registered some deep concern.

“Let’s go up,” she said sharply. I followed her out, and we hurried through the corridor and up the stairs. Once again I confronted an empty crib. Mrs. Boston shook her head.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “I left her not twenty minutes ago. She was sleeping so soundly.”

“Oh, no,” I said, no longer able to stay in control. Christie was gone. She was really gone! “Oh, no!” I screamed. I screamed so loud and so shrilly, it brought Mother out of her suite.

“What is it?” she demanded, giving me an annoyed look.

“It’s the baby,” Mrs. Boston said. “She’s gone. Someone’s taken the baby.”

Those words turned my mother’s face into a mask of horror. Her mouth contorted, and her eyes seemed to sink deeper into her skull even as they grew larger and larger, her pupils dilating with fear. She had heard those words before, of course, when I had been taken, only then she had had to pretend. It was as if she had been thrown back through time and made to relive it. She shook her head and backed away.

“No,” she said. “It must be . . . must be a mistake. This can’t be happening. Not again. I can’t deal with this. Why can there never be any happiness in this cursed place?” she muttered, and she ran from the room.

“Let’s get help,” Mrs. Boston said.

I couldn’t keep myself from shaking. Jimmy had just left me, just when I needed him the most, I thought. Oh, please, please, God, don’t let Christie be gone. Not again. Not to have the same fate I had. Could my mother be right? Was this place cursed? It seemed like a cruel joke fate wanted to pull over and over. I smothered my tears and followed Mrs. Boston out of the room. We charged down the stairs to the lobby, where she gathered the staff around us.

“Someone’s taken Christie from her crib,” she announced. “We need everyone in the hotel lookin’.”

Everyone was equally shocked and concerned. The bellhops fanned out. The receptionists joined the search. Dining room staff members who were relaxing in the lobby took the outside and circled the hotel. As more and more people found out what was happening, the search party enlarged until it involved almost everyone in the hotel.

Philip, who had been in the card room playing poker with some of the dining room staff, came running.

“The baby’s actually missing?” he asked. I could only nod. I sat on a soft chair and embraced myself, feeling that if I let go, I would literally fall apart. My stomach felt as if it was ready to empty itself at any minute, I felt so nauseous. My throat was choked so tightly, I couldn’t swallow. Every once in a while I had to close my eyes and struggle for a breath. Chambermaids, receptionists, Mrs. Boston, everyone tried to comfort me.

Finally we heard someone shouting from the far end of the lobby. It was one of the chambermaids.

“The baby’s been found,” she cried.

“Christie. Christie,” I called, and somehow I found the strength to stand. It was as if I were floating over the lobby floor as I walked forward. Moments later Millie Francis, the lady in charge of the laundry, came walking out of the corridor carrying Christie cradled in her arms.

“Is she all right?” I cried.

“Just fine,” Millie said. She handed my baby over to me gently. Christie’s eyes were open wide in surprise. Her face was filled with curiosity as I held her tightly, not wanting to think of what I would have done if we hadn’t found her.

“Where was she?” I demanded.

“I almost missed her. She’s such a good baby. She was lying there so quietly.”

“Lying where?” I asked quickly.

“In the laundry room, in a bin, on top of a pile of towels,” she said.

Everyone looked at one another in astonishment.

“How could she get down there, and who would put her in a laundry bin?” asked Mrs. Bradly, one of our older receptionists.

“Sick joke, if someone did that,” one of the bellhops said.

“Thank you,” I said, turning to them all. “Thank you all for helping.”

“She don’t look the worse for it,” Mrs. Boston assured me. We took Christie up to my room immediately and there inspected her more closely. There wasn’t a mark on her body, and she looked very alert and happy now.

“Who would do such a thing?” Mrs. Boston wondered aloud.

Moments later Clara Sue appeared in my doorway.

“What happened?” she asked, a wide smile on her face. “Did I miss some excitement?”

“Where have you been?” Mrs. Boston asked, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.

“I fell asleep listening to records,” Clara Sue answered nonchalantly.

“I didn’t hear no records playin’,” Mrs. Boston said.

“Well, who says your hearing’s so good?” Clara Sue snapped before smiling again. Then she turned to look at me, and her eyes gleamed. “I had them playing during Christie’s nap, and it didn’t bother her at all. She is such a good baby, isn’t she, Dawn?” With that she left.

Mrs. Boston and I looked at each other, Mrs. Boston’s face screwed tightly in anger.

“From this day on, Mrs. Boston, I don’t ever want her in my room, and never near Christie,” I said in a sharp tone.

“Amen to that,” Mrs. Boston said.

*   *   *

Christie slept in my bed with me that night. The events of the evening had left me so frightened, it took hours for me to stop shaking. Every once in a while I had to reassure myself that Christie was all right, and when I did fall asleep, I woke up with a start every few hours and checked her again and again. Finally, just when the morning light was breaking over the horizon, I fell into a deep sleep. As if she knew how much I needed it, Christie didn’t cry to be fed, and it was Mrs. Boston who woke me the following morning.

I shook the sleep out of my body the best I could and got up to go prepare Christie’s formula, but Mrs. Boston was right there at the door with it.

“I thought it was about time,” she said.

“That’s so nice of you, Mrs. Boston. Thank you,” I said, and I lifted Christie into my arms. Then I sat in the rocker and fed her. I thought to myself that she had Michael’s eyes, but my nose and mouth. She clutched her tiny pink fingers into little fists and opened her eyes wide to gaze into mine. I thought her mouth formed a silent “Oh,” and that made me laugh. When she drank she focused on my face and didn’t shift her eyes the whole time.

It seemed so long ago, truly in another life, when Momma Longchamp had given birth to Fern, and I had to take care of her because Momma was so weak and sick; but once I began to take care of Christie, all that I knew and had learned about babies returned.

I was so entranced with Christie and had been concentrating so hard that I didn’t hear Mother come to the room, nor had I realized that Mrs. Boston had left.

“My God,” she moaned, “what was all that commotion about last night? Was it a dream?”

“It was no dream, Mother. I’m afraid Clara Sue pulled a sick prank. She took Christie and left her in the laundry bin downstairs. Of course, she denies it, but I’m sure she did it.”

Mother shook her head as if the words confused her. She looked drugged on sleep. I couldn’t believe how Mother had let herself go. Her good looks had always been so important to her, even when she was supposedly in the throes of some terrible ailment. I never saw her in or out of bed without her makeup on her face and her hair brushed and styled. And she always wore some jewelry.

Here she was in one of her older and more ragged-looking robes, her hair unbrushed and straggly, wearing no jewelry and no makeup, her face as pale as it could be. Even her lips had lost color. She shook her head and walked farther into the room. Then she grimaced.

“Don’t you feel ridiculous?” she asked.

“Ridiculous? Why should I feel ridiculous, Mother?” I replied.

“Sitting there with a baby in your arms, unmarried and with so much responsibility now in your life.” She sighed deeply. “I wish you had listened to me when I spoke to you just before you left to get her back.

“Her real father deserted you both, and you’re so young yet,” she lectured. “Despite the manner in which Grandmother Cutler carried out her plans, she made the right decision for you at the time. The baby was with an excellent family. Now you’re weighed down with a major burden.”

“It’s just like you to say something like that, Mother,” I replied coldly, my eyes fixed on her so that she couldn’t look away. “Christie is not a burden. She is my daughter, and I love her with all my heart. She is what matters most to me, and there is nothing I wouldn’t do for her. How easy it was for you to agree to giving away your baby without thought of the consequences. You think it’s the same for everyone. You were so selfish and still are. You, You, You! All you’ve ever thought about is yourself! Well, I consider Christie a blessing, and if anyone is a burden, it’s you,” I said, spitting the words at her.

She stared at me, and then she blinked her eyes and smiled in that childish manner she had so perfected.

“I won’t be drawn into an ugly spat with you, Dawn. Not now, not ever. Think and do as you wish. I’m only giving you the best advice I can. If you don’t want to follow it, then don’t.”

Despite herself, she gazed at Christie.

“The most horrible thing about all this,” she mumbled, “is you’ve turned me into a grandmother before my time. Well,” she said, stepping back and folding her arms firmly under her small bosom, “you can be sure I won’t permit anyone to refer to me as Grandmother Cutler.”

“Suit yourself,” I said. “Believe me, you will be the one who will be missing out.”

“Missing out?” She released a short, high laugh. “On what, feeding an infant that burps and fills its diapers? I had enough of that, thank you,” she said.

“Oh, Mother, you never had any of it. You either had a mother’s helper, a nurse or  . . . or gave away your child,” I said pointedly.

“Go on, hurt me,” she said, her chin quivering, “pound the nails into my coffin. It gives you pleasure, doesn’t it? You’ll never forgive me for what I’ve done, no matter how many times I apologize. I haven’t suffered enough to suit you, I suppose. No one realizes the sacrifices I’ve made and continue to make.”

“Mother, you don’t realize how silly that sounds,” I said. I put Christie back into her cradle after burping her. Mother looked surprised at my expertise. She wiped the two tears from her cheeks. Suddenly her face lit up.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing at me.

“That?” I really didn’t know what she was pointing at . . . something on my face, my clothing  . . . I had forgotten for the moment that I was wearing the ring.

“That ring. It looks like an engagement ring.”

“That’s because it is an engagement ring, Mother. Jimmy and I are now formally engaged,” I said proudly.

“Oh, no.” She brought her hand to her forehead and ran her palm over her hair slowly as she shook her head. “You are a fool after all. You’re actually going to marry that boy, a soldier without a penny to his name and a name that bears no great honor, no position? When are you going to start listening to me?”

“Jimmy and I love each other, Mother. We’ve been through a great deal together, and we—”

“Love.” She threw her head back and cackled. “That’s such a ridiculous word. A romantic notion drummed up in novels, but not something for real life. Love someone who can give you what you need and deserve. All love really is, anyway, is fulfilling a need. Believe me,” she said, nodding, “I speak from experience.”

“Not my experience, Mother. Your experience,” I said sharply.

“What’s wrong with you?” she asked, her hands out. “You’re now the owner of Cutler’s Cove. Overnight you have been given position, power and money. Why, decent, respectable suitors will be lining the driveway. You’ll be courted by the richest and most important young men, just like the ones who used to court me. You can keep them all on a string. They will all shower you with expensive gifts and make endless, impossible promises. And then, when you finally have to choose, you can choose from the cream of the crop,” she promised.

“That’s not what I want, Mother. I told you—Jimmy and I love each other. All the rest—position, power, wealth—that’s not important to us as long as we have each other. I’m sorry you don’t understand how important that is. I think that’s why you’re so unhappy. You have no one to love but yourself, and I don’t think you like yourself very much these days, do you, Mother?”

“You’re a very cruel child, Dawn.” Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know how much of your real father you’ve inherited.”

“How much have I inherited, Mother? Tell me,” I pursued. I wanted her to talk about him and what had happened. I needed to know. But she waved me off.

“I’m tired and disgusted,” she said. “Do what you want,” she muttered. “Do whatever you want.”

She returned to her room, shutting the doors tightly again and withdrawing to continue to feel sorry for herself. All I had done, apparently, was give her more reason.

*   *   *

Just after Philip returned to college and Clara Sue returned to high school I began my education, too. Shortly after Grandmother Cutler’s death and the reading of the wills, Mr. Updike and Mr. Dorfman, the hotel’s comptroller, came up with a plan to continue the running of the hotel as smoothly as possible during the time Mr. Updike called “the interim period.” I knew that meant the time it would take for me to grow knowledgeable and mature enough to take on really significant responsibilities.

Mr. Dorfman was a small, bald man with eyeglasses as thick as beer mugs. Although he was quite a competent comptroller, he was very uncomfortable talking to people. I found him to be a shy man who didn’t like to look directly or even indirectly at the people with whom he was holding a conversation. He would look down at his desk or at some papers in his hand. It was almost as if I had just wandered in and was listening to a conversation between him and someone invisible.

“Well, I don’t have the best news for you, I’m afraid,” he began when we first met. “I’ve done a complete evaluation of the hotel’s assets and liabilities. You know, of course, that the hotel is heavily mortgaged, and that most years Mrs. Cutler has managed only to pay the interest?”

I shook my head with an obvious look of confusion on my face. But rather than becoming impatient with me, Mr. Dorfman appeared to enjoy the fact that I knew little about such matters. He then proceeded to explain what mortgages were, what interest involved and what significance all this had for the hotel.

“So we’re really no better than paupers,” I concluded with surprise.

“No, no,” he said, smiling for the first time, if that twitch at the corners of his mouth could be described as a smile. “All major property owners carry big mortgages. It doesn’t mean they’re paupers. Quite the contrary. Your enterprise here employs many, many people, and the property value is very high, very high. Some years, as you will see, the hotel made a considerable profit, and some years—the last three, to be precise—it just about broke even. Maybe a small profit,” he added, as if to make me feel better.

“But if we paid our mortgage principal, we would have no profit,” I declared.

“You don’t have to pay the principal. The bank’s very content collecting the interest, which is considerable. They have no desire to become operators of a hotel, believe me.”

“It’s still all very confusing to me,” I cried.

“In time you will understand this as well as I do. I’ve taken the liberty of preparing a number of papers for you to study. Read everything carefully, especially what it costs to run each aspect of the hotel, and then you and I will talk again. It’s not all that complicated,” he promised, and he handed me a thick packet of papers that included studies that went back twenty years. This really was going to be like attending school, I thought.

“What does Randolph think of all this?” I asked, sitting back. Maybe it was better for me to become a silent partner and let Randolph take over most of the responsibility after all. Mr. Dorfman’s short, bushy eyebrows lifted.

“Oh, I thought Mr. Updike had already explained . . . that is, I assumed . . .”

“Explained what?” I demanded.

Mr. Dorfman fidgeted for a few moments and then looked firmly and directly at me for the first time since I had arrived.

“Mr. Randolph,” he said calmly, “is quite incapable of any real responsibility and has been for some time, even before Mrs. Cutler’s passing. Why, you already know much more than he does about the hotel,” he added, astounding me.

“What? I know he behaves strangely sometimes, doing things that don’t seem very important, but surely . . .”

“Mrs. Cutler never gave her son any real responsibilities, Dawn. Why  . . . he never so much as made a bank deposit,” Mr. Dorfman revealed, and then he started flipping through a folder.

I sat back and shook my head. I had been hoping to depend on Randolph and really let him do most of the running of the hotel while I concentrated on caring for Christie. The packet of papers in my lap suddenly took on more weight. I couldn’t do this. My inheritance wasn’t a blessing; it was a burden. I would feel just terrible if I somehow messed things up and all these people working here lost their jobs.

“Mr. Dorfman, I . . .”

“I can tell you that you have some very fine, very qualified people working for you, Dawn,” Mr. Dorfman said quickly. “Everyone’s very efficient. Mrs. Cutler did run a tight ship in that respect. If she didn’t make a big profit one year, it was because of the economy, and not because of her business practices or the practices of her subordinates. It was a waste not, want not philosophy. My job is to help you keep to it,” he concluded. And then, as if to add a challenge, he sat back and said, “Why, when Mrs. Cutler married Mr. Cutler and became an executive in this hotel, she wasn’t much older than you are.”

“Yes, but she had Mr. Cutler,” I fired back. He shook his head and twisted his fingers around his pen nervously.

“I don’t think I’m speaking ill of the dead when I tell you your father, Randolph’s father, was not much of a hotel administrator. My father was the comptroller here then, so I speak from firsthand knowledge. This hotel didn’t really become anything significant until Mrs. Cutler became actively involved.

“So,” he said, eager to leave the topic, “I’ll always be available to you. If I’m not here and you need me for anything, anything at all, you have my home phone number at the top of the packet of papers I just gave you.”

I rose from my chair in a daze, thanked Mr. Dorfman and slowly walked out, moving like a somnambulist down the corridor. Where was I going? It suddenly occurred to me that it was time for me to take over Grandmother Cutler’s office.

I paused before her doorway almost as if I had to knock. Then I opened it slowly and stood just inside for a long moment, my heart pounding as if I anticipated her miraculous resurrection. I could almost see her standing firm and tall with her steel-blue hair cut and styled to perfection. She was standing behind her desk as always, her shoulders pulled back firmly in the bright blue cotton jacket she wore over her frilly blouse. She turned her cold gray eyes on me, and in my imagination I even heard her chastisement: “What are you doing here? How dare you enter my office without knocking first?”

I gazed around. The dark-paneled office still had its lilac scent, everything about it still suggesting Grandmother Cutler, reflecting her austere personality, from the hardwood floors to the tightly woven dark blue oval rug in front of the aqua chintz settee. Her dark oak desk was just the way she had last left it: the pens in their holders, papers neatly piled to one side, a small bowl of hard candies in one corner and the black telephone in another. Her memo pad was open at the center of the desk.

Firm and resolute, I finally stepped forward and went to the partially opened curtains and pulled the cord to open them wide. Sunlight burst into the office, washing away the shadows that covered her high-back, blood-red, nail-head leather chair, the bookcases and standing lamp. Particles of dust danced in the air. Then I stepped back and looked up at the portrait of Grandfather Cutler, the man who I had learned was my true father.

It appeared the portrait had been painted in this very office with him at this very desk. Right now he seemed to be leering down at me, his head slightly tilted forward, his light blue eyes fixed on me. As I crossed to the other side of the room the portrait gave the illusion of his gaze following me. I thought that even though the artist might have been instructed to capture a strong, authoritative and distinguished look, he had also managed to replicate some lightness and charm in the way he had drawn and painted my father’s lips.

What sort of a man could he have been? I wondered. How could my father have been a conniver, deceitful and lustful? What had made him decide to rape my mother, if it was indeed a rape? What sort of morality did he have if he could make love to his son’s wife? Obviously he had had some pangs of conscience, for he had tried to atone for his act by giving me this inheritance and making a full confession after his death. And he had been compassionate enough to worry about how it would all affect Grandmother Cutler and so left instructions for none of it to be revealed until she had passed away, too.

As I gazed into my father’s eyes—eyes strikingly like my own—I wondered what, if anything—beside some physical attributes—I had inherited from this man. Would I now become as ambitious as he was? Would I live up to the responsibilities placed on my shoulders and develop into a good administrator? Did I have his charm when it came to pleasing guests? Had he been fair with the help and liked by them, and would I be? I realized I had developed a great hunger for knowledge about him and hoped I could get those members of the staff who had worked under him and were still here to talk to me about him. I certainly didn’t expect Mother to tell me anything worthwhile, and as for Randolph . . . well, from what I understood and saw, Randolph couldn’t be counted upon for anything these days.

I went around the desk and sat in Grandmother Cutler’s chair. Looking over the large desk from this point of view, I began to see things in a more natural and realistic perspective. It was as if sitting in her chair and taking her position imbued me with the confidence I would need to carry on. The office wasn’t as large as it had always seemed to be to me. I could do a great deal to brighten it up, I thought. I would replace the rug and the furniture. Then I would hang up some bright paintings.
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